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    INTRODUCTION


     


    Fadeout is a NaNoWriMo book. Should you be unfamiliar with the concept, “NaNoWriMo” stands for the National Novel Writing Month, a phenomenon that ceased to be merely “national” – that is to say, American – years ago, but still insists on being called that.


    You can Google it for all the details, but the idea, in a nutshell, is to write an entire novel in 30 days, during November, clocking in at a minimum of 50,000 words. That’s it. (There are some subtleties to the rules – you can plan it in advance, but you can’t start actually writing the book before that, all of the material must be new, etc., but none of that is very relevant.) Note that it’s not a competition – it’s a challenge, and a personal challenge, at that. It’s super easy to cheat on it, because nobody but you’s going to be checking on you. There’s a validator on their website, and it doesn’t care if you type in “lol” 50,000 times or if it’s the most insightful prose ever written.


    Either you write the damn thing, or you don’t.


    Of course, if you’re not a writer, doing it probably seems like a very hard thing to do; 50,000 words is a big chunk of text – not huge big, but big. And 30 days isn’t a long time to do it in; you need to pound out an average of 1677 words day in, day out. Miss a day? That average goes up for the remaining days.


    If you are a writer, guess what? It’s not much easier.


    I’ve been thinking about doing NaNoWriMo for many years now, but this was the first year I actually took part. I’ve always either forgotten all about it and missed the start date, or been too busy to do it. This year, I was still too busy, but November 1 came around and it struck me that if I were to do it, I would have to start on that very day, that very moment.


    So I said “fuck it” and went for it.


    I had no plan. I had nothing. I sat down at the computer, looked at the empty page and typed, “When Carter stepped into the bathroom, the man stuck the gun in his ear.”


    You need to understand that before that moment, I didn’t know any of that, and I still didn’t know who Carter was, let alone who stuck the gun in his ear, or why. In fact, my first pause came after I’d typed “when,” because I needed a name. Why Carter? Because that was the first one I thought about that I didn’t hate.


    That sentence is still what the story opens with, except now it’s a storage unit instead of a bathroom. Things went down in a bar first, okay? I soon changed that, because I was coming up with reasons and those reasons didn’t work if it was the bathroom of a bar.


    Now, let me digress a little and point out that in my day job, we tend to plan everything out rather meticulously. We make video games, and that’s very much a collaborative process; everything I do needs to take into account the resources at our disposal, technical limitations, project schedules, things like that. So I don’t typically really start writing anything before we have a pretty good idea what I’m going to be writing, which means we’ve hashed it out on my whiteboard and I’ve had fifty meetings about it.


    So this was the complete opposite of that process. I just let it all come out, almost stream-of-consciousness-style, going back only when I had to, typically when I changed my mind about a decision I’d made before. It was a lot of fun when it was going well; it was very painful when I wrote something that I didn’t like, didn’t know how to fix it, and had to leave it there and move on. A few times, I fell into the trap of editing something over and over again, and those were the worst times. The sense of relief I felt when I made myself move on because I knew I was on a deadline was often tinted with frustration, but I always got back in that groove.


    I caught a flu in the middle of this thing, and to my great surprise, those days were among the most productive I had; I was sick and tired, but my fingers kept moving. I broke 5,000 words on one snot-filled and feverish Wednesday. (I tracked my progress on a great Excel sheet. It was merciless in telling whether I was ahead or behind on my daily quota.)


    The last few days were perhaps the hardest, when I felt like I couldn’t find the end, and I knew the deadline was looming, and I just had to put this damn thing down one way or another. The more stuff I locked down, the harder it was to find an ending that worked. Endings are hard, but I think mine turned out okay.


    The magic of NaNoWriMo, if there is such a thing, is that it demands you to keep up a fairly serious pace, and that means that especially if you’re doing your writing after a full day’s work, you don’t have time to procrastinate. Its approach is blatantly and gloriously “quantity over quality,” which seems idiotic at first glance – but the thing is, it forces you to write, and it gives you permission to suck.


    And that’s important, because here’s a thing you may not know: first drafts are shit. And that’s okay, because first drafts don’t get published, and typically aren’t even intended for publication. The point of a first draft is to solidify all that random crap in your head into something that has form, structure and content, something you can actually evaluate, think about and process into something better.


