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Monday Night
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Two men sat facing each other in a poorly-lit room. They were arguing. They were keeping their voices down, but it didn't matter. The microphones would pick up everything.
 
   “He's going in tomorrow, right?” asked the one with the chiseled face.
 
   “Correct.”
 
   “And we didn't change his name.”
 
   “Right again.”
 
   A small shake of the head, as if this might derail everything. “Kevin? Frankly, it sounds like a cover name.”
 
   The other man, a doctor, raised his eyebrows. “Do you have questions about his actual qualifications?”
 
   “Obviously,” the thin man snapped. “That’s what we’re talking about. He doesn’t have any qualifications, and you know it.”
 
   “Don’t play dumb. You understand how this works. It’s the potential that counts, and Kevin Brooks scored higher than anyone we’ve ever tested.”
 
   “As if those tests can predict – ”
 
   “Especially after we started scrubbing him,” the doctor cut in. “Once we took him under, he was flying. And that’s the best predictor.” He stopped, favoring the leaner man with a grin. “That’s how you were spotted, right? Way back when?”
 
   “I went through seven years of training after that,” the chisel-faced man retorted, glaring at the doctor. “And then I shadowed in the field for another three. What kind of training has the fair Mr. Brooks had?”
 
   “You know the answer to that.”
 
   A nod and a sour smile. “None.”
 
   The doctor shook his head. “How many times do we have to go through this?”
 
   “Once more, I guess.”
 
   “He’s had his mind opened,” the doctor said, spreading his arms wide. “Give him a week and you’ll see. He’ll be ready.”
 
   Chisel-face leaned back in his chair. “Better be. Otherwise, you're leaving our man Billaud out in the cold, right?”
 
   “Don’t try to put this on me, you’re – ”
 
   “I’m not putting it anywhere. I'm the point man on this thing, which means that Pascal Billaud's safety is ultimately up to me. Whether Kevin is up to the task or not, I'm the one who gets blamed. But make no mistake, I'm hoping you're right. I'm hoping your big man Kevin is going to come through.”
 
   “He is a big man,” the doctor said.
 
   “This is a joke to you?”
 
   “It is not. Just watch what my big man can do.”
 
   “I will. Closely.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Tuesday Morning
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Over here!”
 
   Kevin Brooks opened his eyes and looked around him. Something – some noise, a shout or a greeting, the voice of an energetic young boy outside the room – had startled him. But the noise was irrelevant. The noise was not his problem.
 
   Figuring out what I’m doing here. That’s the problem.
 
   He could not remember coming into this room.
 
   Actually, he could not remember coming into this building.
 
   He was in a classroom; that much was clear. He was sitting behind a large desk, and there were twenty-five smaller, empty desks facing him. Five neat rows of five. There were posters on the walls, each one depicting an educational goal in overly enthusiastic terms.
 
   Hooked on History! Energized by English! Mad about Math!
 
   So yes, a classroom. But figuring this out did not make Kevin feel any better. In fact, he noticed that his breath was suddenly short. There was a tightness in his chest, a feeling very close to panic, as though he had only now realized that some unseen, unknowable danger was now crouching just outside the door. Immediate action of some kind was required. 
 
   I’m supposed to be doing something.
 
   This thought came to him with such force, such overwhelming, white-hot clarity, that his breath actually stopped briefly in his throat. 
 
   Something incredibly important.
 
   Now, all at once, panic was not simply pushing on his chest. It was flooding through him. His arms and legs were tingling, and his head throbbed with the rush of his own blood. He worried he might pass out sitting right here in this chair, and the total silence of the room somehow made it worse. Because whatever he was forgetting, whatever he was supposed to do, he had no hope of remembering it here. Not in this too-clean, too-orderly classroom with its perfectly spaced desks and its idealistic educational posters on the walls. He had never been here before – he was sure of that – and there were no mnemonic hand-holds for him to grasp.
 
   I need to get ready.
 
   This idea came to him just as suddenly and clearly as the first. It hit him hard, and it seemed to come from somewhere outside his head. It didn’t even feel like his own thought.
 
   It felt like a command.
 
   Get ready.
 
   But for what?
 
   Kevin shut his eyes. He tried to take a slow breath. To calm himself. Ready or not – panicked or not – this way of thinking was getting him nowhere. He was a lost child in a supermarket, running around and crying and bumping into things, and he was only making things worse. He needed information.
 
   So, back to the original problem: what was he doing here? 
 
   He was not a teacher. He could remember wanting to become a teacher, true. And then, soon after, he could remember deciding to quit his job; this had happened suddenly, without enough notice to satisfy the higher-ups at the brokerage where he had been working, and they had been upset with him. 
 
   Very upset. He could remember that clearly enough.
 
   He could also remember going to the educational testing center in that huge building a few blocks south of Times Square, the one next to Madison Square Garden. He had gone to the 14th floor, and they had sat him down at a computer and simply told him to do his best. Kevin allowed himself a moment to relish the memory. He had destroyed that test. He had destroyed all the tests, in fact. The math, of course: he had majored in Computer Science at UNH, and Comp Sci required all kinds of advanced mathematics. But he had aced the English portions, too. And then the weird stuff afterward. The brain teasers and the logic puzzles, and then even a bunch of questions that seemed borrowed from a state Bar exam. The people at the center had been impressed at his scores, which was nice. They had come over to speak with him. 
 
   Very flattering. 
 
   Then they had asked him to take a few more tests, this time in a different room. Much more interesting questions in this round: lots of logic stuff again, but some of it involving truly strange hypotheticals. It didn’t matter; none of it had been hard for him, and he could tell they were pleased. They wanted him to take even more examinations. To sit for interviews. On an entirely different floor this time, the 20th, and – 
 
   But there his memory stopped. Like a vault whose heavy metal door had swung suddenly shut, his mind would yield nothing more.
 
   Get ready.
 
   Kevin opened his eyes and looked up. There was a large circular clock on the far wall of this room, near the ceiling. It showed 8:15, and that seemed right; the sunlight coming through the windows had an early-morning slant to it. He noticed, too, that the clock’s red hand – the “seconds” hand – seemed to be broken. It was stuck at :07, not moving.
 
   There was another shout from outside, from the hallway.
 
   “What?”
 
   The red hand jumped, and this tiny movement, even from all the way across the room, startled him.
 
   :08. 
 
   The shout had the same high-pitched, energetic sound as the first time, but now it came with a different timber. A different boy. Perhaps answering the first call, but what sort of conversation would have such chasms of silence between exchanges?
 
   Kevin returned his attention to the red hand. It seemed to be stuck again, resting now on :08.
 
   Not a good feature for a classroom, he thought. A clock that doesn’t move.
 
   “It’s over here, you moron!”
 
   The red hand on the clock jumped again.
 
   :09.
 
   “No it’s not!”
 
   :10.
 
   The classroom door opened, and a young boy burst in, thirteen or fourteen years old, stumbling as if he had been shoved. He was lean and springy, and he collided with the side of a file cabinet at the back corner of the room without seeming to notice the impact. He straightened up. He was wearing loafers, khaki pants, a white dress shirt, a blue tie, and a blue blazer. He turned and saw Kevin, and his expression registered the barest hint of interest. He gave a casual wave. “Mr. Brooks?” 
 
   Kevin frowned. And nodded.
 
   Shit. He knows my name.
 
   “It is,” the boy shouted, this time at the open door. “This is the right room. Come on.”
 
   As though this were the signal they had been waiting for, twenty-four more boys came barreling through the door like marbles coming down a chute. They ran into each other, ran into the walls, and stumbled over the desks and chairs as if these were obstacles that had been suddenly thrown into their paths. The noise they made was high and loud and happy, like the sound of a pack of good-natured dogs being released into the clover fields for their daily run. Barking for the joy of barking. Shoving and shouting and punching one another on the shoulder and in the stomach, they treated each other with a level of physical disrespect that could be considered a sign of affection only by predatory pack animals and young boys.
 
   They were enjoying themselves. 
 
   Kevin watched them with a numb fascination. They looked, he thought, virtually identical to one another. They were all wearing the same khaki pants and the same white shirt and the same blue blazer. Some of their neckties, at least, were distinct. Green ones, yellow ones, different patterns.
 
   He glanced once more at the clock. The red hand was moving just fine now. Ticking along, marking the seconds.
 
   After two minutes of jostling and jockeying for position, each boy found a desk and a seat of his own. And then, after another minute of chatter that filled the room and somehow amplified itself as the seconds ticked by, something in the air shifted. They seemed all at once to notice Kevin sitting behind his desk. They fell silent.
 
   They waited.
 
   Now they watched him carefully, as if he had crept into the room intending to ambush them.
 
   Kevin stared back at them, and then he looked down for the first time at his own desk. There was a phone there, and it was a good-looking device. A slim slab of glass with a crisp screen and no visible buttons. It was already turned on, and the screen showed the date and time in large, blue, clearly visible type.
 
   8:17 AM
 
   9/17/2011
 
   Kevin’s breath caught in his throat again.
 
   September?
 
   It made enough sense. September was when school began. And here they all were, decked out in their pressed white shirts and their blue blazers, watching him, waiting to see what kind of teacher he would be.
 
   Pushover? No nonsense? Stone cold bastard?
 
   It didn’t matter. He didn’t care what they thought. What mattered was that this could not be September. His last memory – going up the elevator to the 20th floor in that licensure building – had been from June. And that left three solid months unaccounted for.
 
   Three months completely gone.
 
   The students were still watching him. Still waiting and assessing. Kevin looked down at the desk again, and he saw a neat stack of papers directly in front of him. The first sheet was dated 9/17, and it said Algebra 1, Chapter 1, at the top of the page.
 
   All of these things had been written out in his own handwriting.
 
   How nice.
 
   He took another breath, and then he stood. He looked behind him, found a red dry-erase marker in the metal tray below the white-board, and turned back to the class.
 
   I may not remember how I got here, Kevin thought. But I can definitely teach an introduction to Algebra.
 
   “Take out your notebooks,” he said. There was a collective rustling as the students did as they were told. He glanced down again at the lesson plan he had evidently prepared for himself. “This should be easy enough. We’re going to start with – ”
 
   Something distracted him, and he stopped and looked up from the desk. One of the boys in the third row on the far right was murmuring something to his neighbor.
 
   “Hey.”
 
   The boy did not look up. Still talking.
 
   “Hey.”
 
   The boy noticed him. He stopped talking. There was a little grin on his face. 
 
   Kevin put the lesson plan down and fixed the boy with a cold stare. “I don’t know you,” Kevin said. His voice was very quiet. “And you don’t know me. But let’s make this our introduction.”
 
   “Okay,” the boy said. His eyes had gone very still, but the smile was still there.
 
   “When I’m speaking, you don’t talk. You don’t whisper, you don’t chat, you don’t do a single thing except watch and listen. From the look of the room and your uniforms, this is a private school, which means I can throw you against a wall if I feel like it. I’m having what you might call a bumpy morning so far. Don’t make it any bumpier for me, all right? Because I’ll take it out on you.”
 
   The boy nodded slowly. His smile was gone. The silence in the room was absolute, and Kevin was suddenly aware, for the first time, of his own size relative to these boys. He was a few inches over six feet, and somewhere north of 220 pounds, depending on the day. They didn’t let just anybody play quarterback on the UNH football team, after all.
 
   He could see it in their eyes, could almost see them putting a mental check mark next to his name.
 
   Mr. Brooks: stone cold bastard.
 
   Fine, Kevin thought. That’s a role I’m willing to play with enthusiasm.
 
   “Let’s get going,” he said, picking up his lesson plan again. There was no more murmuring this time.
 
   He got to work.
 
   


 
   
  
 



We Want Him Marked
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Kevin Brooks still did not understand what was going on – or where he had been, or what he was doing – but his understanding was, for the moment, irrelevant. His purpose had already been decided for him. And while he was busy teaching his first period Algebra class, six men were making their way down the stairs of a garage a half-mile away. 
 
   Unlike Kevin, these men knew exactly what they were doing.
 
   Now the six of them sat hidden, cramped, and hot in the semi-dark of a windowless rear cargo space. They were in the back of a white Ford e250 super-duty van. The small overhead florescent was on, but the black clothes they were wearing soaked up the light and made the shadows seem larger. Nothing moved. The van was parked in the third sub-basement of an underground garage on First Avenue between 58th and 59th street in Manhattan, and the only other person in the garage at that moment was a bored attendant at street level, dozing in his booth, his feet propped up on a small television showing a woman doing calisthenics on an empty beach.
 
   Nevertheless, the six men in the back of the van spoke in low voices. The Organizer was explaining the job. 
 
   “You’ll have until next Friday,” he said. “Ten days from now, minus about a half-hour. Go time at approximately 8 AM, depending on arrival.”
 
   They waited silently. After a minute, one of the others raised his head and stared at the overhead light. 
 
   The Planner.
 
   “We’ll need a pickup and three more vans,” he said. “Vans should be the same make as this one, but two of them need secondary controls installed. Remotes. Tracked and fully armored. Video inside and out, 360-degree coverage.”
 
   The Organizer was typing quietly on a touch pad he had pulled from one of the countless pockets on his pants. He nodded along.
 
   “We’ll also need workups on every person at the school,” the Planner went on. “I want them all.”
 
   “Keep going.”
 
   “A schedule for parents’ day itself, obviously. Which classes the boy has, where Billaud is expected to be. But also where his father’s coming from. We want him marked before he even arrives. Typical morning patterns, if there are any. Standard entry point, and a secondary.
 
   “Good. What else?”
 
   “For the surrounding area, we – ”
 
   “Wait, why four vehicles?”
 
   The Planner stopped speaking. He turned slowly to face the man who had interrupted, one of the Guns. The Organizer looked at him, too. They both stared at him. The silence was heavy. It seemed to grow hotter in the van.
 
   The Gun shrugged helplessly. “I don’t understand,” he said, sounding cautious now. “It’s too many moving parts. Why would we need more than this van? It’s only going to be one man, and he’s – ”
 
   The Organizer held up a hand. “Quiet.” He looked away from the Gun and stared at the black rubber floor of the van, as though considering something deeply troubling. “You’re not Gun One,” he said, without looking up.
 
   The Gun blinked. “No, Gun Two, I – ”
 
   “Gun One?”
 
   “Sir.”
 
   The Organizer lifted his head. He gave Gun One a look.
 
   There was very little room to move inside the van, but Gun One did not hesitate. He leaned forward briskly, lifting and cocking his arm so that his elbow came out to one side. Then he pushed backward quickly and powerfully, driving the flat of his elbow into Gun Two’s unprotected face. There was a wet sound as Gun Two’s nose and upper lip were crushed and split, and then, an instant later, a dull thud as the back of his head struck the side wall of the van.
 
   Gun Two shut his eyes and opened his mouth for air, but he did not make any sounds of his own. No cries of pain or distress. He put both hands up slowly, his eyes still closed, and he focused on breathing. He spread his fingers out like a blind man preparing to navigate his way through an unfamiliar room. Gun One returned to his ready state, and did not look at him. After another moment, Gun Two put his hands back down onto his lap, and then he opened his eyes. He made no move to examine his own nose or lips, or even to wipe away the blood that was now streaming down over his mouth, past his chin, and onto his black shirt.
 
   The Organizer spoke again: “Will you be driving a van?”
 
   Gun Two waited for an extra second to be sure he was the one being asked. Then he answered slowly. “No.” The word came out sounding muffled. Nasal and bloody.
 
   “Are you in charge of planning?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “What is your role?”
 
   “I’m a Gun.”
 
   “Which means?”
 
   “I handle operations. I pick up, I drop off, I neutralize threats, I secure targets.”
 
   “Excellent. Is understanding required for any of these things?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Do you expect to ask any more questions?”
 
   Again the operative known as Gun Two waited, this time for emphasis. “No, Sir.”
 
   The Organizer nodded. He turned his attention back to the Planner. “Continue.”
 
   “We’ll need a detailed breakdown of local law and emergency services,” the Planner said. He did not seem to have noticed the interruption, nor did he seem concerned that the man sitting across from him, a man whose knees were less than four inches from his own, was now laboring to breathe. There was too much blood. Gun Two was trying to swallow the thick fluid leaking down the back of his throat, but he was falling behind. Gasping now. Choking.
 
   “Stations,” the Planner continued. “I’ll need to know where the nearest police and fire stations are, along with the standard beat patrol routes. Hospitals, too. Anything with a siren vehicle.”
 
   Gun Two’s situation became critical. He lurched forward suddenly, his gag reflex taking command of his body as the blood moving down his throat interrupted the flow of oxygen to his lungs. He tried to sit back, but then he gagged even more violently, leaning forward and vomiting blood-streaked bile onto the floor of the van. He dropped down onto his knees, and now the top of his head was bumping up against the Planner’s shins. He choked once, vomited again, then took a deep, shuddering breath. He cleared his throat and spat, adding to the puddle on the floor.
 
   The Organizer made no move to open the doors.
 
   “We’ll need three more drivers,” the Planner said, “one for the pickup and two for the other two vans.” He cut the air with one hand to indicate he was finished, and the Organizer tapped a few last notes on his slate before returning it to his pocket.
 
   Gun Two recovered. He got up, settled back into his seat, and took a long, much clearer-sounding breath. He seemed to be getting enough air. The silence returned, and the six men retreated into their own heads. One Organizer, one Planner, one Driver, and three Guns.
 
   They knew their jobs.
 
   They would be ready.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Big Danny
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Kevin’s first class was only forty minutes long. The boys paid attention, and Kevin marveled at their ability to transform from shouting, hyperactive kids into quiet, focused students. Then again, maybe this was just an act they put on for every teacher on the first day.
 
   The threat of being thrown against a wall probably didn’t hurt.
 
   At the end of the period, just as he was putting the homework assignment on the board, the classroom door opened. In walked a big man with glasses. He had a briefcase in one hand and a textbook in the other. He saw Kevin, and a wide grin spread over his face. “All set,” the man said. “Next room.”
 
   Kevin stared at him, trying to decide how to respond. The man was young and strong; he was dressed very formally, in a tweed suit that had been expertly cut to accommodate his bulky dimensions. The combination of the glasses and the textbook and the tweed made him look like a teacher, but only barely. Kevin had the impression that this man might have been a shot-putter before he took up teaching. Or maybe a piano-mover.
 
   “Thanks,” Kevin said, nodding as if everything were fine. “I think I’ve misplaced my schedule. Do you know how I’d find out what room I’m going to next?”
 
   The man gave him a strange look. “Kevin?” he said slowly. “You okay?”
 
   Christ, another person who knows my name.
 
   He held out his hand. “Your name one more time?”
 
   The man came forward, the grin back on his face. “Daniel Fisher. Danny.” He spoke with sing-song sarcasm, and shook Kevin’s hand with elaborate formality. “Mr. Fisher, I should say,” he added, glancing at the class. “And you’re Mr. Brooks, yes?”
 
   Kevin tried to return the smile. Tried to go along with the idea that they were only putting on a show for the students. A little introduction show. He wondered how long he had actually known this man. “They’re all yours,” Kevin said, nodding at the class.
 
   Danny Fisher nodded, his grin as wide as ever. “Yes they are,” he said. Then he pointed at the little stack of papers on the desk. “As for the schedule, didn’t you say you were going to keep it with you for the first day?”
 
   Kevin sighed with relief. He picked up the stack and found his schedule on the bottom. “Second period,” he said to himself. “503.”
 
   “Right across the way,” Danny said, pointing with his chin. “I’ll be following you in there next period.”
 
   Kevin nodded. He slipped the cell-phone into his pocket, stuffed the stack of papers between the pages of the teacher’s-edition Algebra book on his desk, and then checked around for anything else that might belong to him. Bag? Wallet? 
 
   Apparently not. 
 
   He headed for the door.
 
   Danny gave him a cheerful little wave, and then he turned to the class. His grin evaporated. “Now,” Danny said, in a stern, booming voice, and twenty-five teenaged boys shrank back in their seats. “As you heard, I am Mr. Fisher. And I am not nearly as nice as Mr. Brooks. We’re going to be reading some serious literature in English class this year.”
 
   Kevin walked out the door and across the hall, and he found room 503. He went in and found twenty-five more eighth graders, the entire group seemingly identical to the first. Khakis and shirts and ties and blazers. As the door closed, he could still hear Danny Fisher putting the fear of God into his students. “Skip an assignment and I’ll turn into your worst nightmare,” he heard Danny say.
 
   Kevin walked to the front of his new room. “I’m Mr. Brooks,” he said, trying to remind himself to go a little easier this time on any trouble-makers. “This is Algebra 1.”
 
   He glanced at the clock at the back of the room.
 
   This one seemed to be working normally.
 
   You’re supposed to be doing something.
 
   Get ready.
 
   He shook his head involuntarily, like a horse shaking off a fly. He clenched his teeth together. Then he turned quickly to the whiteboard, trying to make it look as if he had been searching for a marker.
 
   We’ll figure everything out in a few hours, he thought. Give me a minute. I’ve got things to do.
 
   This seemed to work. The panicky voice in his head fell silent once more. He started his Algebra lecture again, from the beginning.
 
   “Notebooks out,” he said. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



It’s Impossible
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   At precisely 10 AM, the rear doors of the white Ford e250 super-duty van opened slowly. The Organizer, a tall, fit man wearing all-black fatigues, climbed carefully out of the back, followed by a shorter, stockier man, also wearing black fatigues. The Driver. Both men moved with the controlled, cautious manner of those who cannot be sure how their limbs will respond after an extended period of sitting. The Driver shut the doors behind him. The Organizer’s mouth opened and his nostrils flared as he took in a deep breath; he tasted the garage air, rubber and oil and aerosolized diesel, all so sweet after the vomit-tainted atmosphere of the van. The Driver walked to the front of the vehicle and climbed in.
 
   The Organizer gave the side of the van a little knock with one fist, and it pulled out of the parking space, drove past him, and disappeared up the ramp leading to the exit. After taking another minute to let the feeling return to his legs, the Organizer pulled a cell phone from one of his pockets. He glanced at the signal readout, and then he began walking up the same curved ramp the van had taken. Toward the surface.
 
   When he was near ground level, he lifted the phone to his ear.
 
   “Good morning,” he said after a moment, still walking. He was almost at the garage entrance now, and there were other cars driving past him, heading out. “Yes, Sir. We’ll be set. On schedule.”
 
   Another pause.
 
   “We’ll need to bring on three more Drivers,” the Organizer said. “And several more Guns.” He stopped at the exit to the garage and leaned his back against the side of the building there. He was facing east, and he could see the river on the far side of F.D.R. Drive. Then Roosevelt island past that. The sun was rising high in the sky, its light beating down onto the green of the island. “Correct,” he said, and now he straightened up. His voice took on a tone of added precision. “Every employee. We’ll know every threat within 48 hours.”
 
   A longer pause now. And a frown.
 
   “Not possible,” the Organizer said. “But don’t worry, we have a mole in the main training center, so we’d know if they had someone new coming down the pipe.” He started walking again, heading north, uptown. “Exactly. We’ll have everyone marked. They could try to start someone from scratch, but that would be useless, and – ”
 
   He stopped abruptly in the middle of the sidewalk, listening closely.
 
   “No, because it’s impossible,” the Organizer said. He was trying not to sound dismissive. “Well, for the simplest reason. Target comes out into the open in ten days, yes?” He smiled and resumed walking. He shook his head and stared up at the sky, a cloudless September blue.
 
   “Because you can’t,” he said. “There’s no way to train anyone that fast.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Bullshit
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Danny appeared at Kevin’s door at the end of the second period. As promised.
 
   “Mr. Brooks,” he said, still in that overly formal tone. The grin was back on his face.
 
   “Mr. Fisher.” Kevin collected his few possessions, then turned back to Danny. “There’s nothing on my schedule for this block,” he said.
 
   “Lounge on the third floor,” Danny explained briskly. And then he gave him another look. “You really are out of it,” he said under his breath. “Sure you’re okay?”
 
   Kevin nodded. “No sweat,” he said, and walked quickly out of the room. He found the stairwell in the hall, and once he had made it to the third floor he found a door without any numbers on it. Clearly, this was not a room where students were meant to go. He knocked once and walked in slowly.
 
   The teachers’ lounge was a very tight space. There was a snack table in the middle surrounded by three armchairs, as well as a small refrigerator in the far corner. Brown carpeting covered the floor. Two of the chairs were already occupied, and the men sitting there looked toward the door as Kevin entered. One of them gave a little grunt of forbearance. “Mother of God,” he said. “Another new guy?” This man was overweight, sloppily dressed, and tired-looking. His tie hung low and loose on his shirt, and his gray hair lay in thin strands across the top of his head.
 
    “Oh, shut up, Ronny,” said the other teacher. He stood up quickly. “Make an effort,” he added. This man was young and very thin, and he was reaching out now, simultaneously waving Kevin over and trying to shake hands. “Come on and have a seat. I’m Jean Lengard. Biology. This is Ronny.” 
 
   “Ron,” said the older man, who made no effort to rise from his chair. He had his head propped up in one hand, and his eyes were fixed on a point somewhere among the dust and crumbs of the lounge’s brown rug. If Kevin had not heard him speak, he might have thought he was dozing. 
 
   “I just call him that to annoy him,” Jean explained.
 
   “Overkill,” Ron grunted, still staring at the rug. “Everything you do annoys me.”
 
   “Hush.”
 
   “I’m Kevin Brooks.” He shook hands with Jean and sat down in the third armchair.
 
   “Ronald Clemson,” the older man said, still without looking up. “Art, Photography, Graphic Design. You’re teaching math?”
 
   “That’s right.”
 
   “Eighth grade?”
 
   “As far as I can tell.”
 
   Ron gave a grudging nod at this, as though being a math teacher fell, in his opinion, at least one step above the position of gas station attendant. “Good thing,” Ron added. “Guy before you only lasted a year. He was a jackass. You’re not a jackass, are you Kevin?” 
 
   And here Ronald Clemson looked up for the first time, fixing Kevin with a watery, red-eyed stare that was startling in its clarity. Kevin could see fierce intelligence behind his eyes.
 
   “Hope not,” Kevin said.
 
   “Uh-huh.” Ron seemed unimpressed. “Where were you before this?”
 
   “Tanner and Trevor.”
 
   “Never heard of it. What kind of name for a school is that?”
 
   Jean tried to interrupt. “Ronny, honey. Easy. It’s – ”
 
   “It’s not a school,” Kevin cut in smoothly. He was enjoying the conversation, despite Clemson’s tone. The whiff of confrontation was making his head feel better. Clearer. And that panicky voice from an hour ago – the one that had been so worried about him being ready – had gone completely silent. 
 
   At least for the moment.
 
   Ron was still staring at him. “Not a school? Explain.”
 
   “It’s a brokerage. I ran tech at one of their subsidiary hedge funds for a few years.”
 
   “You were a broker?”
 
   “I created the trading algorithms for the fund. The system for telling the computers what and when to buy and sell. But sure, a broker.”
 
   “Whatever. You any good at it?”
 
   Jean tried to pipe in again. “Ronny. Honestly, now. Give the boy a few minutes to settle in first. You’ve got all year to be rude to him.”
 
   “It’s okay,” Kevin said. He turned back to Clemson, and he kept his expression steady. “Ronny,” he said slowly, “I was great at it.”
 
   “Uh-huh,” Ron said again. Still not convinced, his tone said. Or at least pretending not to be. “How old are you?”
 
   “Twenty-eight.”
 
   Ron smiled. “Twenty-eight,” he repeated. He said the number as though it left a bad taste in his mouth. “How wise you must be. How seasoned. Did you manage to put away any spare cash while you were busy ruling the world down on Wall Street?”
 
   Kevin affected ignorance. “Spare cash?”
 
   Clemson fell for it. He let a little laugh escape him. “Did you save anything, Kevin my boy? Because now you’re a teacher.”
 
   Kevin waited a moment before answering. “Oh, I understand now.” He kept his voice low. “You mean, do I have anything in the bank?”
 
   “Exactly, Kevin. Because you can’t just – ”
 
   “Two-point-five million,” Kevin said. And he shrugged. “Last I checked, that is. But I’ve been having a weird day, and it’s been a long while since I went over the portfolio. Could be up or down a few hundred thousand. You know how it goes.”
 
   Ron opened his mouth, then let it close. There was a drawn-out silence. Then Jean laughed. He threw his head back, put his hands up like a churchgoer in rapture, and laughed at the ceiling until there were tears in his eyes. It was a mischievous, delighted laugh. “Oh, I like this boy!” Jean sang out. He wiped his eyes and then pointed at Clemson, whose face had gone red. “This boy just took you home, Ronny. Took you home and put you in the drawer.”
 
   Ron was still staring at Kevin. He seemed to be weighing his options. “Bullshit,” he said finally.
 
   “I wouldn’t bullshit you, Ronny.”
 
   “You’ve got over two million dollars in the bank?”
 
   “I do.”
 
   “Right this minute?”
 
   “You want to go buy a boat with me or something? Commission a statue?”
 
   Ron sighed. All at once it became too much for him. He repositioned himself in his armchair, a process that involved considerable grunting and grimacing and coaxing of balky hip joints. Then he waved his hands in front of him as if he had just been forced to look at an offensive picture. The color was very bright in his cheeks. “The hell are you doing here, then?”
 
   Kevin smiled for the first time. “Like I said, Ron, I wouldn’t bullshit you. I don’t have the first fucking clue.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Partial transcript from a closed hearing before the budget subcommittee for the Secret Service (New Initiatives Division)
 
   Department of Homeland Security
 
   September 17, 2011:
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Q: But Dr. Levoir, you of all people should know how carefully we control our annual financial distributions. Why should we consider these new techniques? There are currently no fewer than 14 programs slated for cutbacks, and yet you suggest that funding is now necessary for this unorthodox and completely untested initiative. We are not supermarket consumers here, Dr. Levoir – we are not drawn to the “new” label for its own sake. And you’ll concede, I think, that terrorism is nothing new.
 
    
 
   A: I agree in principle, Senator. But the meaning of that word has changed. Terrorism no longer means men with knives and bombs. It means men with anything. Men who will use whatever tools are available to accomplish their mission. 
 
    
 
   Q: I don’t think I see your point.
 
    
 
   A: Terrorism is creative now. More than ever, it’s inventive and unpredictable. An I.E.D. is exactly what it sounds like – something that has been improvised.
 
    
 
   Q: Dr. Levoir, few people are worried about encountering road-side bombs on their way to work.
 
    
 
   A: And yet this is exactly my point. We have an irrationally inflated sense of security. Terrorism, meanwhile, continues to evolve. It has come to a turning point, a moment of transformation. And the U.S. should be willing to embark on a creative, transformative campaign of its own. 
 
    
 
   Q: Fine. So explain the initiative.
 
    
 
   A: It is as follows: we will be creating scrubbed agents. In fact, we have the first one moving into position now.
 
    
 
   Q: Yes, I’ve read your abstract. But I’m asking you to explain. Let’s start with the term “scrubbed.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Beautiful Emily
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Ron Clemson was still staring at Kevin. Jean pulled himself under control and stopped laughing. The two of them regarded him breathlessly, looking at Kevin now with wonder, as though they were in the presence of an unidentified species of snake. Rare and beautiful, but also possibly deadly.
 
   Rich person in the house. Careful.
 
   Kevin felt good for the first time that morning. He realized he didn’t care whether he had said too much. He could handle these people. They were odd and cliquish, but so was any group when you first arrived. It didn’t matter if he had unsettled them, because he wouldn’t be staying here for more than two or three days. Maybe he’d even be gone by tomorrow. He’d get out of here just as soon as he had figured out how – 
 
   But then he noticed the clock.
 
   Shit.
 
   The red hand was stuck again. And now he saw that Jean and Ron were not simply being quiet. Maybe that was how this had started, with them going silent as they grappled with the idea of a millionaire teacher in their midst, but now they were not even moving. 
 
   Not moving at all.
 
   They were like the red hand, they were frozen, they were – 
 
   “Drinks are on this one!” Jean said suddenly, pointing at Kevin as if the three of them were in a crowded bar.
 
   Kevin stopped himself from jumping, but only barely.
 
   The clock was moving again. Everything was fine.
 
   Son of a bitch. How am I supposed to know when – 
 
   He heard the door to the lounge open behind him, and Kevin became aware of a sudden change in the atmosphere of the room. Ron and Jean were both facing the door, and he could watch their faces as they reacted to the person coming in. Ron’s expression changed. There was a subtle brightening, a slow lifting of his features; in another man, this change might have signaled happiness. Jean, on the other hand, was more overt. He simply threw his arms open and beamed. “Ms. Beck!” he sang, as if welcoming a long lost relative.
 
   “Jean, for the last time, call me Emily. There are no students in here. Good morning, Ronald. And hello – ?”
 
   Kevin stood and turned for an introduction, and suddenly he found himself off-balance. A moment ago he had been the master in this room. Not that being the alpha dog in a place like this was such a difficult thing; he was young, he was smart, and he was probably one of the few financially secure adults in the entire building. Plus, he had quashed Ron’s hazing attempt and had managed to turn Jean into an unabashed fan in a space of five minutes. But now the game had changed. 
 
   He had just re-acquired his second-fiddle status. 
 
   The woman before him was young, younger than he was, probably by three or four years. She couldn’t have been over twenty-five. She was dressed very simply in a light blue skirt and a white blouse, and she had her brown hair pulled back in a bun. There was nothing Kevin could put his finger on…  
 
   But there was no denying she was beautiful. 
 
   And there was something about the energy in her face. Her eyes were so bright, and her expression so animated, that she looked as if she might have just witnessed the birth of a child.
 
   Or delivered that child herself, for all Kevin knew.
 
   He committed himself to the task of recalling his own name. “Kevin Brooks,” he said finally, holding out a hand.
 
   “Emily Beck.” She shook his hand and gave him a little nod, and then she turned and went to the refrigerator in the corner, where she retrieved a small bag of carrots before heading back out the door. “Recess on the roof,” she said simply to the three of them, and she left without another word.
 
   The air in the room seemed to cool as the door closed behind her. Jean Lengard smiled and nodded his head slowly. “Lord,” he said in a hushed tone, “I am deeply in love with that woman.”
 
   Ron puffed his cheeks out noisily. “Sure you are,” he said. “Bet your mother would be excited to hear it.”
 
   Jean nodded sadly. “Poor mom,” he said, suddenly philosophical. Then he pointed at Ron, waving a finger. “Don’t get jealous on me, Ronny.”
 
   Clemson ignored him. He turned his attention back to Kevin. “Hey,” he barked. “Wall Street.”
 
   Kevin was still staring at the door. Still trying to regain his balance. With an effort, he returned to his seat. He sat down heavily. “Sorry?”
 
   “They usually give the new guys a lot of the prefect duties. Sure you’re not supposed to be on the roof right now?”
 
   Kevin looked surprised. “I don’t think –” he leafed through his stack of papers and found his schedule. “No. There’s nothing about it here.”
 
   Ron was shaking his head. “It wouldn’t show up with the regular classes. Prefects get assigned later; you write them in yourself.” He raised a warning eyebrow. “Not good to miss a prefect on your first day. Better get up there just in case. Principal Stewart will probably be up there too. She likes to look in on recess during the first week or two. You can ask her when you see her, just to be sure.”
 
   Kevin shrugged and stood back up. He tried to appear unconcerned. And uninterested. “Just straight up the stairs all the way?”
 
   “That’s where they keep the roof here, yes.”
 
   Kevin left his stack of papers on the snack table and headed out the door. There was a moment of silence as they waited for the sound of the stairway door swinging shut, and then Jean twisted in his chair. He was facing Ron now, and he gave the older man a wink. “Well now,” he said. “Just look at you.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Don’t play.”
 
   Ron wouldn’t make eye contact. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
 
   “Come on. You sent that boy after her.”
 
   “He was going to miss his prefect duty.”
 
   “As if – ”
 
   “He might have prefect duty. You know it’s possible.”
 
   Jean sighed. “Boy doesn’t have any prefect duty, and I know what I know.”
 
   Ron shrugged. He adjusted himself more comfortably in his chair, letting his body slide back down into its customary slouch.
 
   Jean smiled. “Ronald Clemson, you like that boy, huh? And after you tried to cut him down, too. Trying to fix him up.”
 
   Ron shook his head slowly. He glanced at his wrist, as if looking for a watch that wasn’t there. “Well,” Ron said, “he didn’t seem like the typical candy-ass they usually hire around here.” He shot Jean a meaningful glance.
 
   Like some people in this room.
 
   Jean opened his mouth in mock horror, and then he laughed with renewed delight. “You do like him,” he said, nodding with approval. “I’ll tell you, I like him too.” He looked up at the ceiling, as though tracking Kevin’s progress toward the roof. “Think he’s got a chance with Lady Beck?”
 
   Ron grunted again, this time with something that sounded like amusement. “Not really.”
 
   “Said hi to him, didn’t she?”
 
   “She says hi to everyone, Jean. She says hi to me.”
 
   Jean nodded at this. It was a fair point. “And you’re a mean, ugly piece of shit.”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   “He’s still got a chance.”
 
   “Why do you think I sent him up there?”
 
   “Because you’re a sweetie underneath.”
 
   “Oh, zip it.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Kevin climbed the flights of stairs from the third floor to the roof on the eighth in less than a minute. He was moving fast on purpose, trying to keep his head clear.
 
   Only trying to make sure I don’t miss a prefect assignment. Don’t want to get in trouble.
 
   And what about that stuff a minute ago, when he had been so sure he was getting out of this place? All that stuff about how he didn’t care what people thought of him?
 
   Right, but I don’t actually want to get fired. That never looks good on a résumé. And I do want to be a teacher, just not in a school with middle-school kids. High school first. Then maybe take a few years to get a PhD., so I can do college later.
 
   Either way, it wouldn’t hurt to stay here for a little while.
 
   That was what he told himself.
 
   He pushed open the heavy metal door leading to the roof, and he emerged onto a battlefield. There were at least forty boys up here, 6th and 7th graders with their blazers off but their shirts and ties still on, and they were sprinting this way and that while a hail of rubber dodge-balls flew in every direction. The roof itself was paved in green concrete, enclosed on all sides by a brick wall and a high metal fence. There was not enough room for this many boys, especially not with them running around at full speed and rifling rubber balls at each other, but this was, Kevin supposed, exactly the point. They seemed to be having the time of their lives.
 
   He spotted Emily Beck at the far corner of the enclosure, leaning up against the brick wall. She was having a conversation with a larger, older woman who Kevin supposed was Principal Stewart. The two ladies were chatting and smiling and laughing; neither one appeared distracted by the swarm of sprinting boys and rocketing rubber projectiles that seemed, at every moment, to miss hitting them by inches. Kevin noticed one boy standing directly in front of Emily; a moment later he saw that this same student was about to be hit by another boy holding a ball at close range. Except that Kevin knew the first boy would likely duck the shot. 
 
   Which meant that Emily Beck was about to be pegged.
 
   There was no time to shout a warning, but Kevin’s concern turned out to be misplaced. The first boy did not duck. In fact, he stepped into the shot, taking the full force of a considerable throw straight to the face. There was a sharp, unmistakable spang! sound as the ball met his unprotected head; Emily heard it and stopped her conversation briefly, to be sure the boy was all right.
 
   The boy staggered for a moment, and Kevin saw him wince as he struggled to fight off the sting and shock of the impact. But then Emily’s hand was on his shoulder, and she was asking him if he was hurt. The boy gave himself another half-second to bring his features under control, and then he turned to face her with a studied expression of calm and unconcern.
 
   What’s that, Ms. Beck?
 
   A fearsome shot to the head? 
 
   I’m not sure what you mean.
 
   Well, I can recall the event to which you’re referring, but it’s nothing that should concern you. As you can see, I am wholly unaffected. I am made from the stuff of the rock, of the mountain.
 
   Emily Beck smiled at the boy. She gave him a relieved little pat on the head, and then she sent him on his way. Back to the battlefield.
 
   The student returned to the fold, beaming in reflected glory. He was now running faster than before, faster than he had ever run. His nose and one cheek were turning an angry red where the ball had hit him, but he did not seem to notice. The boy who had hit him, the one who had made the fateful throw in the first place, watched him closely, and caught his eye. They stopped and stood and looked at each other across the expanse of green concrete, both of them with their tongues far back in their mouths, trying so hard not to smile.
 
   The chaos of the game, which had decreased imperceptibly over the last few seconds, resumed. 
 
   The principal noticed Kevin standing near the door, and she waved and moved toward him. Emily stayed where she was, putting a hand up briefly in greeting. Ms. Stewart walked straight across the enclosure, unflinching, like a general who has been wounded so many times that the sound of gunfire has lost its power to startle. She came to him and greeted him warmly, her large, strong hands nearly the size of his own.
 
   “Kevin. Wonderful to see you again.”
 
   He smiled and nodded and said yes, of course, you too. And hoped, privately, that they had not gotten to know each other too well over the last three months. The principal was a big, tan-skinned woman with an unmistakable air of authority. Confidence and intelligence shone in her eyes. She spoke with the casual assurance of one who has been in charge – of everything – from the very beginning. She put him immediately at ease.
 
   “I don’t think you have to be up here right now,” she said. “But I do appreciate you going out of your way to come say hello on the first day. It’s thoughtful of you.”
 
   “Not at all.”
 
   “How were the first couple of periods? Kids okay?”
 
   He nodded. “Good boys.”
 
   “Of course. And what’s next?”
 
   Kevin hesitated. He had to remind himself that the principal was not asking him about his life. Was not asking him how he planned to figure out what in God’s name had happened to him over the last three months; or why he seemed to be afflicted with some sort of relapsing-remitting hysterical anxiety, complete with voices; or why time itself had apparently decided that moving steadily forward was no longer a requirement.
 
   She was only making conversation. Only asking about his next class.
 
   “I think I left my schedule down in the lounge.”
 
   Ms. Stewart smiled gently. “Then I think you should be getting back down there. To find out. Yes?”
 
   With that she dismissed him. She turned and strode back across the enclosure, not looking back. Kevin waited a moment to see if Emily might acknowledge him again, but she seemed wholly absorbed by the game before her. She was alternately gasping and shouting with delight as one boy or another performed some feat of bravery or skill, and the energy of the game had increased dramatically.
 
   He turned and left the way he had come.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   When he reached the lounge again he found Danny Fisher already there. Ron and Jean were picking themselves up, dusting themselves off, preparing for another period of teaching.
 
   “You’d better get going,” Danny said when he saw him.
 
   Kevin shook his head, not understanding.
 
   “The lab,” Danny said. “I saw your schedule. You’re on the ground floor, all the way at the far side of the building. You’ll be late.”
 
   “Lab?”
 
   Danny gave him another one of his sarcastic, knowing grins, and he clapped him affectionately on the shoulder. Kevin wondered if the man realized how much force he was putting behind this casual gesture.
 
   He’d knock me down with that if I weren’t squarely planted.
 
    “Not about to teach computer programming without a computer lab, are you?”
 
   Kevin’s eyebrows shot up. His job was almost starting to sound interesting.
 
   “And the kid’s going to be there,” Danny added. “You were going to show up early, remember?”
 
   No, I don’t remember. I don’t remember shit, Danny.
 
   “Which kid?”
 
   “The kid. You were so excited about him, the son of that big shot. The engineer you kept trying to tell me about, Pascal Bow? So smart that even his grade-school kid would probably know more about computers than you. That’s what you said.”
 
   Kevin put his hands up. Now Danny had his full attention. “Pascal Billaud?”
 
   “Right, that’s what I said. A real big shot, right?”
 
   “His son goes to this school?”
 
   Now I’m interested. Fully interested.
 
   “His son’s in your class,” Danny corrected him. He glanced at his watch, then back at Kevin. “Your 8th grade Java Programming class that starts in about 45 seconds. You need to go all the way downstairs, then take a left and keep going until you – ”
 
   Kevin grabbed his papers off the snack table, and he was out the door before Danny could finish speaking.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   He found the lab with ten seconds to spare. The students were there already, each one of them sitting quietly in front of a computer. Every computer had an arcade game of one kind or another loaded up and running at full tilt.
 
   “Shut that stuff down,” Kevin said briskly. He didn’t bother looking through his stack of papers for a lesson plan. Whether it was there or not, he knew exactly how he would run this kind of class. “I’m Mr. Brooks. Are there Java compilers on these machines?”
 
   Silence from the class. Blank stares as some of the students turned to look at him. Go back to speaking English, their expressions said.
 
   But one of them had understood him perfectly.
 
   “Metrowerks is pre-installed,” said a small boy at the far end of the lab. “There’s also a NetBeans shortcut on the desktop.” The boy was speaking quietly, with the barest hint of an accent. “Either one would work, but I recommend NetBeans. Much better pre-compiling features.”
 
   The other students in the class turned to look at the one who had spoken. One of them whispered, not very quietly: “Who the heck is that?”
 
   Kevin tried to keep himself from smiling. “I agree. We’ll go with NetBeans. Tell me your name?”
 
   “Anselm Billaud.”
 
   Another boy, this one bigger than the others, leaned back in his chair so that he could get a better look at the new kid. “Anselm?” The bigger boy had khakis that were frayed at the cuffs, and he had made a calculated effort to pull his tie down, keeping it as loose as possible without actually violating the dress code. “What the hell kind of name is that?”
 
   Kevin frowned. “And your name, please?”
 
   The bigger boy turned with exaggerated slowness to face the teacher. “Connor Feeney.”
 
   “Mr. Feeney, watch your language.”
 
   Connor scowled. “Sorry.”
 
   “Put your chair flat on the floor.”
 
   A heavy, drawn out sigh from Connor as he returned his seat to a flat position.
 
   “Connor?” The small boy at the end of the lab had spoken again. He was trying to get Connor’s attention.
 
   Connor leaned his head back, careful not to tip his chair. “Huh?”
 
   “Anselm is a French name. French is a language, and France is a country in Europe.”
 
   “I know that,” Connor said scornfully. “I’m not – ” 
 
   “You are, though,” Anselm interrupted, and he nodded slowly. There was a little spark of amusement in his eyes.
 
   Connor’s face reddened, and now he slid his chair backwards on the rug so that he could face Anselm directly. Having been the biggest child in his grade since kindergarten, Connor Feeney was not a boy who was accustomed to being interrupted. Certainly not by a little kid like this. And absolutely not by a kid who was not only little, not only new, but foreign. No, thank you.
 
   “What’d you say?” Connor asked slowly.
 
   “I’m sorry?”
 
   “What did you just say to me?”
 
   “I said you are.”
 
   The class was silent. The other students were watching this exchange with a breathless fascination, many of them wondering whether the new kid realized just how close he was coming to a full-fledged beating. A full-fledged pummeling. He was near the line. Actually, many of them believed he had already jumped right past that line. 
 
   Far past it.
 
   Don’t you understand? Don’t you see that Mr. Brooks won’t always be here? The school day will end. You’ll have to leave this building. Connor Feeney will be waiting for you. And then the pummeling will begin.
 
   Connor glared. He took an extra moment before speaking again. “I am what?”
 
   Anselm smiled brightly at him. “Well, I suppose that’s up to you.” 
 
   “What?”
 
   “You don’t understand me?”
 
   Kevin broke it up. “Enough,” he said. He thought it would be best for the two of them to work this out on their own (even though he, too, worried that Anselm might have a pummeling not too far in his future), but this was not the time. There was work to be done. “Everybody with your eyes on your own computer,” he announced, speaking loudly now. “Open up that NetBeans shortcut.”
 
   The rest of the period went fast, just as the others had. And this one was more fun than the others. They were fearless with computers, these boys. They didn’t worry that something might go wrong. It wasn’t like math class, in which the students volunteered solutions with hesitation, nervous that they would be embarrassed. They were willing to experiment. To poke and prod and try things they thought might not work. Even Connor Feeney seemed to be getting into the spirit of it. Kevin heard him congratulating himself more than once. “There it is,” Connor said under his breath. Kevin grinned, and he reminded himself that Connor was still only a teenaged boy. There were few creatures more naturally suited to programming; it was a discipline that rewarded bravado, that encouraged reckless confidence. His own life with computers had started at age nine. Everything about these machines had always made sense to him.
 
   He glanced over at Anselm. The boy had not spoken since the beginning of the period, and Kevin found himself wondering just how much the son of Pascal Billaud already knew. He also wondered whether he might be able, somehow, to get an introduction to the boy’s father.
 
   Imagine having the chance to speak with Pascal Billaud. Even for a minute. Holy shit.
 
   But that would have to wait.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   When the period ended, Kevin was surprised to see Emily Beck standing at the entrance to the lab.
 
   “Hi,” he said, too eagerly.
 
   She nodded silently and gave him a tight, polite smile. Kevin felt something drop in his stomach. She was being too formal with him; he had offended her somehow. He should not have gone up to the roof. He had made her cautious of him. He was – 
 
   “Mr. Brooks?”
 
   Anselm was trying to get his attention. Standing before him now, the boy seemed unreasonably small. 
 
   Kevin forgot himself. “Wait, you’re in 8th grade? Seriously?”
 
   Anselm paused. Tilted his head to the side. “No, 5th.”
 
   “Oh.” He caught Emily giving him a strange look, and he cursed himself.
 
   Idiot. Of course he’s in a class above his grade level.
 
   “How can I help you?”
 
   Anselm smiled. “Could you give me extra stuff?”
 
   “Extra?”
 
   The boy nodded vigorously. “Projects,” he said. “Something interesting. I’ve done a lot of programming already, is the thing.”
 
   “Have you?” The temptation to bring up the boy’s father was very strong. Kevin resisted it, but only barely.
 
   “Yeah. So could you?”
 
   Kevin smiled. “Give me until tomorrow to come up with a few things.”
 
   “Great.” The boy grinned again, and off he ran.
 
   Kevin watched him go, hoping Anselm wouldn’t be intercepted by Connor Feeney anytime soon. Kevin looked around the lab, and now he noticed that there were far too many students in here. Every computer was taken, and there were still twenty small boys milling around, looking lost. Emily noticed, too. She looked about her with a troubled expression. Kevin supposed he should be moving onto wherever his next class was, but his legs didn’t seem to want to move.
 
   “Hold on,” Emily said. “All of you are in French Three?”
 
   One of the boys without a place to sit came over to her. He shook his head solemnly. “Art,” he said. He spoke the word as if it were something very heavy. Very difficult to say. “Clemson Art.”
 
   A look of understanding crossed Ms. Beck’s face, and she nodded seriously at the student. “Okay,” she said gently.
 
   At that moment Ron Clemson appeared at the door to the lab, and he made his presence known. Forcefully. “What’s all this?” he bellowed. He was breathing hard, and he put one hand on the doorframe to support some of his weight. He took several deep, loud breaths, as if to emphasize that trudging all the way down to the computer lab was not something to be taken lightly. “There are three teachers here when there should be only one,” he added, and he shook his head with disapproval.
 
   “My class is gone,” Kevin said. “I’m on my way out.”
 
   “Excellent,” Ron said gruffly.
 
   “Not me,” Emily said. Her voice was light and conversational. Unconcerned. “I reserved the lab for this period.” She turned her bright eyes to Ron Clemson. “Did you?”
 
   “I teach an art class,” Ron said, not quite meeting her gaze. He adopted a tone of righteous formality. “We do much of our design work on computers.”
 
   Emily smiled sweetly at him. “Yes,” she said. “Naturally. And I teach French, and we use lots of games on the computers for repetition and drilling. More importantly, I reserved the lab. Which brings us full circle, doesn’t it?”
 
   Ron grimaced. He looked as if something he had eaten was not agreeing with him. He stared at the floor. “Are you going to take your class out of here?” he asked her.
 
   “Certainly not.” Still in that easy, friendly tone.
 
   Ron muttered under his breath.
 
   “Sorry?”
 
   “Nothing,” he said quickly. With an effort, he raised his head. “My class!” he bellowed. “4th graders! Clemson Art! Follow me! We’re going back up to the classroom.” He sighed heavily. “All the way back up.”
 
   Half of the students in the room stood and turned reluctantly, and then they began filing out of the lab behind Mr. Clemson. They moved slowly, many of them looking wistfully over their shoulders as they left the room. They had briefly been sharing an actual classroom with Ms. Beck. The Ms. Beck. Most of them had never been in a class with her, because she taught only the 6th, 7th, and 8th grades, but they had all heard about her. 
 
   And of course they had all noticed her.
 
   Ms. Beck began speaking to her class. Her students were happily setting up their computers, sitting up and listening carefully, ready to do anything and everything she might request of them. Her voice was a song. She smiled at them. She touched them on the tops of their heads – only on the tops of their heads, but still that was something to hang onto – and she praised them for the littlest things, for conjugating the simplest verbs, for taking an extra moment to try saying the French ‘u’ more carefully than last year. And they were constantly trying to do more, trying to impress her, trying to get her to smile at them, look at them, anything.
 
   One 4th grader, a boy who was at the point of leaving the lab on the way to his fate in Clemson art, stopped walking suddenly. He was a very small 4th grader, and he had a too-short back-to-school hair cut. He was near the end of the line of Clemson students, and now he took a moment to look ahead of him. Mr. Clemson was clearly visible, shuffling along slowly and painfully, doling out a steady stream of barked criticisms and complaints to any student within earshot. The boy glanced back at the scene he was leaving behind. The lab, Ms. Beck, her light blue skirt and her pretty eyes. Already she was in the process of telling her class that she could not believe, could not possibly understand how she had managed to get, yet again, a class of such brilliant boys. She was absolutely jumping with excitement over everything they would be doing that year together, she said.
 
   The student with the too-short hair, whose name was Elias Worth, decided he had had enough. It had been a difficult first day back at school. Everyone had made fun of his hair, his shoes didn’t fit right, and he had tried to be funny during first period but no one had laughed. And now he had been tricked, faked out. He had been presented with the possibility of Ms. Beck, only to be given Mr. Clemson instead. It wasn’t fair, and it was too much for this particular 4th grader to handle. Too much for Elias Worth.
 
   He would not take another step.
 
   It was suicide, suicide in an all-boys school, but he couldn’t help himself: very quietly, Elias began to cry.
 
   Kevin felt himself on the verge of taking drastic action. He had no experience with how to handle such a situation, but he knew that this boy needed support of some kind. And fast. A diversion, perhaps. He could pull the fire alarm. He could call in a bomb threat. He could – 
 
   But Emily was already there. She put herself quickly and gracefully in a position to create privacy; the others could not easily see Elias’s distress. Then she began speaking to him gently. Reassuringly. Whispering that she hoped Elias could work on homework with her later today. During study hall this afternoon. I run a study session with a group of students, she told him in a whisper. They’re mostly older, but you could come too today. If you want. We meet in the library. Sound good?
 
   The effect was immediate. Elias Worth was comforted. Saved. He nodded gratefully.
 
   “Okay,” Emily said, so that everyone could hear her now. “Off you go.”
 
   Kevin watched this exchange without saying a word. In another moment Emily had returned to teaching her class, and Kevin slipped silently out of the room. He hurried back up the stairs, past the slowly moving line of Clemson Art scholars (and Ron Clemson himself, who was still muttering curses), back toward the lounge.
 
   Emily Beck glanced once, furtively, over her shoulder after Kevin had left. She shook her head gently. An expression that might have been sadness passed briefly over her face.
 
   Then it was gone.
 
   


 
   
  
 



A Rising Sense Of Dread
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   When the last student had left Kevin’s classroom for the day, he stood for a few seconds in silence, wondering if there was anything else he was supposed to do. He made a conscious effort to avoid looking at the clock.
 
   He hoped it was still moving.
 
   After another moment he left the room and made his way down to the teacher’s lounge one more time. It knew it was only 2:30, and he worried he might be expected to coach something. The lounge was empty when he arrived, so he sat down in one of the chairs and waited. He wondered if Ms. Stewart might be about to come striding through the door to ask him why he wasn’t already on his way to the football fields, the buses were waiting, and why wasn’t he in his coach’s uniform, and what was wrong with him anyway?
 
   To which, again, he would have cheerfully replied that he had no idea.
 
   But no one came. There were no knocks on the door, no sounds of running steps, no shouts from people searching for him.
 
   The building suddenly seemed deserted.
 
   Where do teachers go after their last class? Not the lounge? Are they all at a bar somewhere?
 
   He sat there in silence, waiting. For what seemed like a very long time.
 
   Please, not again.
 
   With a rising sense of dread, he turned slowly to look at the clock.
 
   Damn it.
 
   Stuck again. The red hand wasn’t moving. And this would have been disturbing enough, except that Kevin could feel that other thing coming back again, too. That panic thing.
 
   The voice.
 
   You’re supposed to be doing something. Something important.
 
   He could recognize it as his own voice now, but this was not a source of much comfort. Because all at once he was convinced that he should be anywhere but here, that the last thing he should be doing was sitting alone in a teacher’s lounge, wasting valuable time.
 
   Get ready.
 
   “For what?” he said out loud, to the walls and to the empty chairs.
 
   As if responding to Kevin’s voice, Danny Fisher came barreling into the room like a defensive lineman looking to make a tackle. Kevin steeled himself for the inevitable blow to the shoulder, but this time the big man spared him. “Okay!” Danny said happily. “Made it through the first day. You walking home?”
 
   Kevin nodded. He supposed he was. Anything was better than sitting here, soaking up his own paranoid delusions. And he was glad to find out that he had no more responsibilities, because he had quite a lot he wanted to do this afternoon. There were three months’ worth of questions he needed to start asking.
 
   They walked down the stairs together. As they emerged onto the sidewalk, Kevin realized he had never been so glad to be a native New Yorker. He had no memory of having ever been at this school, but that didn’t stop him from being able to locate himself. There was Park Avenue over there, to his left. And on the right, along Lexington, he spotted the corner of a supermarket he recognized. Which meant this was 74th street. Upper East. Piece of cake. 
 
   Across the street, parked one behind the other, were two large vans. Two large, white, Ford e250 vans. But neither Danny nor Kevin noticed them. There was no reason to. 
 
   Kevin turned for home.
 
   “Hey,” Danny said, and stopped in his tracks. He gave Kevin a questioning look. “What’s up? You getting some groceries or something?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Isn’t your apartment this way?”
 
   Kevin was on the verge of saying no, of saying listen, I may have had a weird day, and I may not remember what I’ve been doing all summer, but I think I can remember where my own damn apartment is. But then he stopped himself.
 
   It’s been three months. Plenty of time to move. New job, new place.
 
   “I’m low on eggs,” Kevin said smoothly. “Quick detour.”
 
   Danny shrugged. “Fair enough. I need some burger meat anyway.”
 
   Kevin breathed a little sigh of relief. He wasn’t sure what he would have done if Danny had simply waved goodbye and said he’d see him tomorrow.
 
   I don’t even know where I live.
 
   When they left the market, Kevin was careful to let Danny walk a half-step in front of him. He tried not to let it show that he was suddenly feeling lost in his own city. When Danny came to an abrupt halt in the middle of the sidewalk after a few minutes, Kevin worried there might be something wrong. 
 
   But Danny only put out his hand. “All right, my friend,” he said, flashing that wide, happy grin at him. “Good first day. See you in the morning.”
 
   Kevin shook his massive hand and tried to nod along. He was struck again by the man’s curious combination of obvious intelligence and sheer physical size. Maybe it was the suit that threw him off. Or the glasses. Or maybe just the constant good cheer.
 
   With a different outfit, Kevin thought, you’d be a very scary-looking man.
 
   But all he said was, “Thanks for helping me through it.”
 
   To which Danny shook his head and smiled again. Then he turned and continued on his way.
 
   Kevin watched him go for a minute, wondering what sort of bone-crushing workout routine Danny Fisher subscribed to during his afternoons. Then he reminded himself that he had all kinds of problems of his own to worry about.
 
   Starting with getting into his apartment.
 
   He turned and looked at the entrance to the building where Danny had left him. He hadn’t been paying attention to where they were walking – he had been too busy trying to follow Danny’s lead – but now he had a chance to look around. They hadn’t gone far from the school, barely more than a quarter of a mile. He was standing in front of a large green awning between 66th and 67th street on Park Avenue. The grass and flowers on the avenue’s wide median strip were still green and blooming in early September, and there was a doorman standing silently at the entrance to this building. Just as there was in front of virtually every Park Avenue apartment building.
 
   Nice spot.
 
   He turned and headed for the door, wondering if this part of his day might be about to come to a rather sudden halt. But the doorman, when he saw that Kevin meant to come in, nodded curtly at him and said “Good afternoon, Mr. Brooks,” before backing up quickly to open the door and stand out of the way.
 
   Kevin stopped just inside the entrance and looked around. It was a huge lobby, long and wide, with three banks of elevators spaced along the left side. The walls were papered with a thick, textured matting, and there were framed impressionist prints every few feet on the walls. The floor was inlaid with strips of black and white marble, and there were brass light fixtures spaced along the ceiling.
 
   He turned back to the doorman. “I left my key at the office. Do you have my spare?”
 
   The doorman went into a large wooden drawer located behind the desk. A minute later, he had found it.
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   Kevin glanced down at the key, which had a tag on it reading “PH-C.” Being a born-and-raised Manhattan boy, he knew exactly what this label meant. But he still hesitated. He turned back to the doorman, who was hovering a few feet away in case anything else might be required.
 
   “Are you sure this is – ”
 
   “Sir?”
 
   “Never mind.”
 
   Kevin walked to the third elevator bank, the “C” bank, and pressed the button. The door opened immediately, and he stepped inside. He pressed the button marked “PH,” for “Penthouse.” In Manhattan apartment terms, this meant a residence that was not only on the top floor, but which had also not been divided up into two smaller apartments. In a building that was already very large and already very expensive, the Penthouse would be twice as large. Twice as expensive. For a Park Avenue apartment like this one, a mere $2.5 million in the bank would simply not be enough.
 
   Not nearly enough.
 
   “It might be enough to secure the loan,” Kevin said to no one, as he was riding up in the empty elevator. “Maybe.”
 
   The elevator reached the top floor, and the door opened to reveal another door immediately before him. He used the key to open it, and then he stepped into his new apartment.
 
   “Jesus,” Kevin said.
 
   


 
   
  
 



A Man Standing Behind Him
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The entryway was modest. But it was the modesty of the simple whitewashed gangplank of an ocean liner, of the small American flag painted on the first-stage casing of a Saturn V rocket. Kevin could tell it was going to be a huge apartment. The ceilings, even in this small, immaculate room, were unreasonably high. A huge, full length mirror, framed and reinforced, hung on the near wall, and there was an antique table beside the front door for keys and the day’s mail. A Savonnerie rug lay on the gleaming, dark-stained wooden floors. Everything was spare and perfect. There were two doorways from which to exit this first room, one leading to an immense living room, the other to a long hallway, the kitchen and den, and then presumably to bedrooms. 
 
   Kevin went to the living room first. There was a built-in book case, one of the largest he had ever seen in a Manhattan apartment. It took up an entire wall of the room, and Kevin felt a surge of relief as he recognized some of his own things. 
 
   My books.
 
   It was strange how deeply this affected him. All day he had been confused. All day he had been presented with people and things and situations he did not expect. He was at a strange job, he had strange co-workers, and he was in a strange apartment. But at least this bookcase contained familiar things.
 
   Not that they were all his books. Stepping closer, he could see titles that were certainly not part of his collection: books on languages, French and Spanish and Portuguese and even Russian; books on engineering and physics; books on game theory, on hunting, for God’s sake; he was not a hunter. He had never held a gun in his life.
 
   Countless others.
 
   Still, it was good to see some old favorites. And presumably he would find some of his other things in this apartment. But he would find the kitchen first, and then the bedrooms.
 
   “Good afternoon.”
 
   Kevin let out an involuntary shout: “Yow!”
 
   There was a man standing behind him at the entrance to the living room, his hands at his sides. He was in his thirties, medium sized and trim, and he looked almost like a cadet standing at attention. He was dressed neatly, in gray slacks and a tucked-in black polo shirt.
 
   Kevin regained his composure. “Who are you?”
 
   “Andrew Helms,” the man said, his voice gentle and ingratiating. “Andrew, if you like. We met yesterday?” There was the slightest hint of confusion in the man’s voice. Because he had been through all of this before, his tone said. They had been through it before. “Your personal assistant?”
 
   Kevin gave this information a moment to sink in. “Assistant,” he said, as though trying the word for the first time.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Kevin sighed and put his head back for a moment “All right,” he said at last. “You do look efficient.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “We met yesterday?”
 
   “It was my first day.”
 
   “No, wait a minute.” Kevin shook his head. “It doesn’t bother you that I don’t remember meeting you yesterday?”
 
   Andrew tilted his head to the side. “I’m not offended. We’ve only just been introduced. You surely have countless matters to attend to, matters that require your focus and attention. Hence occasional forgetfulness, and hence your need for an assistant.” He ended this little speech with a trace of a smile, inviting Kevin to share in the incontrovertible logic, the inarguable transitive henceness of what he had said.
But Kevin only sighed. “I don’t mean I forgot your name. I’m saying I don’t remember you at all. I swear to God, I’ve never even seen you before.” He stopped and stared at the prim man, trying to convey some of the deep strangeness, some of the utter lunacy that he was experiencing.
 
   But Andrew was unfazed. He shrugged, and the lunacy passed over and around him without a ripple, as though he were a vehicle that had been specially designed and streamlined to cut through such distractions. “Would you like a drink of water?”
 
   “No,” Kevin said quickly. “And by the way, I don’t need an assistant. You can go.”
 
   But again Andrew was unaffected. He didn’t move. He looked at Kevin as though his employer had suggested that the two of them jump out the window together. An amusing suggestion, yes, good fun, but not something that warranted any serious consideration. “You’ve paid for my services in advance, Sir. Two weeks’ worth. My effects, which are few, are in the servant’s quarters. Which is where I will return if you would like some time to yourself.”
 
   Kevin ran a hand through his hair, and he let out a groan of frustration. 
 
   “You’ll find me quite useful, I believe,” Andrew went on. “And after a day or two, I suspect you’ll scarcely notice I’m even – ”
 
   “Fine,” Kevin said suddenly, waving at him as though Andrew were a salesman who was taking up too much time. “I give up. Let’s move on. I have servant’s quarters?”
 
   “Indeed.”
 
   “Couldn’t we just call it the guest room or something?”
 
   Andrew’s nose wrinkled. “The quarters are more than adequate for me – clean and tastefully decorated – but I’m not sure such a place would be suitable for guests. The room is, after all, directly off the kitchen, and just behind the laundry room.”
 
   “Of course it is.”
 
   “May I get you that drink of water?”
 
   “No. I have to go out again. I have to…” Kevin stopped. What exactly did he have to do? Figure out what had been happening to him for the last three months, yes. But how exactly was he going to do that?
 
   He had an idea. Not a foolproof idea, but it was something.
 
   “I have to take care of some things,” he finished.
 
   “Of course,” Andrew said. “Returning this evening?”
 
   “What?” Kevin was briefly confused by the question. “Sure, I’ll be back.” 
 
   He had a flash of inspiration. 
 
   “Why?” he said slowly. “Didn’t I come back last night?”
 
   Andrew waited a beat. “You did not,” he said, and his eyebrows went up just slightly, in an expression of concern or disapproval, Kevin could not tell. But then the moment passed, and Andrew was pressing on. “I’d be happy to prepare your dinner,” he said, “if you’ll tell me what you’d like.”
 
   Kevin considered. Weird day or not, the idea of an expertly cooked meal was tempting. “I don’t know. Chicken and rice, maybe some salad?”
 
   “Excellent. It will be waiting for you.”
 
   “Okay. Do you have a watch?”
 
   Andrew held out his arm as if for inspection. He was wearing a simple, black digital wristwatch that went well with his monkish attire.
 
   “Does it work?” Kevin asked.
 
   “Flawlessly.”
 
   “All the time?”
 
   “So far. For the last seven years, that is.”
 
   Kevin nodded. “What time is it?”
 
   Andrew did not point out that Kevin had his own watch, or that there was a large grandfather clock standing at the far end of the living room, not ten feet from them. “Nearly half past three in the afternoon,” he said.
 
   “All right,” Kevin said. “I should be back by seven.”
 
   Andrew nodded, turned, and left the room. Kevin assumed he was heading for his quarters or the kitchen, and at this point he had no intention of following. He didn’t need to confirm that his apartment was a small mansion. It was enough to know that he could come back here, and that there would be dinner waiting.
 
   He had things to do.
 
   Get ready.
 
   “I’m going, I’m going,” he hissed under his breath, hoping Andrew wouldn’t hear him.
 
   There were people he needed to talk to.
 
   People who owed him some answers.
 
   


 
   
  
 



The One They Were Looking For
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   He walked rather than taking a cab or the bus or the subway. The act of putting one foot in front of the other was soothing, and the steady rhythm of his feet on the pavement reassured him that things were moving. That time was moving. 
 
   As it was supposed to.
 
   It was two miles down to Times Square, then another seven blocks to the high-rise at 1 Penn Plaza, the building that held the testing center. Kevin hesitated at the entrance. This was one of his last clear memories. From before… whatever had happened to him this past summer. He could remember standing right at this spot, looking to his right and seeing Madison Square Garden at the end of the block. He felt a flash of nostalgia over his first hockey game there with his father, so many years ago. Then, looking up again, he wondered why a state licensure center would be located in a building where real estate was murderously expensive.
 
   Some sort of government subsidy, he decided. Rent control for state facilities.
 
   Now he walked into the building again, and already he could feel his pulse quickening. He found the nearest open elevator and pushed the button for the 20th floor. The elevator moved fast, and in seconds he was there. The door opened, and he stepped out.
 
   Into a dentist’s waiting room.
 
   Oh, come on.
 
   He went to the check-in area. The receptionist looked up and gave him a patient, professional smile. “Name?”
 
   “How long has this practice been here?”
 
   The woman blinked. “Do you have an appointment?”
 
   “I don’t need my teeth cleaned. Just tell me how long this office has been on this floor.”
 
   “Oh.” The woman considered. She gave Kevin a critical stare, perhaps trying to decide whether he was a health inspector. Or maybe some kind of reporter. “About three months,” she said finally. “I started work here in the middle of June.” She grew expansive. “It’s a nice place, you know? And the benefits – ”
 
   “Thanks.” He turned and pushed the elevator button again. It had not left the floor yet, and the door opened immediately. He pushed the button for 14. The doors closed and the elevator was moving at once. It came to a halt moments later, and the doors opened.
 
   Kevin took a single step out of the elevator, and then he stopped. He closed his eyes and took a breath, then opened his eyes again.
 
   “Fuck,” he whispered.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Most of it was all still here. The skeleton, anyway. The cubicles and the offices, as well as all the little blocked-off areas with the computers where he had taken the tests.
 
   But there were no people.
 
   No dentist office this time. Not even a temp agency or a jury-rigged internet start-up. Just emptiness. Empty desks, empty offices, and empty cubicles with nothing but a scattered constellation of pushpins to show that there had once been bills and meeting notes and family pictures tacked up on these walls.
 
   It was an unsettling sight. Everything was in shades of white and gray, and the air was dead. It was completely silent. Kevin felt as though he had stumbled upon the aftermath of some deadly calamity, a plague or a fire or a reactor meltdown, and all at once he wanted to get out of this place. He didn’t dare look at his watch. He wanted to get back to where there were people, to where there was noise and warmth and movement, to –”
 
   “You shouldn’t be here.”
 
   Kevin jumped, scared out of his wits for the second time that day. He spun around in a panic, half expecting to find a man in a big white hazmat suit wielding a Fahrenheit 451 flamethrower, a man patrolling the 14th floor, a man whose sole job it was to clean up loose ends. To eradicate loose ends.
 
   But it was only a small man and woman in cleaning uniforms. They looked Dominican, or perhaps Guatemalan. The man was pushing a mop-bucket, and the woman had a supply cart. “Wrong floor, guy,” the man said. “We clean this place, huh? No tourists, okay?”
 
   But then the woman’s face lit up. She smiled broadly, and she pointed at Kevin. She turned to her companion and began speaking very quickly in Spanish. The man nodded impatiently at her, putting a hand up for her to wait. He glanced at Kevin. “She say she know you,” he said, translating on the fly. He tried to get the woman to slow down, but she shook him off, growing more excited. “She say you the – ” He turned and gave the woman a questioning look. Then he shrugged. “She say you the number one guy. The winner, she say.”
 
   The woman turned and nodded eagerly at Kevin, smiling and clasping her hands together like a proud mother. She uttered another burst of Spanish, and the man spoke for her. “You the one they were looking for.”
 
   Kevin shook his head. Nothing the woman was saying made any sense. He wondered if her friend might be translating wrong. He looked at them both. “Have you worked on the 20th floor?”
 
   The man shook his head, but then he relayed the question to the woman, who nodded again. She spoke quickly.
 
   “She say yes, she used to. But then they take it all away. They don’t use that floor now.”
 
   Kevin nodded. “Right, I know. But what did they take away? What was up there?”
 
   The man spoke to his friend, who gave the answer. “All the doctor stuff,” he said. “They took it out. She don’t work up there now.”
 
   Kevin frowned. “No, they put doctor stuff in.” That was a missed translation, clearly. The man’s English probably wasn’t as good as it seemed. “It’s a dentist’s office now. I saw it. But before, it would have been educational stuff, more offices like this.”
 
   The woman shook her head. She spoke again to the man, more slowly this time. With emphasis.
 
   “Doctor stuff, she say.” He put some of the woman’s strong tone into his own voice. A tone of authority. “Lots of doctor stuff. Big stuff. They take it down the service elevator. Make a big mess, dust and plaster everywhere. She have to clean it up.”
 
   “Just her?”
 
   “I’m new. She’s the only one from the old crew.”
 
   “What?” Kevin was confused again. “Why? Where’s the rest of the old crew?”
 
   “They switch it up a lot around here. Different companies for the cleaning, I don’t know.”
 
   “How come they let her stay?”
 
   “Well, she use a different – ” The woman punched him in the arm, her face suddenly stern. But the man waved her off. “She use different names, you know? She don’t want to move all the time.” He smiled at Kevin. “They lose track,” he said. “They think we all look the same, you know?”
 
   The woman gave Kevin a little grin, and she shrugged. Then she pointed at Kevin again, and all at once she was back to being proud of him.
 
   “Weenay!” she shouted, and let out a little laugh.
 
   Kevin looked confused. 
 
   The man turned to her questioningly. She spoke to him, explaining.
 
   “Winner,” the man said to Kevin.
 
   “Weenay!” the woman shouted again, even louder this time. “You, weenay!”
 
   “Okay, thanks,” Kevin said, trying to return her smile. He wondered what his first-place prize had been for being the big weenay. Maybe a session on the 20th floor, where they kept medical devices. 
 
   Huge medical devices, ones so large that they scraped the walls of the service elevator. 
 
   Kevin shuddered. He didn’t feel like a winner.
 
   


 
   
  
 



One Step Ahead
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Kevin took his time walking back, hoping the cool September air would help him think. But there were too many unknowns, and after two miles of walking he had made no progress.
 
   By the time he made it back to his apartment, it was almost nine o’clock, and there was a different man on duty in the lobby now. Kevin stopped and looked at the man as he held the door for him. “How long have you worked here?”
 
   The doorman was immediately on the defensive. “Sorry, I’m really still figuring out – ”
 
   Kevin shook his head. “I’m just asking how long you’ve worked in this building.”
 
   “Oh.” The man breathed a sigh of relief. “Sorry to freak out. Job market’s pretty tight. They only hired me three days ago.”
 
   “Three days,” Kevin said slowly. “So I guess you wouldn’t have seen me move in here.”
 
   “No, I don’t… wait, what?” Now the man was genuinely confused.
 
   “Never mind.” Kevin walked away, toward the elevator. 
 
   Somebody’s one step ahead of me, he thought bitterly. Everyone who might be able to tell me anything has been taken away. The 14th floor, the 20th floor, my doormen. Even the whole cleaning crew in that building, with the exception of that one Guatemalan lady.
 
   He came slowly into his apartment, glad that he had somehow remembered to leave the lights on. He was about to sit down on one of the huge white couches in his living room when he realized that he could smell something cooking. 
 
   “Welcome home.”
 
   Kevin jumped again. “Jesus, Andrew. You’ve got to stop doing that.” He had completely forgotten about the personal assistant.
 
   “Dinner’s ready, if you’re hungry.”
 
   “Where’s my kitchen?”
 
   Andrew nodded past the living room. “The food is waiting for you in the dining room. Just through there.”
 
   Rather than protesting, Kevin simply walked over, sat down at the table, and went to work.
 
   It was a feast.
 
   When he was done, he leaned back – with agreeable difficulty – and patted his full stomach. “Best meal I’ve had in years,” Kevin called out.
 
   From somewhere in back came the distant, gentle reply: “Thank you.” 
 
   In another moment Andrew was there, picking up plates and glasses. He moved quickly, yet without seeming to rush. He glided. Kevin might have felt uncomfortable being waited on, but he reminded himself that he had paid this man in advance. Just watching him glide around, sweeping up plates and crumbs and silverware as if he were on skates, was itself a pleasure. Andrew was unarguably good at his job. Kevin felt himself sliding down deeper into his seat as the meal both warmed and lulled him, and all at once he realized he was exhausted. It was nearly ten at night; he had been on-edge since first thing this morning.
 
   “Can you point me toward my bedroom?”
 
   “Right through there, then a left, all the way down. I’ll be up for a while, so do call if you need anything.”
 
   Kevin made his way down the long hallway, barely noticing the paintings and wallpaper and furniture as he passed. He found that he no longer cared where these things had come from, or what they had cost him. He could always go back to working in hedge funds if he needed the money. The panicky voice had not bothered him for several hours now, and he suspected that Andrew’s excellent meal would help keep it quiet for a while longer. He would forget, at least for a few blissful hours, about the cleaning lady at the testing center. He would stop worrying about what had been on the 20th floor, or why someone would go to the trouble of replacing all the doormen in his building. 
 
   He would not think about what dreaded thing he was supposed to be getting ready for.
 
   Those things would all come up again in the morning, but right now he was going to sleep. Long and deeply. So that he could start fresh tomorrow.
 
   Except that he was wrong about this. He would not sleep.
 
   Not even a little bit.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Second Note on New Techniques 
 
   Daedalus Hilton, Scrubbing R&D for Agents, July 20, 2010.
 
   Reprinted with permission.
 
   Dept. of Homeland Security, U.S.A.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Sleep, on the other hand, makes no sense. After fifty years of research and study, the only thing we can say with certainty is that it happens when we grow tired. We still don’t understand it. There are animals who never sleep at all; they ‘power down’ discrete sections of their brain, but never the whole thing at once. The term for this is unihemispheric sleep. It is conceivable that such a state could be induced in agents using Transcranial Magnetic Stimulation, but this procedure would likely have significant side effects, not the least of which would be severe neurosis. Adaptation would be extremely challenging, and in any case, people like to sleep. We can’t help it. We sleep away a third – a third! – of our lives. It is a deeply, inexorably pleasurable activity. It calls to us.
 
   


 
   
  
 



The First Big Problem
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   As with the other rooms he had seen so far in the apartment, Kevin’s bedroom was flawless. There was a queen-size bed on a huge beige rug, another built-in bookshelf, and a large brown cabinet that probably concealed a television. There were little wooden end-tables on either side of the bed, and next to the entrance to the master bath was a large dresser.
 
   He stripped to his underwear, folded himself into the bed, closed his eyes, and allowed his mind to drift. 
 
   A quick self-assessment, now. A general survey of the grand scheme of things.
 
   First: he was financially solvent, as far as he knew. Assuming he had not made some sort of disastrous deal on this apartment. Even if he had, there were other sources. He had saved his money very carefully during his time at Tanner and Trevor, and the funds he had told Ron Clemson about didn’t make up the whole pot.
 
   As far as money went, he knew he would be fine.
 
   Second: his parents were both gone, having died one right after the other just a year after he had graduated from UNH. His father from a heart attack, and his mother only four months later. Of pure sadness, it had seemed; she had lost her partner in life. He had no siblings. He did keep in touch occasionally with a few college friends – all of whom lived up in Boston – and it occurred to him that he should give one or all of them a call. Maybe he had talked to one of them during the last three months.
 
   Maybe one of them could help him figure out a few things.
 
   Third: he had a job. Not exactly the job he had been looking for, but still, a teaching job. And though he had no memory of any training for the position itself, he clearly had the necessary subject expertise, and he had apparently written up a few lesson plans for himself ahead of time.
 
   He was ready enough.
 
   Get ready.
 
   Kevin’s eyes popped open, and he cursed silently.
 
   You’re forgetting something.
 
   “I’m forgetting all kinds of stuff,” he whispered to the empty room. “Three months’ worth.”
 
   You’re forgetting something important. Something you’re supposed to do.
 
   He squeezed his eyes shut and tried to change the subject in his head. To a song, something repetitive, something that could drown out everything else. But the feeling of anxiety was too strong, and now he could feel his heart starting to beat faster. That pleasant fog in his head, the one that had been so deliciously created by Andrew’s dinner and salad and dessert, was leaving him.
 
   Sleep was receding into the ether. Getting away.
 
   He took a breath and allowed his eyes to open again. It was all right. It was still early, probably only 10:15 or 10:30. He would wait it out. Dim light peaked through his curtains from the city streets below, and he counted the ridges in the finely detailed crown moldings that ran along the ceiling and around the doors. The panic voice continued pestering him, but it had been reduced to a background drone. He lay there for an hour. 
 
   Then two. 
 
   He stayed nearly motionless, waiting in that bed. The silence was complete.
 
   Finally he lifted his head. He climbed out of bed and walked back down the hall leading to the living room. He would find his own kitchen – about time, he thought – and make himself a small snack. His stomach still felt strangely full, but that was probably just the stress. He’d have some toast and butter, and then he’d be – 
 
   “Did you need something else?”
 
   Andrew was there in the living room. All the lights were still on. He didn’t look as though he’d gone to bed yet. In fact, he still seemed to be cleaning up. He had a paper towel in one hand and a small plastic bottle of wood polish in the other.
 
   Kevin was at a loss. “What… don’t you ever sleep? What are still doing up?”
 
   Andrew turned to face him slowly, a strange expression on his face. A cautious expression. “Are you all right?”
 
   Kevin looked at him silently. He closed his eyes and put a hand to his head.
 
   Get ready.
 
   “Shut up.”
 
   “Sir?”
 
   “Not you,” Kevin said quickly, waving a hand. He opened his eyes and looked at Andrew again. When he next spoke, his voice was halting. “Andrew,” he said carefully, as though the name were difficult to say. Then he waited a full beat. “What time is it?”
 
   “A bit past ten.”
 
   That’s impossible.
 
   Kevin lowered his head. “Andrew,” he said again.
 
   “Sir?”
 
   “I’m only going to ask you this once.”
 
   Andrew waited silently, impassively, and Kevin took an extra breath before speaking. “Are you fucking with me?”
 
   Andrew’s eyes may have grown slightly larger, but he allowed himself no other reaction. “Absolutely not.” He waited a moment, and then added, in a voice just as gentle as always, “I never fuck around, Sir.”
 
   Kevin nodded. He made his hands into fists, tightened them, and let them relax. Then he turned on his heels and went walking back toward his bedroom. In another minute he had reappeared. Dressed again. “I’m going out,” he announced.
 
   “Excellent,” Andrew said, visibly pleased that he had passed whatever strange test of credibility his employer had just administered. He seemed eager to return to his wood-polishing labors. “Should I expect you?”
 
   “In about eight minutes,” Kevin said. He headed out the door without another word.
 
   


 
   
  
 



It Was Incredible
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   He was walking with purpose as he left the building. He broke into a jog as he headed for Lexington, and he was pleased, somewhere in the back of his mind, at how spry he felt.
 
   Going crazy, but still quick on my feet. Small favors.
 
   When he reached Lexington he saw exactly what he was looking for: a little delicatessen with a wide yellow awning. There were large boxes of fruit and vegetables on display outside the window, and all the lights were on outside. It was the kind of deli that would be open at nine at night or three in the morning. Sundays, holidays, it didn’t matter. Kevin knew that he could come to this place at 5 AM on Christmas looking for a bottle of milk, and there would be a shopkeeper there, reading a paper and having a cup of coffee as if it were a Tuesday afternoon. He walked into the store and began scanning the items on the wall behind the counter.
 
   There was a wiry Latino man standing beside the register. He was reading a paper, but he was not drinking coffee. Instead he was shifting back and forth on the balls of his feet, shimmying his arms around as though preparing to step onto a dance floor. He was moving to the steady background rhythm of barely-audible Samba music piping through the store’s speakers. He seemed to be having a good time.
 
   “One of those, please,” Kevin said, pointing.
 
   The man looked up. Without breaking the rhythm of his dance, he turned smoothly and retrieved the item Kevin had asked for. Kevin paid, took his little box, and was gone.
 
   Once back in the apartment, he opened the package and read the label carefully.
 
   Andrew saw what he had bought, and he appeared a moment later with a glass of water.
 
   Kevin shook one – no, two – of the Tylenol-PM sleeping pills into his hand, and then he used the water to gulp them down.
 
   He waited for a moment in the entryway, as though expecting or perhaps hoping to fall down unconscious instantly, on the spot. When nothing happened, he instead went into the living room and sat down on the couch. He was not going back to that silent, solitary bedroom where Father Time was evidently taking some sort of vacation. Here, on the other hand, there was the comforting presence of Andrew, who was still gliding back and forth from the dining room to the kitchen, tidying things up and shining things and dusting things… and all of those little chores took time, had to take time, so this was the place to be.
 
   Suddenly he was aware of silence. It worried him.
 
   “Andrew?”
 
   He was there in a moment. “Sir?”
 
   “Where’d you go?”
 
   Andrew hesitated. “I thought I would busy myself in the kitchen for a while, so as not to disturb you.”
 
   “No. I want you doing stuff where I can see you, or at least hear you. I need distraction, not quiet.”
 
   “You want noise?”
 
   “Right. Or you could even just walk back and forth through here. I need maybe ten minutes of that.”
 
    Andrew considered. “There are still things that need doing in this portion of the house,” he said. “I will address those first.”
 
   Kevin relaxed back into the soft cushions of the couch. He waited ten minutes, but he didn’t feel anything. Another ten. Andrew was doing his best to draw out the chores, but Kevin could tell that the living room and dining room were nearing a state of maximum order. The Queen of England could have visited these two rooms now without complaint.
 
   Ten more minutes. 
 
   Now it had been a half-hour since taking those pills, but the only thing he could feel was a dull throb in his head. As if he had had too much to drink.
 
   “This is ridiculous,” he said, and stood up. “Andrew, do I have a study or something?”
 
   Andrew stopped and pointed. “First left off the hall. I put your papers there, the ones you brought home this afternoon. Your textbooks are there as well.”
 
   Kevin walked out of the living room and found the study. It was a beautiful room with deep red wallpaper and a wide, well-lit desk in the middle. There was a little leather open-top box of good pens at one corner of the desk, and a short stack of clean white paper in a slot under the top drawer. He sat down in the sturdy, spindle-backed chair and opened the Algebra I book that was lying there. He leafed through his lesson plans – there were just five of them – and then he turned to the chapter in the book that came next.
 
   He took out a pen, grabbed a fresh sheet of paper, and started writing.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   He was not sure how much time had passed – it was probably useless to guess, given his track record with clocks today – but at one point he looked up and discovered a small sandwich on a plate next to him on the desk.
 
   Long enough for Andrew to make me a sandwich, he thought. That’s pretty good.
 
   He ate quickly, and then he went immediately back to work. He filled page after page with notes. Finally he sat back in his chair and looked at what he had done.
 
   The book was complete. He had written out something like nine solid months’ worth of lesson plans.
 
   “Andrew!”
 
   Faintly, from the back: “Sir?”
 
   “What time is it?”
 
   He heard Andrews quick footsteps. The man did not like to yell. When he had reached the study, he answered, “Nearly twelve-thirty.”
 
   Kevin sighed. He was not going to write out lesson plans for computer programming; that information was tucked securely in his head, and writing it out would have been like writing himself notes on how to walk. Which meant that he had done all the work he could possibly do to prepare for his current job.
 
   It had taken him just under two hours.
 
   “Not bad,” he said quietly.
 
   Actually, it was better than that. It was incredible. His mind had not wandered for an instant while he was working. More important, he had not felt panicked or worried in the least. Not for one second.
 
   But what do I do now?
 
   “Sir, I was hoping – ”
 
   Kevin looked up. Andrew was still there. He was hesitating. “I would normally retire to my quarters at this point,” he said gently.
 
   Kevin was ashamed. “Of course. I’ll be fine. I’ll put on the television.”
 
   “And you’ll get some rest?”
 
   “I hope so.” Kevin thanked him again, and then he remembered to ask one last thing. “I do have a television somewhere?”
 
   “In the cabinet in your bedroom.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Someone Cleared Them Out
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   It was a gigantic television. The built-in cabinet in his bedroom did a good job of making it unobtrusive, but with the doors open the machine dominated the room. He found the remote and retreated to his bed, sat down and began flipping through channels. It looked as though he had… all of them. 
 
   He chose a movie he had seen a hundred times, then climbed back in between the sheets.
 
   Time passed as it was supposed to, but he didn’t fall asleep. When the movie was finished he went looking for a different channel. He needed something numbing. He found a 24-hour religion channel.
 
   Perfect.
 
   There was a priest giving a sermon at the pulpit, and Kevin settled in. This was better than sleeping pills. No one could possibly endure this kind of speech for very long. 
 
   He checked the digital clock on the cable box: it read 3:30 AM.
 
   I can still squeeze in two or three hours of sleep.
 
   But the priest’s sermon did not have the effect Kevin had hoped for. He began listening to the words, listening to the actual message the man was delivering. He couldn’t help it; he seemed to have developed a sort of automatic instinct to focus all of his attention on whatever was in front of him.
 
   When he paid attention, everything else went away.
 
   So now there was only the priest and his voice, this voice that sounded not tired or lulling but accusatory. He sounded angry and urgent. “Who are you?” the priest demanded, raising his head and looking out at the unseen audience. “Who does God want you to be? Have you heard Him? Have you listened?”
 
   Kevin pushed himself back into the pillows behind him. This man was not making him sleepy. He felt as though he were enduring a pep talk.
 
   “Why are you on this earth?” the priest said, and now the camera moved in for a close-up. The high definition of Kevin’s enormous television made the priest seem life-size, made him seem to lean forward and shout right into the bedroom. “What is your purpose?” the man bellowed, and little flecks of spit were collecting on his lips. “When you realize who you are, will you be prepared? Will you be ready?”
 
   “For fuck’s sake,” Kevin whispered. He grabbed the remote and turned off the television, and then he went quickly to the dresser. He opened the top right-hand drawer, which is where he would ordinarily find – 
 
   Yes. Exactly where he would have chosen to put all his exercise clothes. 
 
   Right where he had put them all, he supposed. Though he had no memory of such a thing.
 
   He dressed quickly, grabbed his keys, and was out the door. In the lobby, the night doorman did not bat an eye. Did not ask why Mr. Brooks had decided that 3:45 in the morning would be a good time for a jog. He opened the door and said “Good morning” without a hint of irony in his voice.
 
   Kevin headed straight for Central Park. If sleeping pills wouldn’t work, if writing over a hundred lesson plans, watching an old movie and, for the love of Jesus, listening to an actual Catholic sermon wouldn’t work, then he would physically run himself into the ground.
 
   He went out fast – too fast, on purpose – making his way to the 10-kilometer loop that went winding through the park itself. He was only half-shocked to see a scattering of other people already on the road. It was a city with all kinds of folks on all kinds of schedules. People got their exercise when they could. 
 
   What was shocking was that he did not seem to be slowing down.
 
   He passed over the hill on 78th, and now he was coming up on the Metropolitan Museum. There was a homeless man on the grassy expanse there on the right, tending to his collection of worldly goods in bags and a shopping cart. The man looked up as Kevin passed, and he gave Kevin a little good-morning wave.
 
   Kevin put up a hand and kept going, still waiting for his breath to grow short. Still waiting for his legs to start feeling heavy. He had been a good, quick quarterback in his time, but he had never felt like this. He was not a runner, after all. He was not built for endurance.
 
   Somehow it was easier now. He felt not only stronger, but lighter.
 
   He went around the whole loop like that: fast and fast and fast. The feel of the pavement under his feet was exhilarating; it was solid and sure and steady, and he knew that time must be passing as it should.
 
   He arrived back at his apartment building feeling invigorated. Not ready to go to sleep by any means, but not having a panic attack, either. He stopped briefly on the threshold and looked at the doorman. “How about you? How long have you worked here?”
 
   This man – the night man – was not nervous at the question. “Third day,” he said simply.
 
   Kevin thought he had been prepared for any answer. He thought he had been prepared for precisely this answer, and yet when the man spoke he felt a little chill pass through him.
 
   It’s true. Someone actually cleared them all out. Cleared them out like the machines on the 20th floor, and brought in new guys.
 
   “New guys who didn’t see a thing,” Kevin finished, out loud.
 
   “Pardon?”
 
   “Nothing. Have a good night. Morning. Whatever.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   He was careful not to make any noise coming in, not wanting to wake Andrew. The man would probably have jumped out of bed and offered him a drink of ice water if he had known Kevin had been out running. He closed the door to his own bedroom tightly before stepping into the shower. 
 
   There was a little digital clock in the bathroom underneath the mirror. 
 
   4:50.
 
   He showered quickly, and as he stepped out he couldn’t help but notice in the mirror: he had lost weight. Not that he had been out of shape before, but still. Kevin shook his head. Whatever had been going on these last three months, it had clearly involved exercise. Lots of exercise. He hadn’t looked like this since college.
 
   He turned the television on, careful to switch it away from the religion channel. He found another movie he knew by heart, and he turned the volume down to a level where he could just barely hear it.
 
   4:55.
 
   He sighed and stretched himself out on the bed, on top of the covers. He could tell there would be no point in trying to sleep.
 
   4:56.
 
   He would do better today. The answers would come. 
 
   His work in the study had given him another idea.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Notes On The Singularity 
 
   Daedalus Hilton, Scrubbing R&D for Agents, Feb 10, 2011.
 
   Reprinted with permission.
 
   Dept. of Homeland Security, U.S.A.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The technological singularity is a source of excitement for some and dread for others. What will happen after the singularity is by definition unknowable, and this unknowing, this fundamental uncertainty, is problematic. All of us would like to be optimists, but fear is the more natural response. It is the more reflexive response. Insecurity is like a gas: it expands to fill the space it is given. More space, more insecurity. And the unknown future that follows the singularity is a very large space indeed.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Growing Angry
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   At the same time that Kevin Brooks was coming to the end of his first long, sleepless night, preparations were ongoing in an apartment on Park Avenue just five blocks away. Jacob Savian preferred to begin his days very early. The Savian apartment was just as large as Kevin’s, but its layout was strikingly different. There were no hallways or servant’s quarters or living rooms. The entire place was a single gigantic living room; it looked like a downtown artist’s loft.
 
   Jacob Savian liked space to breathe. Space to think.
 
   Despite its resemblance to a studio, this apartment was closer in function to a machine shop. Jacob was a programmer and an inventor. His creations, which were the source of his wealth, were mostly ethereal; he designed software for problem-solving applications and language processors. All of it was artificial intelligence, and he still owned the patents. Each patent, in turn, had been leased under lucrative terms to the government. 
 
   There were physical things here as well: gene sequencers and miniature engines and super-efficient food-processing machines; prototypes for these and other, less-recognizable devices lined the walls of this huge room like exhibits in a poorly organized museum. There was no unifying theme other than that all the machines worked. And that all of them made Jacob piles of money every year.
 
   There were paintings, too. These were hung up high on the walls, as though someone had wanted to keep them out of reach of the fearsome contraptions lower down. They were paintings of peace, of serenity: a scene of children playing in a park; a faraway shot of birds flying over the water; a mother holding out her arms to her child, the child running toward her.
 
   Jacob had not created these pictures. They were the work of his younger brother, George. 
 
   Jacob was on the phone. On the computer, to be more precise. He had made the call at exactly 5 AM. He was sitting behind a desk that held three large computer screens. One of the screens showed an image of a man in black fatigues.
 
   It was the Organizer.
 
   “You have all the equipment?” Jacob said to the screen.
 
   “Correct. Staffing is complete as well. Two vans in position, periodically swapping and rotating with two others.”
 
   “Why so many?”
 
   It was the same question Gun Two had asked. The Organizer had anticipated that his client might ask as well, and that he would likely not accept an elbow to the face in response. “Planner says for acclimatization. See them there every day, parked, coming, going, loading and unloading, and any security on duty will hesitate an extra two or even three seconds before responding to an actual event.”
 
   Jacob nodded silently. He stared at the face on the screen closely, as if searching for a telltale twitch that might indicate indecision. Or weakness. He sat back in his chair and nodded again. Jacob Savian was a heavily-built man, and he had added to that natural bulk with years of sitting in a programmer’s chair and with poor nutrition, a steady diet of processed, packaged, and deeply-fried foods. Now, at 45 years old, he was wide enough and heavy enough to need custom-built furniture. All of which George had built for him. Jacob’s hair was an unkempt, unwashed mass of knotted brown ropes that, if worn by a teenager in a coffee shop, might have been called white-man dreadlocks. On Jacob, this style gave him the look of someone hiding under an ill-conceived wig. He wore a shapeless black shirt and pants to match, and his swollen feet were bare. There were few occasions on which he needed to go out.
 
   Or even stand up.
 
   He glared at the screen again. “Background checks?”
 
   “Fine so far. Everything as you’d expect. We’re still working. Some undercover people, but mostly just actual teachers. White bread, boring as paste. No connections to law.”
 
   “Any out in the open?”
 
   “They’re going to have a regular detail on the sidewalk, but that hasn’t started yet. Maybe today. I’ll let you know.”
 
   “Hold on.” Jacob put a hand over the microphone pick-up. “George.”
 
   Jacob’s brother was sitting in a chair in the far corner of the room, hammering vigorously at something wooden, something that was not quite fitting together. After another moment the piece took on a more recognizable shape; it was the scaffolding for an enormous canvas. The last supporting strut seemed to be giving George difficulty. He looked up.
 
   “One second on the hammering,” Jacob said.
 
   George nodded silently. His resemblance to Jacob was clear; here was another version of Jacob, a fitter Jacob. George had led a life of physical rather than mental work. Unlike Jacob, George Savian’s genius was for making actual things, and he enjoyed working with his hands. Like his brother, he was large; but none of his size was given over to fat. He was strong, and he kept his hair short. He wore a blue work shirt with a collar, along with good, sturdy jeans. He put the hammer down.
 
   Jacob turned back to the screen. “On our next call, I want confirmation on every person at that school.”
 
   The Organizer nodded.
 
   Jacob pressed a key on his main terminal, severing the connection. There was silence in the room now, broken only by the muted sounds of taxis and early commuters on the Park Avenue street below. Jacob licked his lips and rubbed his hands together. He liked his morning calls. They reassured him. Now he was energized, optimistic.
 
   It’s going to be okay. I won’t let it happen.
 
   “George,” he called. “Come talk to me.”
 
   George Savian rose from his chair and walked across the room, moving with a sure-footed agility that his brother had lost years ago. He held the still-unfinished canvas in one strong hand, the hammer in the other.
 
   “Leave the project,” Jacob called.
 
   George hesitated. He didn’t like the idea of leaving his work in this unfinished state. The canvas wasn’t done. It needed fixing, adjusting. He looked questioningly at his older brother.
 
   “Fine,” Jacob said, sounding annoyed. “But no hammering while we’re talking.”
 
   George nodded his assent and came forward again. He sat down in a chair beside Jacob’s desk and immediately returned his attention to the canvas. He was not allowed to hammer, but he could still do adjustments with his hands.
 
   His hands were capable tools.
 
   “We should talk about what we’re doing,” Jacob said. His voice took on a lilting, philosophical  tone. “Because there’s something big in about two weeks. You know I do a lot of work with computers.”
 
   George didn’t look up. “Obviously.”
 
   “And you know I’ve made programs that can do hard stuff. Programs that can talk to you, answer questions, figure out problems.”
 
   George nodded again, still deeply focused on his canvas. The last strut was now in its proper place, and the painting surface itself was nearly ready to be stapled on. “Yup,” he said. “I remember the question-and-answer one. Nice looking machine, blue and gold, a globe on a monolith. Good symmetry. It won the game, right?”
 
   “Absolutely,” Jacob said, and he smiled. His brother’s memory for facts and information was unpredictable, but images – forms – stayed with him forever. George was unarguably intelligent, but he had little patience for matters unrelated to physical and visual media. He could describe, with unerring precision, every aspect of every picture he had ever painted. He could recall advertisements in magazines he had seen last month or last year, and the design of countless buildings throughout the city. He was a builder. A maker.
 
   “That machine’s name was Watson,” Jacob continued. “I did a lot of the programming for it.” His broad chest swelled with pride. Watson was a project he had been working on with IBM, an advanced artificial intelligence system that could understand and respond to questions posed in casual language; it could decipher natural speech. Puns, cryptic references, quotes from songs and movies; Watson could handle it all. And because it had access to every piece of digitally published information in the world, the system could answer virtually any factual question it was asked.
 
   The culmination of the project, publicly speaking, had been Watson’s appearance on the game show “Jeopardy.” Watson had won the game by a comfortable margin, beating out two previous champions recruited especially for the event. The show was billed as a sort of humans vs. computers challenge.
 
   “My system did well,” Jacob said to himself, remembering.
 
   George looked up at this. He squinted. “Your system?”
 
   Jacob came out of his reverie, and he shrugged. “No, you’re right. It wasn’t mine. But I created most of the main algorithms.”
 
   George bit his lip.
 
   “I made most of its brain,” Jacob said.
 
   “Fine,” George said, returning to his canvas. He was now trying to steady the strut he had put into place. There were two nails sticking out of the corner joint, and a large staple in the center of the strut. “I’m proud of you,” he added, trying to sound enthusiastic. And failing. Because there wasn’t much to be really proud of, George’s quiet tone said. Where was the thing itself? Where was the elegant tower-and-globe structure that he had seen on the television? Everything Jacob was talking to him about, everything he ever talked about, seemed to be hidden in some inaccessible netherworld. Even the things in this room that had been invented by Jacob – and there were dozens of them – had been constructed by someone else. Many of them had been constructed by George, who could put together almost anything if you gave him a set of well-annotated blueprints.
 
   He began trying to work one of the canvas nails into place. His thumbs were nearly equal to the task.
 
   “Wait,” Jacob said. “I’m not done.”
 
   “Still listening.”
 
    “Watson was very advanced, and the system worked well. So we made a bunch of money, just like before. Which is why we get to live here together. It’s why you get to build whatever you want, paint whatever you want. You get that, right?”
 
   George looked up silently. He raised an eyebrow. Whether this expression was due to the actual point Jacob was making or to Jacob’s patronizing tone was not clear. 
 
   Jacob paused. “You disagree?”
 
   “Well,” George said slowly, “would you still program if I weren’t here to build prototypes?”
 
   “Of course,” Jacob said, looking confused by the question. “Other people can build prototypes. You know that.”
 
   George nodded. “Same with me,” he said. “I would still build and paint things if you weren’t programming. Because other people are willing to pay for well-made prototypes and good paintings.” He looked meaningfully at his brother. “And you get that, right?”
 
   “Don’t do that. I didn’t mean… that.”
 
   “Yes, you did. But it’s okay.” George put his head back down. The nail in the canvas strut was resisting his efforts. “I could use a hammer,” he said quietly.
 
   Jacob let out a breath of air. He smiled kindly, as though acknowledging a clever point made by a child. “Okay,” he said gently. “Okay. You’re right, you’d be fine on your own. But listen.” He put his hands flat on the desk, and with a great effort he pushed himself up slowly to a standing position. “Listen.” He tried to put some drama into his voice. He made his face into a mask of dread. “This is serious. There’s a man out there who wants to take away both our jobs. Make us obsolete. My inventions, your paintings and prototyping. He’s working on a system that would jump right past Watson. Way past it. The government’s got him locked up tight, deep in a research facility somewhere, because he thinks he’s found a solution to a problem with NP complexity.” Jacob shook his head. “And that would send us diving straight into the singularity.”
 
   George eyes went dark. He hadn’t followed any of that last business, but the idea of making inventing obsolete – or painting, or building things, for that matter – was absurd. Absurd and also worrisome. His brother was given to making dramatic statements, but he was also no fool. If he was this worked up, there was something bad going on. He had George’s attention now.
 
   Jacob sat back down, letting out a relieved breath as his legs were allowed to relax again. “Yes,” he said. “And this is real.”
 
   “Explain.”
 
   “It’s too difficult. You have to trust me.”
 
   George shook his head. “No. Try.”
 
   Jacob sighed. He looked around the room, as though searching for something on the walls that could help him begin. Then he looked back at his brother.
 
   “We have to start with the idea of NP.”
 
   “Which is?”
 
   Jacob narrowed his eyes. “NP is the thing that keeps humanity from becoming absolutely useless.”
 
   George rolled his eyes. Dramatic proclamations again. “Please.”
 
    But Jacob pressed forward, undaunted. “No, listen to me. NP is the whole thing. It’s the boundary between life as we know it and a life of idle nothingness. If they get past NP, we may as well not exist.”
 
   George sighed. “I’m going to need a little more detail on that,” he said, trying not to sound sarcastic.
 
   “NP is a type of problem, it’s – ”
 
   One of the computer terminals on the desk bonged softly. 
 
   Jacob stopped talking and frowned at the screen. He made no move to answer the call; unscheduled communications were not part of the protocol. But then he saw the call’s origin, and he decided that the NP discussion would have to wait. The Organizer was calling him back, and the Organizer knew Jacob’s protocol rules perfectly well. Which meant this was something truly important. Jacob reached out and hit the key to accept the connection.
 
   The Organizer’s face popped into view, and George took the opportunity to get back to his work. He got up from the chair and headed for his work area in the far corner of the room.
 
   “Talk,” Jacob said to the screen.
 
   “We’ve got some information on one of the undercovers. Got it from a mole in the main training facility.”
 
   “This couldn’t wait?”
 
   The Organizer shook his head. “My guy says they’ve got a scrubbed agent in place.”
 
   “Scrubbed?”
 
   “It means it’s a guy whose been trained, but then partially wiped,” the Organizer said. “Doesn’t know he’s been trained. Doesn’t even know he’s secret service.”
 
   Jacob frowned. “Then what good is he? He’s not even a sleeper. If he doesn’t know, he’s the same as one of the regular teachers. He’s back to being just a guy in a cheap tie.”
 
   “Well, yes and no. There’s no way to spot him, which worries me. There’s no record of him; they would have put him through a different training center, because this is a brand new program. And then they’d make sure only one or maybe two very high-level agents know who he is. So our guy on the inside can’t make an I.D.; the agent is completely invisible.”
 
   Jacob squinted at the screen. “I still don’t see what you’re talking about,” he said. “I don’t care if you can’t spot him. He’s not a threat. He’s just a guy with a memory problem.”
 
   “That’s the other thing,” the Organizer said. “First, he’d still have any physical training they gave him, though he might not even realize it. But way more important is that scrubbed agents pick stuff up. They reacquire the rest of their training – and pretty much any other information they come across – almost automatically. Without even meaning to. Something about the wiping process turns them into learning machines. They’re like sponges. So it doesn’t take long for them to get back to where they were. They learn fast.”
 
   Jacob turned away from the computer. He peered out the window that looked out over Park Avenue. Bits of sky were visible between the buildings across the street, and wisps of blue were starting to appear. The sun was coming up. 
 
   “How fast?” he said, turning back to the screen. “In time for Parents’ Day? Fast enough to be in our faces by next Friday?”
 
   The Organizer shrugged. “No idea. Like I said, it’s a brand new technique. Whoever this guy is, he’s probably just one of their backup plans. But if he comes up to speed in time, he could be a real pain in the ass. We’d never see him coming. He can’t even see himself coming until the last second.”
 
   “How do they turn him on?”
 
   “What?”
 
    “When it’s time,” Jacob barked. He was growing angry. This was an unexpected development, and he didn’t like surprises. Especially not surprises made of securely cloaked undercover agents with unlimited aptitude and who-knows-what other capabilities.
 
   God, I hate the government.
 
   “When something goes down,” Jacob said, “how does this scrubbed guy even know that he’s supposed to be an agent? How do they turn him on?”
 
   “Again, no idea.”
 
   “Jesus.” Jacob shook his head. All at once he was not simply angry. He was furious. This was not the way it was supposed to go. “You have nothing,” he said. He was controlling himself, but with difficulty. “All you have is a scrap of questionable intel from an unreliable source – ”
 
   “My source is not the – ”
 
   “A completely unreliable source who’s making up horseshit about phantom agents with super learning powers, and I can’t believe I’m even listening to this.” Jacob jabbed a finger at the screen. “It’s nothing,” he said again, his voice turning to a hiss of anger. “And it’s obvious you’re trying to renegotiate or squeeze some more money out of me for padding or for extra personnel, or maybe you’re trying to back out all together, I don’t know. But I don’t care what angle you’re trying to play, and I want to make this clear right now, none of that is going to happen. We’re going forward exactly as we planned, as you planned, right on schedule for next Friday, and you’re going to take care of business just like you said you would. And if you don’t, I’ll strip you. If you blame your failure on some fairy-tale, ghost-in-the-machine crap about secret agents hiding on the grassy knoll, I’ll put the word out that your unit is an empty suit. I’ll tell everyone that you can’t be trusted to take out an old lady in an empty parking lot, and then you and your team of freaks can go back to snuffing out drug lords in Venezuela or hunting down lost cats or whatever you do when you’re not risking the success of an incredibly simple, incredibly important job.”
 
   The Organizer did not respond. He kept his mouth shut and his eyes forward for the duration of this little diatribe, which had taken on the tone of a general’s rebuke.
 
   He had heard far worse.
 