    You often hear people whining about how they can’t do anything with a story (or any other project, for that matter) until they’ve thought it out. I’ve been guilty of that countless times. But the first draft? That’s you, thinking it out. That’s where you really do it. You can plan all you want, but there’s a point after which you’re just procrastinating, and that point comes sooner than most people realize. Before you start pounding out those words, all you have is a miasma of ideas and concepts that you can’t properly evaluate, because none of it has any real context – there’s no meaning beyond whatever it is that you happen to assign to them at any given moment, and that tends to evaporate as soon as you change mental track. It’s only once you write it down that you can see which parts work and which parts don’t. It’s better to write down stupid crap than to keep looking for those great ideas. Stupid crap you can work with; great ideas are often a pipe dream. Obviously, this doesn’t guarantee that you can turn your stupid crap into something good, but at least you’re doing something… and, more importantly, learning. Chasing perfection in your head doesn’t teach you anything.


    So you need to give yourself permission to suck, and that’s hard; I know if I write something that doesn’t do what I want it to do, I tend to get stuck on it. But the more time you spend on it, the less of the big picture you can see. It’s wasted effort, because chances are you’re going to end up having to change that scene later anyway. It’s like building a house and starting to decorate a room before you even have the walls up. So you need to be able to let yourself write stupid shit and just move past it, knowing that you’ll come back to it later.


    NaNoWriMo has that feature built in, because if you’re gonna keep up, you don’t have time for anything else. There’s something really wonderful about that.


    This is, of course, a long-winded way of saying “please, please don’t judge me by the standards of polished writing,” because what you’re about to read is a first draft, and I can’t stress that enough – and I know that even though I explain that now, there are people who can’t understand what that means and implies. I’m reminded of the time I did a 24-hour comic (a somewhat similar challenge, where you’re supposed to make a 24-page comic in 24 hours), and a friend of mine started critiquing it, pointing out that the art could be better and the whole thing seemed rushed.


    “Yeah, but it’s a 24-hour comic,” I said.


    “I know, but you could take more time with it, it’d be better.”


    Technically, he was absolutely correct, but he was also missing the point completely. I have no doubt that a similar thing will happen with Fadeout. So, letting you read it is a little like showing people the logfiles of all those sick IM discussions I had with your mom – embarrassing for everybody involved, and there’s a part of me that really doesn’t want to do it… but once again, fuck it. The bottom line is, I wrote 69,000 words and change in 30 days, and it was kind of awesome. (Actually, I finished the story itself in 27 days, and then used the rest of the time making it suck a little less.)


    So there’s trepidation, but NaNoWriMo says I’m allowed to suck, and chickening out now seems to go against the spirit of the enterprise. I assure you I’m aware of the parts that don’t work, or seem clumsy, or are just downright stupid; I know that there are scenes that seem sparse, perfunctory, and riddled with clumsy exposition. Almost everything you’re about to read was written during that month, and it’s pretty rough; I’ll admit to having smoothed out a couple of minor things since then, added a few short connecting passages afterwards so the reader doesn’t get completely confused, but most of this stuff is essentially unedited – so yes, there are a few things there that might not make too much sense.


    One of them I actually had to have Carter point out, because I just couldn’t deal with it any other way and it felt too important for me to take it out entirely. There were plenty of things I had to cut because they just made things more confusing – chief among them was Detective Ingersol’s crush on Carter’s brother and the impact it had on this whole mess, for example. Don’t look for it, because it’s no longer there; I just didn’t have the time to take it anywhere, so I had to kill it – it was a hard call, but I had to finish.


    And speaking of finishing, you should understand that until the last couple of chapters, I had no idea how this story would end – or, no, I had ideas. There are always ideas. I just didn’t know which one to use, or how to actually do it. Eventually, I found a way, because I had to.


    So, it is what it is.


    But, despite all of these caveats, I’m glad to say that in the end, I think it works all right! Sure, it’s rough, but I’m kind of proud of it, and I’m definitely proud of having completed the challenge. And why not? The characters seem like a fun bunch, and there’s a lot of cussin’, some romance, mysteries, a couple of pretty good ass-kickings, a bunch of weird moments… I’d say there’s bang for your buck in there.


    And make no mistake, this was absolutely worthwhile. Writing Fadeout was a great experience, and if nothing else, it told me this: whenever I think about those other writing projects, all the unfinished crap I have hidden away in the dark recesses of my hard drive, and come to the conclusion that I don’t have the time for it, that’s a lie. It really is. I certainly don’t think I could maintain this pace for indefinitely, not as long as I have a day job, but, say, averaging a thousand words a day? I can do it, and if I don’t, that’s not because of time. That’s not an excuse I can use anymore; I have to face up to the fact that if I don’t do it, it’s because I’d rather do something else.