   After waiting for an acceptable interval, the Organizer gave a curt nod. “Friday next week. We’ll be ready.”
 
   Jacob took a steadying breath. “I’ll expect your update tomorrow morning.”
 
   The Organizer nodded again, and then he broke the connection. His face disappeared from the computer.
 
   Jacob watched the dark screen for a moment in silence. Despite his bluster, he was now genuinely worried.
 
   He didn’t like what the Organizer had said.
 
   They learn fast.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Part 2 – Get Ready
 
   


 
   
  
 



Who The Fuck You Think You Are
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Kevin was heading to his second day of school, and on his way up Park Avenue he pulled his cellphone from his back pocket. He hadn’t used the phone for anything since confirming the time and date with it yesterday morning, but now he had a moment to actually examine the device itself. It looked very similar to an iPhone, but it was noticeably slimmer, and the entire front face seemed to be one unbroken piece of glass. He pushed the single button on the front, and the phone sprang to life. The interface was similar to an iPhone’s as well, but there were very few application squares on the screen.
 
   No matter; he wasn’t looking for a diversion. He needed something specific, and he found it: the “Contacts” square. He pressed it and a list came into view.
 
   This is not the list I was hoping for.
 
   None of the names were ones he recognized. There were no old high school or college friends, no former co-workers from the hedge fund. Not even the names of favorite restaurants or bars. Instead, he was looking at listings that seemed impossibly vague: “Work,” “Doctor,” “Assistance,” “Secondary,” “Central,” and “Tracking.” They looked like temporary listings, like names that had been filled in by the phone’s manufacturer as suggestions for how to set up your phone book.
 
   What the heck does “Secondary” mean? Or “Tracking,” for that matter?
 
   Kevin didn’t push any of them. Instead he brought up the keypad and dialed a number from memory.
 
   After two rings, a groggy voice answered. “Hello?”
 
   “Hey, Sean. It’s Kevin.” 
 
   “Kevin Brooks?”
 
   “Yeah. Sorry to call so early.”
 
   An exhausted-sounding grunt. And then: “No problem.”
 
   “Sean, when was the last time we spoke?”
 
   “Um.” Sean paused, presumably giving his brain a moment to kick into gear. Kevin wished the same trick would work on his own memory. “I don’t know,” Sean said at last. “Maybe six months ago.”
 
   Kevin nodded. “Right, that’s what I thought. Okay, talk to you soon.”
 
   “Wait. Kevin, what – ”
 
   “I have to go, Sean. I’ll call you back.”
 
   He hung up and tried another number. There weren’t too many old friends he kept in touch with, but surely he had called at least one of them during the last three months. They’d be able to tell him something. Where he’d been calling from, or what he’d been doing. Something.
 
   But he quickly proved himself wrong. 
 
   “You were working pretty hard at that job,” his high school roommate reminded him.
 
   “It was like you were underground,” said the former tight end for the UNH football team.
 
   “You’re right,” Kevin was forced to keep saying.
 
   He had come to 74th street now, and he could see the entrance to the school half a block down the street on his right. Danny was already there, manning one of the doors. He was shaking hands with each student coming in, giving the boys a serious welcome. He looked, Kevin thought, like an extraordinarily kind night club bouncer who just happened to enjoy teaching English composition and reading comprehension.
 
   Kevin waited another minute before heading down the block to join him. He had one more idea first. Not an idea he had been eager to use, but he was growing desperate. His list of outside contacts was dwindling; soon there would be no one – no one anywhere – whom he could ask to give him information about the last three months of his life. And there was something very frightening about that.
 
   Something very isolating.
 
   He took a deep breath and dialed the main number for Tanner and Trevor. The pickup was immediate. “Reception.”
 
   “Could I have Robert Warner, please?”
 
   The receptionist did not bother responding to his request. The switch-over happened instantly. And then, a half-second later: “Warner.”
 
   Kevin waited a beat before saying anything. Then he plowed ahead. “Rob, it’s Kevin. I know you’re not happy with me, but I just need to ask if – ”
 
   “No,” Robert Warner said, without missing a beat. He was a 42-year old self-made billionaire with three separate hedge funds under his control, a seat on the board of five Fortune-100 companies, and two houses in the Hamptons. He had an ex-wife, five children spread out over fifteen years and with three different women (one of whom had never been acknowledged in any legal document associated with the Warner estate), two bad knees, and a severe case of tennis elbow. And this despite his hatred for tennis, a game he considered a bigger bore even than golf. He was not about to waste his time, his incalculably valuable time, listening to Kevin Brooks talk about what he needed.
 
   “I’ll tell you what I need,” Warner said sharply. “I need to ask you who the fuck you think you are. Just because you’re good with a computer doesn’t mean you can act like an asshole.”
 
   “I know, but – ”
 
   “Shut up.” Ten seconds in, and Warner had already built up a full head of steam. Kevin almost felt nostalgic. His old boss had always been a force of nature. “I’m the one who started the fund,” Warner went on. “I’m the one who secured all the initial investments, and that means I’m the only one who gets to act like an asshole. Who do you think signed your checks for the last eight years? Who do you think secured that insane loan you apparently needed for that ridiculous new apartment of yours?”
 
   “What?” Kevin tried to cut in. This was exactly the kind of thing he had been hoping for. “The apartment. When did I – ?”
 
   But Warner was not going to let himself be interrupted. “No!” he said. “First you quit, you just take off with almost no warning whatsoever, which is bad enough. But then you say you’re going to come back, you get me to back you on a jumbo loan, and then you never even fucking show up for work? Are you shitting me?”
 
   Now Kevin was genuinely excited. This was his first glimmer of hope. “Right, sorry,” he said quickly. “But do you remember exactly when I got that apartment?”
 
   “Oh, yes,” Warner said, his voice full of spite. “I believe it was on the day right before you fucked me. Check that date on your calendar, I’m sure you have it marked. And then go fuck yourself.”
 
   As quickly as he had started, Robert Warner came to an abrupt halt. He decided the conversation was at its end, and he hung up.
 
   Shit.
 
   Kevin held the phone away from his ear and looked at it again. It had already turned itself off, as though it had a specific algorithm for detecting violent hang-ups.
 
   If user is told to go fuck himself
 
   Power down device
 
   Else
 
   Maintain device power at standby level
 
   Kevin sighed. He knew there would be no point in calling back. At this very moment, the secretary would likely be receiving instructions never to allow Kevin access to Mr. Warner again. For all he knew, the secretary was also going over audio tapes of Kevin’s voice, so that she could screen him no matter what phone he tried to use next.
 
   I guess Warner wasn’t the one who wrote a reference for this job.
 
   Kevin put the phone away and headed down the block toward the school entrance. He passed two large white vans at the curb a few feet before the door, but he barely noticed them. Men in blue coveralls – painting jumpsuits – were climbing out the back of the lead van.
 
   Danny was at his post, still shaking hands and saying good morning to the students passing through the door. He looked up and saw Kevin coming. And then something in his face changed. His smile faded by a few degrees.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Rough night?” Danny asked. “You look a little tired.”
 
   Kevin puffed his cheeks out, then exhaled slowly. It gave him a minute to think of an excuse. “Stayed up too late watching television,” he said. 
 
   Close enough to the truth.
 
   Danny didn’t seem convinced. He looked worried, and Kevin resisted the urge to try explaining himself. You could try knocking me out with a haymaker to the jaw if you want, he thought. I wouldn’t mind. Promise.
 
   Instead he put a reassuring hand on Danny’s broad shoulder. The students were still coming, more of them now as the start of school grew nearer, and the two men stood at either side of the entrance like sentries, splitting the duty.
 
   “How was the kid?” Danny asked, nodding and shaking hands now on autopilot.
 
   Kevin smiled, relieved that there would be no more questions about sleep. “Which one?”
 
   “You know. The son of the big shot. Bee-o.”
 
   “Right, Anselm Billaud. Very smart. Definitely his father’s son. Good kid.”
 
   “You’re in love with that dad.”
 
   Kevin nodded helplessly. “My degree is in computer science. Pascal Billaud is the man in that field. The rumor is that he might be close to an NP solution, and it doesn’t get any bigger than that.”
 
   Danny looked skeptical. “I’ll have to take your word on that. Why would anyone else care?”
 
   “Everyone else does care. You care, you just don’t know it yet.”
 
   “Keep talking.”
 
   Kevin hesitated. The stream of students was beginning to taper off now; it was almost time to head inside. He knew he only had a few minutes before he had to start teaching. 
 
   Three minutes to explain maybe the most important concept in next generation computing, he thought. Sure, no problem.
 
   “NP means Non-Polynomial time,” Kevin said, speaking quickly now. “But never mind that. It’s just a way of describing a type of problem that computers can’t solve.”
 
   “And why not?”
 
   Kevin shrugged. “Some puzzles just have too many possible outcomes. No matter how fast the computer, it would take millions of years to work out one of these things by brute force. Speed doesn’t matter. You have to be smart.”
 
   Danny shook his head. “Example, please.”
 
   “Let’s say you’re a Fed-Ex truck driver in Manhattan, and you’ve got ten deliveries to make today. You want to go as quickly as you can, and drive the shortest distance possible.”
 
   “Good so far.”
 
   “Well, that’s no big task for you – just get out a map and eyeball the thing, and you can probably work out the quickest route. Maybe not the absolute best route, but something pretty close.”
 
   Danny nodded. “Yup, I could handle that.”
 
   “Okay, but you’re actually doing something incredibly sophisticated. From a computer’s point of view, you’re a drop-dead genius. Because with ten destinations, there are 10-factorial possible routes.”
 
   “Which means?”
 
   Kevin smiled. “There are over 3.5 million different possible routes to deliver those packages. And even a fast computer will have to work for a bit to go through all those possibilities.”
 
   Danny’s mouth dropped open. “3.5 million. Son of a – ”
 
   “Exactly,” Kevin said. “And remember that having just 10 drop-offs would be unrealistically low. A real Fed-Ex guy probably has to deal with something like 30 or 40 deliveries on a busy day.”
 
   Danny was still nodding. “That sounds right. And how many possible routes are there for a 40-delivery day?”
 
   “It’s a number we don’t even have a name for. It’s an 8 with 47 zeros after it.”
 
   Danny threw his hands up. “I’m an English teacher,” he protested. “I don’t work with numbers like that.”
 
   “Neither do I. Put it this way: if the Fed Ex guy has to make 60 deliveries, then the number of possible routes is roughly the same as the number of atoms we think are in the universe.”
 
   Danny let out a little laugh. “All right,” he said. “That seems like a lot.”
 
   “I agree. And the larger point is that NP problems are all like this one. The complexity goes up too fast for any computer to handle it with raw speed. Only a human can solve – or even try to solve – problems of this kind. Computers have power, but they don’t have any real intelligence. They can’t see the big picture.”
 
   Danny was silent for a minute. “So the kid’s dad, Billaud. He might be close to solving the Fed Ex problem?”
 
   “Not the Fed Ex one in particular, but it doesn’t matter. All the NP problems are related. If you can solve one, you can solve them all.”
 
   “How’s he going to do it?”
 
   Kevin shrugged. “No idea. I don’t know how close he is. But even the possibility is huge. Because if you get a computer to solve an NP problem, all bets are off. Past NP, there’s theoretically no limit to what a computer could do. And then we hit the singularity, which would be absolutely incredible.”
 
   Danny put his head down. He was getting tired. “Are you going to explain that last bit?”
 
   Kevin frowned. “No way. I can’t squeeze the singularity into a two-minute lesson. I need to get to class.”
 
   Danny nodded. “Fair enough. Talk to you later.”
 
   They let in a few last straggling students, and then they let the door close behind them. They headed up the stairs.
 
   Out on the street, the men in the blue painting jumpsuits climbed back into their van. They seemed to have left most of their painting supplies somewhere.
 
   In the other van, perhaps.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Blood Began To Spill
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Kevin was back in the classroom, and the teaching was easy. Laughably easy. He had gone through the whole Algebra book in the middle of the night, after all; he knew where he was headed. And his recall of fundamental mathematics had certainly not been affected by whatever had happened to him over the last three months. If anything, he seemed to remember those concepts even more clearly; he felt as if he could recall entire pages from the book, pages and examples and details he had only glanced at the night before. During his second class, one of the boys asked a question about isolating a variable. Without pausing in the middle of what he was writing on the board, Kevin simply told the boy to look at example 5 at the bottom of page 22.
 
   The boy did. And in another moment, he silently nodded his understanding.
 
   A different student raised his hand. “How’d you know he’d ask that?”
 
   Kevin stopped writing. “What?” He hesitated. Turned to face the class. “Oh, that’s… I’ve been teaching this subject for a long time.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   He turned back to the board and kept writing. The students kept working. Kevin wondered, in a detached, background part of his mind, when the moment would come that he would simply pass out. That moment had to be coming. He had not slept a single minute in the past twenty-four hours.
 
   But there was no drowsiness, no lack of attention span. Nothing except a dull ache in his legs from that sprint around the park loop a few hours ago. Which had nothing to do with a lack of sleep.
 
   How am I getting away with this? 
 
   Then again, maybe he wasn’t getting away with it. Because Danny had clearly noticed something when he first saw him this morning, something in the way Kevin looked, circles under his eyes or a sag at the corners of his mouth. So maybe there was some sort of drug in his system, some kind of amphetamine or steroid or who knew what else, something that was masking his fatigue, hiding it somehow, and all the while eating him up, consuming him from the inside. The thought made him sick to his stomach.
 
   If that’s the answer, I’ll go down hard when this stuff wears off.
 
   If it was a drug, then there was clearly still plenty of it left. He got through his two morning classes without feeling a thing. He didn’t need to sit down; his eyelids didn’t even feel heavy. He felt as if he could teach the whole course from scratch, no notes required. Not once had he even glanced at his lesson plans. 
 
   And already it was time for lunch.
 
   In the cafeteria, Kevin filled his plate with as much food as he could carry, beans and meatloaf and mashed potatoes and salad and bread and a little plate of yellow custard. He felt as if he hadn’t eaten in days. He saw Jean, the biology teacher, waving to him to join them at one of the faculty tables, and he was about to go sit down when he heard a rising commotion coming from the far end of the cafeteria. He and all the other teachers looked. 
 
   It was easy to see why the students were in an uproar: Connor Feeney was hard at work.
 
   Connor had put another much younger, much smaller student in a headlock, and he was dragging the student down one of the aisles as if presenting him for a public shaming in a town meeting. Which was precisely the point. Even from across the room, Kevin could recognize Connor’s victim: it was Elias Worth, the closely-shorn fourth grader who had briefly broken down crying in the computer lab the day before.
 
   “You okay?” Connor was shouting, holding Elias’s head with one hand while delivering repeated jabs and blows with the other. “You all right?” A quick knock on top of Elias’s head with his knuckles. “Is it time to cry?” A slap on Elias’s face. Now another. As if Elias had fainted, and Connor were a doctor trying to revive him. “Every day’s a good day for some crying, right Worth?” A jab in Elias’s ribs. “It’s okay, Worth, let it out.” 
 
   Several teachers, Kevin included, got up from their lunch and began moving quickly to intervene. Not too quickly, because rescuing Elias would probably doom him to longer and more severe beatings after school. He needed help, but the hard truth (one that no teacher would have been willing to admit) was that Elias also probably needed time to endure, time to suffer through Connor’s abuse so that he could emerge, bruised but alive, as “a kid who had been beaten up by Feeney.” Because there were lots of kids who met that description. They were a group of their own. Not a proud group, but still a group. With a sort of quiet, hard-nosed honor.
 
   And yet as the teachers approached, several of them noticed that there was something else going on. The other students were gathered now in a tight circle around the two boys, and that crowd was starting to make noise. It was an excited, root-him-on-noise.
 
   Because Elias was doing more than enduring.
 
   In fact, the smaller boy was putting up a very respectable struggle, especially considering his size. Which was the reason the other students were getting so excited. Abuse at the hands of Connor Feeney usually inspired only silence, or perhaps small winces of sympathetic pain. If you were in the vicinity of a Feeney beating, you simply put your head down and moved on, lest you were noticed as someone who might be deserving of a beating yourself. But Elias Worth was making things interesting. He was a quiet, small-for-his-age boy with few friends, and until yesterday he had been known only as that kid with the high forehead. He showed up after each vacation with tragically short hair, making him look as if he were about to enlist in the marines. And then at the end of the day yesterday, he had become “that kid who cried in the computer lab.”
 
   But now he was becoming something else entirely: “that kid who’s way, way tougher than he looks.” Because suddenly, somehow, he was giving Connor Feeney a hell of a time. Elias was certainly not crying now, and never mind his reputation from yesterday. Now he was redeeming himself. Now he was beginning to thrash about so violently that Connor was struggling to maintain his headlock.
 
   “Hey, cut it out,” Connor said, the surprise clear in his voice. “Easy, Worth. Cut – ”
 
   Elias redoubled his efforts. He could sense the shift, could sense the opportunity for an upset, and he was not going to let up now. The crowd of students felt it too, and they began chanting Elias’s name. 
 
   “Worth, Worth, Worth.”
 
   He heard the chanting, and he grew not just bold, but inspired. Today was a day of destiny, a day on which ordinary boys could do great things. The teachers who were coming to Elias’s aid held themselves back for a second, hoping beyond hope that Elias might be able to save himself. 
 
   Elias reached up with one hand and began groping for Connor’s eyes.
 
   “What?” Connor shouted, now sounding not just surprised but annoyed. Annoyed that here, for the second time in two days, some little nobody prick of a kid was trying to upset the natural order of things. The order of Connor Feeney. Elias’s groping hand reached Connor’s nose, then his eyes, and his fingers began grabbing. Began poking. “Get the hell away from me,” Connor yelled, and he loosened his grip on Elias’s head.
 
   Elias felt the sudden easing of pressure, and he knew he could escape. He gathered himself for one final surge, one last chance to get away. Then he flung his head forward and down with everything he had. With all the fear and anger left in him, as hard and as fast as he could.
 
   A mighty cheer went up from the students as Elias freed himself at last from Connor’s headlock, and a split second later, Elias’s momentum carried his head forward and down into the rigid metal edge of the nearest lunch table. 
 
   There was a solid, pure-tone bong! sound as Elias’s forehead made full-speed impact with the reinforced steel, followed by a moment of sudden and absolute silence in the cafeteria.
 
   Then Elias screamed.
 
   He stood back up quickly – he sprang back up, as if the table were very hot – and now he looked around wildly, still screaming, his mouth wide open. His eyes showed pain and terror, terror from panic and nausea and knowledge; he knew what had happened, but he didn’t want to know. He wanted to take it back, wanted to invite Connor Feeney to hold him firmly again around the head and neck, to poke and slap at him, anything but this, please take this back. There was a sickeningly deep, purple-black indentation an inch above Elias’s eyebrows, making it look as though someone had hollowed out a portion of his wide white forehead with a sledgehammer. Blood was already coursing from the wound. The blood reached his eyes, and Elias took another, deeper breath so that he could scream for real, could howl like a dog with its leg caught in a trap, and still the students around him stared in horror, silent and unmoving.
 
   The teachers lunged forward. Kevin broke into a run, but others were closer.
 
   Connor Feeney, meanwhile, was backing slowly away.
 
   Now the blood was flowing fast and thick from the hollow in Elias’s head, flowing with real purpose into his eyes and down his face, and he was blind. He held out his hands in a gesture of supplication and howled again, even louder this time, and finally the first teacher reached him. It had been less than five seconds from the moment of impact until this moment, but the interval was too long. Elias was in a frenzy of fear and pain and blood and howling, and he was not willing to be calmed. He was told by the teacher – Mr. Aaronson, lower school Language Arts – that help was on the way, that the school nurse and the ambulance and the emergency room people were coming, that they were all coming, all of them coming to help and make it better, but Elias heard none of this. When Mr. Aaronson tried to put a reassuring hand on his shoulder, Elias spun violently away. He took two blind, running steps and collided with the lunch table again, hitting his stomach this time. The wind was knocked out of him. He fell sprawling and gasping to the floor, and blood began to spill out of his head and onto the white linoleum in a quickly expanding pool.
 
   The crowd of students stayed utterly silent. They did not seem to be breathing. Until moments ago they had been chanting Elias’s name in eager, exuberant tones, but now they took a collective step backward. To a boy, their faces showed real fear. This was no longer exciting. It was no longer a lunchtime diversion, or a moment of comeuppance for Connor Feeney, or even an opportunity for missed class time due to chaos. 
 
   It was just scary.
 
   “That kid’s going to die,” someone whispered.
 
   Elias was still on the floor, still gasping for breath, and still bleeding with enthusiasm. Mr. Aaronson had not made another move toward him, and he seemed momentarily frozen by the disastrous effects of his first attempt at assistance.
 
   Kevin was only half a second away. He was moving at a full run now, and it would be all right. Maybe. He would do something, start CPR, call EMS on his cell phone. He would – 
 
   Emily Beck appeared as if from nowhere. She dropped down smoothly onto the floor next to the screaming boy, and her light yellow skirt billowed gracefully around her, creating a perfect cotton circle of calm.
 
   “Elias,” she said to him. Almost gently.
 
   Elias heard her, and he turned toward the sound of Ms. Beck’s voice like a castaway who has heard the sound of a rescue plane. He searched for her blindly. His head and face were truly gruesome now. His eyes, nose, cheeks, and mouth were streaked and smeared with blood, and the concavity in his forehead had somehow transformed, over the course of a few seconds, into a massive bulge. So that now instead of an indentation it had become a great, bleeding goose-egg, a black and red and purple mound that seemed to have sprung from him like a tumor.
 
   “Elias, here,” Emily said again. She spoke so that he could follow her voice. He found her and she brought him onto her lap. He was still bleeding and howling, but he had caught his breath, so that at least the howls were coming in a regular rhythm. He was not choking anymore. She turned him so that he was lying on his back, his head on one of her thighs, and then she held up one hand without looking away. She called out, “A dishtowel with ice, please. Right away.”
 
   She was still looking down at Elias, who had resumed his howling. Not quite as loudly now, though the blood was still coming out of his head with alarming speed. Emily Beck put her other hand gently on his chest, and then she told him, so quietly that Kevin could barely hear, that it was going to be all right.
 
   Elias’s howls decreased in volume by another step. He believed her. So did Kevin.
 
   The dishtowel with ice appeared in her hand a moment later, brought by Mr. Aaronson, who was pleased to have been given a different job. Emily warned Elias against the cold, and then she pressed the towel firmly to his head.
 
   He howled again, but it was a sound of simple pain this time. The panic was gone. Then he was breathing and gasping as the cold washed through him, and Emily told him again that it was going to be all right. She used a corner of the dishtowel to being wiping away the blood from his face, and then he opened his eyes, and he could see her.
 
   She smiled at him. Smiled and put a hand on his blood-smeared cheek. “You know,” she said gently, “my brother hit his head on the corner of our coffee table when I was five. There was so much blood.” She gave Elias a little shrug, and now she seemed almost ready to laugh. “But when you cut your head it just bleeds a lot. And you know what happened to my brother?”
 
   Elias waited breathlessly.
 
   “Nothing, of course,” Emily said. “He was fine the next day. Big bump on his head, just like you’re going to have. But that’s it.” She was still pressing the dishtowel firmly down onto Elias’s head, and the boy winced. Fresh tears appeared in his eyes and mixed with the blood. But he kept looking up at Ms. Beck, and she kept smiling at him.
 
   Kevin took a breath and let it out. He saw many of the students in the crowd do the same. And then, inevitably, he felt the air change yet again. No more fear. No more excitement.
 
   From the crowd now, from teachers and students alike: a whiff, of all things, of jealousy.
 
   Because Elias wasn’t going to die, after all. 
 
   And his head was in her lap.
 
   


 
   
  
 



This Fearsome Singularity
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Kevin was late getting to the computer lab after lunch. Once it became clear that young Elias Worth really was going to be okay – he had a concussion and he would need lots of stitches, the school nurse said, but he would ultimately be fine – real chaos descended on the cafeteria. The other students turned unruly again in their relief, in their shared excitement, and in their pride at having been witness to such an event. It took the combined efforts of every teacher in the room to shepherd everyone out and onto their next classes. Also, no one could find Connor Feeney, who had somehow managed to slip away during the bleeding and the howling.
 
   But Connor’s survival instincts did not make him creative. When Kevin arrived in the computer lab five minutes later, he found Connor there. He was, in the end, only a bigger-than-average, meaner-than-average, less-intelligent-than-average twelve year-old boy, and the instinct to follow an expected schedule was strong. He was supposed to be in the computer lab after lunch, so that’s where he went. Connor did try to hide himself in the lab, rather than simply sitting right out in the open, but this attempt backfired at once. Kevin could see something happening in the far corner of the lab; little Anselm Billaud was leaning over and punching at his feet as though there were a small and annoying rodent scurrying around under his legs. Which was essentially true.
 
   “Just get out of there,” Anselm said. “What are you doing? This is ridiculous.”
 
   The rest of the class was watching now, and Kevin made no attempt to start the lesson. He waited.
 
   Finally Connor emerged, looking dejected. He gave Anselm a halfhearted swat across the top of the head as he climbed out from under the desk, and Anselm responded with a jab in Connor’s stomach. “Little shit,” Connor whispered, and he turned to give Anselm his full attention. But Anselm was ready, and he let fly with a preemptive barrage of punches to Connor’s midsection. Connor managed to grapple with him and smother the smaller boy, but then Kevin Brooks had seen enough. One gaping head wound was plenty for today.
 
   “Stop,” he said loudly, and the two of them froze in place. “Both of you are going to Ms. Stewart.”
 
   Connor Feeney turned and gave Kevin his best outraged surprise face, as if surely a mistake had been made. A minor tussle with young Billaud here could not possibly warrant a trip to the principal. And as for that unfortunate business in the cafeteria, wasn’t that behind them? 
 
   Can’t we all just be friends?
 
   Kevin told his class to sit tight, and then he led Connor and Anselm out of the lab, down the hall, back past the cafeteria. All the way to reception and the main office, where Ms. Stewart was waiting. She looked up from her desk as Kevin came through the door, and her expression turned to one of mild surprise. “Mr. Feeney,” she said brightly. “And Mr. Billaud?” She seemed less sure of what to do with Anselm, but she shrugged and gave them a little nod. “Good to see you both.
 
   “They – ” Kevin began, but Ms. Stewart held up a hand.
 
   “I’ll take them,” was all she said, and Kevin nodded. He wanted to explain that Anselm had done very little, that he had been acting in self defense; but then he realized that Ms. Stewart already knew this. Knew it from experience. From instinct. From being Ms. Stewart.
 
   Connor spoke under his breath to Anselm. “I’m going to kill you,” he whispered, as if the entire day’s events were all somehow due to Anselm’s lack of respect.
 
   “That’s enough,” Ms. Stewart said sharply, and all at once she was angry; angry that there was a fourth grader on his way to the emergency room to have stitches, angry that this was the second day of school and already there was blood being cleaned from the white linoleum floor of the cafeteria, and angry, most of all, that she was going to have to explain these things to Connor Feeney as though he were an infant. She was going to have to convince him, somehow, that what he had done was not like throwing a snowball at someone. That he was one strike away from being ejected from the school once and for all. That this was serious.
 
   She stood up and glared at the boy, who barely seemed to notice she was there.
 
   Kevin left the office, closing the door behind him as he walked out. He wondered, as he made his way back to the lab, whether Emily Beck would be riding in the ambulance with Elias Worth. 
 
   And whether he would see her again that day.
 
    
 
    
 
   In the teacher’s lounge after the final period, Kevin sat for a moment on his own while others came in and out, grabbing their extra snacks and chatting about their classes and students. He had a lesson plan laid out on the little table, and he kept his head down as if he were working on something for the next day.
 
   He was plotting his afternoon. His next round of investigations.
 
   Danny came into the lounge, and Kevin looked up. He was glad to see Danny; he had something he wanted to ask.
 
   “Danny, can I – ”
 
   “You coming out with us?”
 
   Kevin stopped, confused. “Out where?”
 
   “A bar, of course. Bunch of us are getting a bite and a drink.”
 
   Kevin considered. He looked up at the clock. “It’s not even three.”
 
   “Teachers and old people,” Danny said with a happy shrug. “We do the early bird thing. Time to relax. Day’s over.”
 
   Not true, Kevin thought. I have so much to do. 
 
   “You coming?” Danny asked again.
 
   Kevin looked carefully at him. He squinted his eyes and really looked, trying to coax his brain into a moment of forced recognition. But nothing happened. “Danny,” he said finally, “I’m sorry, but can you remind me when we first met?”
 
   The big man glanced up at the ceiling. He didn’t seem put off by the question. “First day of orientation,” he said. “So that would have been six days ago. Thursday last.”
 
   Kevin nodded and let out a little sigh. He would add Danny to the growing list of people who couldn’t help, people who could add nothing to the puzzle of the last three months. The various doormen, his personal assistant, old high school and college friends, his old boss, and now his newest friend.
 
   I’m not done, though. I’ve got an idea for this afternoon, and it’s a good one.
 
   Danny was still trying to coax him into coming out. He was leaning forward now, grinning broadly. “Hey,” he said quickly, as if he had forgotten something important. “Emily’s going to be there.”
 
   “What?” Kevin raised an eyebrow. He proceeded with caution. “So what? Why are you telling me?”
 
   Danny looked around innocently. “Who else is here?”
 
   “You know what I mean. What about that guy who teaches fifth grade French? Charlie? Or Matt, the one who works with Ms. Stewart?” He gave Danny a sideways look. “And what about you?”
 
   But Danny only shook his head. “I’ve got my own commitments,” he said mysteriously.
 
   Kevin smiled. “So do I,” he said, and then he sat back and gave Danny a little goodbye wave. “I’ll catch you guys for another outing. Maybe next week. Today I’ve got errands.”
 
   Danny shook his head. “You’re not getting away that easily.” He pulled out a chair from under the table and sat down. “I’ve got a few minutes. We were interrupted this morning. Tell me what happens if Billaud figures out the NP thing. What’s this fearsome singularity?”
 
   Kevin smiled. Danny was being nice, asking him about things he knew he’d want to talk about. Making friends.
 
   And let’s face it, I could use one or two of those right about now.
 
   “I’m really not coming out with you,” Kevin said.
 
   “I get it. I’m seriously asking about the singularity thing. Fill me in.”
 
   Kevin watched him for another moment, and then he gave in. It was one of his favorite subjects, after all. “Okay, here’s the deal. If Billaud can get through the NP barrier, then that’ll mean basically any problem can be solved by a computer, no matter how complex.”
 
   “Sounds good,” Danny said. “And then what?”
 
   Kevin shrugged. “I have no idea. Nobody does. That’s what’s exciting, and that’s the singularity. If a computer can solve any problem, then it can redesign itself. It can make itself smarter and smarter without limit, and all bets are off.”
 
   Danny shook his head. “How’d we go from a Fed Ex delivery man to computers redesigning themselves?”
 
   “It’s all connected. The Fed Ex problem is just a way of visualizing an unlimited number of possible arrangements. It doesn’t have to be delivery routes. It can be paths on a circuit board. Lines of code in an algorithm. The best way to set up a subway system. Only humans can do that kind of stuff with any real success. If you can get a computer to do those things, then it can theoretically solve anything.”
 
   “Anything like what?”
 
   “You name it. It could design an engine with perfect efficiency, or create the protein-folding scheme for a drug that will completely block cancer-cell metastasis. There’s honestly no limit.”
 
   Danny raised his eyebrows. He looked simultaneously impressed and skeptical. “Very sci-fi,” he said diplomatically. “What’s a singularity got to do with it?”
 
   “That’s just shorthand. A singularity is another name for a black hole, and there’s no way to see what happens past the event horizon of a black hole. Computer scientists look at this NP threshold basically the same way. You can’t see what’s going to happen until you get there. Until you’re past it.”
 
   “Okay, let’s continue this conversation at the bar with everyone else.” He got up from the table, beckoning Kevin to come along.
 
   Kevin smiled again, glad to have been invited a second time. Danny’s tactics were the nicest kind. But he stayed put. “I’m a new teacher,” Kevin said. “Remember? I’ve got lesson plans that need preparing.” 
 
   A lie, but there really was too much Kevin needed to do.
 
   Too many questions still to be asked. 
 
   Danny shrugged. “Suit yourself,” he said, and turned to go. “Can I send Ms. Beck your regrets?”
 
   “Give her a big hug for me instead.”
 
   “I can do that.”
 
   Kevin waited ten minutes in the lounge, and then he was out on the sidewalk by the main entrance. He took a breath before setting out. There was a uniformed policeman a little way down the block; he had stopped to talk to some painters who were loading supplies into two large white vans at the curb. The cop was motioning with his hand, gesturing toward the school.
 
   Kevin turned away, toward Park Avenue.
 
   Then he headed south.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Stalking A Target
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Gun Two sat in the Ford F-150 pickup near the corner of Third Avenue and 72nd street, the big engine idling underneath him. He was dressed in dark blue coveralls with a matching blue hat pulled down low over his eyes.
 
   “Is he still there?”
 
   He spoke under his breath, barely moving his lips. The tiny microphone in his collar picked up every sound. He waited. His nose was bandaged and splinted, and there were dark circles under both his eyes.
 
   Still no response.
 
   After another minute the information came back to him through his earpiece. He nodded slowly. “Turning right on Lexington or still heading east?”
 
   He closed his eyes and took another long breath through his mouth. He had not been able to breath at all through his nose since being corrected by Gun One. 
 
   The second response came, and he opened his eyes.
 
   “Any other units in the area?” he asked. A pause. “No. Just give me a five block radius.”
 
   He put the pickup into reverse and backed out of the parking space he was in. Then he pulled gently forward until he was fifteen feet from the intersection. He double-parked and put on his hazard lights.
 
   “Okay. E.T.A. to my position?”
 
   After a moment he nodded again, and then he reached up and tapped a contact behind his ear, ending the call. He pulled his hat another inch down on his head, shifted the pickup into drive, and waited with his foot on the break.
 
   The truck’s engine was making a higher sound now. It was ready. Eager.
 
   


 
   
  
 



The Target
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Officer Hulse tucked his notebook back into his pocket and continued along his route. There had been nothing particularly interesting or suspicious about that painting crew between Lexington and Park, but he had been told to stay on alert for his special detail on 74th – never mind that he didn’t know what he was supposed to be on alert for – and to Officer Hulse, being alert simply meant taking an extra minute. You stopped, you talked, you wrote things down. He had seen these painters the day before, bringing ladders and buckets from one van to another, and now here they were again. Not that Officer Hulse really gave a damn, but he hadn’t noticed any scaffolding on any of the buildings on this street. No drop cloths or work permits or anything. So he stopped and asked.
 
   Their answers were good enough. Bored and lazy enough, and none of Hulse’s interior alarm bells so much as pinged. It was all interior work, they said. It was those buildings right across the street, the owners weren’t in at the moment, but Officer Hulse was told he should feel free to go in and talk to them about it tomorrow morning, and here’s their number, you can call them yourself. The painters seemed almost eager at the prospect of the cop talking to their employers. 
 
   Maybe they were hoping it would be an excuse to slow the whole job down by a day or two.
 
   Either way, Hulse wanted to be thorough. So he took down the information, took down their names, their company number, and the number of the apartment owners. And then he went on his way. He had been alert. He had collected information. It was useless, tedious information, but that was the job.
 
   He crossed Lexington and headed east.
 
   Behind him, inside the van, one of the men in blue painting coveralls whispered something into a small microphone embedded in his collar.
 
   


 
   
  
 



The Cop Almost Made It
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Gun Two saw the cop coming out of the corner of his eye. From his left. The blue uniform made him stand out. He was not a fat cop, Gun Two decided, but he was not especially fit either. He might be able to move fast if you gave him some time, sure. But he was not a man who looked as if he could change directions quickly.
 
   He would not be much of a dodger, and that was all Gun Two cared about.
 
   The cop stopped walking at the corner of the intersection, waiting for the light, and Gun Two shifted the F-150’s automatic transmission out of drive and into second gear. The engine’s soft, idling whine went up another notch.
 
   The light changed, and Officer Hulse proceeded across the intersection.
 
   There was no one else crossing the street – an unlikely event in Manhattan, and one that Gun Two considered unfortunate – but there was nothing to be done. He would have preferred to kill the cop and a pedestrian or two, so that the hit and run could plausibly be called random. An accident. He gave a little shrug, and then he floored the accelerator.
 
   The pickup jumped forward with a startled roar, its engine forced into high-RPM torque output by the low gear setting on the transmission. The Ford traveled the 15 feet to the intersection in less than three seconds, picking up speed all the way.
 
   Officer Hulse saw the truck coming at the last second, and he did move. He was in better shape than the Gun thought, and he lunged with surprising agility. But Gun Two had been expecting a lunge of some sort – if not one quite so acrobatic – and he was already turning the wheel when Hulse tried to get out of the way.
 
   Still, the cop almost made it.
 
   The pickup’s right fender caught him on one side. It shattered his hip and sent a bolt of such blinding pain through Hulse’s body that he felt as if the very air around him had been ignited. But his hip was the least of his problems, and in any case the pain would end soon. The impact laid him out and spun him, and his head hit the side of the truck hard, cracking his skull. Then he was on the pavement, and Gun Two was still turning the wheel, still moving the pickup in the direction the officer had tried to dodge. The Ford moved a critical half foot to the right as the main chassis passed over Hulse, the wheels still accelerating, so that in another moment the rear tires were there, and when they met his head the darkness came all at once.
 
   Gun Two kept his foot all the way down. He drove for just one block before slamming on the breaks and swinging left on 75th, heading west. When he reached the intersection at Lexington, he brought the pickup to a quick stop, jumped out of the cab, and then stepped quickly into a little coffee shop on the corner. He strode into the bathroom without looking around.
 
   He emerged thirty seconds later wearing only the well-tailored gray suit and tie he had been wearing under his blue coveralls. His blue hat was gone too, replaced by an old-fashioned bowler hat that effectively obscured his black eyes and bandaged nose. He stepped out of the coffee shop and then walked across the street, sparing a curious glance for the pickup truck that seemed to have been abandoned there at the corner. Already there was a yellow taxi behind it, honking its horn.
 
   Gun Two turned smartly on his heels and headed west. 
 
   He was breathing easier now. 
 
   He had redeemed himself.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Numb With Fear
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Two minutes after Officer Hulse’s death, Kevin Brooks reached his apartment. He let himself in and headed for the living room.
 
   Straight for the bookshelf.
 
   “Good day at school?”
 
   Kevin stopped himself from jumping this time, though Andrew’s approach had been no less stealthy than the day before. He waited before answering.
 
   Good day? Well, that kid with the bad hair cut would say no. On account of all the blood coming out of his forehead. Then again, he did end up in Emily Beck’s lap.
 
   “So-so,” Kevin said finally.
 
   “I’ll be in the kitchen.”
 
   Kevin nodded and turned his attention back to the bookshelf.
 
   I saw it here yesterday. 
 
   Over here near the middle, with all the non-fiction stuff he couldn’t remember owning.
 
   There.
 
   Spanish.
 
   It was a huge textbook, and it didn’t look like something a student would use; there were no comforting scenes of the Barcelona countryside on the cover, and the pages were thin, too delicate for repeated use at the hands of school children. He brought it with him to the study and put it on the desk. It had been a while since he could remember trying to learn something completely new, and he hadn’t worked on a language since 6th grade French.
 
   He wondered if he should take notes.
 
   He was on the point of pulling out a sheet of paper when something occurred to him. It was an image, the moment in class earlier in the day when he had recalled the exact page – and the exact example – he had needed to answer one of his student’s questions.
 
   Maybe notes aren’t part of my routine anymore.
 
   “Andrew, what time is it?”
 
   From far away in the kitchen: “Five past three.”
 
   Kevin nodded to himself. The entire concept of time was frightening to him now, and the more he could involve Andrew, the better. He opened the Spanish book, adjusted himself in his chair, and got to work.
 
   The room grew gray and silent around him.
 
   Nothing moved.
 
   He looked up and sat back quickly, taking in a very sudden, very deep breath. He felt as if someone had just shaken him from a daydream. As if he had not been paying attention. He experienced a quick surge of that anxiety, that get-ready feeling in his head, but just as quickly it was gone. His breathing returned to normal. 
 
   He looked back down at the book.
 
   Page 190.
 
   Wait, when did I – ?
 
   “Here you are.” Andrew appeared beside him, and he slid a small plate onto the desk. A turkey and cheese sandwich, lettuce and tomato. “A bit of fuel before you begin,” Andrew said.
 
   Kevin put his hands up, then placed them slowly down on the desk. As though he were worried the polished wood might just float away. “Andrew, what time is it?”
 
   A brief pause, as Andrew took a moment to deliver a precise response. “Eight past three,” he said, and left the room.
 
   Kevin fought the urge to bring Andrew back and call him a liar.
 
   Three minutes. Plenty of time to make a sandwich. Or to read 190 pages of a Spanish textbook. Either one. Take your pick.
 
   Kevin grabbed the sandwich and took a bite. Delicious, of course. Fresh bread, good turkey. 
 
   190 in about three minutes. One page per second, give or take. Including the time to actually turn each page. A slow business, that page-turning thing.
 
   He chewed his sandwich methodically, trying to enjoy it.
 
   His body was working normally. His senses were working normally.
 
   But what part of me senses time? Which section of my brain? And by the way, did I actually absorb all 190 pages?
 
   He looked up at the ceiling, as if preparing to recite his social security number or a line from a favorite movie. He had no idea where or how memories were stored, but he did know that everything had its own little trigger. If you tried to say your social security number starting in the middle, or backward, you were done for. But start from the beginning…
 
   “Spanish is a very straightforward language,” he said to the ceiling. “The rules for conjugation, agreement, and pronunciation are consistent, and include relatively few exceptions. Let’s begin with the simple concept of cognates…”
 
   He looked back down at the textbook, his eyes wide.
 
   It’s all there. It’s an unbelievably boring textbook, but it’s all there. Everything up to page 190, anyway.
 
   He shook his head in wonder. In another minute he had finished his sandwich, and he pushed the plate to the side. He centered himself in his chair and leaned forward over the textbook. There were several hundred pages remaining.
 
   “All right, you son of a bitch,” he whispered. “What else?”
 
   He focused.
 
   Again the room went gray around him.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   When he was done, Kevin stood up from the desk. He felt light-headed. He blinked several times, glanced around him as if to get his bearings, and then looked back down at the Spanish textbook.
 
   It was closed.
 
   He turned and left the room, then headed straight back toward the main entryway. He heard Andrew’s soft footsteps behind him in the study as the empty sandwich plate was collected, and Kevin spoke over his shoulder as he was letting himself out the front door. “What do we have? 3:13?”
 
   “Quarter past on the nose,” Andrew replied.
 
   Kevin nodded with satisfaction as he walked out to the elevator.
 
   Another 310 pages in 8 minutes. Slower than before, but still pretty good. Maybe my page-turning hand was getting tired.
 
   He left the building and headed downtown again.
 
   Toward the testing center. Time to have a real conversation.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   He didn’t bother trying the 20th floor this time. Kevin knew there was nothing up there but a new dentist’s office and an overly conversational receptionist, so he stepped into the elevator and pushed the button marked 14. He didn’t like the thought of being in that empty, ghost-cubicle place again, but he wanted to find that cleaning lady from the day before. 
 
   She had been there three months ago, when all of this had started. She knew him. Maybe she could help.
 
   He stepped out of the elevator and onto the 14th floor, and for the second time he was startled by the spooky feel of the place. It was as if there had been a fire drill, and then for some reason everyone had spontaneously decided not to come back into the building. Studying the office more carefully now, he saw that the work areas, while colorless and abandoned-looking, were not actually cleaned out. They were definitely clean – there were no obvious collections of dust or litter anywhere – but the cubicles were by no means empty. They had chairs and lamps. And most of them still had workstations: computer screens and phones, all of which looked hooked up and ready to go. The 14th floor seemed almost functional, which added to the eerie quality of the place. It had everything a normal business would have.
 
   Except for the people, he reminded himself. The workers with their coffee cups and their family portraits on the desk or tacked up on the cubicle wall, their lazy chatter over the partitions, their banter and their never-ending quest to waste time. 
 
   People.
 
   With a rising sense of dread and wonder, Kevin realized that he was not really looking at an office. This was nothing but a temporary space. A mockup.
 
   The testing center didn’t go out of business. They were never in business to begin with.
 
   “What do you need?”
 
   Kevin might have jumped, but his capacity for being scared had reached some kind of maximum level. He was numb with fear. He turned around calmly, took a second to register the woman standing there, and then he spoke without thinking. “A good night’s sleep.”
 
   The woman studied him suspiciously. She was not the same one from the day before, Kevin saw. But she did have cleaning supplies. And she was pushing the same kind of big yellow cleaning cart. After another moment, her expression changed slowly from caution to concern. “You okay?”
 
   “Sure.” Kevin tried to let some of the tension go out of him. And then he tried to refocus. The situation hadn’t changed, and he still had questions to ask. “Where’s the other lady?”
 
   The woman shrugged. “I started today. They fired the other company. Everybody’s new.”
 
   Kevin’s was instantly on-guard again. This was too much like the doormen in his building. “Why?”
 
   “They were more expensive, maybe. Who knows?”
 
   Kevin sighed. This was maddening. He tried another approach, waving at the vast area behind him. “Why are you cleaning this place? Why is anyone? They were in here yesterday already. It looks completely clean. It looked clean before they even started.”
 
   The woman narrowed her eyes. Kevin thought she was going to rebuke him for something, but then she tilted her head to the side. She looked puzzled. “Your vocabulary is excellent, but your accent is strange,” she said finally. Then she reconsidered. “No, not strange. It’s just terrible.” She pointed at him. “You sound like a bad movie.”
 
   Kevin stared at her for a few seconds, struggling to understand.
 
   Oh, Spanish. Holy shit.
 
   He tried to respond, but now he was aware of the strange sounds on his tongue, and his own thoughts were getting in the way. He switched back to English.
 
   “Sorry,” he said. “I just learned.”
 
   That’s better.
 
   But now the woman was giving him an odd, disappointed look. A look that said she had not meant to offend him about his accent, but there was no reason to throw down a complete linguistic roadblock. “No hablo Ingles,” she said.
 
   Her words seemed to flip a switch, and Kevin didn’t try to flip it back. The words came out slowly – and now he could hear for himself how flat, how terribly American he sounded – but at least he was communicating.
 
   “I’m working on it.”
 
   She smiled at him again, the relief clear on her face. “It’s fine. I can understand you.”
 
   “Why do you clean here?”
 
   “Why not? Somebody pays the bills, and they pay them in advance.” She gestured to the long rows of empty cubicles. “My boss told me to come up here and clean, so that’s what I’m doing. Who cares if it’s clean already? Easier for me, right?”
 
   “Do you know when they’ll be back?”
 
   “Back? What are you talking about? This is my first day here, remember?”
 
   Kevin nodded, suddenly aware again of how tired he was. He turned and stared out once more at the countless rows, everything so quiet and bare. There was nothing to learn here. The woman from yesterday was gone, probably fired by the same people who had fired all the doormen in his apartment building. The same people who had taken him up to the 20th floor, who had gotten him his current job, his cell phone, maybe even his apartment.
 
   But for God’s sake, why?
 
   He was running out of people to talk to. The last three months of his life were starting to look like a tiny island lost in the Pacific, one he would never be able to find. 
 
   “They probably just want to keep it set up,” the woman added. 
 
   Kevin turned back to her. “For what?” 
 
   “No idea. But something big, right? A place like this, the whole floor, and it’s all hooked up and spic and span. So if you want to get something going right away – some job’s got to get done, or somebody important is coming by – then you can set this office up. Just get the people in and you’re on.”
 
   Right, Kevin thought, and he could feel the panic rising in him again. Just get the people in. And then wait for someone like Kevin Brooks to stroll through the door. Kevin Brooks, who you somehow knew would be coming.
 
   It was a ridiculous thought, and he pushed it out of his head. But he didn’t feel any better. His heart was racing now.
 
   Something you have to do.
 
   “Please be quiet,” he whispered.
 
   Get ready.
 
   “I can speak Spanish!” he shouted, and the woman jumped. He projected his voice out into the empty office, as though trying to inspire a hoard of overworked employees. “That’s not enough? That’s not ready?”
 
   No. Get ready.
 
   He turned and headed back to the elevator, waving his hands around his head as though escaping from blackflies. “Thanks,” he called to the cleaning woman. “I won’t bother you again.”
 
   She gave him a no-problem wave. He was an unpredictable gringo – all that shouting –  and his accent was painful, but at least he had learned the language. “Work on your ‘r’ sound,” she suggested to him as he left. “Like this.”
 
   Kevin stepped onto the elevator, and he tried to imitate her. He put his tongue on the roof of his mouth and did his best to make it roll. The doors closed, and he could see her wince and shake her head.
 
   “Still awful,” she called to him from beyond the doors.
 
   


 
   
  
 



What My Big Man Can Do
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Kevin ran back to his apartment. It was over two miles and he was wearing his work shoes, but he still covered the distance at a near sprint. He leapt through intersections, dodging taxis and trucks as he dashed uptown. He wasn’t sure why he was running, but the sense of urgency in him had built to an unbearable level. He was supposed to be doing things, preparing for things, and the need to work or study or learn or something was overwhelming. 
 
   I can make it stop.
 
   True. When he had been writing his lesson plans the night before… and then earlier today, when he had been reading the Spanish book – absorbing it was a more fitting description – he had felt good. Not only peaceful, but almost disconnected.
 
   Almost sleeping.
 
   Only 8 minutes’ worth, but much better than nothing.
 
   Once in his apartment, Kevin went straight back to the living room. He threw his suit coat on a chair, rolled up his sleeves, and stepped up to the bookcase.
 
   “Andrew!”
 
   “Right here.”
 
   Kevin didn’t bother turning around. He peered up at the shelves, scanning book titles. Really, this bookcase was too big for the apartment. But décor was not his concern, and he realized he was already breathing easier; even the prospect of learning something new was helping the panic subside. “I need something dense,” he said, and he glanced back at Andrew, who was still waiting in the doorway. “Come over and help me look.”
 
   They spread out to either end of the bookcase, both of them scanning, craning their necks, hands going to their chins. Kevin wanted something difficult. Something harder than a Spanish textbook.
 
   And maybe I can put away more than 8 minutes this time, he thought.
 
   “We’re looking for a book that would take a year to read.” 
 
   Andrew stepped closer to the bookcase. “Here’s the one,” he said. He tapped a book in front of him, and Kevin came over to look.
 
   “Physics for Scientists and Engineers, Chapters 1-39,” Kevin read out loud. He turned to Andrew and grinned. “Now we’re talking.”
 
   Andrew did not seem to share his employer’s enthusiasm. He frowned at the book and then glanced uncertainly at Kevin. “Surely there’s something in the fiction section,” he suggested. “Something with characters, something with plot.”
 
   Kevin ignored him. He pulled the book out of the case, marveling at its weight. “Feels like an encyclopedia,” he said.
 
   “I’m sure,” Andrew said, and gave the volume another sideways look. He drew air through his teeth, as though sympathizing with any college student who had ever been forced to churn through such a text. “It must be over a thousand pages.”
 
   Kevin nodded happily. “Sixteen hundred and change.” He hefted it onto his shoulder like a sack of grain. “I’ll be in the study.”
 
   “I’ll bring dinner in there, then?”
 
   “Please.”
 
   “Very good,” Andrew said, and managed to convey, unequivocally, that this was not very good. That this was a terrible plan. He headed for the kitchen.
 
   When Kevin got to the study he sat and took out a pen and paper. He opened the book and held his pen up expectantly, as though preparing to take dictation from a notoriously fast-talking professor.
 
   He felt good. His heart was beating normally, steady and strong. His breathing was regular.
 
   Get ready.
 
   “I am, motherfucker,” he whispered to the empty room, and he leaned forward over the book. “Watch me.”
 
   The room went gray around him, and in the last moment, Kevin Brooks realized he almost felt like laughing.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   It was a bad book. Poorly written, and with explanations that were both needlessly complex and yet short on key details; the author skipped entire clusters of steps in most of the examples. A college student using this text would have been miserable.
 
   It was exactly what he needed. 
 
   When Andrew came in with a tray of food, Kevin noted with satisfaction that he was only on page 58. Still on chapter 2.
 
   “How long have I been in here?”
 
   Andrew consulted his watch. “About half an hour.”
 
   Two pages per minute. Down from sixty this afternoon.
 
   “Fantastic.”
 
   Andrew gave him a pained look, but he left the room without responding.
 
   Kevin ate quickly, then returned to his work. That sense of calm was still with him. In fact, he was feeling even better than when he had started. He was being productive – he was getting ready, whatever that meant – and yet time was passing at a reasonable pace. Not a normal pace by any means, but definitely better than before. At least he wasn’t standing still, treading chronological water. 
 
   There was something else, too. Something wonderful.
 
   He was starting to feel sleepy.
 
   It had to be the subject. The physics. The sheer density of this material was sucking up mental resources, and he could almost feel the energy draining out of his head. He took a moment to look over the mad scrawl of work he had produced so far, a tangled mess of homework exercises that covered page after page, filling every available inch of white paper with algebraic manipulations in thick black ink. He wondered if any professor would ever seriously consider using such a book as an official course text.
 
   And by the way, I’m not in college. And I didn’t study physics. So when did I buy this thing?
 
   Kevin shook his head. He didn’t know, and he didn’t care. What was important was that this book was like a balm, it was like a glass of good wine for his supercharged mind, and he wanted to get back to it. Because after another hour or two of this wine, this calming tonic, he might actually be able to use that queen-sized mattress in his bedroom.
 
   Andrew came to get him an hour and a half later, though by then Kevin felt as if he had been working all night long. “Time for a rest,” the man said, and there was a hint of authority in his voice. This was more than a suggestion, more than a friendly reminder. His employer was working too hard.
 
   Kevin nodded his agreement, and he let himself lean back from the desk. He made an effort to do everything slowly, to let the sense of accomplishment, of readiness, stay nestled safely inside him. He got up and shuffled down the hall toward the bedroom, and when he got there he paused only long enough to remove his shoes. Then he crawled into bed without taking off any other clothes. Concepts of electromagnetism – the last chapter he had been reading – swam through his head, and he tried to hold these visions close, tried to let them dissolve into nonsense, into a chaos of random associations that would lead to dreams, to sleep.
 
   He waited. He kept his breathing slow and deep.
 
   Almost at once, he felt his heart flutter briefly in his chest. A flutter of speed.
 
   No. Come on.
 
   He wanted to give himself another minute, but he could already tell it was hopeless. He pressed his eyes shut with frustration, pressed them tighter and tighter until the black and purple blobs on the back of his lids began to distort and crackle like a television picture with bad reception and his face began to hurt.
 
   Then he sighed and opened his eyes.
 
   He emerged from his bedroom dressed for exercise. Andrew appeared from the kitchen, a dish rag in one hand, and his expression turned stern. Disapproving. “This is not the time for a run,” he said. “You should rest.”
 
   Kevin nodded his agreement. The elevator arrived. He shrugged wordlessly, and then he gave Andrew a little wave. Andrew did not wave back.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   He started out even faster this time. He was upset now, and deeply worried. Aside from the sheer weirdness of such total insomnia, being awake for this long seemed unhealthy. How long could a person go without sleep? Three days?
 
   Do I have to start worrying about hallucinations? What if I start to go crazy?
 
   He shook his head and tried to pick up his pace. He was aware of a heaviness in his legs, an unfamiliar feeling of fatigue.
 
   No sleep, remember? Recovering from a midnight run doesn’t happen by magic.
 
   He kept running, but now his breathing was growing labored. The homeless man on the grassy expanse behind the Metropolitan Museum waved at him again, and Kevin waved back. They were two insomniacs tending to their respective businesses; companions of a sort.
 
   He ran the 6-mile loop twice. 
 
   It was not a good run, and by the end he felt as though he might pass out. As he came out of the park and onto Fifth Avenue, he stopped and sat down on one of the empty green wooden benches by the park wall. 
 
   It felt good to stop. 
 
   He sat waiting for his breathing to come back under control, and as he did so he watched the traffic go by. The lights switched, and there was a moment of near-silence as the late-night cabs and busses came to a halt. There was no one crossing the street. 
 
   And here we go.
 
   Kevin could feel the slowdown happening; he didn’t need a classroom clock in front of him to know the second hand would be sitting there frozen, stuck as if glued into place. He could examine everything in front of him now, could study every detail. Nothing moved. The world waited for him. 
 
   There was the sound of a pigeon calling to its mate from somewhere above him in the trees, and that broke it. The world shifted. He felt his breath moving in his chest again. The traffic light swung slowly in the midnight breeze.
 
   Now, from one of the park entrances behind him, a man came shuffling across the sidewalk toward the street. He moved slowly, without purpose. Drunk to the point of stumbling, and probably homeless. Had he been in a bar? Where did he get his drinks? It didn’t matter. He was one man in a city of millions.
 
   Except that Kevin could see a problem developing here.
 
   The man did not seem to realize – or care – that he was walking into the street against the light, and he was definitely unaware that the stopped bus before him was creating a screen, a blinder for the other cars on Fifth Avenue, the taxis and limos that were now approaching quickly from the north. There was a yellow cab coming this way at better than 30 miles per hour, and the driver didn’t see the homeless man crossing, he saw only a bus pulled over at the curb. The drunkard was going to step out from behind the bus at precisely the right moment – 
 
   Kevin was up and running before he had time to fully realize there was an emergency. The slowdown had helped him somehow. The world had not stopped – there was sound, there was movement – but there was still a sort of patience happening. Time was crawling, rather than marching. Kevin saw the problem, he jumped up and moved, and then all at once he was standing behind the homeless man, then yanking him by the shoulder, and then the two of them went stumbling backward together, hands out, twisting and looking for balance. The taxi whispered past a moment later. The bus driver gave them an angry honk for getting in the way, and then the bus was gone too. 
 
   Now the two of them were alone on the sidewalk, both still standing.
 
   Kevin pulled the man down onto the bench in front of the park wall, and they sat. The man gave him a look that was half confused, half annoyed. But an instant later these feelings seemed to slip away; his expression turned placid as he let himself enjoy the sensation of sitting. Wherever he had been trying to walk a moment ago, the bench now seemed preferable. “Pretty night,” the man said, in a voice that was surprisingly clear.
 
   Kevin nodded silently.
 
   No problem on the saving-your-life thing, by the way. Don’t mention it.
 
   “I need to get to bed,” the man declared, leaning back on the bench and looking up at the night sky. “Not yet, though.”
 
   Kevin stayed quiet, feeling suddenly jealous of someone who could so casually decide to postpone sleep. To know that it would come when called, like a faithful dog. 
 
   The man grinned. “Need to get a lady first.” He bit his lip, then looked left and right as though scanning the area for eligible women. “Might have to clean myself up,” he said, with a sheepish glance in Kevin’s direction. “But I shine up nice. And no sleep’s better than sleep after a lady, right?” 
 
   Now he looked Kevin full in the face with an expression that allowed no disagreement.
 
   Kevin found himself nodding. Drunk or not, the man had a point.
 
   Right, Kevin thought. Right on.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Her Strange Eyes
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   He went home and showered and dressed quickly. When he emerged into the living room, Andrew appeared and offered a snack; Kevin turned him down. He also ignored Andrew’s pointed reminder that tonight was not Friday. Or Saturday.
 
   “Isn’t it a school night?” Andrew asked.
 
   “Go to bed,” Kevin said. “I might be out late.”
 
   Andrew pressed his lips together and said nothing. Kevin hurried out the door. He headed to Third Avenue and simply started walking; he found a spot just three blocks away, a little place on the corner of 63rd with a dark red marquee and metal tables and chairs outside. He stepped inside, parked himself on the first empty high-stool he could find at the bar, and ordered a beer.
 
   He caught a few glances, but he ignored them. 
 
   Just taking a look at the new guy.
 
   Like many Manhattan bars and restaurants, this one was in full swing, crowded and alive and noisy, despite the day and the late hour. There were dark wooden tables and good chairs and sparkling rows of glasses and liquor bottles. Televisions were hung every few feet along the top of the walls, and the patrons were the standard upper-east side mix of bankers, salesmen, and, in the darker corners, career alcoholics like the one Kevin had saved half an hour ago.
 
   More glances now. From men and women alike. Was he dressed strangely? He looked behind him, wondering if people were staring at someone else. Or something else. Maybe a highlight reel, something on one of the televisions over his shoulder?
 
   No, it’s me. Something’s wrong.
 
   He drank his beer, ordered another, and tried to focus on the baseball game in progress on the screen closest to him. He finished his second beer and ordered a third, hoping that now he had been sitting here long enough to blend in. Not the new guy anymore. Three beers. Just one of the gang. Come here all the time, love this place. 
 
   He glanced up and immediately caught another look from the woman sitting nearest him.
 
   Shit. What’s going on?
 
   The woman turned abruptly to face him. She was very pretty, with white-blond hair pulled tightly back on her head and smooth, pale skin that needed very little makeup. Her pinstriped shirt was an expensive kind Kevin recognized from his days working in hedge funds, a Thomas Pink with French cuffs and a tapered waist that showed off her narrow figure. The only problem was her eyes: they were jumpy and sleepy at the same time, shifting this way and that under heavy lids. Kevin supposed this expression was the result of a day’s worth of strong coffee competing with the half-dozen drinks she had probably consumed in the last two hours. 
 
   Either way, she was feeling brave enough to try talking to the new guy.
 
   “You look different,” she said, thrusting her chin forward as though issuing a challenge.
 
   Kevin glanced down at himself, checking for stains or skewed pieces of clothing. Finding nothing, he looked back at her questioningly.
 
   She pointed at him with a perfectly manicured finger. “I mean you’re on a mission,” she said. “Big guy, all jazzed up and jumpy. Not like them,” she added, with a toss of her head to indicate the rest of the bar. “I work with those guys. Those bozos. They’re just here to take the edge off. Get loose, you know?”
 
   “That’s why I’m here,” Kevin said. “Trying to wind down, relax.”
 
   The woman frowned. “Not doing a very good job. Look at you. Sitting on the edge of that stool like you’re ready to make a getaway. And drinking your beer like it’s a contest. You want to relax, then you better start relaxing, don’t you think?”
 
   Kevin smiled in spite of himself. She was right. He had never felt less relaxed in his life. He tried to change the subject. “You work at a bank?”
 
   “Obviously,” she said, with a little toss of her head. Then she leaned forward and lowered her voice. “I’m good at it, too. Better than most of those chumps behind me. And I’m making great big garbage bags of money.”
 
   “Good for you.”
 
   She smiled to herself, nodded, and then fixed Kevin again with her strange eyes. “But where do you work? Not at a bank, right?” She tilted her head at him and squinted critically. “But maybe you used to. You get fired or something? Caught skimming, maybe. Insider stuff? How come you’re so on-edge?”
 
   “Just a lot on my mind. Stuff.”
 
   “What kind of stuff?”
 
   “It’s keeping me up, that’s what matters.” Now he leaned forward an inch and tried to change his tone slightly. “Do you sleep well at night?”
 
   She raised an eyebrow and waited a beat. “Sometimes,” she said slowly. “It depends.”
 
   “On what?”
 
   She smiled sweetly, showing off a row of perfect white teeth. She put her drink down on the bar and made a show of smoothing out her already-smooth shirt. Then she took a little breath and looked up at him. She really was gorgeous, Kevin thought. Except for those weird eyes. “I’m sure I can show you,” she said.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Woman In Repose
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   He led her out of the bar and back to his apartment, her slim hand on his arm all the way. They walked without speaking, the only sound the click of her heels on the cement sidewalk. The doorman did not grin or wink or even seem to notice that Kevin had returned and-guest, but he was forced to step quickly out of the way as the girl stumbled over the threshold, the tip of her shoe catching the brass plate. If she had not been holding Kevin’s arm, she could have fallen flat on her face.
 
   She’s had more to drink than I thought.
 
   They came up to his apartment, and Kevin was momentarily worried about dealing with Andrew. He would have to contend with further disapproval from his assistant, not to mention ridicule from the girl at his having an assistant in the first place… but he was spared. Andrew did not appear. Because the man was psychic, Kevin reminded himself. Because he knew somehow that this was not the time to emerge.
 
   “Go get us something salty,” the girl whispered, lowering herself gently onto one of the large white couches in the living room. “And something to drink. Then I’ll show you how to get to sleep,” she added, her voice a silken purr. “The best way.”
 
   Kevin did as he was told, making his way back – finally – to his kitchen. It was as he had expected: huge, clean, and perfect. There was a stainless Subzero refrigerator at the far end, a large island in the middle, and a professional-grade range on one side. There were large, orange Spanish tiles covering the floor, and custom oak cabinets and drawers all along the walls and under the black granite countertops.
 
   I could be here all night looking for salty nuts and drinks.
 
   But it was the same as with the clothes in his drawer; he went to the cabinet where he would have put snacks himself, and they were there. Second shelf from the top, Planters Roasted Nuts. He grabbed them, made a stop at the refrigerator for two beers – of course they were there – and headed quickly back to the living room.
 
   The light was soft, and the room was completely quiet. Suddenly he was afraid that he had been gone too long. She had seen her chance, and it was enough. She was going through his things, she was robbing him, she was – 
 
   She was fast asleep on the big white couch.
 
   Kevin cursed himself. Rookie mistake.
 
   Rule 4, sub-paragraph (b): a woman who has consumed two drinks or more must not be left alone on a soft couch for longer than thirty seconds. The couch is your rival, and she will give into it without a fight.
 
   He walked over and sat down heavily next to her. The pillows bumped at her arms, but she did not stir. Kevin sighed and opened the can of roasted nuts. He put the beers on a side table and began eating. The nuts were delicious. He turned to the girl as though they were two friends watching a football game, and he gave her an experimental tap – gently – on the leg with one hand. 
 
   “Hello?”
 
   She drew her legs up closer to her chest, the good thin wool of her skirt whispering on the soft material of the couch cushions. She yawned contentedly. Then she was still again.
 
   Damn it.
 
   Kevin tossed another handful of nuts into his mouth and watched her for a moment, studying her as if she were a new species he had discovered. With her strange, glassy-but-focused eyes closed, she was now much prettier, and Kevin found himself suddenly envious. She had fallen asleep so easily, and now here she was, like something from a post-modern gallery. An exhibit on sleep.
 
   “Woman In Repose.” Flesh and cotton and wool and lace (probably). Copyright 2011. On loan from the Guggenheim collection.
 
   Kevin wondered what she had done that day – or that week – to make her this tired. Her breathing was impossibly slow and deep. He suspected he could have shouted at her with a bullhorn without her noticing. Not that this was a purely natural state, he reminded himself. Sleep this deep was surely the result of many, many drinks, and – 
 
   He sat up quickly on the couch.
 
   Idiot.
 
   He got up and went straight to the front door, leaving the can of nuts on the front hall table. The elevator released him into the lobby, and he was jogging immediately. Out the door, back to Lexington, back to the little delicatessen with the wide yellow awning. And there was the wiry Latino man behind the counter, still reading the paper. As if he had not moved from this spot since the night before. Kevin headed for the back of the store.
 
   He found what he wanted and came to the front. The Latino man was still rocking back and forth, still shimmying his arms to the beat of the low-volume music coming from speakers hidden somewhere behind the counter. He looked up at Kevin, and after a moment he grinned, a little spark of recognition in his eyes. Kevin put the vodka bottle on the counter, and the man rang it up and put it in a paper bag.
 
   “Good night.”
 
   Kevin nodded and walked out.
 
   He was back in his apartment less than ten minutes after he had left. He went straight to his kitchen and found himself a tall glass, then opened the huge refrigerator. Not looking for beers this time.
 
   Jesus, look at all this food.
 
   He found a half-gallon carton of Tropicana, and then it was back to the living room with his glass and his bag and his juice. Then to the couch, where he sat down again next to the girl. She did not look as if she had moved one inch.
 
   “Miss me?” Kevin asked.
 
   He took the bottle out of the bag and lined it up on the coffee table beside the glass and the orange juice carton, as though preparing to mix a set of drinks for a party that was just about to begin. 
 
   Another glance at the girl next to him. 
 
   For the second time he felt a wave of envy pass through him as he watched her. All at once it seemed only natural: surely he could simply imitate her. He curled his legs up under him as best he could, put his arms up to his chest, and let himself lean over to one side. His head rested gently on the girl’s hip – not the perfect pillow, but good enough – and he closed his eyes.
 
   He waited.
 
   They lay there for a minute together, a 6-foot-3, 220-pound man in formal teacher’s clothes curled up and trying to mimic the form of a blond, overworked pixie passed out on his couch. The one was aware of the other and not the other way around, but there was, at least for a moment, an interlude of relative peace.
 
   The interlude passed quickly. 
 
   Kevin could feel himself becoming aware of his pulse, of the movement of blood through his veins. The inactivity was having its usual effect, revving his system up when it should have been calming him down. In a minute he knew the voice would come to him, would start telling him he was supposed to be doing something, was supposed to be getting ready, and he didn’t want to wait for that.
 
   He opened his eyes and sat up. He reached for the bottle, unscrewed the cap, and began mixing vodka with orange juice. A very little bit of orange juice.
 
   The first few swallows made him shiver, but after a minute he got used to it. On the second drink he mixed in even less juice, and by the third and fourth he was putting in only enough Tropicana to give the liquor a hint of color. Half a bottle of vodka seemed like plenty to start, so after the fifth tumbler he paused and sat back on the couch.
 
   Kevin’s stomach was full of salted peanuts and alcohol. Plus the three beers from the bar. A burp escaped him, and he groaned with relief. The girl beside him slept on, uncaring.
 
   Kevin closed his eyes and waited. Again.
 
   He was suddenly aware that his breathing had slowed dramatically, and he worried that the clocks might be betraying him again. But this time he was ready; he simply got up and walked to his bedroom, grabbed the remote, and turned on the gigantic television. It was still on the evangelism channel, but he didn’t care; he wouldn’t be watching for long.
 
   After fifteen minutes, though, he grew impatient.
 
   Half a bottle of Vodka. Come on.
 
   He walked back to the living room and sat down. The girl had begun to snore softly, as though mocking his inept attempts at sleep. Kevin suppressed an urge to drench her with the remaining contents of the Tropicana carton.
 
   I’m the one who should be passed out here.
 
   As if on cue, the room began to spin.
 
   It turned slowly at first. A subtle shifting of items moving left to right, as if he had gotten up too quickly. But it accelerated quickly. The bookshelf began to lean. Soon the entire room was moving around him with a rocking, surging rhythm that seemed to mirror the rhythm of his own heart. He rose unsteadily to his feet, both hands out for balance. He turned toward the kitchen and took a few shaky steps.
 
   Then he ran.
 
   His shoulder hit the doorframe as he was lurching into the kitchen, and the impact spun him around. For a moment he was sure he was not going to make it. But he pivoted neatly, completed the turn and continued forward, and he arrived at the sink with a half-second to spare. 
 
   His stomach convulsed powerfully, and everything came up.
 
   When he was done, he ran the faucet and wiped his mouth with a paper towel. He leaned over to slurp water from the tap, rinsed and spat and then took a few slow swallows. Then he walked gingerly back to the living room. The half-empty vodka bottle still sat on the table, mocking him now along with the girl.
 
   “So it was a stupid idea,” Kevin said aloud, and he shrugged. “But look at her,” he added, nodding at the still blissfully unaware figure on his couch. “She’ll probably wake up tomorrow feeling great. Back to the routine. 5 AM jog followed by a fruit cup and oatmeal, then a large coffee and the paper, and she’ll be in the office with an hour to spare before the 8:30 conference call.”
 
   He groaned and dropped his head backward, staring up at the ceiling. It was bad enough that this girl was able to sleep so easily, so deeply; but the thought of waking her – of actually interrupting such a blessed state of obliviousness – was too much for Kevin to bear.
 
   An idea occurred to him.
 
   In a low, even tone of voice – as though he were simply talking to the girl, or to someone next to him – Kevin spoke to the ceiling.
 
   “Andrew, are you up?”
 
   There were no footsteps to be heard, but Kevin was aware of a gentle, periodic vibration beneath him. A moment later Andrew was there, standing at the entrance to the living room in his gray pants and his tucked-in black polo shirt. Arms at his sides. Ready.
 
   Kevin picked his head up and smiled. “This girl has had too much to drink.”
 
   “Evidently.”
 
   “Could you wake her gently – very gently – and get her a cab?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “I’m going to try to get some sleep.”
 
   “May I put away the vodka for the night?”
 
   “For good, I think. It doesn’t agree with me.”
 
   “Good night, Sir.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



You’ve Got To Be Ready
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Kevin trudged back to his bedroom. He turned the television back on and slipped between the sheets, again adopting the pose of the slumbering girl by bringing himself into a fetal position. But after a few seconds he decided that this arrangement was uncomfortable, and instead he spread himself out as far as he would go, making himself into Leonardo’s Vitruvian man.
 
   He thumbed the remote control until he came to a 24-hour shopping channel, and then he let his head fall back onto the pillow with relief. There were two middle-aged, heavily made-up women on the screen, and before them was a large table covered with camping gear. Neither woman seemed the type to want to head into the woods for any reason, let alone to go camping. But their enthusiasm remained high.
 
   “Look at this tent, are you kidding me?” one exclaimed. “It’s got, um – ” She had to consult the packing list, and even then she seemed briefly at a loss over which items might be worth reading out loud. “It’s got rip-stop material!” she declared, with a happy glance at her partner. To share in the glory of rip-stop. They might never have heard of such a thing, but the concept was easy to grasp. It was a tent that didn’t rip. Miraculous. “Camping is just like anything else,” the lady went on. “It’s about being prepared.”
 
   Wait a minute.
 
   “You never know what’s going to happen out there in nature, especially at night. Right Linda? You’ve got to be ready.”
 
   Oh, no.
 
   “You’ve got to have the right stuff with you,” the first lady said, rising up on her toes. “You need this equipment! I’ll say it again, you’ve got to get ready!”
 
   Kevin threw the covers off and got out of bed. He went to his dresser, and he was not surprised at all to find the same set of exercise clothes clean and folded yet again.
 
   Washed and put away within the last two hours. Naturally.
 
   He dressed quickly, trying to ignore the home-shopping-network ladies. They had shifted their sales tactic subtly. Now instead of demanding that everyone buy this camping package, they were issuing a challenge. “If you’re not going camping, if you’re not taking a break every once in a while, then what’s the point? I mean honestly, take a vacation! What are you doing with your life?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Kevin said to the television, without looking up. “But you’re not helping.”
 
   “Shouldn’t you be camping?” the second lady asked. “What are you doing right now?”
 
   “Going outside yet again,” Kevin said. “For a walk this time, because I don’t think I could run another step. But I’ve become some sort of obsessive exerciser, so I’ve got to go. No idea why. It makes me feel calm.” He flipped the television off and threw the remote on the bed. 
 
   “See you tomorrow night,” he said to the dark screen.
 
   


 
   
  
 



A Middle-Of-The-Night Showdown
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The girl was already gone from the couch, out of his apartment. Andrew had somehow managed to wake her and lead her out (or carry her out, for all Kevin knew) and put her into a cab. All without Kevin hearing a thing.
 
   The man was smooth.
 
   Kevin came down the elevator and walked through the lobby feeling self-conscious. It was one thing for his personal assistant to have a window into his personal life, but the doorman seemed like a different story. Kevin feared judgment. 
 
   Man goes out.
 
   Man comes back with a girl, one who has clearly had too much to drink.
 
   Man goes out and buys even MORE to drink.
 
   Girl is led out by a different man shortly after; she is dumped into a taxi like yesterday’s laundry.
 
   The whole scenario sounded like the opening sequence to a bad episode of Law and Order, and Kevin cringed just thinking about it. As he approached the door, he was relieved to see that there was a different man on duty. These doormen all looked similar thanks to their uniforms, but this man was clearly new. He was older than the others, and his face had a hollow, chiseled look that reminded Kevin of an endurance athlete. A professional bicycle racer or a runner.
 
   Guy’s been on a few late-night jogs of his own.
 
   Kevin nodded at the man as he passed, but he was surprised to see a stern look directed his way. He stopped. 
 
   “What?”
 
   The doorman shrugged, but his sharp face and cold eyes sucked the leniency out of the gesture. He waited an extra moment. “Everyone needs to rest,” he said finally.
 
   Kevin nodded, relieved to be getting off so easily. He had been picturing the doormen gossiping with one another during the shift change, relating Kevin’s sordid late-night comings and going. But no, this man was only worried about the hour.
 
   “Can’t sleep,” Kevin explained. “Taking a walk.” He pumped his arms quickly back and forth, as though illustrating a strange new concept in athletics. “No big deal.”
 
   The doorman shook his head. “I’m not talking about sleep,” he said, as though there had been a misunderstanding. “I mean rest. One is a luxury, the other is essential.”
 
   Kevin nodded again, but now something was off. The doorman was not stepping out of the way. 
 
   Kevin felt himself growing uncomfortable. 
 
   “Could you unlock the door?”
 
   The man stared at him for another moment, and Kevin wondered if this was going to turn into some kind of bizarre, middle-of-the-night showdown. But then the darkness left the man’s face, and all at once everything was normal again. He reached over and turned the bolt lock, opened the door, and released Kevin into the wild of the Manhattan streets.
 
   Kevin let out a little breath of air.
 
   Well, that was exciting.
 
   There was no traffic. He walked slowly toward the park, trying to keep his mind empty. Which didn’t work for long.
 
   Get ready.
 
   “Right, but I’m exhausted,” he said out loud.
 
   He was starting to realize how truly tired he really was, and he had to admit to himself that the doorman was right. Whether it was insomnia or anxiety or anything else, he was not letting himself recover properly. He considered going back and asking the man for advice; who better to discuss sleep deprivation than a night doorman? Plus, he was clearly a veteran, a man who had all kinds of experience with insomniacs. He was surely not part of the new crew like all the other men Kevin had met so far – 
 
   Hold on.
 
   Kevin stopped in his tracks. He was at the entrance to Central Park, but now he turned around and forced himself to run straight back the way he had come. His legs cried out to him, cried out that they had nothing left, but he ignored them. He demanded any and all energy left in his system, and he ran. It was only seven blocks back to his apartment, and this was important.
 
   Don’t go anywhere. Just stay there. I’m coming.
 
   He was on Park Avenue now. Five blocks to go.
 
   Wait for me.
 
   67th Street. Almost there.
 
   He put on a final surge of speed to cover the last block, and he was pleased to see how quickly he could still move. He came to the door and put his hand on the glass, and the door opened immediately. Kevin burst in, leaned over, and put a finger up, signaling the man to give him a second to catch his breath.
 
   “Okay,” he said finally. “Listen. When did you – ”
 
   But then Kevin stopped. He straightened up and looked at the doorman in shock and disappointment.
 
   It was not the same man.
 
   “Where’s the other guy?” Kevin demanded.
 
   The doorman looked back at him blankly. Baby-faced, sleepy. Like all the others.
 
   “The guy who was here five minutes ago,” Kevin said, his voice shaking with frustration. “Three minutes ago. Older, a little taller. He looks like an athlete.”
 
   A slow shake of the head. Confused and apologetic. “Sorry if you had to wait,” the doorman said. “I was in the bathroom for a second. Usually not too many people coming in and out this time of night, you know?” He gave Kevin a sheepish look, a look that asked for understanding.
 
   Can’t a man get a few minutes in the bathroom with a magazine now and then? It’s two-thirty in the morning.
 
   Kevin dropped his head and leaned against the door.
 
   Now the doorman was worried. “You okay?”
 
   “I’m fine. Don’t worry.”
 
   The man nodded with relief, and he waited to see which direction this tortured, out-of-breath late-night jogger was actually hoping to go. After a minute Kevin stood up again and headed out.
 
   “Have a good night,” the doorman called. His voice was still worried.
 
   Kevin was moving even more slowly now. He was going to take a long walk, maybe twice around the loop if he didn’t collapse first. At this pace, it would probably take him the rest of the night.
 
   Which would be fine. Anything to get to morning.
 
   


 
   
  
 



If He Can Survive
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The man with the chiseled face left his doorman uniform in a trashcan at the corner of Lexington and 68th, and then he ducked down a set of stairs leading to the subway. He rode the 6-train uptown for one stop, then got off and climbed the steps to the corner of 77th street. He reached into his pocket and took out a cellphone, its design identical to the one assigned to his primary mark. He whispered to the phone, and the screen lit up.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   The man began walking quickly uptown.
 
   “It’s me. I just left. Can’t go back, he got me. But that’s not why I’m calling. He’ll need to come in soon.” A pause. “No, that’s part of the problem. He’s not sleeping.” The man sped up briefly to cross the street ahead of oncoming traffic. He was very fast. His motions were sure and strong, a combination of power and quickness.
 
   “Right, I told him that,” the man said, sounding exasperated. “Which is why I had to leave. He came back.” 
 
   The man stopped and spun around suddenly, scanning the area behind him like a deer checking a meadow for hunters. Then he turned back and continued on his way.
 
   “Exactly,” he said. “And he’s not resting at all. That’s what I’m saying. He’ll have to come in. But listen, don’t get cute. Keep it simple. Give him the minimum.”
 
   Another pause.
 
   “No, otherwise he’s fine. Good progress, good focus. He’s picking it up. He’s quicker than I thought. What?” He put his hand on his head and looked at the sky. “Right. Sorry about that. He wasn’t supposed to remember that place at all. That cleaning woman was using a fake social, so we missed her. Got her out of there later that night, though. Beyond that, what can I do? The building’s there. If he wants to go sniffing around, it’s his choice. There’s nothing to find. It’s not going to hurt him.”
 
   The man glanced once more behind him, and then he ducked down the stairs to the subway stop on 86th street. The downtown platform.
 
   “No, I feel better now. I think he’ll be ready. All things considered, I’d say he’s doing well.” 
 
   Another pause. 
 
   “Well, obviously. If he can survive the next week and a half. That’s what I mean.”
 
   He ended the call and put the phone away.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Jacob Brought His Fist Down
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   When Kevin finally made it back to his apartment after his endless walk, it was 6AM, and faint light was making its way into the sky. He was shaking with fatigue, but he was still not sleepy. He felt as though he had just been given a large dose of coffee. Or maybe something stronger: adrenaline or bretylium or whatever a doctor would use to revive an addict who had overdosed on heroine. He could hear his own frantically racing heart pounding away in his ears.
 
   And now it was time to get ready for school.
 
   I’m not going to make it, he thought.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Five blocks away, in the apartment loft on 72nd street, Jacob Savian’s computer was making a soft humming noise. Someone was trying to place a video call.
 
   George Savian was in the near corner behind Jacob; he was busy positioning a huge mirror on the wall. The mirror would normally have taken two able-bodied men to hang, but George was not having any difficulty. He was holding it near one of the bottom corners, bracing it with a hand and one knee, and occasionally glancing behind him at his brother. “Here?”
 
   Jacob squinted and tried to judge the mirror’s angle. It didn’t look centered to him. But in any case he couldn’t concentrate with that humming sound coming from his computer. He spun around in his chair and punched the keyboard. “What?”
 
   The Organizer’s face popped into view. His expression was serious. There was something to report, but Jacob couldn’t tell whether it was good news or bad.
 
   “Let’s have it.”
 
   “There was a cop talking to some of our guys,” the Organizer said. “Asking questions.” The Organizer was speaking slowly. Treading lightly.
 
   “Okay. So?”
 
   “A bunch of questions. Writing things down.”
 
   “Right,” Jacob said impatiently. “Fine. That’s the whole point of the painters and the vans, isn’t it? Get everybody feeling nice and cozy. Just a bunch of painters, the same painters you see every day on that street. They’re always passing through with their van. Hey there, friendly painter guys. Good to see you.”
 
   The Organizer nodded. “Yes, you put it well.” He coughed, a superfluous gesture that Jacob found unsettling. The Organizer was not someone who stalled.
 
   “What is it?” Jacob said, his impatience turning to anxiety. “Stop hedging. What happened?”
 
   The Organizer let it out. “One of our men decided that the officer constituted an unacceptable risk.”
 
   Jacob tilted his head. “And?”
 
   “Our man killed the officer.”
 
   Jacob blinked several times, making him look like someone forced to step from a dark room into blinding sunlight. “Where?” he said finally.
 
   The Organizer took a breath. “Two blocks from the school.”
 
   Jacob brought his fist down on the keyboard, snapping the spacebar in two. The video connection ended abruptly, and the Organizer’s face disappeared from the screen. Jacob put his head down and gripped the edges of his desk.
 
   He stayed in this position for several minutes, thinking.
 
   Finally he seemed to come to a decision. He turned back to George, who was still patiently holding the enormous framed mirror in place. George did not seem to be struggling; his mind was elsewhere.
 
   “You can put that down,” Jacob said.
 
   George looked at the mirror as if he had forgotten he was holding it, and then he placed it gently on the ground. The huge frame made a creaking sound as it leaned against the wall.
 
   “Did you know that the first computer would have barely fit inside this room?” Jacob asked suddenly.
 
   George shook his head placidly, as if to demonstrate, with the gentle wag of his great, battering-ram of a head, that he simply did not care about such things.
 
   “It was huge, but it was still a miracle machine,” Jacob went on. “It could do all kinds of calculations faster than any human.” He patted the chair next to him, inviting George to come sit down. George obliged him. He had been thinking about his next painting, and he could afford to humor his brother for a few minutes. “Speed has always been the thing,” Jacob said. “It’s what makes computers useful. Watch.”
 
   He turned and began typing on one of the two remaining keyboards at his desk, and in seconds a map had appeared on the center monitor. “That search took less than a second of Google’s CPU time, and now I have the location of every police station in Manhattan. With a little more effort, I could find the name of every officer in the city. And if you put a bunch of people to work, they could dig up the home addresses of every single one of those officers.”
 
   George nodded. Excruciatingly boring, his expression said, but very nice. The painting was coming together in his mind, slowly and pleasantly. As a painting should. A winter scene this time, sleds on a hill. Maybe in the park.
 
   “But interpretation is a different matter,” Jacob was saying now. “The ability to rise above the data, to make sense of it all in an intelligent way – this is what computers will never be able to do.”
 
   “Okay,” George said gently, starting to get up from his chair. “Let’s get this mirror hung, and then I’m going to – ”
 
   “You have to listen to this,” Jacob said sharply. “You have to understand what we’re doing. Why we’re doing it.”
 
   George sighed and sat back down in his chair. “Maybe you could go ahead and get to it, then,” he said. “I hear you scheming every morning with your odd army-type friends on the computer, but you haven’t explained a thing.”
 
   “Be patient.”
 
   “I am.”
 
   They stared at each other silently for a moment, and then Jacob spoke again. “I want to explain the singularity,” he said slowly. He was trying to avoid sounding patronizing, and only partly succeeding.
 
   “Go for it.”
 
   Jacob nodded. “If this man, this Pascal Billaud, does manage to solve an NP problem, then computers will be intelligent. They will be able to interpret and synthesize.”
 
   “Okay,” George said. “Great. And then what?”
 
   “Nobody knows!” Jacob said, his voice rising suddenly. “And it’s not great. When a computer can solve an NP problem, anything’s possible. Computers can come up with new stuff. They can invent things. Actually create new ideas.”
 
   George nodded slowly. “Okay. Still with you. But it still sounds good. Interesting, at least.”
 
    “No. Not good at all. Because after that, it’s impossible to predict what will happen. The day after an NP solution is like a black hole – there’s no way to see what happens on the other side. Which is why we call that day the singularity.”
 
   George shook his head. “Nope. Lost you.”
 
   Jacob sighed. “If a computer could make up ideas, it would totally change the way we live. They could make even smarter computers on their own, and those new computers would come up with even better new ideas, and even better computers, and so on.”
 
   “Okay,” George said. “Smarter and smarter, and then it just accelerates from there.”
 
   “Right. Now, some people – ridiculous, ignorant people – think the singularity will mean some kind of apocalypse, some summer-movie nonsense about computers and robots taking over and enslaving the human race.”
 
   George rolled his eyes, but Jacob waved him off. “No, I know that’s stupid. Those people haven’t actually thought about it. But I have, and I know what I’m talking about. This is my field. And what’s scary, what’s really terrifying about the singularity, is that the robot-apocalypse people don’t know the half of it. It’s worse than what they think.” 
 
   Now Jacob pushed himself up to a standing position again. A rare feat, twice in two days. “The singularity will not be the end of us,” he went on. “But it will be the end of the human mind. All of this – ” He gestured to the walls of the huge apartment, to the contraptions and inventions, to the framed blueprints, and to the countless paintings higher up. “ – all of this will be rendered useless. Obsolete. Our brains will be obsolete.” Jacob lowered his head and sat down, looking unsteady and out of breath.
 
   George watched him uneasily. His brother was speaking nonsense, obviously. But he was also clearly convinced by his own ranting. He believed what he was saying.
 
   “I’m serious,” Jacob insisted, his voice rising again. “Once you give up the creative spark, you can’t reclaim it. And that spark is all we have. That spark is what separates us from the animals, what brings us closer to God. Sure, a monkey can use a tool to capture ants, and yes, a bird can build a nest, just as a spider can spin a web. But who designed the nest? Not the bird. And who thought up the web? Not the spider. Anyone can follow instructions; anyone can follow a plan. But when you’re the one who makes the plan, you’re doing something ethereal, something that only humans and God can do. Creating an idea is no less amazing than creating an entire world. The ability to invent even the simplest notion, to generate something from nothing, is the only ability that matters. And I’m not willing to give that ability away.”
 
   George was silent for a minute, thinking. He seemed to have no inclination to try dissuading his brother from these strange beliefs; Jacob had always been the stubborn one, after all. But George also seemed completely unimpressed. And he was still waiting. “You said you were going to explain what we were doing,” he said finally. 
 
   Jacob sighed. “You’re right. Here it is. Pascal Billaud might be close to solving an NP problem with a computer, which would mean he’s found a short-cut to the singularity. Because NP problems are related to all kinds of super-complex computing problems. And if you solve one, you solve them all.”
 
   George nodded, encouraging his brother to continue. He didn’t seem to feel that anything had been explained.
 
   “Billaud is the problem,” Jacob went on, “but he’s also the key. He’s the only one who can do it.”
 
   “The only one?”
 
   “Pascal Billaud is one in a million. In a billion. One in seven billion. I met him once, several years ago, at a conference in Washington. I could barely follow what he was saying. And I’m good at this stuff.”
 
   George gave a grudging nod. With this, at least, he was willing to agree.
 
   “Anyway, Billaud is an anomaly. He might be able to solve this problem, but nobody else could. Not even if he tried to explain it to them, or if he gave them all his notes. He’s like a professor working with third graders; they couldn’t help him if they tried. He either solves the whole thing, right to the end, or no one does.”
 
   Jacob paused, then frowned deeply. “Of course, until recently he’s been totally inaccessible. Locked away in some bunker while he works on this stuff.”
 
   “Nobody sees him?”
 
   “Well. Government people, I suppose. But nobody else.” Now a little smile found its way onto Jacob’s face. “Except for one thing. Mr. Billaud’s son just happens to go to school right here in Manhattan. A private, all-boys elementary school only a couple of blocks away from this apartment. And it turns out that Mr. Billaud is a bit of a softy. My sources say he’s going to show up at parents’ day next Friday.” Jacob put his hands up triumphantly, a prize fighter celebrating before the match had even begun.
 
   “So we’re going to go find him,” George said, finally understanding. “You’ll go talk to him on parents’ day and explain the risks. Why you think he should walk away from this project of his.”
 
   Jacob sat back slowly in his chair, and a small sigh escaped him. He waited a minute before answering. “George,” he said gently, “we’re not going to talk to him. He won’t agree, he won’t be convinced. And this is too important.”
 
   George waited for his brother to go on. But Jacob was silent. He stared back at him, and there was another long moment of quiet. Finally George turned and looked over his shoulder, at the mirror leaning against the wall. Then he got up and walked back to his chair in the far corner of the room. Jacob let him go.
 
   He turned to his computer, and then he called up the menu that let him place calls. In another moment a connection was made. The Organizer’s face came back into view.
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Send him here,” Jacob said quietly.
 
   “Who?”
 
   “The man who killed the officer. I want to talk to him.”
 
   “When?”
 
   “Tomorrow morning. Send him to my apartment.”
 
   “He’ll be there.”
 
   Jacob tapped the keyboard to end the call. He looked again in the direction of his brother. George was back in his work corner, drawing what looked like practice sketches for his next painting. His large hands moved steadily over the broad sheet of paper, and his head was leaned to one side. He was calming himself.
 
   He’ll come around, Jacob thought. But first we have to deal with this cop-killing idiot. 
 
   Jacob began typing on his computer. The path was still clear – he knew what had to be done – but he didn’t like the idea of spilling blood this early in the process. Staying on schedule was key.
 
   The schedule might have to be modified, he thought.
 
   He pulled up a calendar application.
 
   Plan B. Just in case.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Part 3 – Crashing
 
   


 
   
  
 



Embarrassing Yourself
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Kevin tried to pull himself together. He showered and shaved, and Andrew fed him a good breakfast. Kevin thanked him and tried to put on a brave, now-I-can-do-it face, but he still felt like throwing up. He was simply too tired. And his mind was going in circles, jumping from one thing to another without warning. He couldn’t focus.
 
   The fourteenth floor; an office that’s not really an office, it comes and goes as needed, like a cheap movie set.
 
   A huge apartment and an assistant. Great, except all the doormen have been replaced recently, not counting the one who spoke to me. The one who disappeared last night.
 
   No memory of the last three months, but a memory like a computer when it comes to new stuff. Spanish and physics, for example.
 
   Not a wink of sleep for three days
 
   Inconsistent time.
 
   Beautiful Emily Beck.
 
   That last one almost brought a smile. He managed to keep an image of her in his mind for a few seconds, and this was enough to get him on his feet and out the door. Andrew tried to push some kind of pastry into his hands before he left, but he waved him off. He didn’t want to lose his momentum. He thought of Emily’s light blue skirt and her simple white shirt and those fierce, bright eyes, and he was able to push the button for the lobby. He was able to walk out of the building and head uptown. He was moving slowly, taking tiny little steps that made it look as though he had injured himself somehow, but at least he was moving.
 
   Emily.
 
   The last three days had been maybe the worst, most confusing days of his life, but there was no denying the wonder of that woman. She glowed like the birthday girl at the party, the bride at the wedding. She seemed to smile more often than everyone else, and yet it seemed only natural that she would be smiling, as natural as it was for Ron Clemson to be scowling. Kevin tried to picture her coming up to him, tried to imagine her talking to him and smiling that beautiful smile, and he followed this dream all the way to 74th street, followed it like a dog following the mechanical rabbit around a race track. He didn’t care that it was a dream, didn’t care that he was chasing a mirage. It pulled him forward, and that was enough.
 
   He saw Danny at the entrance, greeting students as he had been the day before, and Kevin wrenched himself out of his fantasy. Prepared himself for friendly banter. But before he could say anything, he saw Danny’s expression fall. Again like yesterday, but this was more severe.
 
   “Kevin,” Danny said. His voice was a whisper. He propped the entryway door open with a small wooden wedge at his feet and left the students to walk in on their own. His eyes were dark with concern. “My friend, you look terrible. Talk to me.”
 
   Kevin shook his head. He tried to smile sheepishly as he had the day before. “Had a couple of drinks,” he said, and did his best to make it sound like a devilish admission, an acknowledgement that things did not look good, but that it was all in good fun. That he would be fine in a bit, once he got himself hydrated, or did a few stretches, or ate half a banana. Or something.
 
   But Danny’s look of concern did not soften. He put his broad hands on Kevin’s shoulders, as though worried that Kevin might topple over without warning. “You need some sleep,” Danny said.
 
   “I know.”
 
   “I’m serious. Go home. Take a day. Sleep this off, whatever it is.”
 
   Kevin shook his head. “No way,” he said, and meant it. He suddenly realized that he needed to be here, that he wanted to be teaching a class right now.
 
   I’m not going back to my huge, silent house and my trim, mercilessly efficient butler. Not before I’ve had some normal human interaction. Middle-school kids are better than nothing.
 
   He shook his head again and then looked back steadily at Danny, and he tried to show him that he would not be persuaded. Neither man blinked.
 
   For a moment Kevin was worried time might be slowing down.
 
   Oh, Jesus. Say something. Move. Anything to – 
 
   But then Danny sighed, dropped his hands from Kevin’s shoulders, and pressed his lips together in a way that made him look briefly like Andrew; it was the same resigned, worried expression. “Okay,” he said quietly, and turned without another word to resume his greeting duties.
 
   Kevin brushed past him, walked into the building, and headed upstairs as fast as he could.
 
   Which was not very fast.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   He had only two classes scheduled before lunch, but even this was almost too much. During the first one he had to sit down without warning; he found himself breathing hard, as if he had just been running vigorously in place rather than writing an example on the board. He caught several of the students giving him strange looks, but they were now far too wary of him to say anything. Mr. Brooks was not someone to be trifled with, and asking him why he looked as if he were about to keel over seemed risky. Maybe the question would come out sounding rude, and he would send you to Principal Stewart or, far worse, hurl you against the wall, which was rumored to be Mr. Brooks’ preferred method of discipline. Not to mention that Mr. Brooks, even in his clearly weakened state, looked like a man who could throw an 8th-grade boy against a wall as if that boy were nothing but a medium-sized piece of Play-Doh. In the students’ imaginations, the hurled boy would stick to the wall for a moment – just like Play-Doh would – before sliding slowly down to the ground in a regretful and well-kneaded heap.
 
   So they kept quiet and stole glances at him when they thought he wasn’t looking. He noticed, but he was too tired to care. 
 
   He made it through the class, through his free period, and then it was time to head down to the lab. Walking down the stairs was a challenge, and when he arrived he had to put his hand on the doorframe and puff a few times, much the way Ron Clemson had done on the first day. But at least he was there. And now he could sit.
 
   He gave them a project to work on and hoped they would ignore him. Which they did, for the most part. 
 
   But then, halfway through the class, Anselm Billaud came to speak to him.
 
   Suddenly here was this boy, Anselm, in front of him, his face very serious, his brows knitted together under his thick curtain of blond, bowl-cut hair, as though he had come to report to Mr. Brooks that his computer had begun to melt or that he needed very badly to visit the bathroom. He stood there for a moment, so silent and serious, and Kevin grew worried.
 
   “Anselm?”
 
   “Mr. Brooks.” His voice the barest whisper.
 
   “Yes. I’m right here.” Kevin tried to mirror the tone, the confidential, careful secrecy of the boy’s voice. “What is it?”
 
   Anselm paused. His face grew even more serious, his lips tight and bloodless. “You should go to a doctor,” he said finally.
 
   Kevin let his eyes shut for a moment. He was absurdly touched by Anselm’s concern, the more so somehow because of the boy’s age, and in his surprise and gratitude he could not summon the proper excuse. The proper lie. Kevin opened his eyes. “You might be right,” he said, without thinking. A nearly unforgivable act, to let such a boy shoulder even a fraction of a teacher’s burden, an adult’s burden, by confessing to a life outside the school, a life that could be anything but seamless. An E.R. attending did not tell the patient with the blood infection that he had been working for thirteen hours straight; a firefighter did not tell the grandmother with the charred third floor that he had not slept in the last two days, or that he had not seen his family since the weekend. These were private things, separate things, and Anselm should not have had to hear his concern justified. He should have been shooed away with a shake of the head and a smile, told that his teacher had eaten a bad bunch of scrambled eggs that morning, eggs that were just working their way through his system. But Kevin Brooks was not himself, and he allowed himself a moment – a single moment – to let this 10-year-old boy share a small piece of what had become, at last, an unbearable load.
 
   Anselm was up to the task. He did not look away, did not repeat his recommendation that Kevin see a doctor. He stood there and gave support, simply by sharing the knowledge that Mr. Brooks was in pain. And by saying nothing more.
 
   At last Kevin took a breath and sat back, and finally he was able to do what was necessary. He nodded once, curtly and with a forced strength, and thanked Anselm as though he were thanking him for a neatly-typed homework assignment. “Everything’s okay,” he said, and he pointed the boy back to his chair.
 
   Anselm waited an extra half-second. Then he turned and walked back to his computer. He resumed work, and did not seem distracted. Kevin went back to giving advice and answering questions, and the clock kept ticking. Anselm did not look his way again.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Lunch time came, and Kevin felt an easing in his chest, something close to eagerness.
 
   Emily would be there.
 
   Maybe they could even sit together, assuming Elias Worth managed to avoid getting his skull cracked today. There was a subdued air in the cafeteria; many of the teachers were watching the student area more closely than usual, hoping to avoid – for the rest of the year, the rest of the decade, the century – anything like what had happened to Elias the day before. Kevin was glad for the relative calm; he wanted noise, discussion, activity… but not chaos. He chose his food carefully, trying to skip things that would nauseate him the way breakfast had, and by the end of the cafeteria line his tray held only a plain baked potato and a small saucer of green Jell-O. He looked up and scanned the room for Ms. Beck, hoping for an empty seat. And perhaps Clemson or Jean nearby, for deniability. 
 
   No, what? I’m not sitting next to you. I’m just sitting across from my pal Ron. On the first day, he told me I didn’t seem like a jackass. And he’s impressed by all my money. He’s kind of a dick, but he’s my boy, you know?
 
   Kevin spotted her, and he walked as quickly as he could to the table where she was sitting. Jean was right there, bless him. Who didn’t like Jean? Kevin nodded at him and sat down gingerly, privately congratulating himself for not dropping his tray on the way over. He was enjoying a surge of energy from the prospect of talking to Emily, and he even managed to pull his chair under himself smartly, and to sit up almost straight. He was on the point of leaning over to her and saying something, saying anything to start a conversation, but at that moment she turned and looked at him as though he had insulted her. She picked up her tray, gave him a withering look while wrinkling her nose, and stood up briskly. Then she was gone.
 
   Kevin felt the energy from a moment ago run out of him in a sickening rush. He sagged in his chair. His mouth hung open, frozen in the middle of starting a conversation that had never happened. He turned to Jean with a helpless, questioning look. 
 
   Jean, who had witnessed this two-second scene of rejection unfold, looked back at Kevin with evident discomfort. The discomfort of one who has to say something both unpleasant and, even worse, true. He leaned forward. “Here’s the problem,” Jean said, his voice low and embarrassed. “You actually don’t smell that good today. Do you need a doctor or something?”
 
   Kevin felt his face go hot. Of all the strange and frightening things that he had endured over the last three days, this was easily the worst. I showered this morning, he wanted to shout. I put on deodorant and I shaved and I brushed my teeth. He felt as if he were silently protesting to the ghost of his own mother, who would surely be standing over him with a wagging finger and a disapproving expression right now. And I didn’t even feel like doing any of that stuff, he wanted to add. I’m exhausted. I deserve some credit for cleaning myself. For toweling off. For putting on pants without falling down. All those things are way, way harder than you people think.
 
   Jean, meanwhile, continued to look at Kevin with a disturbing combination of pity, sympathy, and poorly concealed disgust. The list of personality traits that Jean Lengard was willing to look past in a potential friend was long and varied, but poor hygiene was decidedly not on that list. He seemed on the verge of telling Kevin to go take a bath. Or to go stand in front of a powerful hose, if necessary.
 
   The two of them were spared any more indignity by the sudden presence of Principal Stewart, who appeared at Kevin’s side as quickly and silently as Emily had left it. She was there. And then she was sitting next to him. And then leaning over and talking to him in a low voice, the same voice that everyone seemed to be using with Kevin today.
 
   “Take the afternoon,” Ms. Stewart said. Unlike Danny or Anselm or even Jean, Ms. Stewart did not use a tone of voice to imply suggestion. There was only firm and unquestionable authority. The concern was there, yes. But concern was the dressing, not the meat. “Take the rest of the day and go see a doctor,” she said. “And then get some rest. Take tomorrow too, if you need it.”
 
   Kevin was about to protest, was about to try smiling and lying and saying that no such thing was necessary, but the principal cut him off with a little shake of her head. “You can take your baked potato with you,” she added. A ridiculous idea, and Kevin had a brief image of himself walking along the sidewalk, biting into a large potato as if it were an apple. But the point Ms. Stewart was making was clear, shining through the hard light coming from her eyes.
 
   Leave right now. Go get your shit together. You’re embarrassing yourself and everyone around you.
 
   Kevin nodded. He gave Jean a glance that he hoped conveyed some measure of apology, and he stood carefully, trying not to let the principal or anyone else see how difficult the process of standing had suddenly become. Then he walked stiffly out of the cafeteria, to the stairs that led to the exit.
 
   When he was gone, Jean Lengard let out a little breath of air. Ms. Stewart returned to her table, back to her lunch. Jean took another moment before picking up his fork to begin eating again. He was hoping to let some of the smell clear the area first.
 
   “Lord,” he said quietly, to no one.
 
   


 
   
  
 



He Needed Help
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Kevin stumbled outside into the light, his hands out in front of him as if he were trying to walk a tightrope. He forced himself to stop, to plant his feet and look at a fixed, steady point on the wall of the building across the street. He took a breath. Let it out slowly. Took in another, but only through his nose this time.
 
   I smell.
 
   He couldn’t smell it himself – body odor or the ammonia of old sweat or his feet or whatever it was – which made it worse. He was like a kid with a kick-me sign on his back, oblivious to the joke being played on him. The indignity of actually being repellant, of being gross, was especially upsetting, and how would he know when he had solved the problem? Whom would he ask?
 
   Andrew, come over here. Get a whiff of this. What do you think?
 
   Also, what was the range of this thing? Were people on the other side of the street being forced to endure his stench? He looked around wildly, half-expecting to see passersby scattering from his vicinity in a panic, waving their arms and sprinting away like soldiers running from a live grenade. But there was no one else on the sidewalk, no one even on the entire block except for a few painters shuffling supplies between two white vans. If they noticed Kevin’s smell, they certainly weren’t showing it. Then again, maybe their noses were fried from inhaling paint fumes all day long.
 
   “I really do need a doctor,” he said out loud, to the street and to the parked cars. He took that fancy cellphone out of his pocket and turned it on. Then he stopped and considered. 
 
   I have no idea where to start.
 
   It had been years since he had been to a doctor. There were surely hundreds, probably thousands of primary-care physicians in New York City. But how did you find one from scratch?
 
   I’ll call Lennox Hill, he decided. If they didn’t do check-ups at the hospital, then someone there would at least be able to point him in the right direction. He pulled up the keypad on the phone, and he was about to dial information when something occurred to him.
 
   He switched to the home screen, pushed the “Contacts” tile, and the list popped up. There it was: “Doctor,” a contact entry so impossibly vague as to be essentially useless. Kevin pushed the listing and held the phone up.
 
   “Yes?”
 
   Startled, he took the phone away from his head for a moment. The pick-up had come at once, even before the sound of ringing from the other end. He held it to his ear again. “Hello?” 
 
   “Yes?” It was a man’s voice. Calm and patient. Ready.
 
   “Hi,” Kevin said uncertainly. “My name is Kevin Brooks. I need, uh…”
 
   What, exactly? Well for starters: a cure for three months’ worth of amnesia, a watch that works no matter what, some industrial-strength sleeping pills, and a stick of weapons-grade deodorant.
 
   “A checkup,” he managed to say.
 
   “Fine,” said the voice. “Today?”
 
   “Oh,” Kevin said, startled again. He had expected to be told to come in next month sometime. “That would be great.”
 
   “When can you be here? Half an hour?”
 
   “Sure. Thank you. Wow, that’s… wait, where are you?”
 
   “64th between Park and Lexington. 136. First floor. The doorman will show you.”
 
   “Okay. And should I – ”
 
   But the voice was gone. Kevin looked at the phone. The call had ended.
 
   What just happened?
 
   He had made an appointment for a checkup, apparently. But he still didn’t know the doctor’s name. And what kind of doctor was willing to make a same-day appointment? A same-hour appointment?
 
   Maybe somewhere in the Midwest, somewhere with a population density that was offset by great swaths of prairies and plains, by fields of corn and by herds of cattle and sheep. But not in Manhattan.
 
   And who had put that contact in his cell phone in the first place?
 
   Maybe it was me. I hired Andrew, didn’t I? And he’s been working out all right so far.
 
   He stood there in the middle of the street for a minute, watching the painters loading and unloading their vans. His decision process didn’t take long.
 
   I don’t have any choice.
 
   He needed help. Immediately. It had been less than three days, and he was going insane. He was falling apart. Mentally and physically. He wouldn’t make it another day on his own.
 
   He began walking, slowly and carefully, in the direction of the doctor’s office. It was only eight blocks away. “This had better be a pretty good doctor,” he said to the ground. And to his feet, which were moving with agonizing slowness. 
 
   The three painters, nearly finished loading up their tools and supplies into the white vans for the day, spared a glance for the large, stooped-over man who went shuffling past them. He was young and strong-looking, this man. And yet he seemed injured. Or drugged. He seemed barely able to walk. His breathing was labored, and he was muttering to himself.
 
   “Only in the city,” one of them said under his breath, after the big man had passed by.
 
   


 
   
  
 



The Syringe Was In His Neck
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   After what seemed like an eternity of walking, Kevin made it to 64th street. He was proud of himself.
 
   He came to the awning marked 136, and if he had had the strength he would have put his head back and yodeled in self-congratulation. The doorman opened the door, took one look at him, and pointed wordlessly to a door ten feet away, just across the main lobby. 
 
   It was a chasm to Kevin Brooks, but he would cross it.
 
   He made it to the door, and then he managed to summon the strength to knock. The door opened, and there was the doctor. He was dressed in the standard white coat, a stethoscope draped over his neck in the classic boa style. He stepped back to let Kevin in, pulling him gently toward him and inside like a father welcoming a wounded, long lost son.
 