    You may be wondering if I’m ever going to do a second draft of the story, work all the kinks out, turn it into a “real” novel, for lack of a better word. I’m wondering the same thing. For me, there’s a certain charm in Fadeout being the way it is, warts and all; it’s a kind of a rollercoaster ride guided more by intuition and informed snap decisions than meticulous planning. I think that at the very least, I’m going to need a bit of time and distance, then come back and look at it with fresh eyes.


    In closing, I’d like to say this: I don’t know if I’m going to do this again next November, but I think you should consider doing it. If you give it a serious shot, I guarantee you’ll be a better writer at the end of it, regardless of whether you make it.


     


    Mikko Rautalahti


    Helsinki, Finland


    December 2011
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    When Carter stepped into the storage unit, the man stuck the gun in his ear.


    He stopped in his tracks and froze in place, one hand still on the door, the other raised to his chin in mid-scratch. He swiveled his eyes to the right, catching the vague outline of the man out of the corner of his eye, but he couldn’t make out his features. He didn’t turn his head.


    He felt like an idiot. The lock had been busted open, and he’d still walked right in. A part of him had been worried about somebody still being inside, telling him to be careful, but he’d ignored it; his need to find out if everything was all right had overridden his other concerns. Stupid. He thought about making a move, ducking low and coming at the man with his shoulder, but if he was any good, he was expecting something like that, and then it’d get nasty. He didn’t feel like getting shot.


    “You Carter Abraham?” the man said.


    “No,” Carter said. “Abraham Carter.”


    The gun dug into his ear, not quite hard enough to hurt, but hard enough to promise that this oversight could easily be remedied.


    “Well, close enough,” Carter allowed.


    “Mr. Nicholson sent me.”


    Carter cocked his head slightly in puzzlement. For a moment, he had no idea who this guy was talking about. “Who?”


    “Mr. Nicholson.”


    “I don’t… What, Nicky Nicholson?”


    He stared straight ahead, seeing the heavy-duty industrial shelves he’d installed, thought about the thing he’d hidden in—


    The gun kept moving, the barrel scraping against his earlobe.


    “Mr. Nicholson says, you owe a hundred grand,” the man said.


    Carter sighed. Fucking Nicky.


    “I don’t think so.”


    “Mr. Nicholson said to ask you if you have the money.”


    Carter tried to turn his face towards the man, but the gun poked at his ear again.


    “No,” Carter said. “And there’s been some kind of mistake. Seriously, pal, I don’t owe Nicky a red cent.”


    The man thumbed back the hammer. A revolver, a part of Carter thought, listening to the clicks as the cylinder rotated.


    “Mr. Nicholson said, ‘He don’t pay you my fucking money on the spot, you blow his fucking brains out.’” The man could do a reasonable imitation of Nicky’s squeaky weasel voice.


    The man waited, but Carter didn’t say anything.


    “Well?”


    “Well what?”


    The man cleared his throat. “You don’t got his money?”


    “I told you, I don’t owe him money, and even if I did, all I got’s maybe fifty bucks in my pocket, maybe another five grand in the bank.” It was a lie; he had more than that on him – Carter tended to do a lot of cash business – but he didn’t want to give the man any ideas. “If you’re robbing me, I guess you can have that. If you’re just here to put a bullet in my head over some made-up bullshit, you got the drop on me, there’s nothing I can do about it.”


    The man didn’t say anything, so Carter moved his hands slowly, spread out his dark mid-length coat, put on a little show. “Shit, even if I had the hundred Gs, where do you think I have it, in my pocket? You know how much space that takes up?”


    Carter felt the barrel hesitate on his ear, heard the man swallow. He was thinking about it now, and Carter relaxed, feeling the situation change. He turned his head slowly. The man lowered the revolver slightly, so it was pointing at Carter’s neck. He was tall and big-boned, with a little bit of a gut; not exactly a big guy, but he seemed to take up a lot of space. He had big, calloused hands; this was a working man. He was wearing a worn work shoes, blue jeans and a leather coat that looked faded and worn, a few years past its prime, and it hadn’t been very stylish in the first place. The face was middle-aged and confused, the eyes wilder than Carter had expected. Drugs, was his first thought, but then he decided otherwise – no, not drugs. It was something else that made his eyes so restless. He was clean-shaven, but needed a haircut; the dark curls were getting out of control.


    This wasn’t the professional tough guy he’d expected to see – he looked dangerous, but also like he didn’t know what he was doing. He wasn’t sure what that meant, Nicky sending somebody like this. He wasn’t sure why Nicky would send anybody.