   Kevin saw the flash of something sharp, a tiny needle in the doctor’s hand, and before he had the chance to even open his mouth in protest the syringe was in his neck. He barely felt it go in. Then the doctor pulled the needle back, and now he was holding Kevin under the arms, holding him gently, supporting his weight, saying nothing. 
 
   Waiting.
 
   A surge of clarity. Of strength and life and light.
 
   Kevin stood back quickly. Stood up. “What was that?” he said, his fear and energy rising like the mercury in a superheated thermometer. “What did you just do to me?”
 
   “That’s more like it,” the doctor said, assessing Kevin with a critical eye. He looked him up and down as though checking for cuts and bruises. He seemed pleased. “Better now?” 
 
   “Better?” Kevin was flabbergasted. “You can’t just stick someone with a needle, you can’t – ”
 
   But then he stopped himself. He was aware, even as he was speaking, of the silly, petulant sound of his own voice. He took a breath and felt his legs underneath him. They were supporting him perfectly well. Naturally. As they were supposed to do. The doctor regarded him calmly. Still with that critical eye, and still looking pleased. “Thank you,” Kevin said finally.
 
   “Your welcome,” the doctor said. “Now, let’s get to it.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Doctor Petak
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Who are you?” Kevin asked. He was still feeling uneasy. This man had helped him, that much was undeniable. But he was not accustomed to having strange people stick him in the neck with needles. Then again, he was accustomed to nothing that had been going on for the last three days.
 
   “I’m your doctor,” the man said, extending a hand. “Dr. Petak.”
 
   Kevin shook his hand, grateful again for the strength that had somehow returned to him. He was able to stand up straight, to shake with a firm grip. And to think with some measure of clarity. 
 
   “Since when?”
 
   “Since now.”
 
   “What did you give me?”
 
   Petak shook his head. “Nothing you’ve heard of.”
 
   “I’d still like to know.”
 
   “It was a combination of things, actually.”
 
   “What things?”
 
   The doctor sighed. “Illegal things, Mr. Brooks. Things that will get you through the next few hours. Things you don’t want to know you’ve taken, in case anyone asks you later on.”
 
   Kevin looked around him, at the little room that seemed to be Petak’s waiting area. Then he looked over Petak’s shoulder as if scanning for hidden cameras. “What are you talking about? Who’s going to ask me?”
 
   “No one. I’m only being cautious. Let’s go into the examination room, shall we?”
 
   “Why?”
 
   The doctor opened his hands, and he gave Kevin a pleading look. “Mr. Brooks, the standard practice is to conduct evaluations not in the waiting room, but in the place that contains actual diagnostic tools. Ophthalmoscope, tongue depressors, that sort of thing. We can proceed out here if you prefer, but in either case I will be able to accomplish nothing, nothing at all, if I don’t have your trust. Were it not for the injection I just gave you, I believe you would be down on my carpet at this moment. Probably unconscious, and possibly worse.”
 
   Kevin nodded silently. For the second time in less than five minutes, he was feeling like a spoiled little boy. “You’re right.”
 
   “Fine. So, in the office or on a couch?”
 
   “The office.”
 
   “After you, then.”
 
   They stepped into the examination room, which was completely unremarkable. It looked like every doctor’s office Kevin had ever been in. The padded table with the strip of sanitary paper pulled over it, the small tool chest with cotton swabs and a thermometer on top, the little wall rack with the stainless steel tools for checking eyes and ears and reflexes, and the other wall rack with the blood pressure cuff. “Okay, sit down,” Petak said. “Let’s have a look and a listen.”
 
   Kevin sat on the table, and Petak checked his eyes, his heart, his breathing, and his blood pressure. Petak was very quick; the entire process lasted less than a minute. “Fine,” he said, and took a step back. He squinted his eyes and peered at Kevin. “You look terrible, but you’re alive and still walking. Which is pretty good under the circumstances.”
 
   “What are my circumstances? What’s happening to me?”
 
   “Relax. That’s what we’re going to figure out. Tell me all your symptoms.”
 
   Kevin frowned. “You won’t believe me.”
 
   “Yes I will. Stop acting like a fool and just tell me.”
 
   “I can’t – ” Kevin stopped. He studied Petak’s face, which was still as calm and open as it had been since the first moment Kevin had arrived. There was nothing to suggest subterfuge about the man. No hint of guile, or even humor. He was a doctor, asking his patient to explain the problem. Kevin felt his shoulders go down an inch, and he exhaled. He discovered that even the prospect of telling someone about his situation made him feel better.
 
   “I haven’t slept in three days.”
 
   “Right,” Petak said, as if Kevin had told him he had a tickle in his throat. “Haven’t slept much, or not at all? This is important.”
 
   “Not at all. Not for one second since – ”
 
   Since what? Since waking up sitting at a desk in an empty classroom? Was I sleeping before that? I don’t know.
 
   “ – since Tuesday morning,” he finished.
 
   “Okay,” Petak said. “Keep going.”
 
   “I can’t remember anything that happened to me before this past Tuesday. For three months before that.
 
   “Okay, what else?”
 
   “Um. That’s pretty much it.”
 
   Petak opened his hands again, and his expression darkened. “Cut it out,” he said, and now there was a trace of annoyance in his voice. “What else?”
 
   Kevin hesitated. But then he seemed to realize that keeping silent was useless, and after another moment he gave up entirely. “I’m hearing voices,” he said. “I’m supposed to get ready for something. I’m supposed to be doing something.”
 
   Petak was nodding. “Good, okay. What else?”
 
   “Time stops every so often,” Kevin said. He figured he would keep spilling his guts until Petak gave him a skeptical look. But the doctor continued to look only mildly interested. Bored, even.
 
   Yes, many of my patients have complained about time stopping. It’s a bug that’s been going around. Make sure you get enough fluids.
 
   “Sometimes it only slows down,” Kevin added, trying to clarify. “But sometimes it honestly seems to come to a complete halt. Clocks stop moving. It’s driving me nuts.”
 
   “Right, what else?”
 
   Seriously? No questions about the time thing?
 
   Petak made a rolling, beckoning gesture. “Come on, what else?”
 
   Kevin considered. “On the plus side, I can read like a machine. My memory for new information seems really good all of a sudden.”
 
   The doctor nodded. He looked satisfied now, and Kevin had the impression that Petak had simply been waiting for Kevin to speak these things aloud. That he had known all his symptoms before he had even walked through the door. It was a disquieting thought, but it was also strangely comforting. If Petak knew all these things, then maybe he really could help.
 
   “Oh, and apparently I smell like absolute piss,” Kevin said. He tried to smile good naturedly. “Which you probably already noticed. Not sure if that’s related or if I just need to change soaps, but I’m trying not to leave anything out.”
 
   The doctor grinned for the first time. “Right. Good job.” He reached over and put a hand on Kevin’s arm, as though to congratulate him for his willingness to open up. “You’re going to be all right,” he said. “And except for the exhaustion – which we’ll address – physically you seem okay. Better than okay, actually. Much stronger and fitter than before.”
 
   Something clicked in Kevin’s head.
 
   “Wait. You’ve seen me before this? When?”
 
   Petak nodded. He wagged his head from side to side, counting to himself. “Almost two months ago.”
 
   Kevin felt his legs go numb. He was glad he was already sitting down, otherwise he thought he might have collapsed on the spot. This man was a connection, an actual link to whatever had happened to him. To whatever had started all this. He knew it all, he knew everything, he – 
 
   “I don’t know that much,” Petak said, reading the excitement in Kevin’s eyes. And doing his best to squelch it.
 
   “What?” Kevin’s voice rose in desperation. “No, you have to.” This was not fair. There was no one left. No one to guide him, no one to help. No one who could understand any part of what he was going through. All at once Kevin could feel his shoulders starting to shake. 
 
   His eyes were welling up.
 
   “Jesus,” he said. He rubbed awkwardly at his face. “Sorry.”
 
   “It’s okay,” the doctor said, his hand still on Kevin’s arm. “You haven’t slept in over 72 hours, and I just gave you a cocktail of uppers strong enough to send a smaller man straight to a crash cart. I’d be worried if you weren’t emotional.”
 
   “Just tell me what’s happening.”
 
   “I’ll give it a shot. You won’t think it’s enough, but believe me when I tell you that my only concern is your health. I’m your doctor. I’ve been given enough information to help you through this. But beyond that, I’m as much in the dark as you are.”
 
   “Given information? By whom?”
 
   Petak smiled. “Most of it by you.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



I’m Practically Dead
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “What?” 
 
   Kevin frowned and put a hand over his eyes. He still didn’t understand.
 
   “When you came to see me the first time,” Petak explained, “you told me you’d volunteered for something. A position with the government. You wouldn’t tell me what the position was, but you said the application involved submitting to a new procedure.”
 
   Kevin put his hand down, and his eyes went wide. “What kind of procedure?”
 
   Petak shook his head. “No idea. You wouldn’t tell me that either. Frankly, you didn’t seem too clear on the details yourself. But you had a list of possible side effects, and you told me I’d need to be ready for another visit. You also said you wouldn’t remember anything when we next met.”
 
   “Possible side effects?”
 
   “Right,” the doctor said, and shrugged. “Seems you got hit pretty much on the nose as far as those are concerned, but I was ready for the worst-case scenario. Why do you think I had that syringe all set to go?”
 
   Kevin took another deep breath, and he tried to steady himself. The idea of piecing together information that he himself had provided was making his head spin, and he was distracted. He needed to refocus on what was important.
 
   Like keeping myself from going insane, for example. That’s the place to start.
 
   “Let’s talk about the voices,” Kevin said. “What do I need to get ready for? What’s so important? Because as far as I can tell, I don’t work for the government. I’m a math teacher. What’s this position you’re saying I tried to get?”
 
   Petak nodded. “That’s the one big thing I know.” The man held up a single finger, and Kevin leaned forward. “I’m not sure if this is good news or bad, but I can tell you this much: you didn’t get picked for that position.”
 
   Kevin blinked. He sat back on the examination table and stared at the doctor. “Did not get picked?” He let out an exasperated sigh. “Then what am I doing here? Why am I going through all this ridiculous stuff?” He pointed behind him, as though indicating the world outside the office. “I’ve got this huge new apartment,” he said, waving his hands to show that words and gestures were insufficient to convey the sheer size, the sheer vastness of his new place. “And a personal assistant. A butler, Doctor. I don’t need a butler, and I don’t need that apartment. Why did I move? Why do I have a babysitter? And why do I feel like one of my doormen was keeping track of me?”
 
   Petak’s forehead may have tightened just briefly at this last piece of information, but then the look was gone. The skin went smooth. He shook his head again, his expression still calm and imperturbable. “I have no idea. But again, what I do know is that you can relax. You don’t need to get ready. That voice is a residual part of the procedure, whatever it was. It makes you nervous, makes you feel paranoid, as if you have to do something. As if people are conspiring against you, or as if you’re being followed. But none of that is true. You can ignore those feelings, and you can ignore that voice.”
 
   Kevin shook his head. “It’s not like shutting a window, doc. It’s in me. It’s why I can’t sleep.”
 
   “I know, but I’m going to help you deal with it; you gave me information on this part, too. It’s important to start with the facts, and here’s the biggest one: you don’t need to get ready. For anything. They told me that every applicant has to go through what you’re experiencing, but only the one who’s picked actually has to follow through. You don’t have to follow through. All you have to do is get through to next Saturday.”
 
   Kevin laughed, which hurt his stomach. “There’s no way, I can’t possibly – ”
 
   “You can. Nine days, and everything goes back to normal. Everything you’re going through will wear off by then.”
 
   “Let me bring you up to speed,” Kevin said. “It’s been three days so far. I’m having a great time with whatever ultra-cocaine concoction you just stuck me with, but it’s going to wear off eventually. And I assume you’re not supposed to give me too many doses of something like that. Without you here, I’m practically dead. How am I going to get through a whole week and a half?”
 
   “Sleep is the first thing.”
 
   “I told you, I can’t. I’ve tried everything. Sleeping pills, booze, running around the park until I’m ready to fall down. And I’ve watched some really bad television.”
 
   “Which is exactly why you’re having so much difficulty. Listen to what you just said: you’re taking drugs, drinking too much, and exercising to the point of collapse. You’re killing yourself. Stop trying so hard.”
 
   “But I have to get to sleep.”
 
   “Well, yes and no. Sleep itself is regulated by the hypothalamus, and yours is apparently scrambled for the time being. So we need to create a viable alternative. In other words, what we need is to find your equivalent of sleep.”
 
   “Which means?”
 
   “Well, what calms you down? Over the last three days, when have you felt the least agitated? The least worked up?”
 
   Kevin thought back. He didn’t need to think for long. “When I was reading. Non-fiction stuff, studying. I barely noticed the time going by.”
 
   “Excellent. You’ve got a bookcase in this grand new apartment of yours?”
 
   “Bet your ass. I’m like a local library branch over there. You should see this thing.”
 
   “Good. So every night at ten o’clock, get yourself a big stack of serious non-fiction, lie down on the couch, and just read until six the next morning. And don’t move, except to turn the pages or pick up another book. Your body needs an extended period of very low metabolism to recover each day, and that’s what we’re going to give it. This isn’t a perfect solution, but it’ll be good enough. Set an alarm so that you know when you’re done. Scheduling and consistency, those are the key things.”
 
   Kevin was nodding slowly now. He could picture doing what the doctor was advising. It made sense. In fact, he felt foolish for not having used exactly this strategy on his own. “And I should stop exercising?”
 
   “No. But don’t overdo it. Be normal, or as normal as possible. The symptoms you’re experiencing are shoving you around, and that’s understandable. But it’s your job to shove back. Force your life into a routine, an ordinary rhythm. Eat, go to work, talk to friends, exercise, watch a little bit of television, and rest – or in your case, read – and then repeat.”
 
   “I think I can do that.”
 
   “Of course you can. And ignore those voices, but don’t worry if they’re still bugging you. Remember that your only job is to stick to the routine. You don’t have to get ready for anything; you just have to make it through to the end of next week.”
 
   Kevin nodded again. He took a slow breath, and then he stood up carefully from the examination table. “How long until the stuff in that needle wears off?”
 
   “You’ve got maybe another hour and a half. But don’t push it.”
 
   “One errand back at school,” Kevin said. “Then back home to read on the couch. Promise.”
 
   “All right. Call me again if you need anything else. But I think you’re going to be fine.” He wrinkled his nose. “And incidentally, that odor problem will fix itself once you’ve gotten some rest. Your chemistry’s a little out of whack at the moment, is all.”
 
   Kevin put his hand out. “Thanks for the help.”
 
   “My pleasure.”
 
   “And… do you have my insurance information already?”
 
   Petak startled him by laughing. “Kevin, I don’t take insurance. Ever. You’re my only patient at the moment, and you paid in advance. Two months ago, as a matter of fact.”
 
   Just like with Andrew, Kevin thought ruefully. I’m really throwing my money around.
 
   “How much?”
 
   Petak smiled and shook his head. “You don’t want to know,” he said. He made a shooing motion with his hands, ushering Kevin out of the office.
 
   “Well, but approximately how much – ”
 
   “You do not want to know,” Petak repeated. “I don’t want you passing out before you get home. ”
 
   “That bad?”
 
   “Worse.”
 
   “But I can call you again if I need to?”
 
   “Kevin, you can come see me once a week until your fortieth birthday if you want.”
 
   Kevin put his head into his hands for a moment. He had heard enough. He left the office, walked through the lobby and out on to the street, and he was on his way.
 
   A week and a half to go, he thought. No problem.
 
    
 
    
 
   The man with the chiseled face waited a full ten minutes after he saw Kevin Brooks leave the doctor’s office. Then he moved from his lookout spot on the opposite corner. He entered the building, walked through the lobby, and knocked sharply on Petak’s door.
 
   The door opened, and Petak frowned when he saw who it was. The man pushed past him into the waiting room, and Petak closed the door.
 
   “What did you tell him?” the man with the chiseled face demanded.
 
   


 
   
  
 



You People Are Like Bugs
 
    
 
    
 
   “I told him what he needed to hear,” Petak said coldly.
 
   “Congratulations,” the other man said, and he took a step toward Petak. They were less than a foot apart now. “But what did you tell him?”
 
   Petak held his ground. “Craig, do you know – ” He stopped. Suddenly he seemed pensive. “By the way, is Craig your first name or your last?”
 
   Craig narrowed his eyes. Irrelevant question. Stop stalling.
 
   The doctor shrugged. He started again, his voice as cold as before. “Craig, do you know the optimal state of mind for learning? For aptitude, recall, and assimilation?”
 
   “I asked you to tell me what – ”
 
   “I’m telling you what I told him, Craig. I’m explaining it, because you people are like bugs. You can see approximately five inches in any direction, and you’re fairly certain that the world outside that radius is populated entirely by food, predators, and prey. With nothing else in between. But that’s not actually the case, so just try to be quiet and listen for one goddamned minute. Can you do that, Craig Craigerson?”
 
   Craig glared at the doctor, but he did not respond.
 
   “Thank you. The answer, of course, is a calm state of mind. To learn effectively, you need to be at peace. Agitation is terrible for your brain, whether induced pharmacologically, physically, or psychologically. Both time and resources are wasted while the body is busy handling a cascade of physiological and chemical responses. Blood vessels constrict. The adrenal glands kick into gear. The heart and lungs go into overdrive. It’s a mess.”
 
   “Get to the point.”
 
   Petak smiled sourly. “The point, Craiginator, is you don’t want him stressed. You want him cool. Calm.”
 
   “Uh-huh,” said Craig, who was now scanning the waiting room as though looking for something to hit Petak over the head with. “That’s terrific.” He walked over to a picture hanging on the wall, a pastel of a giant sailboat on the ocean, and he tilted his head at it like a collector. “So now, for the last time, what did you tell him?”
 
   Dr. Petak sat down in one of the little easy chairs at the side of the room. He put one leg over the other. “To relax, of course. I told him he’s not your guy, that one of the other applicants got picked. I told him he should go home and chill the hell out.”
 
   “What?” Craig spun around to face the doctor, his expression twisted by anger and surprise. “But he is our guy. He's your guy, and there are no other applicants. The scrubbing procedure specifically included elements to remind him, on a subconscious level, that he needs to – ”
 
   “Yes, wonderful,” Petak cut in dismissively. “I know all about those ridiculous voices your people implanted, and they’re about as subconscious as a slap in the face. You’re driving the man absolutely bat-shit. Why didn’t you just hire a drill instructor to follow him around shouting marching orders?”
 
   Craig was still livid. “We’re not fucking around here,” he hissed. “We need him ready, do you get that?”
 
   “Of course, but – ”
 
   “No, you shut up now. Your turn to listen. Counter-terrorism at this level has very tight timing parameters, and Brooks’ window is as tight as they come. He needs to be operational next Friday. On the button. Not Thursday, not Saturday. And we don’t give a shit if he loses some sleep along the way. This is bigger than me and you, and it’s bigger than him. Do we hope he won’t be necessary? Of course. Same as with any operation. Everything’s contingency planning, and this contingency is no different. He’s an experiment. He’s a backup on a backup, and there’s a 95% chance that nothing’s going to happen anyway. Which is how it usually goes, and it’s how we want it. So then everybody can take a little breath, and we start getting ready for the next time a level-seven asset has to go out in the open. Could be in a week, could be in a month. But we have to be ready every single time, and everything’s got to line up just right.”
 
   Petak stayed quiet for an extra moment after Craig was done speaking. To let the air clear, and to let the other man breathe. “I understand,” he said slowly.
 
   “I’m not sure you do.”
 
   “For him to be useful, first he’s got to survive long enough to make his window.”
 
   “Don’t exaggerate. He’s fine.”
 
   “He was not fine. He would have been dead by tomorrow.”
 
   “Would have?” Suddenly Craig was suspicious again. “What else did you tell him?”
 
   Petak threw up his hands. “Nothing, you idiot! I advised him on how to get through the day. I want him to live, don’t you see? I’m not going to tell him what’s actually going on – he’ll blow his own cover, and they’ll pick him off just for sport. Besides which, he’s not ready for the information. The scrubbing procedure calls for a very specific waiting period before lifting the veil. It’s like waking a sleepwalker; you don’t do it if you can possibly help it.”
 
   “Good,” Craig said, visibly relieved. “It’s good you understand that.”
 
   “I designed the procedure,” Petak said, with a look of disgust. “It was an elegant piece of work before your people started inserting auditory hallucinations and paranoia. My protocol already made him want to read. It made him want to eat right and go jogging all the time. But no, you’ve got to shove it down his throat every thirty seconds. You’re like a bunch of kids who don’t want to read the instruction manual on a new toy.”
 
   Craig shrugged. He liked the procedure as it currently stood. A little reminder now and then seemed like a good idea. “Whatever,” he said at last. “Will he be ready?”
 
   “You are, without question, the stupidest man I have ever met,” Petak said. “This is what I’ve been trying to tell you. He’s not going to just sit around. Induced amnesia of this kind makes you frantic enough by itself, and he’s got the mental capacity to suck up everything he reads – or does – between now and next Friday. His bookshelf is stacked, and he’s in perfect physical condition. Or at least he will be, once he gets some rest.”
 
   “Was that a yes?”
 
   “If you leave him alone,” Petak said. “Yes, he’ll be fine.”
 
   “Ready?”
 
   “Ready, yes. Christ almighty.”
 
   “All I needed to hear,” Craig said. And with that he turned and left the office.
 
   “Go shoot yourself in the foot,” Petak said when he was gone.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Tough Elias
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   It was nice to be able to walk again. To be able to dart across the street against the light if he chose, or to weave around a baby carriage or a couple holding hands. Kevin knew he had only an hour or so left on Petak’s special energy cocktail, but for the moment he was enjoying himself. And with his strength back, getting back to school took less than ten minutes.
 
   The academic day was over – the boys had already been packed up in buses to go play soccer on the fields at Randal’s Island – so the building was quiet. Kevin went straight to the principal’s office. The door was open, and he knocked on the wall to get her attention. 
 
   Ms. Stewart looked up from her desk. Her expression turned cautious. And concerned.
 
   “I wanted to apologize,” Kevin said.
 
   Ms. Stewart shook her head.
 
   “No, I do have to. But I also wanted to thank you for getting me out of here. I saw a doctor. I’ll be all right tomorrow. I’d come in, but I think I still don’t smell quite right. Apologies again.”
 
   The principal smiled. “Glad to hear you’re okay. See you tomorrow.”
 
   Kevin nodded and went on his way.
 
   One down, one to go.
 
   He headed for the library. If he remembered correctly, this was the time when an extra tutorial session would be going on. A special session for Elias Worth and a few other lucky students. Surely no one would mind if he stepped in for one second to offer an apology for today at lunch.
 
   But when he arrived he realized he should not go in. She was there, of course, because she had said she would be. Emily Beck was a dream teacher not only in that she was kind and smart and sympathetic and attractive – and she was certainly all these things – but also in that she was sincere. Consistent. She had promised Elias an extra help session, and a gaping head wound changed nothing. Kevin could see the Worth boy through the little window of the library door, and Elias’ head was so heavily bandaged, so layered and wrapped with gauze and cotton and tape, that it seemed incredible that he was at school at all. Kevin pictured the negotiations that must have occurred at the Worth household that morning, the incredulous look on the face of Mrs. Worth as she struggled, struggled to understand her young son’s eagerness to return to school that day. He had been bullied. The principal had told her so. And she had let Elias know that he could stay home for a day. For a week if necessary. Two weeks. When Mrs. Worth had come to get him in the hospital, the size of the bandages on his head made her cry out in startled grief and fear. She wept and shook while the doctor told her, assured her that Elias would be fine, that everything looked far worse than it was, that her son was very brave, and that he would be as good as new in no time.
 
   “I got staples in my head,” Elias announced to her proudly from the E.R. bed. “Like staples, like real staples that go in paper, but even bigger. In my head.” He beamed at her, one eye obscured by the thick overhang of gauze and tape.
 
   Mrs. Worth burst into a fresh bout of tears.
 
   And now here was little Elias the next morning, having dressed himself in his khakis and his shirt and tie and blazer before his mother had even stirred from her bed, and he was demanding breakfast (politely, of course) and insisting that he should go to school.
 
   Mrs. Worth could not convince him to explain why. Though she tried and tried. All she wanted was for him to be happy, and yet the idea of staying home seemed to make him miserable. So in the end she let him go. She called the school repeatedly to check on him, to the point that the secretary in the main office simply kept the Worth boy’s class schedule tacked up on the board so that he could be located more quickly. Elias, meanwhile, barely noticed the bandages on his head that day, any more than he noticed the steady throbbing coming from his skull. And he was only vaguely aware of the respect his appearance was gaining him throughout the school.
 
   “See Elias?”
 
   “Kid fought off Feeney. Cracked his own head open to do it. Didn’t take a day off, either. You should see him.”
 
   “Kid is tough.”
 
   Elias was aware of none of this. He knew only that Ms. Beck had said he could be part of her study hall session that afternoon, and that 2:30, therefore, could not possibly come quickly enough. After the last bell he got his backpack and went to the library and sat down, and a minute later she arrived and came over to his table, right over to his table and sat next to him, and said “Hello, Elias,” and smiled at him as though he were her friend.
 
   All in all, it was the best first week of school Elias could remember.
 
   Kevin watched Elias for a minute, watched the boy working contentedly at history or math or whatever he was pretending to have difficulty with, and he reminded himself that he was, after all, still a very smelly man.
 
   I can talk to her tomorrow, he thought. When I’ve had some rest.
 
   So he backed away from the door, and in another minute he was back on the street. He had at least another forty-five minutes of energy left, but he wasn’t taking any chances.
 
   He headed for home.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Stack Them Up
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Andrew was in the vestibule waiting for him. Psychic as always.
 
   “How was your day, Sir?”
 
   “Better,” Kevin said briskly, without breaking stride. He headed for his bedroom, and for the bathroom. “Sorry about the smell,” he added over his shoulder.
 
   Andrew remained diplomatically silent.
 
   Kevin cleaned himself as quickly and as thoroughly as he could. Two shampoos, suds everywhere. He washed as if he were preparing for entry into a hot zone, for close-contact work in an infectious disease lab, for open-heart surgery.
 
   Hopefully that’ll last for a few hours, he thought, stepping out and drying off.
 
   He dressed and went to the living room. And then to the bookcase. He stood before it, considering.
 
   “Okay Andrew,” he called. 
 
   His assistant appeared beside him, quick and silent as ever.
 
   “Sir.”
 
   “Here’s what I need. A bunch of non-fiction. Doesn’t matter to me what you pick, just make it a serious pile. Fifteen or twenty at least. And then stack them up over there, at the head of that long couch.”
 
   Andrew nodded and got to work. Kevin did the same. He picked titles at random, pausing only long enough to make sure he was selecting books that seemed thick enough. He didn’t want to run out of material before his rest period was over.
 
   The two of them made a couple of neat piles on the floor, at the long end of the largest couch in the room, and when they were done Kevin assessed the setup.
 
   “This looks good,” he said. Then he gave Andrew his full attention. “We’re going to turn off all the lights except the one right here, and then I’m going to lie down and read. Don’t bring me any dinner. In fact, I’d like you to stay out of this room altogether until six tomorrow morning, when you should come in and give me a tap on the shoulder.”
 
   Andrew listened, nodding along slowly. “Shall I turn off the phones?”
 
   “I have a phone? A land-line?”
 
   “Indeed. It hasn’t made a sound since I’ve been here, but you never know.”
 
   “Definitely. Unplug it. Unplug them all. I’ve got a cell anyway, which I’ll turn off as well.”
 
   “Very good.” Andrew glided around to each window pulling the curtains together, and when he was done he took a moment to scan the area in case there might be anything that could disturb the long rest his employer was planning. Finding nothing, he turned and walked quietly out of the room without a second glance.
 
   Kevin nodded with satisfaction. He lowered himself gently onto the couch, taking a minute to enjoy the soft, welcoming feel of the huge cushions. The temperature in the room was just right, and the light was exactly bright enough to read by. He reached over and took the topmost book from the stack Andrew had made, and as he was opening the front cover he could feel the energy from Petak’s drug suddenly begin to drain out of him. It was if someone had flipped a switch. His body sank deeper into the couch, and all at once he was glad he had not dallied any longer back at school.
 
   I wouldn’t be able to get up now even if I wanted to.
 
   He looked at the first page of the book he was holding and prepared to settle in.
 
   A Practical Guide to Handguns and Small Arms. 
 
   He smiled gently. “Just what I’ve always wanted to know about,” he whispered. It was no effort at all to let his mind slip into that single-stream, hyper-focused state he had found the day before. It was the same as with the Spanish book, and the physics.
 
   The room went gray around him, and Kevin Brooks began, finally, to rest.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Part 4 – Bulk Processing
 
   


 
   
  
 



Hung Over
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   There was a tap on his shoulder a minute later, and Kevin’s first reaction was annoyance. His instructions had been so clear. No interruptions at all until 6 AM. But in the next moment he reminded himself that Andrew was a profoundly considerate man. Not only that, he was a precise man. Which meant that there were two possible explanations for the interruption. Either there was something incredibly important that needed Kevin’s attention…
 
   Or Andrew followed my instructions to the letter. And to the minute.
 
   So instead of sighing, instead of turning to glare at Andrew, Kevin took an extra second to check the title of the book he was reading. Just to be sure.
 
   “Electrical Engineering for the Second Year Graduate Student,” he read out loud.
 
   “Yes,” Andrew said quietly, from above him. “Absolutely riveting, no doubt.”
 
   Kevin stared at the book for a minute, feeling somehow tricked. He had no memory of putting the first one down, or of picking this one up. He looked to his right, to the neat stacks of books he and Andrew had created.
 
   The stacks were gone.
 
   In their place was a mess, a riot of books that seemed to have been attacked by a hoard of small, insufficiently-exercised children. Books had been thrown in every direction, lying half-open, face down, on-end, and in one case teetering on the edge of the table at the other side of the room. There was a small, still-neat pile remaining where the original stacks had been, but here there were only five titles left, as opposed to the twenty or thirty that had been here just a minute ago.
 
   Or maybe that was yesterday.
 
   Kevin took a deep breath. Was that really possible? He had come home at a little past three o’clock, and if it was six in the morning now, then that meant he had been lying here for more than fourteen hours.
 
   Nope. Not possible.
 
   He tried to sit up, and several parts of him – his entire body, really – seemed suddenly to cry out in pain.
 
   “Holy Lord,” he said, letting himself relax into the cushions again. He put the engineering book slowly to the side and looked down at himself. He could see no obvious bruises.
 
   So why do I feel as though someone crept in here and drove over me with a tank?
 
   “How are you feeling?” Andrew asked him.
 
   “Horrible.”
 
   “That was a long rest. And a lot of reading, if I may say.” Andrew scanned the living room, noting with dismay the lack of respect his employer seemed to have for textbooks. “You must be hungry,” he added.
 
   “I feel like throwing up. I feel hung over.”
 
   “That would make sense,” Andrew said, his tone flat and disapproving. “You’ve hardly slept in the last three days, and you’ve been exercising far too much.”
 
   Haven’t slept at all, Kevin wanted to correct him, but kept silent. In any case, the man was right.
 
   “Go clean yourself up,” Andrew commanded, “and I’ll bring in some breakfast.”
 
   Kevin nodded. It would be time for school soon. Which reminded him – 
 
   “Hey.”
 
   Andrew paused on his way to the kitchen. “Sir?”
 
   “Do I still reek?”
 
   Andrew hesitated. An answer of any kind would be to acknowledge, however obliquely, that Kevin had indeed reeked at one time or another. He took a small, cautious sniff of air through his nose, as though testing the room for a deadly gas. “You are passable,” Andrew declared. And then, in a rare moment of frankness, he added, “Much better than yesterday.” A quick shake of the head, perhaps out of embarrassment. Or to scold himself for such impropriety. “I would say one last shower is all you need now. You’ll be fine.” He turned away without waiting for Kevin to say anything more, so that he could retreat to the kitchen and his breakfast preparations.
 
   Kevin grinned.
 
   Passable. All right.
 
   Now he was ready to try getting up again, but this time he did it much more carefully. First he sat up slowly. Then one leg off the couch, then the other. Kevin groaned, but he was smiling now. These were familiar pains. Good pains. This was how you felt when you had gone through a two-hour, pre-season football practice in the high-humidity August heat of a New Hampshire summer. You trudged into the cafeteria afterwards, filled your plate with pasta and burger meat and coleslaw and rolls and anything else you could fit on that little plastic tray, and then you crawled back to your dorm, played an hour of Madden on XBOX because classes hadn’t even started yet, and collapsed into bed. When you woke up the next morning, you felt just like this. Sore as hell, kicked in the butt, and grumpy.
 
   But also strong. 
 
   And ready for whatever bone-jarring drills the coach was planning to throw at you that afternoon.
 
   Kevin stood up from the couch, stood and squared his shoulders and listened to the half-dozen popping sounds coming from his knees and hips and neck. “Yeah, yeah,” he said to his body, still smiling. “Stop your grousing.” He walked slowly down the hall to his bedroom, still enjoying the solid feel of his legs under him. He was steady again. Sure on his feet again. Such a wonderful sensation.
 
   He showered and dressed for school and came back out to the living room, and Andrew was bringing breakfast to the dining room table. Kevin sat down heavily and began tearing into the food. His appetite was back.
 
   “Learn anything interesting?” Andrew asked.
 
   Kevin paused, his mouth full. He looked up with a questioning glance.
 
   “I just wondered…” Andrew said, hesitating. He looked briefly lost. His eyes moved back and forth as he pictured the great sea of scattered books on the living room floor. “So many of them,” he said at last, with a little shrug. And then he frowned at himself. First the too-honest comment about Kevin’s smell, and now a direct question about his employer’s reading habits. He was having an off morning. “Never mind,” he said quickly. “More toast?”
 
   Kevin shook his head. “No, that’s okay. Let me think.”
 
   He looked up at the ceiling, wondering if he could begin to recite something. He could feel the information there somehow, all of it. And yet there was too much. Trying to explain it would have been like trying to explain how to build a diesel engine from scratch, because technically you’d first have to build a cast for pouring steel to make the engine block, and then you’d need a CAD system to design the cams for the cylinders to make sure you got the timing mechanism just right, and then…
 
   Hold it.
 
   He looked back at Andrew. “Apparently I know how to build a diesel engine. For one thing.”
 
   Andrew blinked. “Oh. Well. Excellent.”
 
   Kevin nodded slowly. “Thanks.” He took a breath. It was a deeply weird feeling, to be only tangentially aware of the vast quantity of knowledge he had just acquired. Especially since he had no specific memory of the acquisition itself.
 
   How can that work? How can I remember something without remembering how I learned it in the first place?
 
   He shrugged to himself. It didn’t matter. He felt as though he had walked into a quiz show on elementary arithmetic. He knew he’d be able to answer all the questions, even if he would never be able to recall the moment when he had actually learned how to multiply 7 and 5 to get 35.
 
   In any case, he seemed to be retaining the information quite well.
 
   “I learned a bunch of other stuff, too,” he said, returning his attention to Andrew. “Lots of other stuff. But it’s all pretty technical.”
 
   “I’m sure.”
 
   “The breakfast is great,” Kevin said, trying to change the subject. He felt he was somehow making Andrew uncomfortable.
 
   “Thank you,” Andrew said. And he turned once again, with evident relief, to escape to the kitchen.
 
   Kevin watched him go, and then he went back to eating. Now there was near-silence in the dining room, and he realized that those pestering, anxious voices inside his head hadn’t made a peep yet this morning.
 
   Ready, Kevin thought. Right? He nodded to himself. There was something deeply satisfying about the idea. It made him feel so calm. Ready enough, I guess.
 
   He certainly felt ready. 
 
   But he wasn’t. Not by a long shot.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Face Down On The Ground
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Jacob Savian was in the chair at his desk, waiting for the door buzzer to ring. He was expecting a visitor that morning. In the meantime, he was watching George work on his latest painting, a process Jacob found mesmerizing. George’s easel and paints were set up near Jacob’s work station, because he knew his brother liked to watch him at work. The gigantic canvas he had been building two days before was complete and resting on the easel’s support brace; the beginnings of a winter scene were taking shape on the canvas surface. The slim brush George was using looked like a toothpick in his hand. His movements were small and careful. Delicate.
 
   Jacob was transfixed, as always. Creativity of this kind was especially wondrous to him, not only for the aesthetic sense and fine motor skills required – neither of which Jacob had ever possessed – but because his brother’s paintings seemed to represent creation in the purest sense. George had no goal. He was not solving a puzzle, or addressing a need. And the scenes he painted were not even necessarily based on real places. They simply occurred to him, and something about this notion, this transformation of a non-existent, imagined thing into an actual form, an actual physical representation, was endlessly fascinating. Jacob was a genius at coding – an actual, strict-definition genius who could solve problems on a computer that most people couldn’t even understand – but his work was invariably responsive. Reactive. People came to him with problems, and he solved them. He had never created a program that existed for its own sake, a program that stood on its own. He was, at his core, a trouble-shooter. Without an error to fix or a challenge to meet, Jacob knew he would have been left to sit looking at his computer screen for hours on end, doing nothing but sucking away time. George, on the other hand, possessed a creative spark of his own, a prime mover ability that Jacob found miraculous.
 
   “This is what I’m trying to protect,” Jacob said suddenly.
 
   George turned, brush still in hand. He waited for his brother to explain himself.
 
   “I am not going to let Pascal Billaud turn us all into watchers. Turing and von Neumann, they were visionaries, not watchers. They knew how to solve and create.” George squinted at the unfamiliar names, but Jacob wasn’t paying attention. He was on a roll. “And you are not a watcher. You are a visionary. You make things. From scratch, out of nothing. Out of the air. It’s incredible, it’s…”
 
   He held up one hand, searching for the proper superlative. Then he put the hand down with a little shake of his head. Words would not suffice. “It’s incredible,” Jacob said again. “And I’m not going to let him take it away. It’s for us, and it’s for God. Not for him.” His face grew dark, and he glared at his computer screen as though he were picturing an image of Pascal Billaud there.
 
   George turned back to his painting. The hillside was giving him problems. The sleds and the children would be easy, but getting a snowy slope to look right was turning out to be far more difficult than he had anticipated. The shadows were killing him.
 
   There was a buzzing noise at Jacob’s desk, and he picked up an old-fashioned looking phone that was connected to the side wall by an extra-long cable. 
 
   “Yes. Send him up.”
 
   He turned again to his brother. “George, would you mind grabbing me a large bottle of Ice Tea?”
 
   George put down his paintbrush. “Hold on,” he said, and headed for the corner of the loft that served as their kitchen. There was a stove and a refrigerator there, neither of them showing signs of any real use. The Savian brothers preferred to order most of their food from restaurants and delivery places.
 
   “No, we don’t have any left,” Jacob called. “I mean from the deli.”
 
   “You need it right now?”
 
   Jacob nodded apologetically. “Sorry. Would you mind?”
 
   George shook his head placidly, and he veered toward the exit. He decided he could use the ten minutes to figure out a strategy for those hill shadows. There was a knock at the front door just before he got there, and he opened it to reveal a short, stocky man wearing black army fatigues. His nose was heavily taped, and there were dark circles under his eyes that might have been the result of a recent injury. A sharp blow to the face, for example. George glanced questioningly over his shoulder.
 
   “It’s okay,” Jacob called, with a little wave. “Send him over.”
 
   George stood aside to let the man pass, and then he continued out to do his errand. He let the door close behind him.
 
   Jacob waved the man over. “You’re the one called Gun Two?”
 
   The man nodded.
 
   “Yes, okay. You know what’s funny?” Jacob asked casually, as if the two of them were old friends. As if he were picking up a conversation they had been having in fits and starts over a period of several years. “A computer can’t get a feeling. Can’t get a hunch. Not yet, anyway. The technology’s not there. A system can be programmed to watch out for low-probability events, but each event has to be entered ahead of time.”
 
   Gun Two remained silent. This information did not seem funny.
 
   “But a man,” Jacob said quickly, “now, he can get a hunch. A man has so many millions of loosely associated ideas and images floating around in his head, it’s a wonder he doesn’t go crazy making sense of it all. Still, it’s those associations that let us figure things out. We can sort of jumble things together until they seem to make a pattern, and that process helps us make new connections that might not seem obvious at first. That’s a hunch, you see?”
 
   Gun Two nodded slightly. He supposed he did see, but it still wasn’t funny.
 
   “Right,” Jacob said. “So here’s the problem. We’ve got this very carefully laid-out plan in progress, and part of that plan involves a bunch of white vans. We need those vans to arouse no suspicion, no nervousness of any kind, which is why we’ve got them circling that area like bees around an apple tree. Right?”
 
   Gun Two nodded again. He wasn’t sure where this was headed, but he was starting to feel nervous. The Organizer hadn’t told him why the Client wanted to see him, but face-to-face contact was usually forbidden for someone at his operating level. The only sensible explanation was that he was going to receive some sort of formal congratulation for having eliminated the cop. 
 
   Except that the Client didn’t seem to be leading that way.
 
   “And that would be fine,” Jacob was saying now, “except that for some reason you felt the need to kill a cop whose beat patrol included the block where the vans have been parking.”
 
   “He was asking questions,” Gun Two explained. “He was writing things down.”
 
   “Of course he was writing things down,” Jacob said, sounding tired. “And the information he recorded would have gone down with the hundreds of other useless bits of crap he collected this week. No one would have cared.”
 
   “But he – ”
 
   “Shut the fuck up,” Jacob said, still in that tired tone of voice. “Now there’s going to be all kinds of attention on that cop. Now every little thing he wrote down will be like the damn Rosetta Stone, and they’ll go over every note in his pad like it was written in his fucking blood.”
 
   “It was a hit and run, no one would ever – ”
 
   “You don’t understand,” Jacob cut in. “You weren’t listening to me when I explained about hunches. Nobody needs a direct connection, not for something like this. Let me try to explain it another way. See that machine?” Jacob pointed at a medium-sized device made of metal and plastic resting at the base of the near wall. Compared to the other machines lining the shelves in the room, this one seemed almost simple. “Bring it over here.”
 
   The Gun did as he was told, retrieving the device and setting it on Jacob’s desk.
 
   “It’s an auto-defibrillator, you know what that is?”
 
   Gun Two shrugged. “Re-start your heart?”
 
   Jacob smiled, and Gun Two was put momentarily at ease. “Exactly. Now open up the plastic housing and take hold of the paddles, and I’ll show you something.”
 
   Gun two opened the little door that gave access to the computer-controlled charging paddles. Then he picked one of them up in each hand.
 
   After a delay of exactly three seconds, a 120-Amp surge of DC power froze Gun Two in place, locking his muscles and snapping his jaws together with enough force to chip two of his molars. The paddles’ handles, which had been carefully stripped of their insulating rubber and wrapped – unaccountably – with a thick layer of superbly conductive copper, vibrated in Gun Two’s hands. A popping sound came from Gun Two’s right forearm; this may have been his palmaris tendon rupturing under the uncommon strain of an electrically induced spasm.
 
   The few lights that were switched on that morning in the Savian apartment went dim.
 
   “It’s normally programmed to activate only when it detects cardiac arrest,” Jacob explained, studying the Gun with an expression of rapt attention. He had never seen anyone in the actual process of dying, and he thought the experience was almost as good as watching George paint. Not quite, but pretty close. Murder without intent to consume was, in Jacob’s opinion, another one of those rare things that only humans and God could lay claim to. Worth appreciating, therefore. “And of course it’s only supposed to deliver a quick jolt, not this extended business here. But the literature says it takes a good minute and a half to properly fry a man, so I’ve got it wired to the building’s power – see those extra leads coming out of the bottom? No, of course you don’t. That’s okay. Anyway, it was easy to modify. I created the original software, you know. So I didn’t have too much difficulty with the failsafe protocols.”
 
   Gun Two was not listening. Or looking. His eyes popped out in quick succession – not the entire eyeballs, only the contents – and a pink-tinted smoke began wafting up from the bloody sockets. His whole body was shaking now, vibrating so rapidly that parts of him were a blur. 
 
   Jacob looked at his watch. He tapped his foot.
 
   Precisely ninety seconds after the modified machine had detected a closed circuit, an automatic relay was faithfully tripped by the programming logic embedded in the rudimentary CPU, and the power supply was interrupted. The remaining charge, which was significant, was then redirected to the main circuit board itself, instantly destroying all of the code responsible for the machine’s operation. 
 
   Gun Two’s body dropped to the floor in a heap, his muscles now awaiting commands from a brain and nervous system that would never again issue commands of any kind. Jacob leaned forward and peered over the desk, wondering if he should put forth the effort to get up and check for the Gun’s pulse. He couldn’t imagine why he would need to, despite the accounts of electric chair procedures he had read. He could smell the man’s charred skin easily enough from where he was sitting. So what if his heart were still beating? Surely it wouldn’t be beating for long.
 
   “Just stay there,” Jacob said to the Gun, whose heart had in fact stopped just twenty-five seconds after the first shock. Jacob leaned back and began turning slowly, idly in his chair. “I had a hunch you were the dumb one,” he called to the Gun after a minute. “See, that’s using it in a sentence. My hunch is that you would have fucked something else up later on. I have a hunch the whole operation has a better chance of success now, without you around.”
 
   Jacob kept spinning slowly in his chair. Kept calling out examples of the word “hunch” to his dead, uncaring pupil.
 
   A minute later, George returned from his errand. He came through the front door and held up two large bottles of Raspberry Lipton Ice Tea, his brother’s favorite. He held them up like prizes he had won at a fair. But then he frowned. He lowered the bottles, sniffed the air, and grimaced. Then he peered across the huge room, trying to make out the scene at Jacob’s desk more clearly. It looked to George as though the man who had come in a few minutes ago was lying face down on the ground there. 
 
   “What is that?”
 
   “I told him not to touch it,” Jacob said, still turning around slowly. He looked like a child – an extremely large, extremely cold-blooded child – who had only now discovered the delightful time that could be had by sitting in a rotating chair. “I told him it was dangerous, that I hadn’t finished with the programming. But he wanted to pick it up.” 
 
   Jacob said all this to the ceiling. Then he looked at George. “We’re going to have to clean him up, I’m afraid.”
 
   George walked over quickly. When he reached the desk he looked down and studied the man lying there. He put the bottles of Ice Tea carefully next to Jacob’s second keyboard, where his brother could easily reach them. Then he put his hands on his hips and gave Jacob an exasperated look. “You mean I’m going to have to,” he said. “Fuck, Jay,” he added.
 
   Jacob looked shamefaced. “Thanks for the tea.”
 
   “You can’t do this,” George said, his hands still on his hips. He looked like a disappointed parent. More fed up than mad. Because of a C- on a report card, say. “I’m really busy. I don’t have time for this kind of thing. Is he clean?”
 
   “Of course he’s clean. Anyway, I’ll make it up to you.”
 
   “Oh, please. This is going to take me hours. The rest of the day.”
 
   “Don’t be like that. You know I’m busy, too. I explained all of this. It’s for you, too. This was necessary.”
 
   George rolled his eyes.
 
   “And speaking of that, I have to make a call.”
 
    George shook his head in disgust. “You owe me.”
 
   “I know, but give me a minute here.” Jacob was moving on, already pulling up the contact information on his screen. George sighed and walked away. He went past his beloved canvas and headed for the kitchen.
 
   Jacob established the connection, and a moment later the Organizer’s face appeared. He looked confused to be receiving the call. “What’s the problem? Is he there?”
 
   Jacob nodded. “Listen, you’re going to need to modify your plans.”
 
   “Why? What happened?”
 
   “This man is not part of your team anymore. He’s quit the business.”
 
   The Organizer was silent for a moment, trying to process. Trying to understand. Then his face changed, and he nodded.
 
   “So you’ll figure it out?” Jacob asked. “You’ll shuffle your people around to make it work?”
 
   The Organizer waited another minute, then said, “We will.”
 
   “Wonderful. Also, I need you to draw up an alternate plan.”
 
   Real surprise registered on the Organizer’s face this time. Killing an operative was one thing, but messing with the plan, especially this close to the deadline, was almost unheard of.
 
   “Give me something we can do three days earlier,” Jacob said.
 
   “That could be very difficult. What use would it be? There’s no reason to think the target will be out in the open on Tuesday; it wouldn’t make any sense. He’s not even – ”
 
   “Draw it up,” Jacob said. “Three days earlier. Got it?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Excellent. Talk to you tomorrow.”
 
   He severed the connection.
 
   George emerged from the kitchen area wearing an enormous blue apron. The material ran all the way down to his ankles. He was carrying a small axe in one hand, and there was a thick roll of plastic under the other arm. His face was dark. “I need to get started,” he announced.
 
   “You’re the expert,” Jacob replied happily.
 
   George made a grumpy noise, and then he reached down and began unrolling the plastic sheet.
 
   Jacob returned to his computer. He felt good.
 
   They were back on track.
 
   


 
   
  
 



A Typical Percussion Grenade
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   It was so easy to walk to school, so easy to cover the seven short blocks from his apartment to 74th street, that Kevin Brooks had to keep himself from breaking into a trot. He felt like skipping. But Dr. Petak had warned him to keep his schedule regimented, to keep everything in its proper time and place, and that included exercise. So he would wait until later in the day to run. He would act like a normal person, exactly as the doctor had prescribed. One foot in front of the other. Just another guy heading for the office. Or the classroom. Work, eat, socialize, exercise, rest. And before he knew it he’d be at the end of next week, when everything would go back to normal. Petak’s advice was working wonders so far, and Kevin was not going to take any chances.
 
   He turned the corner at 74th, and there was Danny, already at his customary post in the entryway. Kevin walked up with a grin and clapped him on the shoulder. “Morning.”
 
   Danny turned, gave him a once-over, and then nodded with approval. “Much better.”
 
   “I got sleep.”
 
   It wasn’t strictly true, but Kevin didn’t know the term for what he had been doing for the last fourteen hours. He wasn’t sure there was a term.
 
   Great night of ultra-focused trance reading. Totally refreshed.
 
   “Good,” Danny said, still nodding. “I was a little worried.”
 
   They stood together at the doorway, two large and smiling men greeting students as they arrived at school. Waves and handshakes, and the atmosphere seemed especially jovial. Kevin realized it was not just that he felt rested; it was Friday. Even the painters down the block, who had three white vans with them today instead of the usual two, seemed primed for the weekend. They were sitting on the curb, taking a break, and waving good-naturedly to many of the students as they passed. The students, eager as Labrador puppies and just as social, waved back as though greeting old friends. Painter guys. 
 
   You don’t know the painter guys?
 
   They’re always here.
 
   They’re cool. I know them.
 
   Right, they’re here every morning.
 
   Hi, painter guys. Hi.
 
   The relief of Friday buoyed them all up together, and Kevin and Danny began to feel as though they were welcoming the students to a private party, rather than ushering them toward study and toil. Kevin saw Anselm Billaud walking up the block, his small frame bent by the loaded backpack strapped to his shoulders. He reached the door and stopped, pausing to assess Kevin much as Danny had a few minutes earlier. After a moment he favored Kevin with a broad, happy smile. His teeth were blinding; surely they were too big for his mouth. 
 
   “Mr. Brooks, you look much better,” the boy said.
 
   “Thank you Anselm. See you in class.”
 
   The fifth grader nodded and staggered inside, his backpack forcing him to take great heaving steps up the stairs.
 
   “That’s the kid?” Danny asked.
 
   Kevin nodded. “Good kid. Smart.”
 
   “And loaded, right?”
 
   Kevin lowered his voice. “I guess. But what kid at this school isn’t loaded?”
 
   “Right, but really loaded.”
 
   “I don’t know. If his dad gets a computer to solve an NP problem, then he’ll be loaded. For sure.”
 
   “He can make a computer do anything he wants after that, right? Print his own money.”
 
   Kevin shrugged. “Got me there. That’s the whole point of the singularity: nobody can predict what comes afterward. Solve an NP problem, and within the next year money might not even matter anymore. A computer could come up with a way to make it obsolete.”
 
   “That doesn’t seem likely.”
 
   “There’s no ‘likely’ or ‘unlikely’ after the singularity. Everything’s fair game. We can’t anticipate the technological shifts after that day any better than you can anticipate where a particular snowflake would fall, or where a specific fragment of an exploded grenade will land. You can say it will snow in the city sometime this year, and you can say a grenade will probably detonate when thrown, but what use is that? It’s like saying there will be people on the earth six months from now.” Kevin shook his head and smiled. Suddenly he was transfixed by the topic, and he could feel himself picking up speed. He was barely aware of the words coming out of his own mouth. 
 
   “Consider this,” he said. “A typical percussion grenade has a kill zone of what? Five meters? Fine, but that’s assuming a standard filler of Semtex or C-4, and obviously there are more exotic fragmentation agents available. Then you factor in the density and the type of plasticizer, and you have to adjust your estimates all over again. Not to mention the reliability of the fuse, whether we’re talking about a timed mechanism or a striker with a percussion cap. Either way, you’ve got yet another set of variables in the mix, and suddenly our cozy little five meter kill zone isn’t looking so sure anymore. So then if you step back and try to talk about where a specific part of the casing might land, you’ve really got no chance in hell. See what I mean?”
 
   Danny stared back at him silently. Several students had paused on their way into the building; they were circled up around the doorway now as though anticipating an announcement of free candy during first period. They weren’t sure what Mr. Brooks was talking about, but their internal boy-radar, that innate mechanism that kept them on the alert for talk of movies, girls, and weapons, had begun pinging loudly. Something cool was being discussed here, they could tell. Maybe if they leaned in closer they would be able to understand.
 
   Danny cleared his throat. “Mr. Brooks,” he said in a careful, pointed tone. “I probably misheard you. I’m sure you said ‘no chance in heck,’ yes?”
 
   Kevin looked around as if in a daze. He seemed to notice the students for the first time. “Right,” he said uncertainly. “What was I – ?” He shook his head. “Sorry.”
 
   “Upstairs,” Danny commanded, and he shooed the boys past the door and into the building. “Class starts in three minutes, you’re all going to be late.” He turned and waved to the few straggling students still coming up the block, beckoning them to hurry. When they were all inside he checked the sidewalk once more, stepped back, and then he and Kevin let the door close behind them. They could still hear the sound of students climbing the stairs above them. Danny gave Kevin a look.
 
   “What was that?”
 
   “Sorry again. I was just – ”
 
   Just what? Just reading an encyclopedia on military weaponry from WWII to the present day? Yes, I was. Cover to cover, as it turns out. Want to hear some things about self-propelled artillery, post Cold-War? It’s juicy stuff.
 
   “I used to be really into military things,” he said finally. “Teenaged-boy stuff, you know?”
 
   Danny squinted at him. “Okay. But you might want to keep that kind of talk to a minimum around here. A kid comes home and repeats any of the things you just said, and we’ll hear it from the parents. You’ll hear it. From the principal, too.”
 
   “I’ll watch it.”
 
   “Let’s get to class, we’ll be late.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



There Were Tears
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The first two periods were a relief. Kevin could stand without needing to take a rest, and he could tell that his students were glad to see him back in working order. He made a special effort not to quote long passages from the Algebra book, as this behavior seemed to unsettle them. Instead he kept the text open in front of him, and he made a show of turning to a particular page before describing the examples there.
 
   Sometimes he wasn’t actually reading, but they had no way of knowing this. The text in his head was identical to the one in the book, after all.
 
   He found himself looking forward to computer class. There had been distractions for the last two days, but now he was finally ready with a few special challenges for Anselm. He had several puzzles in mind, ranging from mildly weird to college-level bizarre.
 
   He was eager to see what the son of Pascal Billaud could do.
 
   But when the bell for third period rang, Anselm was not in the lab. Kevin scanned the rows of computers again, in case he had somehow missed him. But the boy was not there. The seat he usually took, way in the back corner, was empty.
 
   “Has anyone seen – ”
 
   “I’m here,” came a quiet voice from behind him.
 
   Kevin turned and almost ran into Anselm, who skirted around him quickly, his head down as if in shame for his lateness. “It’s okay,” Kevin said. “You only missed it by thirty seconds.”
 
   Anselm held up a hand in acknowledgement, but he did not turn around. He kept his head down and went straight to his seat.
 
   Kevin started the class, explaining one new concept before directing the boys to a web-link that would give them their next challenge. Within ten minutes they were all off and running, immersed in the structural logic of creating a new program. Kevin strolled down the rows of computers, looking over shoulders and offering little pieces of guidance. The period was halfway gone by the time he got to Anselm’s station, and he assumed the boy would already be done with the day’s work.
 
   “I’ve got something difficult for you to try,” Kevin said when he arrived at Anselm’s chair. Anselm did not pause in his typing. Or look up.
 
   “Anselm?”
 
   The boy whispered something, too low to be heard.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Please go away,” he whispered, just loud enough for Kevin to make out. The student sitting directly next to Anselm heard as well, but he was too fixated on his own coding problems to care.
 
   Stunned, Kevin stood up straight. He peered down at the blond mane of hair covering Anselm’s head, the small head of this small boy in a class full of students two and three years his senior. He thought carefully.
 
   Kevin walked to the other side of Anselm’s chair, positioning himself between the wall and the boy’s station. Then he crouched down to the level of the computer. If Anselm whispered to him now, no one else would hear. Or see.
 
   “What’s the problem?” Kevin said softly.
 
   At first he thought Anselm might not have heard him. The boy’s head did not move, and his typing did not pause; he seemed in the middle of writing something either very long or very complicated. But as Kevin was about to speak up again, Anselm suddenly turned toward him.
 
   Shit, Kevin thought. Look at that.
 
   There were tears, of course, streaked and dried on the boy’s face. But Kevin hardly noticed. What he did notice was Anselm’s hugely swollen cheek, the obvious sideways break in Anselm’s narrow, patrician nose, the great smear of blood underneath, smudged and matted on Anselm’s lower lip, that he had tried unsuccessfully to wipe away. His jaws were clamped together, and he stared at Kevin for a hard five seconds, letting him see and understand, before turning back to his work.
 
   “Who did this?”
 
   Anselm looked at him again, quickly this time, and he gave his head a careful little shake. The calculus in the boy’s eyes was clear. Telling a teacher who had beaten you up was more than just stupid. It was dangerous. Anselm made a little huffing sound as he returned to his typing.
 
   You underestimate me, Mr. Brooks, that huff said. I wouldn’t tell you who did it even if I thought the telling would do me any good. This is my problem, not yours. Now run along.
 
   “I have to take you to the nurse,” Kevin said.
 
   “No you don’t,” Anselm hissed, still staring at his computer. “I’ll go during lunch. No escort.”
 
   Kevin took a breath, and he let his head drop for a moment. Even with all of his new-found memory skills, he still had no recollection of going through any teacher training courses. He could have taken one over the summer, but who was to say? Maybe the government people that Dr. Petak had told him about didn’t know a thing about teaching. Maybe they had just thrown him here as a consolation prize when they decided he shouldn’t be picked for… whatever he hadn’t been picked for. So now he was just a former hedge fund techie pretending to be a teacher. With plenty of real-world knowledge, certainly. Not with any teaching experience, though. And not with any training.
 
   Trained or not, he still knew he wasn’t supposed to let a kid tell him how to handle a bullying situation. Especially not when the kid in question was clearly in need of medical attention.
 
   Kevin picked his head up. All of that was true, all of that was right, but he realized he was going to listen to Anselm anyway. Because Anselm had been kind to him yesterday, had told him to go to the doctor when every other student had been afraid even to speak with him. It mattered. It touched him.
 
   He felt as though he owed Anselm something.
 
   Also, he had to admit to himself that he liked the boy’s attitude. He could not remember having ever been as small as Anselm was now – little Kevin Brooks had never really been very little, especially when compared to the other children in his grade – and he was impressed by Anselm’s fortitude. By his decision to set his own terms in the small battlefield of his daily life.
 
   Okay, kid, Kevin thought. Up to you.
 
   He stood slowly and resumed his rounds, pacing up and down the rows of computers. The other students had not noticed anything amiss; they were all still hard at work. Kevin made a point of giving Anselm’s area of the lab some extra breathing room, though he looked in that direction several times during the remaining class time.
 
   He also tried to catch a glance of Connor Feeney’s knuckles each time he went past that boy’s station, in case there might be telltale signs of impact there. Feeney seemed as good a suspect as any, but Kevin was careful not to attract any attention.
 
   There was a strong impulse to simply haul Connor up by his collar and drag him out of the room. Right or wrong, it would have felt good. But Kevin fought that impulse off, buried it somewhere deep in his stomach. 
 
   For Anselm’s sake.
 
   


 
   
  
 



The New Meat
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Anselm hurried out of class when the bell rang, and no one seemed to notice anything. Kevin watched him go, trying not to be obvious. He wondered if Anselm would be able to make it all the way to the nurse without anyone else noticing his injuries.
 
   He’ll be fine. He’s probably smarter than most of the teachers at this school.
 
   That thought calmed him somewhat. He knew it was true.
 
   In the cafeteria Kevin felt another surge of anticipation, this time simply because he was hoping to have a normal lunch. Hoping to reassert himself as a lucid, laid-back, decidedly un-smelly person.
 
   He collected what he thought Dr. Petak would consider a healthy, balanced meal on his tray, meat-starch-vegetable-fruit-dessert, and then he stood at the far end of the cafeteria, searching the room. Not caring that he seemed to be looking for someone in particular.
 
   He was looking, after all.
 
   He wanted to sit down next to her and have her smile at him, smile the way she did with her students, with Elias Worth. It would be so easy. She would smile and then he would start talking, he would say we haven’t had a chance to talk at all, where are you from originally, and then she would say whatever she wanted, and it didn’t matter because at least he wouldn’t be smelly, at least he’d be able to concentrate and look at her and just speak to her. If he was boring or clichéd or everyday-ordinary that was fine, that was perfect, he could be charming and funny and Mr. Athletic Guy later; all he needed now was to re-establish a baseline, a vanilla foundation of regular that he could slowly build upon over the course of the year. She was going to have to come to this cafeteria every day, wasn’t she? It was required, it was part of the job. He would have nine full months to be creative and inspiring and whatever else was necessary, and once he made it to the end of next week he would be able to focus on being all of those things full-time. 
 
   It was a fine goal, he decided. Emily Beck. 
 
   “Find her?”
 
   Kevin turned to discover Jean Lengard standing beside him, a little smile pulling on the corners of his mouth. Kevin didn’t bother trying to act confused. If there was anyone who deserved honesty about such things, surely it was Jean. “Not yet. How do I smell?”
 
   Jean leaned surreptitiously closer, as though trying to sneak a better look at the contents of Kevin’s food tray. “Just right. Touch of man-sweat, but that’s what we’re after, isn’t it?”
 
   Kevin turned to him with a questioning glance.
 
   “No worries,” Jean said quickly. “You’re all set. And looking a lot better today, if I may say so.”
 
   “Thanks. Sorry about yesterday.”
 
   Jean waved him off. Now he was scanning the cafeteria, too. “Where is that beautiful girl?”
 
   “No idea. At this point I’d settle for just sitting at the same table with her.”
 
   “You and every other man in this building.”
 
   “Do you know her? About her?”
 
   Jean shook his head sadly. “Not really. She’s only been here a year. We’re friendly enough, but we’ve never had a real sit-down. Not the way I’d like. I tried to corner her last week, in between all those pre-year meetings. We chatted a little, and I asked if she was single. Just because it’s a hot topic, you understand. But she got grumpy about it. I couldn’t get a straight answer.” Jean shrugged. “I don’t know. At first I thought I had made her uncomfortable, maybe she thought I was asking for me – can you imagine? – but Beck’s no fool, so it couldn’t have been that. Maybe it’s something on the sly. She sure acts like somebody who’s got somebody, you know? She smiles all nice-nice at everyone, but never too nice.” 
 
   Kevin nodded. He was on the point of asking something else when he caught a flash of light green from one of the far doorways.
 
   “Ah,” Jean said, as if he had spotted a rare species of hummingbird. “There she is.”
 
   They watched her cross the room, her head up, that easy smile on her face. And those bright eyes. With so many other eyes in the room watching. Some in secret, some with open, unabashed eagerness. Without taking his own eyes off of her, Kevin turned and spoke to Jean in a whisper. “How do I do it?” he asked. He was speaking urgently, as though he needed to have an answer before Emily reached the food line. “How do I get her?”
 
   Jean snorted. “Don’t ask me. You’re the new meat in town, make it work for you. You’re good meat, too, and don’t forget it. You’ve got a better chance than most, if there’s a chance to be had. Take her dancing or something.”
 
   Kevin turned to face Jean with an expression of disdain.
 
   Look at me, he tried to say with his eyes. I’m light on my feet, but not that light. Dancing? Be realistic.
 
   Jean stared back at him, unwavering. If he had received any of Kevin’s message, then the response was:
 
   Don’t give me that. Take her by the hand, bring her onto the floor, and spin her around a few times. It’s what she wants.
 
   “Go sit with her so that I can sit down with you,” Kevin whispered, ending their stare-off.
 
   “What do you think I’m doing here?”
 
   “I don’t know. Pressuring me to put on high-heeled dancing shoes.”
 
   “They’d look good. Show off your butt.”
 
   “Okay. Now you’re making me uncomfortable.”
 
   “They would.”
 
   “Sexual harassment. Right here.”
 
   “I’m going to go sit down now.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



As If He Weren’t There
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Jean played his role as well as he could, but in the end it made no difference. Emily Beck somehow managed to sit at the same table with Kevin Brooks and yet behave as though she were barely aware of him at all. She was as polite as could be: she said hello, she smiled her smile. And then it was as if he weren’t there. Not that he could claim she was ignoring him. If he said something, she turned to face him. She listened and nodded and then carried the conversation forward from there. But her eyes, her luminous eyes, never seemed truly locked onto his; they would touch down on his face gently, briefly, so that he could barely feel their weight, and then those eyes moved on, flew on, they went searching for a resting spot that would somehow be more suitable. More welcoming. 
 
   Though Kevin could not imagine what he was doing wrong.
 
   When he came out onto the sidewalk at the end of the day he was still thinking about it, still wondering if he had imagined the strained atmosphere, the way his stomach seemed to turn the wrong direction every time she looked the other way. It hadn’t been that bad. After all, hadn’t he planned to be just an ordinary person, a normal person having a normal lunch? If he had said something strange or offensive, yes, that would have gotten her attention. But then he would have had to start from scratch on Monday. Then he would have had to atone not only for being foul-smelling, but obnoxious as well.
 
   At least now she knew he was safe. He smelled a bit of man-sweat, apparently, but according to Jean, that was fine. New-meat fine. And he wasn’t prone to saying stupid things. He was not obnoxious. Two for two. Very good.
 
   So why do I feel as though I just flunked a job interview?
 
   He turned and headed for home. He had a schedule to keep, a schedule that the wise and caring Dr. Petak had recommended, and that schedule would not allow for this kind of self-indulgent rumination. He still had to socialize, exercise, eat again, rest again, and so on and so on until his system was back to normal.
 
   After next week, he promised himself. Then you can stew about this business all you like.
 
   As he walked away from the school, Kevin passed two uniformed police officers walking the other direction, and he gave them a little nod. They nodded back. They were squad mates of the late Officer John Hulse, who had been run down in broad daylight two days ago in a hit and run. What looked like a hit and run. A Ford truck matching the description of the one at the scene had been found abandoned just three blocks from the accident, motor still running. Which would make sense for the panicked driver of a hit and run involving a uniformed cop.
 
   Just get out and go. Run away. Don’t look back. Move to Canada.
 
   But when they ran the plates, they came up with nothing. The plates were fake. And fake plates didn’t sound like panic at all. Fake plates sounded like a plan.
 
   Which was why there were now two officers on this beat today instead of just one. They’d be walking this beat for several days, maybe several weeks. Tracking down leads, tracking down hunches. They passed the school and continued on their way, heading toward those painters taking a break outside the three white vans parked near the end of the street. The officers didn’t expect to get anything useful from the painters, but they would ask a few questions just in case. 
 
   Just to be thorough.
 
   


 
   
  
 



An Actual Hold-Up
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   That night, Kevin could barely wait for his reading time. He stopped into the restaurant where Danny said the teachers would be, but not for more than a half-hour. And yes, he took his run in the park and then let Andrew stuff him full of food, but all of it seemed like a distraction, a necessary set of duties that kept him faithfully following Petak’s advice.
 
   At his core, he just wanted to get to the books. And to the couch. 
 
   Get ready.
 
   “Right, that’s my plan,” Kevin said, addressing the bookcase now as if it were the source of the voice. It was still there, that voice – it hadn’t left his head completely, as he thought it might have done this morning – but Kevin believed the tone had shifted noticeably. It was still insistent, still urgent; but the voice was no longer panicked. No longer paranoid. 
 
   “I’m going to need some more stacks over here, Andrew.”
 
   “On my way.”
 
   When they were finished, nearly fifty titles had been placed in neatly spaced collections by the head of the large couch. Kevin saw Andrew’s eyes going over the stacks, then scanning the spare living room floor.
 
   “I’ll try to be neater this time,” Kevin said, though he wasn’t sure this was true. He had no idea who was in charge of things – in charge of him – while he was reading. He might as well have promised not to rumple the sheets of a bed in which he was sleeping.
 
   “I was only looking at the rug, wondering about its country of origin,” Andrew said smoothly. He cleared his throat, ashamed at the inelegance of the lie. “I’ll come get you at 6 AM again?”
 
   “Please.”
 
   Kevin settled himself down onto the couch. It was only now beginning to get dark outside the windows, but he knew Andrew would be walking around pulling the curtains soon; the light wouldn’t matter. He picked up the first book on the nearest pile.
 
   The Stuff of Thought, by Thomas Pinker, he read to himself. All right, Mr. Pinker, show me what you’ve got. Keep me occupied for more than ten minutes and you win a big red balloon.
 
   He opened the first page, let his head fall back onto the large cushion behind him, and began to read. The room went gray around him.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Kevin sat up suddenly. The book in his hands, The Atlas of Emergency Medicine, Third Edition, went sliding to the floor.
 
   “What?”
 
   He was on the verge of reaching over to retrieve the book when he realized abruptly that he didn’t want to. His mind was quiet, and his body felt rested. He wanted to talk to someone. Anyone. He needed conversation. Interaction.
 
   Petak warned me. Socialize. Like a normal person. I thought half an hour at a bar would do it, but that’s ridiculous.
 
   He slipped on his shoes and walked carefully to the elevator, hoping not to wake Andrew. He didn’t need to check the clock on his fancy cell phone; the dark silence coming from the living room windows told him it was sometime in the middle of the night. When he reached the first floor he walked through the lobby and then stepped out into the warm, quiet city night. Then he paused. 
 
   Where to find someone to chat with? 
 
   Not here, not with the slack-jawed, sleep-deprived doorman who had just let him out. And certainly not in some bar; he wasn’t falling into that trap again.
 
   He turned east toward Lexington. There was one person he knew would be up at this hour – whatever this hour might be – and this person would be not only up and awake but alert, would be grinning and ready to talk and maybe even doing a little dance, moving his arms in small circles.
 
   Kevin walked into the delicatessen with the large yellow awning outside, and the wiry Latino man was there. Just where he had been every night this week. Maybe he had been there since Kevin was in high school. He was thin and brown and ageless, with closely-cropped gray hair and tiny ears. As before, he was standing behind the counter reading a paper, rocking his body gently side to side with the sound of the music coming from somewhere in the back of the store. He looked up when Kevin came in, and this time his smile was wide and immediate, welcome, so good to see you again, what can I get you tonight, more sleeping pills or more Vodka, or maybe even a shot of something stronger?
 
   Kevin smiled back, hoping the shopkeeper didn’t think he was an addict of some kind. Then again, this man didn’t look like the sort of person who passed judgment too quickly. 
 
   Running an all-night store in the middle of Manhattan probably gives you a good perspective on things, Kevin thought.
 
   The man watched him, still smiling that broad smile, waiting to see if a request would be forthcoming. He was ready to serve. Kevin hesitated, suddenly aware that he had no idea where to begin. He just wanted to talk. About anything. But the shopkeeper had his routine already in place; he had his Samba music and his newspaper, and maybe he wouldn’t want to talk. Maybe his English wasn’t even that good.
 
   Kevin had a sudden thought. He looked up at the ceiling for a moment, trying to put the right book in front of his mind’s eye. Then he looked back at the man and spoke quickly, careful not to listen to his own words. “You own this store? How long have you been here?”
 
   The shopkeeper’s eyes brightened, and his arms stopped their rhythmic rotations. He cocked his head to the side. “That’s good,” he said in English, and Kevin felt a small mental jolt as he was knocked out of his Spanish groove. The man’s English was passable, though far from perfect. “I understand you,” he continued, “but I’m Brazilian. You speak Portuguese?”
 
   Kevin opened his mouth, then closed it. He looked around the store as if he were searching for a Portuguese dictionary. “I don’t know if – ” He stopped again. Then he shrugged. “Can you say something to me in Portuguese?”
 
   “Sure. What’s wrong, can’t sleep?”
 
   Kevin looked back blankly at him. He was confused. “Yes, I’m up all the time. But wait, are you going to say something in – ”
 
   The man’s laughter interrupted him, a hooting, gleeful sound that filled the little store like a new song. “That is atrocious,” the man said in between hoots. “That’s the worst Portuguese accent I have ever heard. Where did you learn that?”
 
   Kevin exhaled with relief. He had read a book on this man’s language. Whether the night before or within the last several hours, it would have been impossible to say. But Kevin didn’t care. The conversation had begun. It was maybe going to be a conversation focused on his phonetic butchering of the Brazilian tongue, but he could live with that. He was making a friend. “I took a course,” he explained. “On-line.”
 
   “Wow. For what?”
 
   “Um.” This was a question Kevin wasn’t prepared for. “I don’t know,” he said. “For a girl.”
 
    The man’s expression turned a shade more serious, and he nodded knowingly. This, it seemed, was exactly the right response. Kevin made a mental note to use “for a girl” or “because of a girl” as the answer to a wide range of otherwise unanswerable questions that might come up in the conversation.
 
   What was all that Vodka for two nights ago?
 
   How come you’re having trouble sleeping?
 
   Why are so many politicians in hot water these days?
 
   It was, Kevin decided, a response with broad cross-over capacity. The man leaned over the counter and reached out a hand. “Alexi,” he said.
 
   “Kevin.” They shook hands.
 
   “And did you get her?”
 
   “Who? Oh, the girl. No, not yet.”
 
   Alexi stood back. He put up his lean brown hands, shaking them above his head in shock and sympathetic outrage. “But you speak Portuguese! You speak it very well. The accent is American, yes. The accent is heavy. But this is real effort on your part. She doesn’t see it? What is the problem?”
 
   “Oh. Well, she – ”
 
   Kevin stopped again. Now they were heading down a path he didn’t want to travel. He hadn’t learned Portuguese for a girl, after all. He had just… learned it. For the same reason he had learned all about hand guns and diesel engines and artillery and electrical engineering and hand grenades and God knew what else. For no reason at all. Simply because he needed to. Because it was the only way he knew how to get calm, how to rest. How to make that relentless voice leave him alone about getting ready all the time. Yes, there was a girl. And yes, it was true he had not made much progress with her. Had barely talked to her, as a matter of fact. But that wasn’t because she was ignoring any grand gestures on his part; he hadn’t written her a song or tried to decorate her classroom door with rose petals. There was really nothing to tell.
 
   So now he worried he would end up having to create a whole fiction for Alexi, a story about unrequited love, a story that didn’t exist. It wouldn’t ring true.
 
   But Kevin’s new friend was not pushy. He sensed the discomfort, saw the hesitation, and he assumed he had touched a sensitive spot. He closed his eyes and shook his head quickly, dismissing the topic as though it were distasteful, as though it were not worthy of their time. “No, come over here,” he said, with a beckoning wave. “You sit on the stool over here, sit as long as you like. You’re big, you’ll scare away the late-night robbers. We will chat. We will talk about sports and politics and whatever you like. Until you are ready to go back to sleep. Okay?”
 
   Kevin nodded. The man was incredibly kind and welcoming – they had been virtual strangers until three minutes ago – and now he was offering exactly what Kevin had been hoping for when he came into this store. Some easy social time. Some normalcy, relatively speaking. He would have settled for two minutes of banter about the uncommonly warm September weather. 
 
   He walked behind the counter, and now Alexi was leaning over, reaching down to a large horizontal freezer/fridge under the register. “Here, for you,” he said, sliding the door open. “I keep these for myself, for the dead times when I know there will be no one coming through the door for hours at a time.” He reached into the refrigerator and pulled out a bottle of beer. He was in the act of handing it over to Kevin when he frowned. He pulled the bottle back. “It’s warm,” he said. He put the bottle on the counter, reached back down, and slid the door open again. He ducked his head inside the opening as though he were bobbing for a carton of Ben and Jerry’s ice cream. When he came back up his face was tight with frustration. “They just fixed this one,” he said, putting a hand over his eyes. “I use it to store overflow. So expensive, these people. And they fix nothing.”
 
   Kevin was silent for a minute, thinking.
 
   “Hold on a second,” he said. “I’ll be right back.”
 
   Alexi looked questioningly at him, but Kevin was already out the door. He jogged back to his building, rode up the elevator, and as soon as he was in his apartment he went straight to the bookcase.
 
   I saw it here, he thought. I know I did. But I haven’t read it yet, I can tell.
 
   After another moment he found what he was looking for, high up in the second-to-last shelf in the corner. He took it out and then walked back to the apartment entryway, where he sat down in the one wooden chair by the front table. He didn’t want to pick up any more books without meaning to.
 
   Just this one is all I need.
 
   He opened the front cover and started to read, not letting himself be distracted by the unfamiliar terminology. It didn’t matter how weird it seemed; surely Portuguese had been weird at first, too.
 
   The room went gray.
 
   Then, at once, back to color.
 
   He checked the book on his lap, which was now opened to the last page: “Suggestions for further reading.”
 
   No, I think that’ll do.
 
   He put the book on the front hall table. Then he rode the elevator back down, left the building, and jogged back to Lexington. When he came into the store he was glad to see Alexi still standing there, still looking down at the broken freezer/fridge as if it had offended him.
 
   “I wasn’t gone for too long, was I?”
 
   Alexi looked up. He seemed puzzled by the question.
 
   “Good,” Kevin said. He walked behind the counter and pointed. “Mind if I take a peek?”
 
   Alexi gave him a doubtful look. “You can repair freezers?”
 
   “I read a book on it,” Kevin said.
 
   And yes, I can. Definitely. This just happens to be my first time, that’s all.
 
   Alexi didn’t look convinced. “What book?”
 
   “Hmm?” Kevin was already crouching down, trying to get a better view of the pipes on the freezer’s rear side. “Oh. It’s the GE Master Repair Manual for Major Appliances. I think. Do you mind if I slide this out a little bit? It’s cramped down here.”
 
   “Why would anyone read such a book? Why would you?”
 
   Kevin stopped trying to pull the freezer back. It was a good question, but dwelling on it fell into the same category as dwelling on why he would read a book on Portuguese. “I go through a lot of books,” he said dismissively.
 
   Alexi was still resisting. “I need to call these guys,” he said. “They’re professionals, you can’t – ”
 
   “Alexi,” Kevin said, cutting him off. He didn’t bother coming up from under the counter. He was already on his back, unscrewing a nut with his fingers. “I can fix this thing. I can fix it easily. It’ll take me ten minutes. Maybe less, if you can find me a wrench and a screwdriver. And it’ll stay fixed.”
 
   Alexi sighed. “How much is this going to cost me?”
 
   The phrase “go fuck yourself” did not appear in the textbook Kevin had used for learning Portuguese, but he managed to string together words that seemed to suit the purpose. “I’m just fixing a friend’s freezer,” he added. “Is that okay? You weren’t going to charge me for the beer, were you? Find me a screwdriver, my fingers aren’t made of steel.”
 
   Alexi gave up. He stood and walked to the back of the store, and then Kevin heard the sound of a door opening in the storage area. Then a drawer sliding open. Then a very loud clattering as something fell.
 
   Alexi swore.
 
   Kevin added the phrase to his mental library, testing the sounds quietly on his tongue. The accent was difficult, that was for sure.
 
   In a minute the storekeeper was back, and he handed down a screwdriver. And a wrench. Kevin thanked him and returned to his work. He paused, consulting a compressor diagram in his head.
 
   No, that’s backward. This one is the other way. And now this pipe leads to this one and – 
 
   Kevin heard the sound of the store’s front door opening, and now quick steps on the hard plastic floor.
 
   “Please,” Alexi said quickly, in English. The tone of his voice, tight and tense, made Kevin frown.
 
   “Shut up and open it,” said a new voice, this one young and cracking. Then Kevin heard metal against metal, an urgent tapping.
 
   This isn’t happening, he thought.
 
   But it was. He had never heard this sound, and yet he knew what it was.
 
   He’s hitting the register with his gun.
 
   “Open it!”
 
   Then a moment of silence.
 
   Now the gun is pointed at Alexi again.
 
   Kevin took a slow, steadying breath. Not once had he ever witnessed an actual hold-up in an all-night deli; he had half-assumed Alexi was kidding earlier about the prospect of getting robbed. But he supposed there was a first time for everything. A first time for fixing freezers and a first time for Portuguese. 
 
   And a first time for this. 
 
   Had he read the right books yet? 
 
   He took another second to think.
 
   Yes, he thought. I have.
 
   


 
   
  
 



That Internal Extractor Issue
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Kevin stood up slowly from behind the counter. So very, very slowly. He made eye-contact with the kid as soon as possible and held it.
 
   This was the most dangerous part of the whole thing.
 
   He made it to a standing position without the teenager trying to shoot, and that was a triumph. Kevin nodded reassuringly, and he put his hands out in an everything’s-okay gesture.
 
   The kid, a pasty-white fifteen-year-old wearing baggy shorts and a t-shirt with holes in it, took a step back. The hand holding the gun began to tremble. Everything did not seem okay to him. Everything had been okay a minute ago, when it had been just him and the skinny Latino guy, the guy he had seen alone in this Deli eight nights in a row, eight nights in a row with nobody coming into this place, and finally it had been just too tempting. He had the gun, he needed the cash, and what could go wrong? But now this other guy was here, this other guy had appeared out of nowhere, he had stood up from behind the counter as if he had been hiding there all night for eight straight days, hiding there just hoping for this moment, and somehow that seemed reasonable, that seemed to make sense because the guy was huge, big and jacked and with eyes that seemed to see everything at once, and he towered over the little Latino guy like he was his specially hired bodyguard or something. The huge guy was putting his hands out now, making this let’s-all-chill-out gesture, which the kid thought was surely the gesture a bodyguard would make right before he reached over, grabbed you by the head, and tossed you out into the street like an over-ripe melon.
 
   “Stay the fuck back,” the kid yelled, shaking his gun as though he meant to throw it at them.
 
   “Nobody’s moving,” Kevin said.
 
   The kid kept shaking his gun, perhaps to hide the tremble in his hand.
 
   “Where’d you get that weapon?” Kevin asked.
 
   “Fuck you.”
 
   “It’s nice,” Kevin said, as if the teenager had told him his mother had bought it for him as a birthday present. “Browning 9X19, High-Power P35. Serious equipment. Pretty expensive, too. If you get it new, that is.”
 
   “Shut up.”
 
   “Right, but that’s the problem, isn’t it? The old ones look nice, but they’ve got that internal extractor issue. Your model have an internal extractor?”
 
   “What – ”
 
   “Because the reliability of that design is questionable at best. The external extractor, on the other hand, really improves the whole situation. Which is why all the new ones come with that feature.”
 
    The kid was starting to look sick to his stomach. He lowered his gun slightly. He had thought there was a 50-50 chance of getting arrested for his plan tonight; he knew that risk, he was willing to accept that risk. This was far worse. The huge, bodyguard-looking guy was speaking pure gibberish, but he sounded as if he knew everything there was to know about guns. He probably owned hundreds of them, probably had one strapped to each ankle under his pants, along with the one stuck into his belt behind his back. And as soon as he got the chance, as soon as he noticed even a moment’s opportunity, he would let fly with a barrage of perfectly-aimed bullets that would not only kill the kid but would also carve some sort of star design into his chest. And then the huge guy would come over and stand above him while he bled out on the floor, and the guy would look down and tilt his head and say something like, “Darn it, my fourth shot was a little to the left.”
 
   Kevin saw the look in the kid’s eye, and he didn’t give him too much time to think. “Your gun isn’t going to work,” he said to him gently. “It’s too old. It’s not reliable. You’re in trouble.”
 
   The kid lowered his gun another inch.
 
   “Maybe you should go home,” Kevin suggested. “Just turn around, walk away, and go home.”
 
   “Please don’t kill me,” the kid blurted out suddenly. His gun was still partly raised, pointing now somewhere between the register and the floor. He seemed to be holding his breath, waiting for Kevin to pump him full of a dozen rounds to the chest. And then one in the head. To make sure.
 
   “Go home,” Kevin repeated, putting more urgency in his voice. “Right now.”
 
   The teenager lowered his gun all the way. He waited another second. When he found himself still alive and standing, he let out a shaky breath and turned around. Then, as if he were worried Kevin might decide at any moment to shoot him just out of spite, he went sprinting out of the store like a rabbit.
 
   Alexi and Kevin stood next to each other for a few seconds, neither saying a word. Without taking his eyes off the door, Alexi made a small sound. 
 
   An amused sound.
 
   “What?”
 
   “That was a good bluff,” Alexi said.
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “What if he hadn’t bought it?”
 
   Kevin shrugged. “It’s hard to shoot a Browning GP with accuracy, even with proper training. That gun kicks. It can split the webbing of your hand if you’re not holding it the right way. And that kid had no idea how to hold it, let alone how to aim it.”
 
   “He still could have shot you. The bullet has to go somewhere.”
 
   “Right, but it’s a very low probability. And even if he did hit me, I’d still be able to get over there and grapple with him. Disarming is fairly simple at this range, even when wounded, and even with minimal contact. Then I’d – ”
 
   “What are you talking about?” Alexi interrupted. The shock of the experience – the relief at having lived through it – was wearing off, and the amusement was gone from his voice. He turned to face Kevin. “Didn’t you hear me? He could have shot you. Or me. With a bullet. What’s this ‘low-probability’ nonsense? Who cares how you disarm him? We could have died. Are you not getting that?”
 
   Kevin watched him silently for a moment, and then he seemed finally to hear the words that Alexi was saying. Seemed finally to grasp the situation as a whole, rather than as an academic exercise.
 
   Jesus, what was I thinking?
 
   “You’re right,” Kevin said.
 
   But then Alexi shook his head. Suddenly he looked ashamed. “You’re in the middle of fixing my freezer, you save me from having to empty my cash register, and I’m yelling at you.”
 
   “No, I understand. It was dangerous.”
 
   Alexi shrugged. “That’s not your fault. He brought the gun.”
 
   “True.”
 
   “Anyway, now I owe you.”
 
   “No you don’t.”
 
   “Quiet. I’ll let you slide on the freezer, that’s a nice gesture. But fending off an armed robber is different. That counts.”
 
   “It was my pleasure.”
 
   “Even so. What can I give you? Something from the store? It’s stupid, I know. But pick something. Pick ten things, to make me feel better.”
 
   Kevin looked around doubtfully. The idea of walking off with an armload of unpaid-for groceries seemed strange. Seemed not proper, somehow. He felt as if he were being asked to take a piece of furniture away from the man’s house. Still, he made a show of checking in every direction, left and right and behind him, as if he didn’t already know exactly what you could find in a corner delicatessen.
 
   But then, unbelievably, something on the wall behind the register caught his eye.
 
   I’ll be damned, he thought. That’s what I need. Lord knows I’ve got the time. And you’re definitely the guy for this.
 
   The storekeeper followed Kevin’s gaze. When he saw what he was staring at, his eyes lit up. “Yes! That’s me, that’s what I do during the daytime!” He hooted with laughter again, delighted that a means of repayment had been found. “That’s perfect, we can do that!”
 
   Kevin smiled. “Yeah, okay. I work during the week. You have time on a weekend?”
 
   Alexi looked insulted. “Today! This morning is a Saturday, this is a weekend, no? What’s wrong with this morning?”
 
   “You’re working. It’s not morning yet.”
 
   “Bah. So you come back in two hours. Six o’clock right here, and then we’ll go together. I’ll take you, show you. Everything the proper way. This is going to be great.” He moved his arms around in rhythmic circles.
 
   “All right,” Kevin said, relenting. The man’s enthusiasm was infectious. “Let me finish with your freezer. I’ll go home and try to get some rest, and then I’ll be back here at six.”
 
   Alexi nodded energetically. “Yes, good.” Suddenly his eyebrows shot up, and his expression turned mischievous. “Wait a minute, I have a question.”
 
   Kevin paused in the act of crouching. He wanted to get the freezer fixed quickly so that he could get home and finish resting. Reading. Whatever.
 
   “Why?” Alexi said, his mouth stretched into a parody of innocent curiosity. “Why do you want me to teach you to dance?”
 
   Kevin sighed.
 
   He just wants to hear me say it.
 
   “Because of a girl,” he answered dutifully.
 
   “Yes!” Alexi cried, jabbing the air with a finger. “Yes, always!”
 
   “Okay, enough.”
 
   “Never enough!”
 
   Kevin shook his head and put himself back on the floor. He returned his attention to the freezer’s main compressor assembly.
 
   “Yes!” Alexi said again.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Do What I’m Telling You
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The middle screen on Jacob Savian’s desk made a soft bonging noise. It was 6 AM, time for the morning update. Jacob rubbed his eyes and tried to clear his head. The day before had been a busy one, and George’s cleanup work had kept them both up far later than usual. George had been up because he was patient and methodical, and because he did not cut corners when painting pictures, building prototypes, or disposing of bodies. Jacob had been up simply because many of the tools George had been using – the bone saw, for example – were quite loud. And then there was the question of the chemicals for dissolving, which left a sharp, acrid smell that lingered even after the windows had been kept open for several hours. Which in turn let in the warm, humid air from the Indian Summer they were having, and on and on.
 
   Neither one of them had slept very well. The next morning, George was still in the kitchen area drinking his coffee. Jacob wished he could put everything on hold, wished he could just postpone all of this unpleasantness so that he could go back to thinking about his next programming project. Nothing made him feel better than the start of a new project.
 
   But now matters of business beckoned, important matters, and even though he was feeling confident now – even though he could tell that he was going to win, he knew he was going to nail that Billaud motherfucker right to the wall – he also knew it was important to see everything through to the very end. Which meant no putting things on hold. No breaks. He didn’t care that it was 6 AM on a Saturday, and neither did anyone else. When you were ensuring the future of human ingenuity, you didn’t sleep in.
 
   So Jacob put on a stern expression, leaned forward, and hit the key to establish the connection. The Organizer’s face blipped into view.
 
   “Talk.”
 
   “There were two cops on patrol yesterday. Follow up, the usual.”
 
   “Fine. But nobody did anything stupid this time, right?”
 
   “Correct.”
 
   “Any hits on the van plates?”
 
   “Two. And a call to the building-redirect line about the paint job. Everything went smooth. Plates are all solid, they lead to a union lease shop on Staten Island. Guy’s got almost 300 vans, couldn’t keep track of them if he wanted to. Which is perfect. But he’s completely legit. They won’t smell a thing. And the paint-job call went great. They’re checking everything, but we’ve got it covered.” 
 
   “Good. What else?”
 
   “We’ve redistributed resources for Friday. To account for…”
 
   The Organizer hesitated.
 
   “We’ve redistributed,” he said again, and left it at that. 
 
   Jacob looked away. “You need another man?”
 
   “No, we’re still good. Redundancies were built in already. They know their jobs.”
 
   “All right. And he’s still expected to show up?”
 
   “As far as we know. They’ve still got an escort planned for him out of LaGuardia on Friday morning. Anyway, it’s his kid. He’s big on these things, he’s made that clear every step of the way. Any time he signs up for something – private, government, it doesn’t matter – there’s always language in the contract for time off to go see his boy. Friday is parents’ day. He’ll be there.”
 
   Jacob nodded. He knew all of this already, knew it as well as he knew the code that controlled the auto-defibrillator he had modified to kill the Gun, but he liked to hear it repeated back to him. He liked to be sure.
 
   “Talk to me about the secondary.”
 
   The Organizer hesitated again. “For Tuesday, you mean.”
 
   “Of course that’s what I mean. That’s what I said to you. Tuesday is not a term that requires interpretation, is it?”
 
   “No. But the Planner is having difficulty. The target won’t be there on Tuesday. Without understanding the objective, the Planner can’t – ”
 
   “The objective is the same,” Jacob interrupted. He sounded annoyed. “Tell the Planner to stop worrying about when you think the target will be there. I’m telling you to have a plan for Tuesday, the exact same plan, except instead of for Friday, make it for Tuesday. That doesn’t seem complicated to me. Are the bus schedules dramatically different that day or something? I’m telling you to be ready for a secondary contingency. That order is based on information that I have, information saying that we might need to go earlier. You don’t have that information and neither does your Planner, but I don’t care. You don’t need it. Do what I’m telling you. Clear?”
 
   “Absolutely. We’ll get it done.”
 
   “That’s what you said yesterday. This time, do it.”
 
   “Yes, Sir.”
 
   Jacob leaned forward and ended the call. Then he sat back and sighed. God, he was tired. He wondered how much longer he would have to keep this up. He wanted to rest, to be able to relax and know that the job was done.
 
   Tuesday or Friday?
 
   It would be his own decision when to proceed, but this gave him no comfort. Either way he would be taking a chance. There was no other information of course, but this was how you covered your bases. With an operation this important, you threw as much crap into the wind as you could get away with, in case someone was around the corner with his nose in the air.
 
   In case someone was just as busy as you were yourself.
 
   Busy getting ready.
 
   And then, if necessary, you could change things up altogether. You could make the bullshit the real shit.
 
   Because no one would be ready for that. No matter how hard they tried.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Cristiana In Your Hands
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Alexi took Kevin way uptown, to an area of the city where the buildings and the neighborhood were not quite as clean, not quite as prosperous-looking. The structures were squat and brick and utilitarian, and the stores veered toward pawn shops and liquor rather than to retail and books and fruit stands. But inside one of the short, all-brick tenements, there was a special place. A secret place. Alexi led Kevin down a flight of stairs into the basement, down a long hall, then around a corner before unlocking a heavy door with a set of keys that appeared from his pocket as though he were a magician; the door opened to reveal a clean, brightly lit, preposterously large room with good wooden floors and a wall of mirrors along one side.
 
   “Not bad, right?” Alexi said. 
 
   Kevin nodded silently, standing and looking in wonder. 
 
   “It was a laundry,” Alexi explained. 
 
   “Okay,” Kevin said, and in another moment he planted his feet as if preparing to absorb a blow to the face from a boxer. “Let’s go.”
 
   Alexi laughed his hooting laugh, and he shook his head. “No, okay. This is good. If I can teach someone with your accent to dance like a Brazilian, then I will know. I will know I’m a genius.”
 
   “You are,” Kevin said encouragingly. “You can.”
 
   Alexi turned to the wall and put on some music. “Here we go,” he said.
 
   It was not what Kevin expected. Alexi had him stand on his own for ten minutes first, doing nothing. Listening. A song was playing from speakers hung from racks in the two back corners, something slow and bouncing that Kevin couldn’t identify. “Move your weight onto your toes,” Alexi commanded. He put the song on again, then a third time, until Kevin could feel the beat nudging him, shifting him from side to side. It was irresistible. “Now watch me,” Alexi said.
 
   He stood a few feet to Kevin’s side and began to move. He smiled patiently, waiting for this large, fit, and unforgivably heavy-footed American to come up to speed. “On your toes,” was all he said. 
 
   Kevin watched him in the mirror, imitated the steps, and after a few minutes he was there. They were moving together, both of them still facing the mirror.
 
   “Good, now hands up,” Alexi said. “Like this. Don’t stop.” He glided back to the stereo system to start the song again, never losing the rhythm even when the music was silent between repetitions of the song. “Up here,” Alexi said again, his arms and hands forming a brace and a bridge to an invisible partner. “Yes. And put out your chest. No, okay. Maybe too much. Five more minutes like that and we’re ready to start.”
 
   “We haven’t started?”
 
   “This is the prelude,” Alexi said. “This is the warm up. Many instructors, they start you right away with a partner. But that’s being impatient. Before putting Cristiana in your hands, you should be ready, no?”
 
   Kevin nodded almost as a reflex. The need for preparation, for readiness, was now so deeply etched into his system that the very mention of it made him stand up straighter. He felt as though Alexi had touched him, very gently, with an exceedingly sharp stick in a very tender spot. “Who’s Cristiana?”
 
   Alexi shook his head. “Wait. Get ready.”
 
   The sharp stick poked him again, and Kevin focused even more intently on Alexi’s movements in the mirror. The man had his hands up, connecting and supporting. Weight on his toes, shifting forward and back, his midsection impossibly stable through it all. Kevin mimicked him as best he could.
 
   “Good,” Alexi said. “Keep moving.” He leaned as though he were being pulled by a sudden change in the music, and all at once he was at the door. He opened it and there was a small woman standing there, waiting with her shoulders back and her arms at her sides as if she had been standing there for half an hour, as if she always stood there, ready to be called upon when a student was ready. She was young and slim and Mediterranean-looking, with jet-black hair tied into a neat braid behind her head; she wore a simple white t-shirt and shorts. On her feet were a pair of high-heeled shoes that appeared at odds with her otherwise casual Saturday morning attire, but as soon as she took a step into the room it seemed to Kevin as though these shoes were surely the most comfortable thing she could have worn, they were the most comfortable shoes anywhere in the world. Alexi smiled at her and took her hand and led her toward Kevin, and the woman seemed to float over the wooden floor, her steps were so light and quick that Kevin’s first thought, immediately suppressed, was to ask if her soles had been treated with some sort of special dancing grease. “Cristiana,” Alexi said simply, and he guided the woman into Kevin’s hands as though sliding a custom-designed machine part expertly into place. “Kevin,” the storekeeper said to Cristiana, who nodded once and said nothing. Kevin managed to keep moving during this procedure, managed to stay with the rhythm he had been practicing without interruption for the last fifteen minutes, and he realized all at once that he was dancing now, that Cristiana’s hand was in one of his hands, that the small of her back was in the other, and that she was moving with him in the same pattern, doing it so easily that Kevin wondered for a moment how anyone could ever claim that dancing was difficult. How anyone could think it was awkward.
 
   It was effortless. 
 
   Cristiana looked up at him with a prim, businesslike expression, with dark pretty eyes and a half-smile that said you are an oaf, a stumbling, over-muscled oaf, but you are not without potential; you are less clumsy than you look.
 
   “Wonderful,” Alexi said, and he began circling them like a boxing referee, dipping and dodging in a way that was a dance of its own. He made tiny adjustments as he moved, touching Kevin’s elbow and then his forearm and then, standing for a moment on tip-toe as if reaching to fix a crooked light, Kevin’s chin. “Level,” Alexi said sharply. “Here.”
 
   Kevin incorporated the changes and kept going. He didn’t step on Cristiana even once, and for this he was proud. After one more round of the song Alexi seemed satisfied, and he put a hand up to stop them. The music was still playing, and Kevin felt like a sailor stepping onto dry land for the first time after a long voyage. The beat was still going, still pulling him. It seemed unnatural to stand in one place.
 
   “So now Cristiana will let you do the work,” Alexi said.
 
   “What work? What was she doing before?”
 
   Cristiana’s laugh, high and musical, lit up the room. “My God,” she said, in perfect English. “Where did you learn to speak Portuguese? Your accent – ”
 
   Alexi shushed her impatiently, and he then he turned back to Kevin. “Listen. She will pretend now that she has never done the dance. She knows nothing, okay? You must lead her.”
 
   Kevin glanced at Cristiana, whose hand was now demurely covering her mouth. Her eyes were lowered, hiding the laughter that was still welling up inside her. He spoke to Alexi. “Before, wasn’t I – ”
 
   “Your girl,” Alexi said, cutting him off. “The girl. The one you are chasing. She will not know the steps. She will be unsteady at first, uneasy. Wondering if you know what to do, or if you will make her look like a fool. If you can’t lead right, the dance becomes an argument, a struggle in which no one can decide who should be in charge. Then it’s a tug of war, and this helps no one.” He made a whirling motion with one hand. “So start again on your own. Now it’s you.”
 
   Alexi stood back and waited, and Kevin realized Cristiana was waiting too. She was back in his grasp, her head up, her smile gone. Watching him with that prim look again, but this time with a hint of apprehension. Try not to break both my ankles.
 
   The music was still playing. 
 
   Kevin listened, letting himself return to the rhythm of it, letting the push and pull come over him. Then he moved with decision, pulling Cristiana along.
 
   Too hard.
 
   The little woman went spinning away from him as though she were a top Kevin had tried to fling out of the room, and he winced in anticipation. She was going to hit the near wall. But she was a born dancer, she had handled men just as strong – and far less coordinated – than this strangely-accented oaf, and she leaned and turned as though she were on skates, grazing the far wall with an outstretched hand, flirting with it, before completing the turn and presenting herself before Kevin like a partner who had just arrived. Her expression now was stern.
 
   “How much do you think I weigh?” she asked, in clipped Portuguese. Instruction, it seemed, was more naturally dispensed in the mother tongue.
 
   Kevin considered. “I would say – ”
 
   “Never answer that question,” Cristiana cut in sharply. “Less than you,” she added, with a little shake of her head. “Far less, and that’s all that matters. You know a lot of women who are your height, like this?” She put her hand up to the sky, as if to remind Kevin of his 6-foot-3 stature. “And two hundred pounds?”
 
   “Two-twenty,” Kevin corrected her.
 
   Cristiana rolled her eyes. “Right, so the answer is no. Every girl is going to be smaller.”
 
   “Right.”
 
   “Right. So let’s move easy, okay?”
 
   “I got it.”
 
   Alexi walked to the back of the room and started the music over. Kevin waited again for the beat to make itself clear. And then he moved, but much more gently this time. He treated Cristiana as if she were made of something breakable.
 
   It was better. He was better. It was still not like before, not like the first time when they had seemed to be moving with a single, instinctively shared purpose of grace and serenity, but at least he was taking the right steps. At least she was still with him, still securely in his hands. Her expression returned to its former state of businesslike semi-approval, and that seemed like a victory.
 
   “Now we’re moving,” Alexi said, and he resumed his circling and adjusting. “Small signals,” he advised. “The gentlest pull on her waist, the lightest pressure on her hand. You can move her, you see? And the easier you go, the easier it becomes.”
 
   Kevin tried to relax, tried to do everything with the barest impulse from his arms, from subtle shifts in his midsection, and of course Alexi was right. So much easier. So much more fluid.
 
   After another five minutes Alexi called for a break. He congratulated Kevin. “You are not hopeless.”
 
   Kevin smiled gratefully. He felt pleasantly exhausted, spent by all the focus this process required. They rested briefly, but then Alexi was up again. He put on new music. A different beat, a different dance. At which point Kevin had to start all over again, standing first on his own, then copying Alexi in the mirror, then taking tentative steps with Cristiana doing much of the work, and so on. But it all came together in the same way. He practiced it, he had it, and they moved on. To another beat and another dance. Then another, and another. And finally, when Kevin worried that he was coming to the point of asking – of pleading – for a rest to get some food or water or just a chance to sit down for a half hour to massage his feet, Alexi abruptly brought the lesson to an end.
 
   “Good!” he said decisively. Kevin came to a halt, releasing Cristiana. She stepped back to join Alexi. The two Brazilians glanced at each other, and then they assessed their pupil with arms crossed, as if he were a freshly painted room.
 
   “He can take a girl onto the floor,” Alexi declared.
 
   Cristiana said nothing. She tapped her foot twice and shrugged. Then she took a step forward, clapped Kevin on the hip with surprising force, and gave him a little grin. “You’re too big,” she said, returning to English. “But you’ll do fine. She’ll be happy.” Her serious expression returned. “Go easy,” she reminded him.
 
   “Easy,” Kevin repeated. “I promise.”
 
   “You should get some rest now,” Alexi suggested.
 
   “I will. And what about you?”
 
   “I get my rest in the afternoon.”
 
   “Sure you do.”
 
   Alexi put up his hands in a gesture of helplessness. “Everybody’s busy,” he said, and he went to the back wall to turn off the music. “Everybody’s got something they have to do.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



They Fell On Him Like Dogs
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Kevin thanked the two of them again, and then he walked slowly back the way he had come, around the corner and down the hall and up the stairs before emerging finally onto the street. It was bright outside, the middle of the day, and he wondered how long they had been dancing. Several hours, at least. And his legs felt heavy. Dead.
 
   I didn’t get enough rest last night.
 
   He stood for a minute on the corner, enjoying the feel of the sun on his face as he let the last few hours play themselves back in his head. He could remember it all, every scene as if it were something he had read in a book, except that this was a visceral, deeply physical memory; he could feel his legs and body wanting to move, wanting to rock and shift as he lived through the music and steps again in his mind. There was silence around him now as the traffic paused for a light, and he could feel a slowdown occurring. He took in the scenery around him as if noticing it for the first time. A tired-looking dog with no collar sat on the curb nearest him, its attention fixed on three pigeons scrounging for crumbs on the sidewalk; the woman across the street was caught in the act of peering down the avenue, perhaps looking for an approaching bus; the three men crossing the street toward him were glaring at him, had their hands raised and were pointing angrily at him, why hadn’t he noticed them before, he had been thinking about dancing, they were coming right for him, and about to shout – 
 
   “Hey! You don’t hear me, man?” 
 
   “Get off our corner, faggot.”
 
   “That’s our corner, okay?”
 
   They were yelling separately, together, apart and as one with a single message that was clear enough, and their shouting pierced the silence and shoved the world forward. Suddenly time was moving at normal speed, at double speed, and Kevin was about to say yes, of course, your corner, absolutely, I’m just on my way home, when he realized that these men were not waiting for a response. Their shouts had only been a way of announcing themselves, a way to blow off steam for the five seconds necessary to get across the street, and as soon as they reached their corner, as soon as they reached this big, thick-headed guy trying to move in on their space with whatever he was pushing, they were going to show him what happened to people who didn’t respect the well-established territory lines of 120th and 2nd Avenue.
 
   My mistake, Kevin thought.
 
   He had less than a second to move, and in that split second he thought – all appearances to the contrary – that he might actually be okay. That he was just as well prepared for these men as he had been for the kid in the delicatessen. Because a split second was all his mind needed to call up the chapter on multiple assailants from Essential Jiu Jitsu, page 110, and the basic techniques were obvious. You put yourself first in a defensive posture – 
 
   The lead man kicked him in the face. Kevin felt his nose crack, and the world around him seemed to explode into stars.
 
   “Thanks for coming down low, bitch,” he heard the lead man say with a laugh. Kevin put his arms out as though preparing for a grab-and-roll-and-throw, but the men skipped around him easily, and then one of them hit him in the side with something that must have been a baseball bat. He grunted in surprised pain and toppled sideways to the ground. The three of them fell on him like dogs, punching and kicking at will. Kevin tried to draw himself into a fetal ball, but the men were accustomed to such behavior. They found his soft spots and hammered, it felt to him as if he were being attacked by five men, by ten, he had been thrown into a wood chipping machine and it wouldn’t stop, and all at once he found himself wondering if they meant to do more than scare him off their precious corner. Maybe it wasn’t enough that he was already down on the ground and bleeding.
 
   Maybe they’re going to kill me.
 
   A high, outraged voice cut through the air, a scream of anger and authority. The beating stopped abruptly. There was the sound of feet moving quickly around him, retreating, and then Kevin heard the three men begin to speak together again. Now they were pleading their case to someone. Explaining why the beating had been so necessary.
 
   The high voice cut them off. It told them to shut the fuck up, and to take a look at what they had just done. Kevin recognized the voice. It was speaking in Portuguese. 
 
   With an effort, he opened his eyes.
 
   “Look at what you did!” Cristiana yelled. She was still in her dancing shoes, still in her neat white t-shirt and shorts. She was also the smallest, slimmest person on the sidewalk. But her anger had made her taller. Made her larger. Her eyes blazed, and the slender cords of her neck stood out as she shouted at the three men, who stood before her with their heads hanging low. “No, look!” she yelled again. “He was in the studio, he was taking a lesson.”
 
   The three men shrugged collectively. 
 
   He was on our corner. He’s dressed like a high-priced heroin pusher. How were we supposed to know?
 
   Cristiana spat on the ground. Her anger was boiling over. “No, shut up!” she yelled, though the men had not said a word. “He stopped a robbery!” she cried. “At the store, you understand? At my dad’s store last night, and now you’re beating the shit out of him? Mother of God, go pick him up. Pick him up!”
 
   They did. They turned and walked back to Kevin, and then they took him gently under the armpits and pulled, they pulled until he could get his feet underneath him. He gritted his teeth and endured the treatment – he would have preferred to lie there and catch his breath for a minute – and when he was finally standing up straight he tried to feel, tried to individually feel the sources of pain around his body. Looking for breaks, ruptures, serious injuries. There was his nose, of course, which was bleeding freely. And his midsection felt as though he had been kicked several times by an ill-tempered donkey. But the rest of him was only bruised. And he was standing on his own now, though the men were watching him as if he were a poorly-constructed high-rise, one that could topple over at any minute.
 
   All in all, he felt all right. Not much worse than he would have after a football game with exceptionally bad pass-rush coverage. Three bad sacks. Maybe four. Not the best of times, but certainly survivable.
 
   “How are you doing?” Cristiana asked in English.
 
   Kevin nodded. He wiped the blood from his nose, wincing at the fresh jolt of pain as he touched the broken bone there. “Been better.”
 
   She let out a breath of air and smiled with relief. Then she gave the three men a severe look.
 
   “Sorry,” the lead one said, and put out a hand.
 
   “Sorry.”
 
   “Sorry.”
 
   He shook hands with all three of them, a surreal experience. Then he waited a beat, unsure of what was expected of him. Surely he wasn’t supposed to thank them; they had been kicking him in the gut less than two minutes ago. And the idea of saying goodbye seemed even stranger. These were not his friends.
 
   Cristiana solved it.
 
   “The three of you are going to walk him back to his neighborhood,” she commanded.
 
   They opened their mouths and tipped their heads back in silent protest, but Cristiana hissed them into submission. They sighed their acquiescence, and then the lead man held a hand out before Kevin, held it out in the direction of Kevin’s neighborhood.
 
   Slowly, carefully, Kevin began to walk.
 
   The men walked with him.
 
   “Goodbye, Kevin,” Cristiana called. It was the first time she had said his name, and it gave him the push he needed. He could make it to his apartment.
 
   “Goodbye Cristiana,” he called.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Dangerous Things
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   They walked for several blocks in silence, a big white man moving slowly and painfully downtown, flanked by three Brazilians with dark expressions on their faces. People on the sidewalk stopped to watch them go by, wondering at Kevin’s role in the group. He was either a new neighborhood drug lord or a soon-to-be-dead interloper. It was hard to know. He had blood on his face, but this could mean anything.
 
   “Hey,” the lead man said suddenly. They were stopped at an intersection, waiting for the light. Not something these three men would normally have done, but their man was in no rush. And Cristiana would kill them if they let him get hit by a taxi on the way home.
 
   Kevin looked over at him. “What?”
 
   “You can’t fight like that.”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   The lead man puffed his cheeks out. He didn’t know how to describe the problem, but he knew this big white guy would get his ass kicked again. And again and again. Cristiana said he had stopped a robbery at Alexi’s place, so now they had a  responsibility. They had to try to stop the next ass-kicking. Or at least soften it. “You fight like there’s a plan,” the man said. “This isn’t a movie. You looked surprised I didn’t bow to you first or something. My only plan was to kick the crap out of you, yeah?”
 
   Kevin nodded. Any anger between them was gone now; everyone just wanted to get this walk done. Get it done and go home. “Yeah, I saw that. Felt it.”
 
   “Where’d you learn to fight?”
 
   “Never fought anybody. You’re my first.”
 
   The man gave him a sideways look, as though the idea of a man with no fighting experience bordered on scandalous. “But you had your hands up. Looked like you had an idea how to do it, at least.”
 
   “Got that from a book.”
 
   “A book?” he said, in a tone implying that books were strange and mystical things. Dangerous things.
 
   “I’ll throw it away.”
 
   “No, that’s not – ” The man stopped himself. “A book’s better than nothing, sure. But maybe read a few more. They write books about fighting dirty?”
 
   “I don’t see why they wouldn’t.”
 
   “Get a few of those. And remember, there’s no routine. No plan. The only plan is to fuck ‘em up before they fuck you up, okay?”
 
   Kevin nodded.
 
   “All right,” the man said, sounding satisfied. He had done what he could. The light changed, and they continued on their walk.
 
   They went the rest of the way without speaking. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Fighting Dirty
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Andrew was waiting for him when he came into the apartment. When the assistant saw Kevin’s face, his expression turned from one of gentle disapproval to shocked concern. “Where have you been?” Andrew demanded.
 
   Kevin smiled. “You sound like my mother.”
 
   “Your mother would be appalled,” Andrew shot back. “Come into the kitchen and sit down.” He hurried off to fetch first aid supplies, muttering to himself as he went. Kevin walked slowly to the kitchen, and he lowered himself gently into one of the chairs in the breakfast nook. 
 
   Andrew returned immediately. He had a box full of tape, hydrogen peroxide, bandages, and Neosporin, along with several small vials and syringes that didn’t look like standard first-aid kit equipment. “What are those for?” Kevin asked.
 
   “No idea,” Andrew said briskly, and he set himself to cleaning up Kevin’s face.
 
   “Easy,” Kevin said.
 
   “It’s broken.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “Sit still.”
 
   “Stop pushing at my face like you’re mad at me.”
 
   “I am mad at you.”
 
   “You’re supposed to be helping me. Isn’t that your job, to help me?”
 
   Andrew sat back. He stopped trying to treat Kevin’s nose, and he sighed heavily. He looked down and closed his eyes. Then he looked back at Kevin. He seemed to be struggling with himself. “You have no routine,” Andrew said slowly. “The only thing I know is that you go to work each morning. Beyond that, I’m at a loss. You don’t sleep. You sometimes eat, but I can never be sure. I thought you were starting to develop a nighttime-rest routine, but then this morning you were gone without warning. I don’t even know when you left the house.”
 
   “I have to notify you?”
 
   Andrew took another slow breath. “You do not. Your decisions are your own. But I want to help you; as you have said, that is my job. I pride myself on being good at this job, but lately I have felt incapable. I do not seem to be helping you. I don’t know how. And now you are injured.” Andrew gave him a helpless, apologetic look. “Hence my distress.”
 
   “I’m fine,” Kevin said, trying to reassure him. “Just plug up my nose and give me a Band-Aid or two. My plan for the next few hours is to have some food, take a rest, and then maybe take a run before bed. Does that sound reasonable?”
 
   “It does, except for the run,” Andrew said. He returned to bandaging Kevin’s face. More gently this time. “What did you do?”
 
   “Stood on the wrong street corner.”
 
   “Which corner would that be? I’d like to avoid it if possible.”
 
   “Way uptown. Not sure which one. If you go up there, maybe just keep moving.”
 
   “Good plan.”
 
   “There’s no plan,” Kevin said quickly.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Nothing. Just some advice someone gave me.”
 
   “This looks okay now,” Andrew said. He gave the bridge of Kevin’s nose a light tap as though testing the structural stability of the bandages. “I’m going to make your lunch, so leave my kitchen.”
 
   Kevin smiled. “Your kitchen?”
 
   “Mine. Until you fire me. Go wait in the living room. Find a good book and lie down on the couch. Try not to get beaten up in the next ten minutes. Can you manage that?”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
    
 
    
 
   He went first to the bookcase, just as Andrew had advised. Books on fighting dirty, he thought. That seems pretty specific. I don’t know if we’ve got any of those in stock at the moment.
 
   He searched anyway. 
 
   There was nothing that seemed quite right, though the sheer size of his bookcase – and its lack of any discernible organization – left open the possibility that he had missed something. Not that he came away empty-handed; he was able to find several volumes on fighting and self-defense, and if they weren’t actually dirty, they seemed at least practical.
 
   The 286 Best Fighting Moves, Third Edition.
 
   Ultimate Defense: Blocking and Striking on the Street.
 
   10 Key Targets in Self-Defense.
 
   How to Fight Like a Scared and Dangerous Woman.
 
   Kevin took an extra moment to stare at the last one, which featured a cover picture of a woman who did not looked scared at all. Her head was down and her hands were up. She looked ready to maim anyone who came near her.
 
   He put the four books in a little stack on their own next to the couch, and then he returned to the bookcase for more. Of anything. After a few minutes he had made a sizable collection by the couch, and then Andrew appeared with lunch.
 
   “Come eat, and then you’ll lie down.”
 
   Kevin didn’t argue. As he ate and drank, he could feel his energy returning almost as if he were a bucket being filled. 
 
   He thanked Andrew and went to the couch, being careful not to move too quickly. His body was still in pain after his street-corner encounter.
 
   “How long?” Andrew asked.
 
   “Just a nap,” Kevin said. “Three hours.”
 
   “Fine.”
 
   Kevin reached for the top book, the one with the dangerous-looking woman on it. “Would have been good to have you with me,” he said to her as he opened the first page. The fatigue was heavy in his legs, and he was glad when the grayness crept in from the sides. He needed the rest.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Andrew’s hand was on his shoulder, and Kevin felt pain go shooting through him. It seemed to come from everywhere at once, from his thighs and back and nose and stomach. Especially his stomach.
 
   Moron.
 
   He hadn’t taken anything before lying down. No Tylenol or Advil or even an aspirin. If this had been the night after a big game at UNH, he’d have already taken three or four ibuprofen pills to reduce the swelling, not to mention the pain. But no, he was an idiot now. An idiot who now knew roughly five hundred new ways to attack or defend in a street fight, but who couldn’t remember to take a simple anti-inflammatory after getting the snot beaten out of him.
 
   I can’t fight if I can’t move.
 
   He groaned.
 
   “Sore?” Andrew asked.
 
   “You can’t imagine.”
 
   “You’ll keep resting, then?”
 
   “I have to get up. If I stay like this, by tomorrow morning I’ll be a full-on cripple.”
 
   Andrew said nothing to this, and Kevin tried to reassure him. “I promise I’ll rest tonight. But I’ve got to get outside first, even if its just to stretch.”
 
   Andrew nodded his agreement. He seemed to appreciate the effort. The attempt at normalcy. He turned and retreated to the kitchen.
 
   Left to himself, Kevin now began the excruciating process of getting up from the couch. He had to do it in stages. He thought he had been in pain before, but now it was different. Everything hurt, as if the soreness from each bruise had spilled over and infected nearby areas of muscle and bone. He managed to swing his legs over and plant his feet on the floor, and then he stopped to catch his breath. Then a slow lean forward, followed by an even slower rising up onto his feet.
 
   Agony.
 
   After another minute he began walking carefully back to his bedroom. Every step was painful, but he was pleased to be able to walk at all. Because if he could walk, then he could take a walk. 
 
   And that would be good enough for now. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Unplayable
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   It took Kevin nearly two hours to get around the loop at his extra-slow, injury-limited speed, and he worried that Andrew might be upset with him by the time he returned home. But his assistant’s mood seemed to have improved, and after a quick dinner the two of them set about making a new set of book stacks for the night.
 
   “You’re getting there,” Andrew said.
 
   “What? Getting where?”
 
   Andrew glanced up at the bookcase. “There’s only three or four shelves left,” he said. “Maybe you want to slow down, start actually reading them from now on.”
 
   Kevin looked at the section of un-read books Andrew had created, and he was satisfied to see that the man was right. As to slowing down, there was no point in trying to explain the situation to Andrew. Especially since he still didn’t understand it himself.
 
   You should talk to Dr. Petak, he thought. He’s very reassuring, even if the stuff he says doesn’t make much sense.
 
   “There’s another case in my bedroom,” Kevin said. “And I’m only going to be doing this reading business until next weekend.”
 
   But then again, that’s according to Petak. So no promises.
 
   “As you like,” Andrew said.
 
   Kevin settled himself down onto the couch, and he was pleased to discover that the paranoid voice had already quieted itself. Maybe because Andrew had declared him to be “almost there,” a phrase Kevin found uniquely calming. 
 
   After all, it sounded very close to “almost ready.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Kevin Brooks felt a hand on his shoulder, and he took in a slow, cautious breath.
 
   Better.
 
   The pain was still there – he was still aching, still bruised and battered – but now it was livable. Now he felt as though he had put himself through an especially hard lifting workout the day before. He wouldn’t be winning any races for the next few days, but at least he didn’t feel crippled.
 
   “What time is it?”
 
   “Ten o’clock, Sunday morning.”
 
   Kevin put the book he had been reading, Antimicrobial Therapy, on the floor beside the couch, and he swung himself around and up onto his feet.
 
   “Feeling more spry this morning I see,” Andrew said.
 
   Kevin grunted half-heartedly. “Almost.”
 
   After breakfast, he went to the study. Something was different this morning, something in his head. He had reached some critical point, some key level of information gathering, and all at once he felt as if his mind were bubbling over. There were so many books in him now, so many instruction manuals and science textbooks and practical guides to everything from building a wooden shelter to applying advanced game theory, that he was suddenly aware of a need to do, to actually try some of the things he had been absorbing over the last few nights. Fixing freezers and talking about handguns had whetted some of that appetite the day before, but now the need was much stronger.
 
   He sat down in the study and took out a piece of paper. Without waiting or even thinking very hard, he grabbed a pen from the cup on the corner of the desk and began to write. It was almost like watching someone else work. In a few minutes – it felt like a few minutes, but he had stopped worrying about time – the page was covered with a detailed overhead view of what looked like a city apartment. Kevin sat back and took a moment to look at it, and then he put the page to the side.
 
   Next.
 
   A clean sheet of paper, and he let his arm go again. This time he was drawing a piece of equipment, something smooth and metal and small. He kept drawing; now making little tick marks on the side of the page to indicate scale, now adding shading to the metal piece to give it depth. To make it shine.
 
   “What is that?”
 
   Kevin glanced behind him to find Andrew standing there, peering down at the drawing with evident interest. “Is it a carabineer?”
 
   Kevin took a second to look at the picture he had drawn. And to think. “No, its – ” He paused. “Well, yes. For climbing. But it doesn’t exist. Not yet.”
 
   “What’s this bend here? That doesn’t look familiar.”
 
   “Right, that’s the difference. That transfers the load away from the main joint. Distributes it better throughout the piece.”
 
   Andrew peered at the picture uncertainly for another moment, and then he seemed to remember why he had come into the room. “Anything to eat?”
 
   “How long have I been in here?”
 
   “Hour and a half.”
 
   “Good. No, I’m okay.”
 
   Andrew nodded and left him alone. Kevin brought out a fresh sheet of paper. He was picking up speed now. He wrote out an algorithm for winning at blackjack. Then a chemical formula for an artificial sweetener. Next he designed a small wing attachment for an airliner, the purpose for which he briefly lost sight of until he imagined the laminar flow pattern over a standard airfoil, realizing as he did so that this attachment would reduce the likelihood of stall at low speeds. In another minute he found himself making five straight lines across the page, then another five just below them. Then again and again, until he had a page completely covered by five-and-five groups of horizontal lines. He was utterly lost until he went to the top and began filling in notes.
 
   For a moment he was delighted with himself. But when he was done making quarter notes and sixteenth notes and dotted halves, he realized he still didn’t know what he had made.
 
   “Andrew!”
 
   The assistant appeared a moment later. “Sir?”
 
   “Can you play the piano?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   Kevin smiled. He wanted to give the man a hug and ask him what he couldn’t do, but instead he handed over his latest sheet of paper. “Is this a piece you’ve seen?”
 
   Andrew frowned with concentration, and he began moving his head in time to an unheard rhythm. “No,” he said at last. “It’s interesting.” He waited a beat, then shrugged. “But of course it’s unplayable.”
 
   “What? No, why can’t you – ”
 
   “Because I don’t have thirteen fingers,” Andrew said, pointing to an especially crowded section of the piece. “You’re aware of that limitation, I assume?” He handed the paper back to Kevin, who stared at it as though it had betrayed him.
 
   “Maybe it’s a duet,” Kevin suggested.
 
   “Not unless you’re planning on the two players strangling each other. There’s no room to maneuver here.”
 
   “Well, but they could just – ”
 
   “Do you play the piano?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “It’s unplayable.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   Andrew walked righteously from the room, his head held high.
 
   Kevin sighed and returned to his work. Clearly there were certain things – street fighting and musical composition, for example – that required experience to master. But other things required only knowledge. Raw, unfiltered knowledge. And Kevin had good command of a few such things.
 
   Quite a few.
 
   


 
   
  
 



He Was Trailing Me
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   After three hours of writing and designing and creating, Kevin felt some of the urgency begin to drain out of him. He took a breath and looked at the edge of the desk, which was now stacked with dozens of pages of work.
 
   Pretty good for a Sunday.
 
   Today he was doing it right. For probably the first time since this whole business had started. He had rested enough, eaten enough, and worked enough. He thought Dr. Petak would be pleased with him. And now it was time for exercise again.
 
   A schedule. Check it out. Just like a normal person.
 
   He changed and left without Andrew giving him any grief, for which he was thankful. And when he reached the park loop he found that he could jog without serious pain. He was still too slow, and there were still too many places on him that felt sore, but his condition had definitely improved. After a few miles he wanted to go still faster, but there were parts of his legs that seemed reluctant. Drawing on an old technique from college, he tried turning around and running backward for a few steps, hoping this might loosen up a few more muscles. The world spun briefly around as he turned, and now he was looking at the people running behind him.
 
   He saw a face he recognized.
 
   The doorman. 
 
   It was that chiseled, athletic-looking man from three nights ago. He was trailing Kevin by no more than twenty yards, and staring right at him. Kevin stopped in his tracks, and the man froze. 
 
   “Wait!” Kevin yelled.
 
   But the man spun around and was off, running like a frightened deer. Kevin swore and gave chase, but the man was simply too quick. He was off the loop and headed for the street in no time, and though Kevin ran as fast as he could, ran and forced himself to ignore the popping twinges coming from his hamstrings, he could not keep up for more than a few seconds. The man leapt over the short wall between the park’s edge and Fifth Avenue as though it were nothing but a high hurdle, and in another moment he was sprinting uptown and away.
 
   Kevin stood and watched him disappear into the distance, and then he became aware of several spots of pain coming from his legs.
 
   Several new spots.
 
   “Oh, come on,” he said, looking down at himself with disgust. He slapped at his legs as though they were a pair of dogs who had misbehaved. “It was only for a second,” he protested.
 
   He hobbled slowly back home, trying to stretch his legs as he walked. It was a feeling he was familiar with – coming back too soon after an injury – but now that feeling was mixed with a renewed sense of uneasiness.
 
   As soon as he was back in the apartment, Kevin headed for his bedroom. He found his cell phone on the dresser, called up the contacts list, and then found the listing that would connect him to Petak.
 
   Doctor.
 
   He pushed the contact and put the phone to his ear. As before, there was an answer even before the sound of ringing on the other side.
 
   “Yes?”
 
   Kevin recognized the voice, and he didn’t bother with pleasantries. “There’s a guy following me, Doctor.” He was immediately angry, immediately indignant. “Following me. Like a hound dog, this guy. But three times as fast. You said I was just paranoid. You said the voices in my head were making me think I was seeing people, seeing conspiracies that weren’t really there. But I just saw my doorman, my doorman who disappeared into thin air three nights ago when I tried to go back and talk to him, and this time he was following me in the park. Why would he be doing that, Doctor?”
 
   There was pause on the line, and then Petak’s voice came back, calm and smooth as ever. “Let me see if I understand. You feel that doormen should not be allowed to go on jogs in the park?”
 
   “No, that’s – ” 
 
   “It’s a Sunday afternoon,” Petak said pleasantly. “If it weren’t for our special payment arrangement, I might be taking a jog right now. We might even have encountered each other. Would you have suspected me then?”
 
   “No, but what I’m saying is – ”
 
   “You believe, essentially, that any person you encounter away from his or her place of business must be stalking you, correct?”
 
   “That’s not what – ”
 
   “Listen to what you’re saying, Kevin. There’s no – ”
 
   “He ran away from me!”
 
   That did the trick. The line went silent, and Kevin felt a brief surge of triumph. “That’s right,” he continued. “He was trailing me. He froze when I saw him. And then when I tried to talk to him, he sprinted away from me like a 400-meter Olympic hopeful. What do you say to that?”
 
   There was a long pause, and Kevin wondered if Petak had hung up. The idea filled him with unexpected dread. He didn’t want the man gone; he just wanted an explanation. “Doctor?”
 
   “I’m here, Kevin.” Petak’s tone had changed dramatically. “I must say, I’m very sorry to hear this.”
 
   “What?”
 
   The doctor sighed loudly. “It sounds to me as though the people who put you through this procedure are still interested in your… condition. And they’re following up. I can understand your distress.”
 
   “What do you mean, following up? I thought you said I wasn’t chosen.”
 
   “You weren’t, but that doesn’t mean they’re going to let all that data slip through their fingers.”
 
   “Data?” Kevin glanced down at himself as if expecting to find a printout coming from a hidden slot in his chest. “What data?”
 
   “You, Kevin. The side effects you’re experiencing, the steps you’re taking to handle those effects – these things are worth studying. From what you told me two months ago, the procedure you submitted to was experimental at best. Which means its long-term effects are probably not yet fully understood. I can’t say this for sure, but I’m betting your doorman – or whoever that man is – has simply been tasked with trying to keep track of you during your convalescence. In other words, to watch you and report what he sees. Not very sinister, but I can sympathize with your frustration.”
 
   “That’s bullshit,” Kevin said angrily. He felt like throwing the cell phone across the room. “Why doesn’t he just ask me about it? Or ask you? Between the two of us, we could give him all the data he wants.
 
   “Again, I simply don’t know. Perhaps he’s trying to record unbiased observations. To watch without interfering, though it sounds as if he’s not doing a very good job. And perhaps he will ask you; or he’ll ask me, or both of us. Maybe he’ll contact us in two weeks with a whole list of questions.”
 
   “I don’t think I’ll be too eager to help out.”
 
   “That’s certainly your prerogative,” Petak said. “And you can be sure he’ll get no information from me.”
 
   “All right, so what now?”
 
   “Try to forget about him. I’m much more concerned with you. How are you feeling? Have you been keeping up a schedule? Acting normal?”
 
   Kevin smiled. “So normal. I’m just a regular old paranoid, insomniac, voice-hearing, time-stopping, steel-trap-memory guy. If you saw me on the street you wouldn’t look twice.”
 
   “Good. And how’s your energy? You’re getting rest? How are you feeling overall?”
 
   “Not bad. I got my ass kicked yesterday, but I seem to be healing well.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Never mind. I’m fine.”
 
   “Okay.” Petak seemed unsure whether Kevin was joking. “Call me again if you need anything.”
 
   “Can you figure out who that doorman guy is? Get him to fuck off?”
 
   “I wish I could,” Petak said. “Check in with me sometime this week. Give me an update.”
 
   “I will.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Petak waited for a slow count of five after the connection was broken, and then he was dialing another number. He could have pressed a contact on his phone, but he preferred to punch in each digit individually. He knew this one by heart.
 
   “What?”
 
   It was Craig.
 
   “Are you out of your fucking mind?” Petak shouted.
 
   “Oh, calm down.”
 
   “Listen, Craig the fucking Craig, or whatever your name is. You’re freaking him out, do you understand? If you can’t tail a man any better than that, then cut it out. Back off immediately.”
 
   “Sorry, Doctor. Can’t do that.”
 
   “And why not?”
 
   “You know why not. Because keeping tabs on him is my job. I need to know his status at all times. And right now his status is shit. Were you aware of that, by the way?”
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   “He was beaten up yesterday. It was only three guys,” Craig said with disdain. “A twelve-year-old girl could have handled herself better. And you should have seen him half an hour ago – slow as a mule.”
 
   “He doesn’t need to be a cheetah, you asshole. He’s a tank. If he can keep his stamina up, that’s all that matters. But with you on his ass all the time, who knows if he’ll go back to the park? Who knows if he’ll even go running anymore? Do you realize how difficult it is to implant an impulse for a man that size to go for a fucking jog? He weighs 220, it’s completely against his nature; it’s like trying to convince a cat to swim the backstroke.”
 
   “Fine, but that’s not the real problem.”
 
   Petak huffed. “Please. As for the street fight, what do you expect? He’s got five days to go. Five days. He could learn to do open heart surgery by then if we handed him the right book. Do you have the slightest idea of how much a scrubbed agent can absorb in that much time?” 
 
   “He’s not going to – ”
 
   “More than all the shit currently rattling around in that skull of yours,” Petak cut in. “You should see the bookcase we set up for him. You’ll never read that many books in your whole miserable life.”
 
   Craig scoffed. “Not the point,” he said. “And in any case, I’m not responsible for an asset’s safety this coming Friday. He’s the one who has to be ready. I have to make a call.”
 
   “What? There’s nothing to report. Just give him until – ”
 
   But the phone was dead in Petak’s hand. Craig was gone.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Craig was still on the sidewalk. He had switched directions several times after leaving the park, on the off-chance that Kevin Brooks hadn’t given up trying to track him down. But now he was walking straight downtown on Third Avenue. He had his cellphone pressed to his ear.
 
   “It’s Craig.”
 
   He waited for clearance.
 
   “This is an official report,” Craig said, speaking slowly and clearly for the recorders he knew would be rolling. “He might not be ready in time. He’s currently injured. Not badly, but there’s no way to know if he’ll be 100% by Friday. And his hand-to-hand abilities are questionable.”
 
   A pause.
 
   “Yes,” Craig said, “improvements are likely. But my recommendation as of now is to go with the backup as lead agent.”
 
   He waited a moment for confirmation, and then he put the phone back in his pocket. Craig hadn’t much liked Kevin Brooks during the scrubbing process; in fact, the whole concept of the program rubbed him the wrong way.
 
   In any case, it would be safer to have career agents on this detail.
 
   Guy would have fucked something up, he thought. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Not All Weapons And Explosives
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Kevin took an extra minute to let himself calm down after his call with Dr. Petak. He felt no less angry now, but at least what the doctor had said made sense.
 
   Everything he says makes sense. It all fits. It’s too perfect, it’s – 
 
   But Kevin shook off these thoughts. It was just the paranoia still eating at him. Simple as that. Because Petak was right. It had been the weirdest week of his life; of course people would be interested in what he was going through. Of course they’d want to keep track of him. Not that having someone tailing you was an ordinary thing, but nothing about Kevin’s life had been ordinary lately. And the crazy thing, the really weird thing was that he knew he’d want to talk to them. To the doorman, to whoever else was behind all this stuff, to anyone. If that doorman guy were to show up two weeks from now with a survey in his hand, Kevin would probably want to punch him in the face… but five minutes later he’d also want to sit down and talk about everything that had happened. Everything he’d been experiencing.
 
   All that was for later, though. First he had to get through the next five days, and he was glad Petak had reminded him to focus on his own health; Kevin wanted nothing more than to get back to pretending he was normal. 
 
   A regular routine. Keep the clock moving. Rest, eat, work, exercise, socialize.
 
   Right, and maybe keep the socializing to the daytime hours from now on. No more 4 AM visits to the Deli.
 
   He was confident he could do it. All of it. He would have Andrew to help him, not to mention the support of Danny and Principal Stewart and his students and even Alexi if it came to that. They supported him without realizing it (except for Andrew, whose support was paid for), simply because they assumed he was normal. They assumed his days were the same as theirs. All he had to do was rise to meet their unspoken expectations.
 
   Lie down at night.
 
   Get up in the morning.
 
   Easy.
 
   “Andrew,” he called as he walked into the living room.
 
   “Sir.”
 
   “We have enough for one more night?”
 
   Andrew peered up at the book case. “Based on your habits so far, yes.” 
 
   “We can switch to the bookcase in my bedroom starting tomorrow.”
 
   “Very good.”
 
   They gathered books and made stacks, and when they were finished Kevin felt a definite sense of relief. It was an odd habit he had established here, but it was still a habit. Still a routine.
 
   “6 AM?” Andrew asked.
 
   “Please. And Andrew?”
 
   “Sir?”
 
   “Wouldn’t you think I could provide a good lunch conversation?”
 
   Andrew stopped in the middle of straightening one of Kevin’s book piles. He twisted his head to one side, as though hoping somehow to imbue the question with context. “I’m sorry?” he said at last.
 
   Kevin almost told his assistant to never mind, but instead he pressed on. This was what normal people thought about, after all. 
 
   Wasn’t it?
 
   Because of a woman.
 
   “I mean if I were sitting at lunch with someone,” Kevin said, “with all these books in my head, don’t you think I could say something interesting? Something she’d want to listen to?”
 
   “Who – ?” Andrew began, and stopped himself. Specifics didn’t matter. Names didn’t matter. He understood what his employer was driving at, and the required response was clear. 
 
   “Absolutely,” Andrew said.
 
   “Something in these books is interesting,” Kevin said, as though trying to convince himself. “It’s not all weapons and explosives. There’s architecture and engineering and all kinds of other things.”
 
   “Yes,” Andrew said, more forcefully now.
 
   Kevin nodded once, though he didn’t seem to have convinced himself. “All right,” he said at last. “Good night.”
 
   “Good night, Sir.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



I’m Going To Kill It
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   It was Monday morning, and Jacob Savian was aware of a pleasant feeling in his stomach, a nervous tightening.  
 
   It would happen this week. On Friday. He would save everyone.
 
   His inventions had helped so many people already: the auto-defibrillator; the improved algorithm for predicting the spread of infectious diseases; the water purifier that ran on nothing but a three-hour solar charge. Each one of those projects had made him feel useful, made him feel needed. And of course they had made him rich.
 
   Nothing was as important as this one, though. Because life was not simply a matter of survival. It was about the struggle to survive, the constant searching for ways to flourish, to learn and build and organize despite a planet that was always tending toward chaos. He wondered how many people realized that the natural life expectancy for humans – before germ theory, before antibiotics and modern medicine – was somewhere around 35 to 40 years. And then, suddenly, public health: vaccinations, disinfectants, and penicillin, and all at once the world was living nearly twice as long. But none of that would matter if the freedom to think for yourself, to create and invent and strive for yourself, was taken away. Which was exactly what would happen if Pascal Billaud ever managed to get a computer to solve an NP problem. It would be hailed as a revolution, as a miracle, but the terrible thing was that people would still think they were in control. Even after the computers began coming up with things all on their own, people would still tell themselves that they were coming up with the answers. They had invented the computers themselves, hadn’t they? Anything the computers achieved was attributable, transitively, to humans.
 
   Wasn’t it?
 
   Jacob knew this illusion would last for only so long. Eventually a father had to admit that his son, running faster and jumping higher and working harder and making more money, was succeeding on his own. Was doing things that the father had never done, could never do. And then at last it would become clear that the computers were doing all the work. That the computers had learned to come up with every answer, solve every problem.
 
   Do everything.
 
   Some would object. Some would call for a return to simpler times, to times that required independent industry, independent thought. But Jacob knew that such calls would be useless. They would go unheard, or they would simply be ignored. Because you could never go back. It would be like demanding that people stop using cars. Once the utility of a tool had been demonstrated, once it became part of everyday life, you could never make that tool go away.
 
   Which is why no one will ever get to see this tool, Jacob thought. I’m going to kill it before it has a chance to be born.
 
   His terminal made a soft humming sound, and Jacob pressed the spacebar on his keyboard. The Organizer’s face popped up on the screen. He looked tired.
 
   “Go ahead.”
 
   “Everything’s set,” the Organizer said. “The main plan is good to go, and we’ve got the secondary lined up, too. Just in case – ” He stopped, then shook his head with resignation. “ – in case of I don’t know what. In case you suddenly tell us to go before the subject is out in the open. I still don’t understand what purpose that would serve, but we’re ready all the same.”
 
   “Excellent, thank you. That’s exactly what I needed to hear. Anything else?”
 
   “Yes. We received some information from our guy on the inside. At their training center.”
 
   “Tell me.”
 
   “Remember how I said there might be a scrubbed agent?”
 
   Jacob sat forward. “Did you find out who it is?”
 
   “No, that’s impossible. There are too many layers of secrecy built into that program. But we did get a tip. It’s not confirmed, because our man doesn’t have direct access to official reports. Plus, as I said, they’re incredibly careful about scrubbed agents, so – ”
 
   “Stop making excuses. Give me the tip.”
 
   “He might be injured.”
 
   “The agent? How badly?”
 
   “No way to know. And he might be fine by Friday, so it probably won’t matter anyway. But it’s information, so I wanted to pass it along.”
 
   Jacob sat silently for a moment, processing.
 
   “Okay,” he said finally. “Good. I’ll be waiting for your update tomorrow morning.”
 
   “I don’t think I’ll have anything to report. We’re standing ready. Four days to go.”
 
   “Then I’ll expect a call tomorrow telling me exactly the same thing. And then you’ll tell me there are three days to go.”
 
   “Will do.”
 
   He hit the spacebar to end the call, and the Organizer’s face disappeared from view.
 
   Jacob sat back in his chair, crossed his arms, and glanced over at George, who was still working on his winter scene. The picture was shaping up well, coming together nicely. George had figured out the shadows on his snow-covered hill. He was an accomplished painter.
 
   “Now what?” Jacob whispered.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Confusion And Fear
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Jacob was not the only one grappling with anticipation. Kevin Brooks had an expectant feeling that Monday morning, too. He had rested well – had read well, if the pile of spent books by the couch was any indication – and he felt almost normal. If it hadn’t been for the lingering aches in his legs and midsection, he might even have said he felt good.
 
   He walked to school filled with a sense of possibility. His head was absolutely packed with information now, and everything around him seemed brighter than usual, more interesting than usual.
 
   Of course I’m a teacher, he thought to himself as he walked through the school’s front door. Jean was on door duty that morning instead of Danny, and Kevin gave him a friendly wave. I’m made for this. I have the information, and I can explain it, and I swear I can make it interesting. I could make a brick wall interesting with all this stuff in my head.
 
   He bounded up the stairs to his classroom, feeling positively impatient waiting for the students to arrive and get themselves settled. It was going to be a good day.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   It was an awful first class. He was awful. All the information was there, he knew it all cold, backward and forward, and yet it got away from him somehow.
 
   He was moving too fast.
 
   He could feel the problem almost from the beginning. The concepts and examples for the day’s lesson (solving systems of equations) were so clear and obvious in his head, so beautifully simple and self-evident, that several times he caught himself wondering whether such things needed to be taught at all. Isolating variables with linear combination seemed no more complicated than distinguishing a circle from a square. Matters such as these could barely be called worthy of explanation. Or even of discussion. He put one example on the board, but even as he was writing he wondered if he might be wasting the students’ time. So he directed their attention immediately to a practice problem in the book, and a moment later he asked for the solution.
 
   The boys looked up at him with a combination of confusion and fear. They were three minutes into the lesson – three minutes into the first period of a Monday morning, no less – and yet Mr. Brooks was acting as if they were nearing the end of the class. Was it a trick of some kind? Was he trying to be funny, pretending that the mess of figures he had written on the board was supposed to make sense that quickly? Mr. Brooks was not someone to mess with, and so they held their tongues. But to a boy, they assumed he was messing with them.
 
   “Oh, come on,” Kevin said impatiently. “David, just tell me.”
 
   The boy Kevin had called on bent his head dutifully down to the book on his desk. He made sounds of concentration and effort. But after another minute he looked back up at Kevin, his expression hopeless. “Sorry, Mr. Brooks,” the boy said, sounding truly, deeply sorry. He seemed to be anticipating the first wall-throwing of the day. “Could you explain it from the beginning one more time?”
 
   Kevin stared back at him, deeply concerned. David was his go-to guy. David understood everything, and he understood it well.
 
   “What’s wrong with you people today?” he said, raising his voice and addressing the entire class.
 
   They continued to regard him silently. Fearfully. No one raised his hand. No one wanted to risk saying what they were all thinking: the problem is that you’ve gone crazy, Mr. Brooks. Who do you think we are, math prodigies? This is Algebra I, for crying out loud. Slow the fuck down.
 
   It was like that the whole period long. Everything seemed harder than Kevin expected. Much harder. He felt as though every student had been subjected to some sort of brain-melting process over the weekend. Maybe they had just been playing too many video games at home.
 
   “This is ridiculous,” he muttered to himself, when he was safely out of earshot of that first class.
 
   But the second class was no better. By the time Kevin made it to his first break of the day, he was feeling frustrated and upset. When he walked into the teacher’s lounge, however, his mood immediately changed. Here was a chance for something good to happen. Finally.
 
   Because here was Emily Beck. Sitting and reading a magazine by herself.
 
   Incredible.
 
   It was the first time they had ever been in the break room alone together. Actually, it was the first time Kevin had ever seen her sitting in here at all. In any case, he was not going to waste any time. He had volumes, volumes of fascinating things he wanted to talk to Emily about, and surely they had known each other for long enough by now to cut through the usual small talk.
 
   “So,” Kevin said, plopping down in the easy chair next to hers, “do you think I could take you out some night this week? Or on the weekend?”
 
   He smiled confidently at her. 
 
   Look, I don’t smell anymore. I’m in shape, and I’m interesting. My personal assistant says I should be able to make engaging conversation. Which I suppose is on par with my mom telling me that I’m cool, but you see what I mean. For what it’s worth.
 
   He kept smiling. Time seemed to slow down; Kevin wasn’t sure whether the clocks were actually pausing, or if he was simply holding his breath.
 
   Emily did not return the smile. She did look kindly at him, but Kevin’s heart sank into his stomach at the expression on her face. It was a look of sympathetic kindness. Of pitying kindness. It was the look she would have given a student who had asked her to be his mommy for the weekend.
 
   “No, Kevin,” she said sweetly. She looked straight at him, and even in this moment of sickening defeat he found himself transfixed by her eyes. They were so bright, so knowing somehow, and they lifted him up and crushed him at the same time. “We work together,” she added, an excuse so flimsy and transparent that Kevin wanted to tell her to take it back, to replace it with something harder. Something he could sink his teeth into.
 
   Tell me you’ve got a fetish for history teachers, he thought. Tell me you find me repulsive, that I remind you of your drug-dealing brother, that you only date Italian guys. Anything else.
 
   But she only looked at him, kept staring back at him with that horribly kind expression of sympathy and pity and unequivocal no-ness. After another minute she looked away, turning back to the magazine she was reading. Kevin found himself suddenly very uncomfortable, so he got up and left the room. He didn’t know where he was going, but he wasn’t going to sit here alone, stewing, taking furtive glances at the woman he pined for and wanted to impress and had learned to dance for – and had therefore gotten beaten up for – while she sat there reading her magazine, rejecting him over and over and over again with her silence.
 
   He headed downstairs to the lab. He would wait there for his next class on his own.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   When his Java Programming students came in he was ready. He would make this class a good class. He would not go too fast, and he would not assume anything. If an explanation was needed, an explanation would be provided. And who needed Emily Beck anyway?
 
   It might have been a better period. His resolve was genuine, even if he was still distracted by Emily’s rejection in the lounge. But as the bell was ringing he saw Anselm Billaud come staggering in with his head bent low again, bent low in just the same way it had been the last time, except now Anselm was also limping. 
 
   Now Anselm was really hurt.
 
   All at once it was too much for Kevin. He wasn’t willing to wait, wasn’t willing to let Anselm handle things on his own this time. Something had to be done here, and he cursed himself for having let it come this far.
 
   It’s my own damned fault. Shouldn’t have let it go when it happened the first time.
 
   Kevin didn’t even wait for Anselm to sit down. Everything was clear to him now, everything was obvious, just as it had been during his first two class periods, and he knew what to do. He marched straight over to where Connor Feeney was sitting, hauled the boy out of his chair by his shirt collar, and then without so much as a word of explanation to his class, he half-walked, half-dragged Connor out the door, down the hall, up the stairs, and straight into Principal Stewart’s office. Not surprisingly, Connor put up a respectable fuss during this process. There were cries of surprise, then anger, and then finally threats concerning the fearsome power and influence of Connor’s father; but Kevin ignored it all. He waited until he had the Feeney boy safely in the principal’s office with the door closed, and then he turned to Ms. Stewart.
 
   “This boy beat up Anselm Billaud,” Kevin declared. “Twice.”
 
   Connor’s eyes grew wide with injustice, and he objected so vigorously that he began hopping up and down. “That is not true!” he shouted.
 
   Kevin rolled his eyes in disbelief. The Feeney boy’s protests were unconscionable. His reputation as a bully was well-known, and only last week he had nearly killed little Elias Worth.
 
   Ms. Steward sighed, and she indicated with a nod to Kevin that his job here was done. He turned and headed back toward his class, leaving Connor there.
 
   “You’re done at this school,” Connor shouted after him.
 
   Kevin wasn’t listening. The door closed, and he hurried back the way he had come.
 
   On his way back he ran into Elias, who was sprinting down the hall without looking where he was going. “Slow down,” Kevin said to him sternly.
 
   “Oh!” Elias said, peering up at Kevin from under his still-enormous head bandages. “I need to go see Ms. Stewart.”
 
   “She’s busy Elias. Come back after class.”
 
   “Well, but – ” Elias seemed to freeze. A direct order from a teacher, yes. But also a very pressing errand to run. Very important information to give to Ms. Stewart. The competing forces held him in place, and he could not move. He looked up again at Kevin. “Can I tell you? And then you can tell her?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   Elias relaxed. Giving the information to some teacher, any teacher, would be enough. The facts would make their way inexorably back to Ms. Stewart. This was the way of things. The natural order. “I was in the library at the end of last period,” Elias said. He looked expectantly at Kevin, perhaps feeling that this should be enough. Most teachers were essentially clairvoyant, Elias’s expression said. Surely Mr. Brooks already understood.
 
   Kevin nodded encouragingly. “What happened in the library, Elias?”
 
   “Oh. Jimmy Fleiss hurt Anselm. And pretty bad this time, I think.”
 
   Kevin felt the hallway go suddenly out of focus around him. He squatted down on the floor, bringing himself to eye-level with little Elias. “Jimmy?”
 
   Elias nodded eagerly. “Mmm-hmm. He’s an eighth grader. On the football team, you know him? He hates Anselm. I don’t know why.” Elias shrugged placidly, as if to emphasize that the motivation of one’s attacker was best left unexplored. Who could say why someone would choose to put you in a headlock? And who could predict that this headlock would lead to a gash in your skull, a gash so large that it left your own mother barely able to change the bandages without going faint? These things were mysteries to Elias, but so was the chain of events that had led him to be included in Ms. Beck’s afternoon study group. Mysteries of evil, and mysteries of wonder. And now they could add to that the mystery of Jimmy Fleiss’s hatred for Anselm. You could not explain; you could only tell, and now Elias had done that. His task was complete. “I have to go back to class, okay?”
 
   Kevin nodded numbly at him, and the boy turned and ran back the way he had come.
 
   “Walk,” Kevin said, far too quietly to be heard. He stood slowly, then began walking himself. Back toward Principal Stewart’s office.
 
   Heck of a day. Turns out I’m a terrible math teacher, an undesirable date, and, most important, an awful judge of character. Which is why I’m now probably minutes away from losing my job at the hands of some punk and his well-connected father.
 
   He opened the door to the office gently, as though fearing a trap. As though Mr. Feeney might already be there, having arrived by jet-pack at the request of his ill-treated son. 
 
   This turned out to be not far from the truth.
 
   Ms. Stewart was on the phone when Kevin came in. She put one hand over the mouth piece and gave him a puzzled look. “I’m on hold for Mr. Feeney,” she said. “You don’t need to be here.”
 
   Kevin nodded miserably. “Yes, I do.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   She didn’t fire him. At least not on the spot. But she told him she needed time to figure out how to handle the situation, and that the best way to create room for negotiations with Mr. Feeney would be to send Kevin home for the day. Immediately.
 
   “Come back first thing in the morning,” she said to him. “We’ll figure it out. You might need to do some serious ass-kissing, but there are worse things.” Her voice was gentle and understanding, and Kevin wanted to pound his head into a wall. He had endured enough sympathetic understanding for one day.
 
   But he also knew she was right, so he simply headed down the hall, down the stairs, and out the front door.
 
   There were three white vans parked on the street this afternoon, but Kevin barely noticed them. There always seemed to be white vans on this street, after all. Lots of painting to be done somewhere.
 
   


 
   
  
 



They Both Had Knives
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   If Andrew was surprised to see his employer home so soon after lunch time, he didn’t show it. He took his suit jacket from him, folded it over one arm, and followed Kevin into the living room.
 
   “How was your day?”
 
   Kevin grunted.
 
   “Sir?”
 
   “Didn’t go as well as I’d hoped.”
 
   Andrew gave him space. In ten minutes he was back, doing his best to cheer Kevin up by stuffing him with good food and reminding him, with a little nod in the direction of the book case, that he had now officially gone through all the reading material in this room. “You’ll have to start on the bedroom collection now,” he said, sounding impressed.
 
   “Right,” Kevin said, without much enthusiasm. He got up from the table, thanked Andrew for the food, and headed for his bedroom. “I’m going to try to rest all the way until tomorrow morning,” he announced.
 
   Andrew glanced at his watch. “It’s only one in the afternoon.”
 
   “That’s okay.”
 
   “Are you all right?”
 
   Kevin sighed. He turned around to face him. “Hard to say, Andrew. I don’t know what I’m getting ready for.” He shook his head and looked up at the ceiling. “Ready,” he repeated, uttering the word as if it had dark and mystical properties. He was talking to the ceiling now. Talking to the sky. “Ready for what? What am I supposed to be doing?”
 
   Andrew kept quiet.
 
   “Petak tells me the answer is nothing,” Kevin went on. “He says it’s just residual nonsense.”
 
   “Who’s Petak?”
 
   “Doesn’t matter,” Kevin said, shaking his head. “I swear, if someone would just give me a job, something incredibly difficult, I could – ”
 
   He stopped. He didn’t know how to finish the sentence.
 
   “You have a job, don’t you?”
 
   Kevin almost laughed. “For the moment,” he said. “I might get fired tomorrow, though. And even if they keep me around, I seem to be getting worse at teaching every day.”
 
   “That can’t be true.”
 
   Kevin didn’t answer. He turned around and headed back toward his bedroom. He could feel the urge to read – to absorb, to get ready – building in him, and he didn’t want to wait for that pestering voice to start squirming its way into his head. This day had been frustrating enough already.
 
   “Tomorrow will be better,” Andrew called after him.
 
   “I agree,” Kevin called back. “It can’t be much worse.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Kevin sat up quickly in bed, and he took a very deep breath. A book was on his lap, but it was turned to the last page. A blank page. He looked to his right; there was an enormous pile of discarded books there, perhaps half the contents of his bedroom bookcase.
 
   He could barely remember lying down.
 
   What time is it?
 
   He glanced at his windows and saw only darkness at the edges of the pulled shades. Which meant he had made it all the way to Tuesday morning, and that was a relief. He wanted that Monday as far behind him as possible. His cell phone was lying on the dresser, and he got out of bed to check it. As he rose, he was pleased to notice that his legs seemed to be recovering nicely from his ill-advised (and fruitless) sprint after the doorman the day before.
 
   The cellphone’s digital clock showed 3 AM.
 
   Still too early.
 
   He didn’t want to read anymore. Or rest anymore. The need was gone; the urgency had left him, and he could tell that the voice wouldn’t be bothering him for a while now. Instead, he could feel himself wanting to stay up.
 
   To go out and run, of all things.
 
   Again? I’m not supposed to be doing this. Normal people don’t go out and exercise at three in the morning.
 
   But his body didn’t listen to him. Or it simply didn’t want to listen. He could already feel his heart starting to pump faster, as though it had needed only to hear the mention of a run. And now it had simply decided to begin jogging without him.
 
   “Relax,” he whispered. “Hold on a second.”
 
   In ten minutes he was dressed and out on the street, heading for the park. He wasn’t running yet, no matter what his hyped-up heart seemed to want.
 
   Let’s give the hamstrings a second to catch up, he thought.
 
   By the time he had reached the park he felt loose enough, warm enough, and he started jogging slowly. It was okay. His legs didn’t seem to mind. There was almost no one on the loop this time – 3 AM on a Tuesday morning, it seemed, was a witching hour even for New Yorkers – so there was nothing to distract him. Even the homeless guy on the grassy spot behind the Metropolitan was asleep. 
 
   Kevin didn’t let himself speed up. He ran steadily once around, a complete loop in a little less than an hour, and everything was feeling good.
 
   I can go again, he thought.
 
   It was closer to 4 AM by now, and a few people had begun emerging onto the roadway with him. The super-early risers. All of them were thin and focused, their eyes fixed on a point before them or hidden under the brims of white exercise hats. They were in their routines. Nothing to see here.
 
   But this was New York, after all. Central Park at night. It was a city – and a place – that favored the unexpected. So as if to reassert this spirit of unpredictability, the park itself seemed to step forward. To shift, and to shatter that routine. 
 
   And something happened.
 
   Kevin was on a deserted stretch of road north of 110th street when a pair of men running together on a neighboring path caught his eye. They were quicker than most, but they weren’t wearing the standard little shorts and shirt outfit that was typical of other fast runners Kevin had seen. Their clothes were darker. Heavier-looking. He wondered how they could possibly keep up such a pace while wearing clothes of this kind. Kevin was in a rhythm now, enjoying the slow but steady cadence he had established for himself, and he stared after the two quick men as though he were watching them on television. My God, they were fast. The path they were running on was covered mostly by trees, and in a moment they’d be in the darkness again, out of Kevin’s sight, hidden from the lamps on the main road by the thick foliage. They were running even faster now, as if they were not just running but chasing something. Within seconds they were going to catch up to that small woman ahead of them, and – 
 
   Everything came together at once.
 
   They didn’t see me.
 
   They think they’re alone.
 
   Alone with that woman.
 
   They’re not runners.
 
   They’re going to catch her.
 
   They’re going to – 
 
   He had been wrong about Connor Feeney, but this time Kevin’s instincts were right on-target. Whatever he had been reading for the last several nights, it had apparently not prepared him for detecting grade-school bullies. When it came to matters of life and death – or rape – however, he could see clearly enough.
 
   Not that it would have been so difficult for anyone to read these men’s intentions.
 
   Kevin bent to scoop up a small orange traffic cone that was guarding a pothole, and then he went darting to the side, through a copse of trees and over a small mound of grass and roots and then he was through, he was over, and now he was running along the path just a few yards behind the men. It was nearly pitch black on this path; light from the lamps on the loop could barely penetrate this far into the trees.
 
   “Right here, guys,” Kevin called.
 
   They were mere feet from the woman in front of them, but when they heard Kevin’s call the two men stopped in their tracks. They turned to face him. In the semi-darkness Kevin couldn’t make out the expression on their faces, but he didn’t need to. He had ruined their evening’s entertainment, and for this there would be consequences.
 
   Had Elias Worth been there, he might have tried to explain to Mr. Brooks that these were men who should not be bothered. Like Jimmy Fleiss and Connor Feeney, these were men to be avoided. They were bad men, and trying to understand why they were bad would have been a waste of time. They were part of the mystery of things. Some days you got your head bashed in by a bully and a lunch table, and some days you got to sit in the library with Ms. Beck. You took the good with the bad; part of this was simply accepting that men such as these existed. 
 
   But for the love of God, you didn’t talk to such men. You didn’t interrupt them in the middle of whatever evil mischief they were busy making. If you saw them doing something, you ran and told a teacher. Or any adult.
 
   “You’re about to be in pain, you know?” one of them called out to him. The man’s voice was hard. Agitated. They began walking toward him.
 
   “I’m already in pain,” Kevin replied. “Hey, better watch out,” he added. “I’ve got a cone. See?” He held the orange thing up and waved it back and forth like a flag. 
 
   No plan, Kevin thought.
 
   The men hesitated. They could make out something that looked like a traffic cone, but it was too dark to be sure; the announcement Kevin had made was surely a trick of some kind. A traffic cone was not a threat. It had to be something else, or at least it had to be hiding something else. 
 
   In any case, they both had knives. And they knew how to use them.
 
   They continued forward, closing the distance.
 
   Kevin felt calm. Peaceful, even. He waited, breathing easily. “I’m ready for you,” he said to them. He sounded almost eager.
 
   This time the men didn’t stop coming. This second strange announcement did not resonate with them; the notion of being ready for a two-on-one knife fight was not realistic. If this man was trying to intimidate them, then he’d have to think of something a lot more convincing.
 
   Anyway, intimidation was out of the question. They were going to fuck this guy up, ready or not.
 
   In the darkness, Kevin Brooks smiled.
 
   He swung the traffic cone at the last second, moving it in a wide arc from low to high. The men saw it coming even in the shadows, and they dodged it easily, one left and one right. They weren’t sure what was hiding in that cone, but it was best to be safe. In that moment of separation Kevin dove between them, and as he rolled past he gave a short, powerful jab straight to the knee of the man on the right.
 
   An observer of this economical little hit might have scoffed, might have said that such tactics would score no points in a real contest, but Kevin was not interested in points. And this was not a contest. The guides on street fighting said that there were very few things you needed to remember for survival; the most important thing was hitting first.
 
   Kevin thought Cristiana’s hard-nosed friends would have agreed. 
 
   The man’s leg buckled as if it were a twig, and he went down hard, wailing in pain. Kevin tried to spin around and bring the other man down with his rear leg, but this man was too quick. He jumped back as if he were a snake and then crouched low to the ground. He could hear his friend crying out as if he had been stuck with something, and he wondered if the orange cone had been concealing a knife of some kind. There was a sudden noise behind him, and the man whirled around – 
 
   No, you idiot.
 
   He stood and turned back, realizing his mistake, but it was too late. Now Kevin had no cone to use as a distraction – he had already thrown it over the man’s head – but he didn’t need it. He closed the gap in an instant, pulled the man toward him, and then delivered a sharp blow to his Adam’s apple with an open hand. The knife was already in mid-swing, but it lost all its momentum as the man’s windpipe was crushed, and it poked impotently at the back of Kevin’s shoulder blade as the second man’s strength left him.
 
   “One to the knee, one to the neck,” Kevin said, his tone conversational. “Right out of the textbook,” he added.
 
   


 
   
  
 



The Big Guy
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Kevin left them lying there on the path. He turned and began walking back the way he had come, heading south. Suddenly he didn’t feel like running anymore. He had exercised enough, and now he had demonstrated to himself – and to any annoying voice that might want to make itself heard – that he was ready when it came to subduing thugs in the park.
 
   Not that he knew of too many jobs that required such a skill, but never mind; it was yet another thing he was ready for, another thing he could use to tell that voice to leave him alone.
 
   He ambled through the trees and back onto the main running loop, taking his time. It was a relief to be able to walk with a quiet mind, and he let his thoughts drift. He passed the grassy space behind the Metropolitan and saw an uncommon emptiness; the homeless man was no longer there.
 
   Early riser. Busy day.
 
   Finally he came to the place where he would have turned off to get home, but instead Kevin kept walking. This sense of peace he was experiencing was too good to let go. So he continued all the way down to the southern-most exit, emerging finally onto 59th street west of Fifth Avenue, and then he walked to the corner and headed uptown on Fifth. He had gone just three blocks when he came to a bus pulled over at the curb.
 
   There was no one inside but the driver. The bus’s engine was off, and Kevin could see the man talking on a yellow phone connected to the main dashboard. After a moment he slammed the phone down into its cradle. 
 
   Kevin poked his head into the open double doors. “How’s it going?”
 
   The bus driver turned to Kevin as if they were old friends. He threw his hands up. “They’re kidding me, right? I’ve got less than twenty-five minutes left on my shift, and this piece dies on me.”
 
   “They’re sending someone out?”
 
   “Sure,” the driver said sarcastically. “‘Soon as they can,’ they said. But who knows what that means? My wife is waiting for me. My kids are waiting for me, I need to get home.”
 
   “Okay. I’ll take a look.”
 
   “What? You’re a mechanic?”
 
   “Yup, definitely. You’ve got a few basic tools up here, right? Screwdriver, stuff like that?”
 
   “Of course, but – ”
 
   Kevin beckoned to him. 
 
   Let’s go, then. Hand them over. Don’t argue with the technician.
 
   The man reached down into the compartment beneath his seat for the little tool bag, and he gave them to Kevin with forced hope in his eyes. The driver wanted Kevin to be telling the truth, wanted it because he had no other choice. Kevin looked nothing like any bus mechanic he had ever seen, but that didn’t matter. Couldn’t a bus mechanic be wearing shorts and a t-shirt? He didn’t have to be always wearing coveralls, any more than an off-duty police officer had to have his nightstick always at the ready. Kevin probably wasn’t a tool thief, so at worst he was a pathological liar. Or just a weirdo in running clothes who had nothing better to do than pretend to be an off-duty technician.
 
   Worth a shot.
 
   Kevin walked to the back of the bus with the tool bag under one arm, humming as he did.
 
   I don’t know what I’m getting ready for, he thought, but maybe I don’t ever need to know. Because it’s starting to look like I’m ready for absolutely anything.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   When he was finished he stood back and looked around him, feeling disoriented. It had taken longer than expected, and somewhere between removing the side panel, hot-wiring a fuse connection, and double checking the fuel lines and battery terminals, some kind of secondary process in his head had taken over. He had become so immersed in the mental texts of his engine-maintenance collection that he had gone into the same grayed-out state that came over him while he was reading.
 
   But in the meantime, I think I did it.
 
   It would work, he knew it. He could tell just by the feeling of satisfaction in his stomach; it was as though he had found a set of keys that had been lost until just this minute. He walked to the front and told the driver to give it a try. 
 
   He did, and the bus started up with a grateful rumble. “You just saved my life,” the driver said.
 
   Kevin returned the tool bag, waved at him like a bellhop dismissing a tip, and then he was back on his way up Fifth. He glanced up at the steadily lightening sky and realized he had to get going.
 
   Don’t want to be late getting fired.
 
   He began jogging again. Faster now. Running. He reached 67th street and was about to turn right when he heard someone calling out to him. “Now you’re moving.”
 
   Kevin looked, saw no one at first, and stopped.
 
   “Feeling better, huh?”
 
   This time Kevin found him: the homeless guy from behind the Metropolitan. He was sitting on one of the benches by the wall enclosing Central Park. All of his possessions were with him, shopping cart, coats, boxes. He seemed to be migrating.
 
   “Where’s your training buddy?” the man asked.
 
   Kevin hesitated. Then he understood. “That guy who was following me? No, he wasn’t – ”
 
   “Not him,” the homeless man said impatiently. “Your buddy.”
 
   “What buddy?”  
 
   “The guy you always used to run with. The big guy.” 
 
   Kevin froze.
 
   Hold on. The big guy? “Tell me what he looked like.”
 
   “The guy. Your friend. He’s a beast, looks like you but a little shorter, a little thicker. Like a linebacker. Every day you guys would run by. Every afternoon, like clockwork. You know,” the homeless man insisted. 
 
   Kevin stood there for another moment.
 
   Yes, he thought suddenly. I do know.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   He turned and ran east, toward his apartment. Maybe he would still be late. And maybe he would still be fired. But now those things seemed far less important, far less interesting. Because he had a few hundred questions to ask his buddy Danny Fisher, his buddy who claimed to have met him just a few days before school started.
 
   No, Danny was part of the team. Part of the team in charge of getting me ready. And Petak is full of shit. Today is the day. Today I’m going to go find out what’s really going on.
 
   Kevin was right.
 
   Today was the day.
 
   Though not at all for the reasons he expected.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Part 5 – Pop Quiz
 
   


 
   
  
 



Go Time
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Jacob Savian sat at his computer, waiting. He was waiting for the Organizer’s call to come, but he was also waiting for a decision. From inside his own head. Jacob believed in logic, in using all the available data to make the right choice. But he also believed very deeply in the power of intuition.
 
   It was, after all, the thing that made him better than the computer before him. The thing that made him human.
 
   The computer hummed, Jacob pressed the spacebar, and the Organizer’s face came into view. And then it happened. Jacob felt something in his head, some tiny relay, some cascade of neurotransmitters that, for whatever reason, had come down on one side of the question. He knew what to do.
 
   “Good morning,” the Organizer began. “As I expected, everything is stable. Three days to go, and we’re just holding until – ”
 
   “We’re going this morning.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “You heard me. Go time is now. It’s seven o’clock. I want mission-ready status in half an hour. Start of operations a half-hour after that.”
 
   The Organizer shook his head. “No, I still don’t understand. The subject is not, is not out in the open. He’s not coming until Friday. Mission-ready status for what? Explain.”
 
   Jacob held up a hand. 
 
   He explained.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Today is the Day
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Kevin was almost there. It was a beautiful September morning, and he could tell it was going to get more beautiful. Danny would be there, and he would have to come clean to Kevin. What choice would he have? 
 
   The pieces of the world would fall into place. It would all make sense again somehow. Petak had seemed to have the answers, but Kevin could see now that the doctor had been some sort of ruse. Some sort of almost-true, almost-right distraction. 
 
   But no. Danny was the key. Danny was the truth. Kevin could feel it now, could feel it as surely as he had felt himself conquering the innards of that stalled city bus.
 
   Didn’t count on the observant homeless guy, did you? Shouldn’t have run with me on the same loop every day.
 
   “Oh, Danny,” he whispered as he came around the corner of 74th street. “We have so much to discuss.”
 
   He looked down the block, and he could see Danny there. Standing in the door, welcoming students. There were more boys on the sidewalk than usual this morning, perhaps because so many of them seemed to be stalling before heading into the building. It was too nice of a day. The air was too sweet, the sky too blue. To be in school on such a day, sitting at a desk taking notes or staring up at a whiteboard, seemed fundamentally wrong. The students were holding off as long as they could.
 
   Kevin saw Anselm, and he wanted to say hello. Wanted to say anything at all, just to re-establish a connection. To re-establish trust. Even if he were to be fired today, even if he were forced to leave this school and never return, he wanted Anselm to know that he had only been trying to help.
 
   Yes, I made the wrong move, he would say to the boy. Can you blame me? You were getting bullied. I had to do something. I was trying to protect you.
 
   But all of that could wait. Anselm had stopped to chat with one of the painters by the three white vans parked at the curb this morning, and now he was pointing to one of the long hose extensions they used for reaching high spots. He was probably asking something about pressure or flow rate or some other question of startling intelligence; the painter probably didn’t know what to make of the miniature genius standing before him. In any case Kevin wanted to get to Danny first. Wanted to confront him and see the look in his eye, the sudden realization that the jig was up, it was time to let it all out. So first Danny, and then a brief word with Anselm before the school day was done.
 
   Kevin increased his pace as he neared the entrance, and he called out a friendly greeting to Danny. Danny saw him, and he seemed about to hold out a hand when Kevin saw the big man’s eyes shift. He was looking at something over Kevin’s shoulder.
 
   “Shit,” Danny said, his voice cold. Three boys in the process of walking through the doorway looked up quickly at Mr. Fisher, their eyes wide with delighted surprise.
 
   That teacher said shit.
 
   Danny didn’t notice them. He stepped quickly to one side, away from the building. Before Kevin had a chance to ask what was wrong, Danny was reaching under his own jacket, reaching for something concealed in a slim holster-like pocket sewn into the side of his shirt.
 
   Now that’s a nice gun, Kevin thought, as Danny brought the weapon out and up to eye-level. The world was moving more slowly than normal, and Kevin had a moment to study the design. Compact semi-automatic Smith & Wesson .45. Very smooth. Good size, good weight. I wonder if – 
 
   But both his thought process and the slow-down were suddenly interrupted by the sound of a high-powered rifle shot, and at the same instant Danny was knocked backward as though he had been punched with an invisible battering ram. He hit the open door behind him with a thump, and he sank straight to the ground.
 
    Kevin knelt quickly down to him. “Holy shit, Danny, what – ”
 
   “Him,” Danny hissed, grabbing Kevin by the lapels and pulling him down toward him with shocking force. Whatever injuries he had sustained, Danny Fisher was clearly nowhere near dead. He turned Kevin’s head as if manipulating a puppet, and he pointed. “Never mind me,” Danny said, his voice strained. “Protect him.”
 
   Kevin looked where Danny was pointing, and he saw a flash of blond hair as Anselm was pulled into the first white van. The doors closed, and all three vans took off down the street in unison, their tires squealing on the pavement.
 
   Kevin stared after them in horror for a moment, and then he turned back to Danny. “What? No, how would I – ”
 
   “Shut up!” Danny yelled, wincing. “You’re ready now, right?”
 
   “Yes!” Kevin said, the answer coming almost like a reflex. He couldn’t help it. “I mean, for some things,” he added, trying to get control of his own head. “But for this, I don’t – ”
 
   “This is the only thing!” Danny shouted at him. He was still holding Kevin by his jacket, his meaty fist clenching the lapel. His jaw was clenched in pain, and sweat was running down his face. “This is what’s important, this is what you’ve been getting ready for!”
 
   “No, I wasn’t picked,” Kevin protested, returning in desperation to what Petak had told him. “The other applicants – ”
 
   “There were no other applicants! You’re it!”
 
   “No, you’re the guy, and they shot you, so now we can’t – ”
 
   “I’m the obvious under-cover, you idiot! They’ve had me marked since the first day!” He pulled Kevin closer still, until their foreheads were actually touching. “Listen. You’ve been getting ready to protect Pascal Billaud. But now the mission has changed. They took his son. Do you understand?”
 
   Kevin grunted a yes.
 
   “Good,” Danny said, releasing him. He pressed the semi-automatic into his hand. “So take a minute to think, then use the cell phone, and then go fetch Anselm. That’s your mission, your purpose. This is the important thing you’ve been forgetting, do you get that? That kid is now your whole reason for existing, and you are ready!”
 
   Kevin nodded. Finally it was making sense to him. Everything. Every book, every run, every un-remembered training session in the park or on the 20th floor or wherever they had taken him during the last three months. It didn’t matter; he was ready. Danny had pushed the right switch somehow, and he could feel his focus returning. He stuck Danny’s gun underneath his own belt behind his back.
 
   “Go get Anselm Billaud,” Danny said, one more time.
 
   Kevin stood up, straightened his coat, and then spared one last glance for the big man lying on the sidewalk. “That’s what I’m doing,” he said. “Shut the fuck up for a second so I can think.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



A Poor Chance Of Surviving
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   There were too many variables to work out, too many contingencies to consider. He needed time to think it all through, but he had no time. So Kevin dropped himself into a crouch, closed his eyes, and stuffed his fingers into his ears.
 
   Plenty of time.
 
   He stayed in that position for what seemed to him like nearly an hour, going through every possibility. Every strategic scenario. He played them all through, played them as though he were playing chess games from start to finish, discarding the games that ended with Anselm’s death.
 
   Finally he stood and looked down the street. Three seconds had gone by, maybe four. The last of the three vans had just rounded the corner to head down Lexington. He knew how these things went – he knew everything about how these things went, down to the last statistic and official report, because he had read all the reports – and so he knew that Anselm had a poor chance of surviving no matter what he did.
 
   But he also knew he could improve that chance.
 
   He ran to the end of the block, stopped at the corner, and looked south. He was in the act of pulling out his cell phone when he felt a tug at his jacket.
 
   Elias Worth. Again. Always in the middle of things.
 
   “Elias, I’m busy,” Kevin said. Up came the contacts list on his phone.
 
   “No, I saw.”
 
   Kevin paused. The boy could have pleaded, could have whined or demanded Kevin’s attention, and none of it would have mattered. He would have turned away and ignored him. But Elias managed to strike exactly the right tone, the perfect note of calm authority, and Kevin Brooks knew an asset when he saw one. Elias had been right before. Elias’s head was still heavily bandaged, and he knew a thing or two about evil. 
 
   “What, Elias?”
 
   “They switched him,” Elias said, and Kevin found himself impressed. The boy knew how to skip past needless details, knew how to cut straight to the meat of the issue. “He was in the first van, but they just now put him into the second.”
 
   “You’re a hero,” Kevin said, and he returned his attention to the cell phone.
 
   Elias, confident that he had successfully made his report to the nearest possible adult, stepped back to give Mr. Brooks space. He liked what Mr. Brooks had said. Frankly, he did feel like a hero.
 
   Kevin scanned the contacts list: “Doctor,” “Assistance,” “Secondary,” “Central,” and “Tracking.” He could remember feeling confused by these names, but now they all made perfect sense to him. He pushed the contact labeled “Assistance” and held the phone to his ear. There was an immediate answer.
 
   “Go.”
 
   “Give me ambulance and fire on Lexington. You’ve got three south-bound white Ford vans, slow them down but do not try to stop them. I want a funnel until 56th, then an apparent road block, use the fire engines. Let the first van break through, that’s LPN with a trailing 033. Let them keep going south. Divert number two west on 57th, then north on Park. That’s LPN with last three digits 464, and I don’t give a shit about number three. Do the northbound re-direct with lights, do you understand? No barrier, just traffic flow. Keep Park Avenue on permanent green and they’ll merge uptown to keep moving. I’ll take it from there.”
 
   “Got it.”
 
   Kevin returned the phone to his pocket, and then he turned and began jogging back the way he had come, toward Park Avenue.
 
   “Are you going to rescue Anselm?” Elias called.
 
   “Yes,” Kevin called over his shoulder.
 
   Elias smiled. “Okay, good.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



A Single Shot Through The Window
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Kevin ran back past the main entrance. Danny was still there on the ground, surrounded now by a throng of students trying to help him, and Kevin didn’t slow down. He kept running until he came to Park, then turned left and headed downtown. He could hear the sound of sirens on Lexington, which was good. People were doing their jobs. He ran another three blocks south, to 71st street, and then he stopped at the south-east corner and took out his cell phone.
 
   Again he pushed the “Assistance” contact.
 
   “Go.”
 
   “I want the lights.”
 
   “Hold on.”
 
   Kevin waited for a minute, watching the steady stream of yellow taxi cabs pass by. A few of them hesitated when they saw him standing there, hoping for a fare, but Kevin waved them on.
 
   The person on the other end came back. “Okay, what – ”
 
   “Put it on the phone,” Kevin said.
 
   “One second.”
 
   Another cycle of lights. Another wave of taxi cabs.
 
   “All set. You’ll see it. Grid.”
 
   Kevin ended the call and brought the phone back to its main screen. He found the new program tile, a little icon of a red traffic light with the word “Grid” underneath. He pushed it, and his screen lit up with a layout of the whole city. He was able to zoom in, select any intersection or group of intersections, and then toggle the traffic lights there from red to yellow to green, with any order or timing he wanted.
 
   He crossed onto the median strip of Park Avenue, walked half-way down so that he was between 71st and 72nd street, and then he held out his hand. A taxi appeared beside him almost at once. The driver looked puzzled to be picking up a passenger from the no-man’s land of the Park Avenue median, but all he asked when Kevin climbed in was “Where to?”
 
   “Sit right here,” Kevin said. The man turned and gave him a questioning glance, but Kevin shook his head. “We’ll double the meter,” he said. “And if you get a ticket I’ll give you a thousand dollars.”
 
   The driver shrugged and put his hands back on the wheel. The thousand dollars for a ticket was an empty promise – the cops usually left Park Avenue alone in the mornings – but doubling the meter was better than nothing. He shifted the transmission into park and relaxed.
 
   Kevin took out his phone, called up the contacts list, and then hit “Tracking.”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Do you have the second van? It’s LPN 646, should be north-bound on Park by now.”
 
   “We don’t have eyes yet.”
 
   “What? Why not? Get a helicopter in the air.”
 
   “It’s restricted airspace. It’s Manhattan.”
 
   “This is level seven, are you kidding? Get the – ”
 
   “We don’t control the air force. They haven’t been briefed, and they’ll shoot us down before that information can – ”
 
   “So get shot down, I don’t care. In the meantime, give me a location, tell me something.”
 
   A pause.
 
   “Spotters on the ground have the van at 63rd street ten seconds ago. Heading north on Park Avenue. Fifteen seconds ago. Eighteen seconds – ”
 
   “Quiet,” Kevin said, ending the connection. He brought up the traffic control application again, and then he twisted around in his seat to watch the approaching traffic.
 
   He had a brief moment of uncertainty in which he thought the van might already have passed, but then he saw it. Three blocks away, and in no apparent rush. Just another white van on its way to a construction site or a fish market or a flower shop. It was in the middle lane, right where Kevin wanted it. He selected the intersection at 72nd street, waited another moment, and then switched the light to yellow. Then to red.
 
   The van came to a gentle, panic-free stop behind the two cars in front of it. Kevin could almost read the driver’s thoughts: no one seemed to be chasing them, and there was nothing at all on the police frequencies. Plus, the first van was busy speeding through intersections as fast as it could, doing its best to draw attention. Everything was going perfectly.
 
   There was no reason to risk breaking any rules. 
 
   You came to a red light, you stopped like anybody else.
 
   One car length behind and to the left of the van, Kevin stepped calmly from his taxi. He pulled Danny’s semi-automatic Smith & Wesson .45 from his back belt loop, walked up to the driver’s side door, and fired a single shot through the window. The bullet went straight through the man’s temple. He slumped over without a word, instantly dead, and Kevin brought the gun down quickly and fired a shot into the left front tire, which ruptured and went flat at once. The van canted forward, leaning over on the wheel’s now unprotected rim, but in the next moment the vehicle leapt away and turned as if it had been stung, smashing its way between the cars in front of it. Kevin danced out of the way, and then he sprinted for the side of the building on the east side of the street, his gun still out. The van broke into the intersection and then pulled a hard right, heading east onto the cross street between Park and Lexington.
 
   Okay, good, Kevin thought. Operating on remote control now, as expected. 
 
   Kevin focused on his breathing, counting deliberately so that he could accurately gauge his timing. The no-pursuit illusion had been dispelled, and strategies were being re-evaluated. He would have to be very precise.
 
   He counted.
 
   One. They’ll need to neutralize whoever, two, just took out the driver – me – which means the doors, three, should be opening… now. And letting out, four, ground forces… now. And one of them should be, five, coming to the south side of the building…
 
   Now.
 
   Kevin stepped around the corner and fired in one quick motion, and the man there was flung backward just as he was settling into position.
 
   But he’s not the only one. And his backup will see me…
 
   Now.
 
   Kevin scurried away from the building as the wall erupted in a barrage of machine-gun fire. He dove for the curb, and took cover behind the line of cars parked there.
 
   Second man on the far side of the street. Much better weapons. Maybe a G36 or a TAR-21. 
 
   He peered carefully over the hood of the car he was behind, ignoring the whine of bullets zipping past him. The white van was still there, idling in the street. Its back doors were still open.
 
   A trap.
 
   It was fully controlled, which meant they – whoever they were – had decided to leave the doors open.
 
   They want me to jump in there. They’ll close the doors on me, lock me in, and then I won’t be able to shoot any more tires. Then they can just drive to a midway point, execute me, and continue on their way.
 
   He waited for the machine-gun fire to pause, which would be his cue to run to the van.
 
   The machine-gun fire paused.
 
   Kevin shut his eyes, plugged up his ears, and used the moment to go through every other conceivable scenario. It took several minutes, but not as far as the rest of the world was concerned. The clocks stopped.
 
   No, this is my only shot. There are other scenarios, but too many of them end with Anselm dumped into the East River.
 
   He opened his eyes, came out from cover, and sprinted for the van. The second man resumed firing, herding Kevin through the doors like a shepherd who had swapped his whistle for a machine gun. Kevin landed with a thump on the floor of the van. His eyes adjusted to the dimness, and there was Anselm. He was strapped to the side wall of the van like a fragile piece of furniture. His arms, legs, and mouth were securely taped.
 
   The doors of the van swung closed immediately, and the vehicle sped away, its front left tire rim bouncing and gnawing into the pavement. It was not a smooth ride.
 
   “Good morning, Anselm,” Kevin said into the newly dark cargo space.
 
   There was a muffled reply.
 
   “I know,” Kevin said. “We’re trapped. That’s all right. They’ll have to switch you into a different vehicle shortly, which will require, as a first step, opening the doors and shooting me.”
 
   Anselm did not try to reply this time. The scenario Mr. Brooks had outlined did not sound all right.
 
   “You’ll be fine,” Kevin said. “I’m ready for this.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



A Complication
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Kevin held up his cell phone to give himself some light. He found the switch for the overhead lamp and turned it on. That piece of the van, at least, did not seem to be under the control of whoever was currently driving. Now that he could see, he took a minute to un-tie and un-tape Anselm.
 
   “You have a gun,” Anselm said when his mouth was free, as if pointing out an asset Kevin might not yet have considered.
 
   “Yes, but they’ll have lots of guns.”
 
   “Who will?” Anselm’s nose and face still bore the cuts and bruises from his two run-ins with Jimmy Fleiss, but his expression was one of simple curiosity. He might have been asking Kevin to give him a new programming challenge. Remember those tricky problems you said you were going to give me? What happened to those?
 
   “Whoever’s waiting for us when we get there,” Kevin said. “They’ll have big guns. Assault rifles, probably fully automatic. M4 Carbines at the very least. Or the equivalent, depending on who we’re dealing with.”
 
   “Where are we going?”
 
   Kevin shrugged. “I don’t know, but we’ll be there soon. This van has a good engine, but even with independent front suspension it’s going to break something soon if we try to go much farther on that blown tire. They probably have a staging point close by, and they’ll have to re-set before they open up a line of communication. Thankfully, I’d say we’re on their third or fourth contingency by now, so there shouldn’t be too many people at this site.”
 
   “But they’ll have guns?”
 
   “Absolutely.”
 
   “How do you know all this?”
 
   “I’ve been doing a lot of reading on the subject.”
 
   “On which subject?”
 
   “All of them.” Kevin waved a hand to move on. “Listen, I need to ask you: do you have a mom?”
 
   Anselm looked taken aback. “Everybody has a mom.”
 
   “Does she live in the city with you, or does she stay with your dad?”
 
   “In the city. Lately I don’t see my dad that much. He’s working on something really important, I think.”
 
   Kevin nodded. “Okay, what about brothers and sisters?”
 
   “Nope. It’s just me.”
 
   “All right. Sorry about this.” Kevin took out his cell phone again, and he pressed the contact labeled “Central.”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Did they take his mother?”
 
   “Hold on.”
 
   Kevin glanced at Anselm, whose expression had quickly turned to one of real fear. Being tied up and kidnapped was unpleasant, certainly, but Mr. Brooks was here, after all. And Mr. Brooks said everything was going to be all right. The idea that his own mother might be going through a similar experience, on the other hand, was unbearable. Mr. Brooks couldn’t be everywhere at once. Who would save her?
 
   “Yes,” the voice from Central came back. “They’ve got her.”
 
   Kevin managed to avoid cursing into the phone, but he had to close his eyes for a second. And Anselm saw. He knew.
 
   If they’ve got them both, we’re in serious trouble.
 
   “Can you get her back?”
 
   “One second.”
 
   He looked again at Anselm, who was crying quietly and watching Kevin with his clear, hyper-intelligent eyes. Waiting to see how Mr. Brooks would react when the answer came back to this last question. This very important last question.
 
   “We can,” the voice replied. “She fought them well, slowed them up. We’ve got them pinned down and surrounded.”
 
   Kevin allowed his face to relax, though this news did not sound like a guarantee. “How long?”
 
   “What do you need?”
 
   Kevin considered. “Seven minutes at most. The quicker the better.”
 
   “Okay. We’re on it.”
 
   “Listen, ring my phone when she’s secure. Ring it loud.”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   Kevin put the phone away, and he turned to Anselm. “Everything really is going to be all right now,” he said, leaving the rest of his explanation unsaid.
 
   When I told you it was going to be all right before, I was making that up. But now I’m giving it to you straight.
 
   Anselm nodded up at him seriously.
 
   I had a feeling, his eyes said.
 
   Kevin squatted down on the floor of the van, and he closed his eyes. “Give me a second to think,” he said, plugging up his ears.
 
   It didn’t work. The naked steel rim of the front left tire was now scrapping the pavement so loudly that time refused to wait. There would be no stalling anymore. Kevin opened his eyes, looked at Anselm watching him, and suddenly he realized that he didn’t need to stall. He knew what was happening, and he knew what was going to happen. The information was all there in his head, simple as could be. You could read as many textbooks as you wanted on advanced game theory and negotiation tactics and cognitive psychology and multi-target fire fights, but none of it would matter very much in the end.
 
   He was going to get shot.
 
   The problem, of course, was that getting shot was not going to be enough. Sacrifice was not going to be enough. He would need some help to save Anselm. Something good would have to happen. Something unexpected, something the books couldn’t tell you about.
 
   “Anselm, do you have a favorite song?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Or a poem, something your mother used to say to you before bed?”
 
   Anselm thought for a moment. “Sure.”
 
   “Okay. When this is over, I’m probably going to have a bullet or two in me – ”
“No, you said it was going to be all right.”
 
   “It will be all right. I’m not going to die.”
 
   Possibly bullshit.
 
   “But when I’m lying there, you’re going to want to help, because I know you’re helpful. People are going to come find us, and they’ll help me, so don’t worry about it. But until then, what I’ll need from you is that song or poem or whatever you’ve got. Just come over and say it to me, again and again until the medical folks show up. Whatever you do, don’t stop talking. You’re going to help me pass the time, and that’s really important if I’m lying there with metal in me. Got that?”
 
   Anselm nodded silently. “I got it.”
 
   “All right. I think we’ll be there in a minute.”
 
   “Mr. Brooks?”
 
   “Yes, Anselm?”
 
   “What’s wrong with these people?”
 
   Kevin smiled sadly at Anselm. It was a question that would have taken a long time to address, and even then the answer would not have been satisfying. “I think they’re scared of your dad.”
 
   “But my dad’s nice.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “And anyway, why’d they throw me into a van?”
 
   Kevin shook his head. “Because they’re not nice.”
 
   Anselm nodded. He agreed with his teacher’s assessment.
 
   The van swerved suddenly to the right, throwing the two of them off balance. Then they felt themselves heading steeply downhill, and the sounds of city traffic disappeared into the distance. Now there was only the sound of the left front tire’s metal rim biting into the road.
 
   Finally the van leveled out, made one more turn, and then came to a stop. The engine died.
 
   “Here we go,” Kevin whispered.
 
   


 
   
  
 



In The Garage
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Kevin turned on his cell phone and pulled up a stopwatch application. He could hear sounds of people moving outside the van, getting in position. There was also the intermittent ticking of the van’s engine as it cooled, and beneath that the low-frequency rumble of what sounded like air-exchangers. They were likely in an underground garage. He wasn’t too worried about time stopping, but he didn’t want to lose track; Central had told him they could meet his seven-minute deadline for securing Mrs. Billaud, and at the moment that deadline was his biggest concern. He pressed the start button on the stopwatch program and began watching the seconds tick by.
 
   Go. Move. Faster.
 
   After a minute forty-five, the sounds from outside the van stopped. They were set up, ready to proceed. Guns loaded.
 
   “We can see everything you do in there,” said a voice outside the doors. The voice sounded not too close. Which made sense. Giving him space. Cautious. “We know you have a gun.”
 
   Kevin pulled Danny’s gun out of his back belt loop and held it up for inspection, turning it so that the cameras could see every angle. “Nice, right? A friend gave it to me.”
 
   “We shot him.”
 
   “He’ll be fine.”
 
   “You won’t be. You’ve got three guns pointed right at you.”
 
   “Go for it,” Kevin said. “Van’s armored. What, you’re not part of the planning committee?”
 
   The voice outside the van changed tacks at once, not slowing down. “We’re going to gas you.”
 
   “You won’t hurt the boy.”
 
   “Not if we don’t have to. Gas you as in put you to sleep. Then take you both out of there, then shoot you in the head – just you – and then continue on our way with the boy. Maybe they can get a kidney from you. Give it to your friend.”
 
   Three-fifteen down. Pretty good. Keep going.
 
   “Sounds fine,” Kevin said. “Except you’ll want to talk to me.”
 
   “Incorrect.”
 
   “You can’t effectively negotiate a ransom without someone on this side to confirm the boy’s safety.”
 
   “We don’t want a ransom. We’re going to trade for the father.”
 
   “Pascal? He’s dead.”
 
   This time the voice outside hesitated, and Kevin was pleased. All he needed was the slightest bit of uncertainty, and now he had it.
 
   “You’re lying.”
 
   “I’m not.”
 
   It was a ridiculous claim, equal parts unlikely and unverifiable. Kevin knew it, and the people outside the van did, too. But now they would have to find out one way or the other. They would have to make sure. Because their negotiating stance would be thrown into disarray by such a claim, even if it were false. The ability even to pretend that Pascal Billaud was dead would unbalance the equation.
 
   They’ll open the van.
 
   They would have to interrogate Kevin. Which meant they would probably shoot him first. Once in the leg, to soften him up. Then the questions, while he was lying there bleeding.
 
   Still silence outside.
 
   They made him wait.
 
   There was a full minute of whispering – 75 seconds, by Kevin’s stopwatch application – and then the van doors opened slowly. Kevin put his cellphone away. 
 
   Almost five minutes down. That’ll have to do. Come on, guys. Move. Get her back.
 
   There were four men there, waiting in the blocked-off section of the garage where the van was parked. In the middle were two men who looked vaguely similar to one another; one of these was obese and sitting on a little blue electric scooter, while the other was fit, standing, and carrying a gun that was aimed at Kevin. Flanking them were two heavily-armed men, both of them wearing black army fatigues and holding machine guns.
 
   Not M4’s, Kevin thought. Those look like modified G36’s. Very high power, but not the easiest things in the world to aim.
 
   One of the Guns glanced across to his partner. “I’ve seen this one,” he said.
 
   The other Gun nodded. “At the school, right?”
 
   Kevin kept silent. He didn’t know what language they were speaking – something Slavic, maybe Czech – but this didn’t stop him from understanding what they were saying. And they obviously assumed he didn’t speak a word of it. 
 
   “What does he have?”
 
   “He used a .45 to shoot the driver. We haven’t seen anything else.”
 
   “Think he’ll give it a try?”
 
   Gun One shrugged as if he had been asked to predict the winner of next year’s World Series. “Probably.”
 
   Jacob Savian gave them a look, and they stopped talking. “This was not the plan,” he said to Kevin, shifting his bulk uncomfortably in the scooter. He used the thing only when he had to leave the apartment. “This is unnecessary. Unpleasant.”
 
   “Oh?” Kevin said. He moved to the side, so that the four men could get a look at Anselm. From a few feet away, the bruises there looked as if they might have been sustained during the kidnapping itself. Or maybe these men had been monitoring the entire operation, maybe they knew better. It didn’t matter. “You’re kidnapping a kid,” Kevin said. “A fifth grade kid, and you’re talking about unpleasant? What was the plan? Bringing him to a toy store?”
 
   Kevin saw the big, fit man standing in the middle glance sideways, waiting for a response from the guy sitting on the scooter.
 
   Okay, good. This one’s not on board. He didn’t sign up for fifth graders.
 
   “You are the problem,” Jacob replied. “The child isn’t supposed to be here at all. He should be taking part in an exchange right now.”
 
   Kevin scoffed. “An exchange? With a man who’s working somewhere in a bunker in Nevada? Are you insane?”
 
   “Ah. Mr. Billaud is suddenly alive, I see.”
 
   Kevin ignored him. “They won’t negotiate. They don’t care if his kid – ”
 
   “He will care,” Jacob interrupted. “He will negotiate. This is his son, and he will certainly want – ”
 
   “They won’t tell him. He won’t get to make the decision.”
 
   “They’ll have to. Because before long he’ll start to wonder why his wife hasn’t called. And when he finds out what we’ve done to her, he’ll do anything we ask. We’ve got her, don’t you see?”
 
   Anselm let out a small, involuntary cry at this, and at the same moment George Savian turned to face his brother. “I’m sorry, what? You never said anything – ”
 
   “Shut up, George.”
 
   Kevin stood there silently. Waiting. Hoping against hope. This was the moment. This was the chance. The man in the scooter was only seconds from giving the order to have him shot – Kevin could feel it – and if that happened this situation would turn south in a hurry. On the other hand, if he could use this moment...
 
   Christ. Please.
 
   His timing hadn’t been quite right. It was so close, but there were too many variables. The problem was that the obese man was essentially correct: the wife did give them the upper hand. In everything. And she was still not safe. So maybe there had been a standoff of some kind at her location. Maybe there was a pursuit underway, or maybe they were trying to get a better angle for the snipers. Maybe – 
 
   Kevin’s cell phone rang in his pocket. Loudly.
 
   “She’s out,” he said, and rolled quickly to his left. 
 
   “Kill him!” Jacob shouted, and both flanking men fired their machine guns at once. One of them hit Kevin immediately in the hip; the pain was unbelievable, unreasonable, and they were still firing at him. He came to a stop on the ground, reached out, and shot the guard on the left in the head.
 
   One down. But I’m already fucked.
 
   Time was not slowing down. If anything, it was moving faster than normal. The air around him was hot, bullets zipping past him like angry metal hornets, and bits of concrete were jumping up everywhere from the floor.
 
   Another round caught him, this time in the side. This pain was not as sharp, but it was more sickening somehow. It was a deeper pain.
 
   Remember before how I said I was fucked? That was crap. That was just a warm up. Now I’m serious.
 
   He swiveled his arm to the side, pointing the .45. Fresh pain came up through his hip, through his gut, through everywhere, and he thought he might be about to pass out. But it didn’t happen. 
 
   Not sleeping pills, not booze, and not bullets. No sleep for this man.
 
   He could still move. He could still think. There were few parts of him that still seemed fully operational, but one of them was his right arm and hand. He aimed the gun, forcing himself to focus through the machine gun fire, feeling as though he were about to try squirting a water pistol into the oncoming spray of a hose.
 
   He squeezed the trigger, and the shooting stopped.
 
   The second man was down. Shot in the thigh. Not dead by any means, but not shooting anymore, either.
 
   Kevin let his arm fall to the pavement. He groaned in pain. He was vaguely aware that the big, fit man standing next to the scooter was pointing his gun at him, but Kevin found he no longer cared. The pain was engulfing him now, wrapping him in a hot, shuddering weakness that made him want to curl up and die. His hip was screaming at him, and he could feel blood pulsing from his side in great, nauseating surges. He saw the gun being aimed at him, but all he could do now was watch. And pray. And hope not to be shot again.
 
   George Savian did not seem interested in shooting Kevin. He twisted the gun to stare at it, as though not liking the look of it in his hand, and then he let his arm fall back down to his side. Jacob, meanwhile, was looking left and right in disgust. “What do I pay you people for?” he yelled. The man who had been wounded in the thigh whimpered. The dead man did not respond. Jacob looked up at his brother. “What are you waiting for?” He couldn’t understand why the man who had come out of the van – the man who had nearly ruined everything – was still breathing. “Will you shoot him please?”
 
   George turned to him. “And then what?”
 
   “And then we’ll use this kid to get his dad,” Jacob barked. “What are you talking about?”
 
   “That wasn’t the plan.”
 
   “The plan had to change. This motherfucker was scrubbed. We had no idea who he was, where he was. All we knew was that he was supposed to be injured. We had to go early.”
 
   George shook his head. His brother was sounding even less convincing than usual. “What if you can’t?”
 
   Jacob stared up at his younger brother in wordless surprise. George’s attitude was mystifying. “Can’t what? What do you mean?”
 
   George shrugged. “I mean, what if you can’t get to the dad through the kid? I mean that you’ve always been an asshole, but you’ve never hurt anyone who wasn’t an asshole, too. Like this prick right here.” 
 
   George turned away, pointed, and shot the wounded Gun in the head. The whimpering stopped.
 
   “George!” Jacob exclaimed. “What’d you kill him for? He was on our side!”
 
   George sighed as if his brother were missing the point. “Usually you’re only messing with arms dealers, mercenaries, those kinds of people. Guy a few days ago was nothing but an assassin, so who cares? Same with the jackass I just shot. A lot of what you do is stupid, but I’ve always let it go because you seem to have good intentions most of the time.”
 
   Jacob’s eyes goggled. “You let it go?” he echoed, as if he couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “George, you just killed that guy. He would have been fine. What do you think I’m – ”
 
   “But that’s a kid,” George said, pointing toward the van. Anselm was still there. He was not paying attention to the conversation; despite all the shooting, and now all the shouting, he had more pressing concerns. His attention was on Mr. Brooks, who was lying motionless on the ground in a rapidly expanding pool of blood. Anselm seemed to be singing something. His voice was high and clear. 
 
   “It’s a little kid who hasn’t done anything wrong,” George went on, “and we shouldn’t be doing this.”
 
   “George, listen,” Jacob said quickly. “His father – ”
 
   “His father is probably a lot like you,” George cut in, “except that he’s never killed anyone and he doesn’t kidnap children. You’re just jealous because he’s smarter.”
 
   “What? Of course he’s smarter, that’s not the problem at all. He’s going to take away our freedom to think, our freedom to create, our – ”
 
   “I can do those things on my own,” George said. “I’m not worried about what anyone else does. I’m not the best painter in the world, but I’m pretty good. And even if I weren’t, I could still do it. I could still enjoy it. I don’t know what the logical argument is, but I’m not messing with any fifth-grade kid. I wouldn’t mess with him even if his dad were a monster. Anyway, I bet he’s not.”
 
   And with that, George turned and simply walked away. He stepped over the concrete barricade he had moved there earlier this morning with a forklift, and then he began the long climb up the ramp leading to the garage exit.
 
   “Wait, George. George!”
 
   Jacob looked one last time toward Anselm. Jacob had no gun. He hadn’t expected to need one. Not that he could have taken control of this situation now even if he’d been armed to the teeth. He needed his brother. “George,” he called again, and he turned the scooter around as quickly as its little electric motor would allow. “George, I don’t know if this thing is strong enough to get up the hill! I’ll have to take the elevator. Wait! George!”
 
   Anselm jumped down from the van, and he ran to Kevin’s side. He paused in his singing. “Are you still alive?”
 
   “Keep singing.”
 
   Anselm did. His voice did not waver. It was “Mon Petit Oiseau,” a French children’s nursery rhyme. A lullaby. Kevin hadn’t heard it before, but he could understand it easily enough. Not surprisingly, Anselm’s accent was impeccable.
 
   “They’re coming,” Kevin whispered. “Don’t worry.”
 
   Anselm put a hand on his shoulder. He kept singing. A minute later they both heard another sound. It was the high, whining noise of a small electric motor being asked to do too much.
 
   Jacob Savian was coming back.
 
   He would never be able to catch up with his brother. George was moving too fast, and he was probably already back up at street level. So now Jacob was returning on his little blue scooter. Returning to the scene of his undoing. He was wearing a hangdog expression, like a child whose long-awaited birthday party has not gone as expected. “That was very disappointing,” he said, bringing his scooter to a stop just before he reached Kevin and Anselm.
 
   Anselm looked up, still singing, and he gave Jacob a curious stare. He seemed only now to be noticing how immensely fat this man was. The scooter Jacob was sitting on had an extra-broad wheelbase, a thick platform, and a wide seat to accommodate Jacob’s bulk; he was gripping the little handlebars as if he were wishing the scooter had come with rocket launchers. Or at least an auto-defibrillator attachment. Anselm turned away from him. He sang to Kevin with focus and care, giving his teacher his strength.
 
   “Very disappointing,” Jacob said again. He looked down at the man lying on the ground, at all the blood spreading out around him, and then he looked at the 10-year-old child who had become, in the last five minutes, the most – and only – available link to Pascal Billaud. The only link to a man he had spent the last year and a half planning to destroy. 
 
   He couldn’t get to the father, but the boy was still here. Right here in front of him.
 
   With a quickness that even George would have found surprising, Jacob Savian heaved himself off the scooter and lunged for Anselm Billaud. The boy saw movement out of the corner of one eye, and he jumped out of the way. He was fast, but not fast enough; Jacob’s lunge was completely unexpected. 
 
   Jacob had him. 
 
   They were both on the ground now, and Jacob had the boy’s body pinned under one impossibly fleshy arm. With his other arm he reached for Anselm’s neck, reached for his face and for his head. Jacob’s eyes were blazing. It didn’t matter that this was only the son and not the father; they were connected somehow. They were the same. And maybe the death of the son would be enough, maybe the trauma to the father, the knowledge that his work had led a man to kill his only son, would be so devastating that he would simply give up his work, or else he would become so distracted, so wracked with guilt, that he would make a mistake, would mix up lines of code, something. 
 
   Jacob reached farther, reached and finally found Anselm’s soft neck.
 
   “Hey.”
 
   Jacob looked behind him. The man on the ground had whispered at him; he was not dead. In fact, he was not even unconscious. He was staring straight at them, and somehow he had managed to get his arm all the way around. To point the gun one last time.
 
   “Stop distracting the kid,” Kevin whispered. He shot Jacob through the mouth, and the .45 exited the top of Jacob’s head in a puff of hair and skin and blood and brains. Jacob’s hand relaxed and slumped down from Anselm’s neck, and Anselm managed to wriggle himself out from under the man’s suddenly twice-as-heavy body.
 
   Kevin whispered something else, but Anselm couldn’t make it out.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Can you keep singing?”
 
   Anselm didn’t move for a few seconds. He was breathing quickly, and looking around the now quiet garage like a frightened field mouse. This had been a very scary morning. He had been tossed into a van, tied up and gagged, and then there had been a lot a lot a lot of shooting. Mr. Brooks had saved him somehow, but Mr. Brooks also looked as if he might be in serious trouble. And just now a big, blob-like man had tried to strangle him. And then more shooting, so close and so loud that Anselm’s ears were still ringing painfully.
 
   “Anselm?”
 
   Mr. Brooks was still trying to whisper to him, and it was at this moment that Anselm showed his true mettle. He made a conscious decision to wait, to be shocked and terrified and traumatized later, because his teacher had asked him a favor. There was work to be done here. He looked at Jacob’s lifeless corpse one more time, as if checking to be sure there would be no last minute, horror-movie reanimation scene forthcoming. Satisfied, he turned back to Kevin. “I’m here,” he said, with a calm primness that would have made his mother proud.
 
   Big bad guy is dead. That’s all that matters. Time to get back to singing.
 
   He continued with the lullaby.
 
   Time moved on, and Kevin closed his eyes with relief.
 
   A minute later, they heard the sound of sirens.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Patch Job
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Kevin was aware and he was not aware. He was conscious, but only because his system still didn’t know how to operate in any other way. Didn’t know how to shut down. They reached him just minutes later, drawn by the tracking system in his cell phone. He had lost a lot of blood. 
 
   “He’s lost a lot of blood.”
 
   They wanted to take him away from Anselm, but the boy held firm. “I’m supposed to be here.” Anselm said. “I’m supposed to sing.”
 
   The agents and medics looked at him for a beat, and then while they were applying pressure to Kevin’s wounds and readying the fold-up gurney they began telling Anselm that this was not allowed, that it simply could not be allowed for a half-dozen reasons. But Anselm ignored them; he had already returned his attention to his teacher. He began singing again, his head moving gently to the rhythm of the song his mother had sung to him so many times when he was an even younger, even smaller boy. The EMT’s shook their heads in resignation and let the boy come. He climbed into the ambulance, and it sped out of the garage and then up First Avenue, followed closely by several marked and unmarked cars. At the hospital there was no waiting, there were no triage steps or questions about next-of-kin; they rolled him straight into a private area and began working quickly. 
 
   Kevin was still aware. Still awake. He had a moment of white-hot fear in which he wondered how they were going to do any real work on him. You can’t put me to sleep, he wanted to shout. It won’t do anything.
 
   But they seemed somehow to realize this, and in any case putting him to sleep didn’t appear to be part of the plan. They used local anesthetics through injections in his spine, and the numbness that went washing through him was both wonderful and terrible. Would the feeling return? Was it the anesthetic working, or was his body taking its first steps toward permanent paralysis? He had no way to know. Finally they had to take Anselm away because there was going to be blood now, scalpels and surgery and blood, but not before the boy extracted a promise from the doctors. They had to keep making noise, Anselm told them. “He needs you to talk to him.”
 
   They assured him they would, and then an agent came to tell Anselm that his mother had arrived at the hospital.
 
   “She’d very much like to see you.”
 
   Anselm streaked away, and Kevin could hear the boy’s joyful cries echoing down the hall. If he had not been feeling so nauseated, he would have smiled.
 
   The doctors did what Anselm had asked. They talked. They talked all the time, narrating their every move. Kevin could feel them pushing and pulling at him as they explained what was happening; he could hear, above and below the talking, the cutting and the sucking noises. There was the debate over what to do about the kidney; then the on-the-spot decision to remove it and patch him up; then the harsh, metal-on-bone sound of debridement on the hip wound, followed by the sound of metal pieces being inserted and affixed to what was left of that shattered bone. All of this was over the course of hours. Hours and days and weeks, and yet Kevin did not move, he was there in the same room with the same doctors, none of them leaving or taking a break.
 
   So it hasn’t been weeks or even days, he thought. Today is still Tuesday.
 
   They worked and worked, narrating all the while. At one point he heard a voice that sounded like Dr. Petak’s. Kevin tried to turn and see, but he still couldn’t move.
 
   “Petak?” he called out.
 
   No one answered him. They were willing to narrate, not to discuss. 
 
   Finally they left him alone, and after a while Anselm was allowed to come back in to keep him company. His mother came in for a moment as well, to thank him. Kevin shook his head and managed to croak out, “not at all,” and then Anselm let himself be led away. Kevin shook his head and pointed at the television, to show the boy that it was all right, that he had plenty to distract him now.
 
   Something soothing, Kevin decided. Not the religion channel. 
 
   He was glad when the anesthetic began to wear off, though it meant brand new kinds of pain. The feeling of paralysis had been unnerving. After an hour they gave him pills to ease it back again, and this at least was a more normal sensation. The pain was still there; it was only dulled.
 
   Kevin watched three half-hour newscasts. He was about to push the nurse-call button when Danny Fisher came striding through the door. His arm and shoulder were tightly bandaged, but otherwise he seemed fine. He gave Kevin an affectionate pat on the shoulder, much more gently than in times past. “Nice job,” Danny said. “That guy was a real nutcase. If it hadn’t been for you, there’s no telling where he’d have Anselm by now.”
 
   “Thanks. And that’s it?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   Kevin’s expression turned serious. “I mean I’m done, right? I don’t have to be ready for anything else? Because I’m a little worn out over here.”
 
   Danny grinned. “You’re all set. Vacation time.”
 
   “Good. By the way, I still don’t remember anything from the summer.”
 
   “That stuff might never come back. We don’t know. It’s a new program.”
 
   “Petak told me that much.”
 
   Danny nodded. “Frankly, we were watching you to figure some of it out. We still are. New protocol, new everything. Everything that happens to you is getting written down. Official record, all that stuff. And the memory’s not back yet, huh?”
 
   “Definitely not. You can check that off.”
 
   “Guess you didn’t forget how to shoot, though. Three bad guys on your first day.”
 
   “Is this my first day?”
 
   “Well. Not technically.”
 
   “Are you the one who taught me how to shoot?”
 
   Danny shook his head. “No, we had a special guy. Muscle-memory stuff was done exclusively with experts. We wanted to do it right, because it sticks with you even after the scrubbing. I’m just the fitness guy.”
 
   “You ran with me in the park.”
 
   “Not just the park, but yeah. You remember that?”
 
   “No. A homeless guy spotted you. I was going to ask you about it, but then you were suddenly busy getting shot.”
 
   “Mmm. They went way ahead of schedule. You did well, considering.”
 
   “Considering what?”
 
   “You were supposed to have another three days before activation. It’s a delicate process.”
 
   Kevin spread his hands out. “I’ve got nothing but time. What is the process?”
 
   Danny shrugged. “I don’t know the specifics. Neither does anybody, really. Petak – you met him – designed the spec, but the underlying technology is weird. It’s a machine that runs a modified TMS pulse pattern, which is what takes care of the memory loss. Everything else flows from there.”
 
   “Yeah, I don’t understand that. And I’m practically a genius right now.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter,” Danny said with a little shake of his head. “TMS means Transcranial Magnetic Stimulation. We’ve got some custom equipment, we bought it from a guy who calls himself Kline. Probably not his real name, but he’s the man with the goods. Basically, he figured out that you can just wipe clean a small section of somebody’s memory – he calls it “scrubbing” – and for the next week or two your patient’s brain goes into some sort of overdrive. It compensates for all the empty space.”
 
   “It did other stuff, too,” Kevin pointed out. “Time slowed down. I couldn’t sleep, I was paranoid. What about all that?”
 
   “Petak told you, right? Side effects. Some useful, some we’re trying to iron out. The time thing is related to memory: when you’re taking in everything around you, time seems to slow down. Think about how long your grade school years seemed to last; really, you were just noticing more back then. And your brain has been noticing everything for the past week. Turns out you can go almost all the way; if you eliminate every distraction – visual, auditory, anything that might occupy your mind – then time practically doesn’t move at all.” 
 
   “And the paranoia, the insomnia?” 
 
   “Some of that was hypnosis, although I think Petak objected to the paranoia bit. He wanted you calmer; most of the higher-ups disagreed. The sleep thing was another side effect of the TMS; one of the functions of sleep is locking in memories, but your brain was so busy making new ones that it didn’t want to give you a chance to go down. Unihemispheric sleep, it’s called. Some animals do it naturally. Don’t worry about that one, you should be hitting the sack again soon. It could happen tonight if the pain’s not too bad.”
 
   Kevin sighed. Danny was finally starting to make some sense to him, but there were still too many questions to be asked. He decided to start with the most obvious one. 
 
   “Are there any other agents in the school?”
 
   Danny smiled. “Just your girl Ms. Beck.”
 
   Kevin frowned. “Right,” he said sarcastically. “My girl.”
 
   Danny didn’t blink. “Well, that’s your problem,” he said cryptically. “I’m not getting involved.” He stood from his chair, and then he gave Kevin a serious look. “Who do you think led the team to get Anselm’s mom back?”
 
   Kevin was struck dumb.
 
   This is not possible. 
 
   He tried to protest that he had more questions now – many more questions – but Danny wasn’t listening. He turned and walked out of the room.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Emily
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The next few hours were bad. He left the television on to keep the clocks moving, but nothing could take away the pain of not knowing. Of not understanding. He wanted to talk to Emily. He wanted her to explain what Danny had meant.
 
   He wanted to see her.
 
   The television was telling him now that there had been an attempted kidnapping at a private school on the upper east side of Manhattan. It had happened early this morning, the reporter said, her voice breathless. Kevin stared at the screen in disbelief.
 
   This morning? But that happened days ago.
 
   He was about to shout at the screen in frustration, but then something caught his eye. Something light blue, and something white. 
 
   She was standing there in the doorway. 
 
   Kevin looked at her for a moment, and he didn’t trust himself. He didn’t trust Danny, or Dr. Petak, or anyone at all. This was a mirage of some kind. “Did you wear that when you were getting Anselm’s mom back?”
 
   Emily shook her head sweetly. She twisted her hips gently, looking down as the light blue skirt puffed out, as though she were examining its twirling properties. Then she came toward him, and now, finally, her eyes were fixed on him. She looked at him the way he had wanted her to look at him since the first day. Since the first time he had seen her in the teacher’s lounge.
 
   My God, those eyes.
 
   “This is your favorite outfit,” she said softly. And then, unbelievably, she eased herself down, so slowly, and with infinite care, so that she was lying next to him on the bed. There were tubes and wires connected to him at his arms and chest and side, but somehow she managed to disturb not a single thing. She was careful, too, not to touch him. She didn’t want to bump into anything that was injured.
 
   Not that he would have minded.
 
   Kevin held his breath. He didn’t understand what was happening. Everything Emily was saying, everything she was doing, the way she was looking at him… it was all so dreamlike that he decided he would have to proceed as if it really were a dream. If he did anything to disturb the quiet of this room – if he breathed too hard, or if he turned his head too quickly – she might disappear in a flash of light and smoke.
 
   As if to emphasize this belief, the next thing Emily said seemed terrible. It seemed designed to disrupt the delicate atmosphere in the room. “I was very mad at you,” she said.
 
   Kevin waited. He didn’t want to ask, but he also didn’t want to let the chance for an actual conversation pass him by. He took a breath. “Why?”
 
   She closed her eyes before answering. “I didn’t want you to volunteer,” she said, and her eyes opened. “I didn’t want them messing with your head.”
 
   “You knew me before?”
 
   She smiled again, turning ever so slightly toward him. The starched sheets of the hospital bed rustled. “Of course,” she said.
 
   Kevin was silent for a minute. He could think of nothing else to say. “I have an enormous apartment,” he blurted out.
 
   She giggled, a sound that made Kevin want to get up and do jumping jacks. “I know,” she said. “I hate it. Your money is one of the things that made you such a good undercover candidate. No one with tons of cash and a brand new penthouse in the city could possibly be working for the government. Anyway, when we started dating you told me you just wanted to be a teacher. That was about three months ago, but I’m hoping too much hasn’t changed.” She grinned playfully at him. “Even if you did turn out to be such a big spender.”
 
   Kevin felt his heart do a small leap. Then, strangely, he felt a great calm come over him. Everything in his body seemed suddenly to take itself down a step. 
 
   There’s nothing left to worry about.
 
   He had done his job, so that was over. Anselm was safe. And now this woman, this unbelievably beautiful, smart, kind woman was talking about how long they had already been dating. Kevin felt deeply relaxed and yet giddy at the same time, as though he had just been given a powerful sedative laced with alcohol. His breathing slowed. His pulse was no longer so loud in his ears. “What was that?” he said, his words like sugar in his mouth. “You said dating?”
 
   Shameless. 
 
   “Shut up,” Emily said. “You were irresistible. So earnest.”
 
   Kevin couldn’t help himself. “Honestly?”
 
   Emily Beck’s laugh, light and pure, sounded off the hard walls of the hospital room. “I shouldn’t have said that. We’ll have to get to know each other again, that’s the problem. And maybe you’re not even nice anymore.”
 
   Kevin shook his head. “No,” he said quickly. “No, that’s not true. I’m incredibly nice. I have a butler, too, did I mention that? Wait until you meet him. He’ll tell you how nice I am.”
 
   “I don’t doubt it,” Emily said softly. The laughter was still bouncing around her throat, making her chest tremble.
 
   Kevin let his eyes close for a second. 
 
   Just for a second. 
 
   She wasn’t going anywhere.
 
   Incredibly, he could feel his breathing slowing down even more now. Everything was going quiet around him. He felt… heavy.
 
   Maybe he could close his eyes for one more second. It felt so good.
 
    “I’ve heard you know how to dance now,” Emily said. She let this piece of information hang in the air for a minute, and then she added, “I think that’s exciting. That’s new. Are you going to take me out soon?”
 
   Kevin didn’t answer.
 
   Emily thought he was deciding, or perhaps that he was thinking of a place where he would take her, some dimly-lit nightclub south of 14th street where they could move anonymously in each other’s arms. But after another moment he still hadn’t said anything.
 
   She twisted to look at him.
 
   “Kevin Brooks,” she whispered.
 
   Kevin stirred briefly, but then his body settled even more deeply into the mattress. Emily smiled and put a hand lightly on his forehead. She took it away and kissed him there, and then she rose quietly from the bed. She would come back later, and they would talk again.
 
   He looked so peaceful; she would let him sleep. 
 
   She supposed he had some catching up to do. 
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