    He thought about making a grab for the gun. It wasn’t impossible; the guy was standing too close – he could step out of the way and take control of the guy’s arm; the gun might go off, but there was every chance it’d go wide, and it’d give him leverage, and he could—


    After another glance into the man’s eyes, Carter decided against it. He couldn’t read the guy well enough to know how wired he was, or if he was ready to act, or what. His body language was all weird, full of little tics and nervous shuffles. Even on a good day, he wasn’t sure he could figure this guy out, and he knew this wasn’t one of his good days.


    Talking, then.


    “Look, I don’t know what this is, but Nicky’s playing you. Let me guess, he told you exactly where to find me, put me in a spot where I either cough up the kind of money nobody just carries around with them, or end up shot to death.”


    The man looked at him, evidently not getting it. His gaze kept roaming around Carter’s face, the eyes never seeming to stop. It was unnerving.


    “See, so you’d have to shoot me. You up for doing a contract murder, friend?”


    “Hell, no, I don’t get involved in murders.” The man’s voice was even, the face was blank, but his eyes darted back and forth even faster, feverish and restless. There was something wrong with him, Carter realized, some kind of a mental thing.


    “If you’d done what Nicky said, you’d be involved, all right,” Carter said. “Must be a dozen people out there saw you come in this building, there’s security cameras all over the area. You were seen. He was setting you up. Now don’t take offense, but I’m betting you’ve got some medical history, am I right?”


    The man’s eyes stopped moving, focused on Carter’s, his features suddenly twisting into an angry frown. “You son of a bitch.”


    Carter looked him right back in the eyes, keeping his voice calm. “I’m not fucking with you, I’m just saying that I bet it’s your word against his. You see what I’m saying, he’s using that against you. You owe him money?”


    The man stared at Carter, unblinking. He nodded slowly.


    “Yeah, lots of people do. So this was a way for you to cancel the debt, huh? All you were supposed to do is get the money. Only there’s no money, so you’re supposed to kill me, and he can say he doesn’t know what you’re talking about when you get picked up for doing me. Maybe you make it back to him, tell him it’s done, he tells you to wait, calls the cops on you himself. ‘Officer, there’s a crazy man here, says he shot someone, I don’t know what he’s talking about, I’m scared for my life.’ Like that.”


    “I’m not crazy.”


    “I didn’t say you were,” Carter said. “Point is, that’s how he’ll sell it.”


    The man still hadn’t blinked. Suddenly, his eyes started darting back and forth again, like frightened little animals, and Carter was surprised to feel relieved, as if a great pressure had been taken off him. The man’s eyes settled on the gun he now had lightly pressed against Carter’s chest, and it wavered. Then he looked up again.


    “I’m sorry I called you that,” he said. “I got angry, is all, there was no call for that and I’m sorry.” There was a note to it that caught Carter’s ear; it sounded like something he’d rehearsed, a thing to say in a certain situation.


    “That’s okay.”


    “I’ve been in some trouble,” the man offered. “But I don’t want any more of it. I’ve been okay now.”


    “Shit happens,” Carter said. “You think you could stop pointing the gun at me, or at least uncock it? It might go off by accident, what’re you gonna do then? I don’t think that’d be good for you, and it’d definitely be bad for me. Or what if somebody comes in here, how would that look?”


    Carter was pretty sure nobody would step in the room, maybe not even if they heard a gunshot, but he thought the man probably wouldn’t know that. The man licked his lips, nodded twice so quickly that it looked like a twitch, and then lowered the gun. Carter took a deep breath, feeling suddenly light-headed.


    “Sorry,” the man said, blinking furiously. “I wasn’t,” and he mumbled something.


    “What’s that?”


    “Wasn’t gonna shoot you,” the man said, and stared at the gun in his hand, turning it this way and that, as if he wasn’t sure how it got there.


    “I guess if you were, we wouldn’t be here talking about it,” Carter said. “You wanna give me the gun, maybe?”


    The man lifted his eyes and stared at Carter again, and he slipped the hand with the gun behind his back, out of Carter’s sight. He had no idea what the man was thinking or feeling. Carter spread his arms and tried a small smile.


    “That’s okay. I just thought maybe you wouldn’t want to get caught with it. What’s your name?”


    “I don’t wanna tell you.”


    For a moment, they just stood there. Then Carter cleared his throat. “Well, I guess we’re done here. If you don’t mind, I’ve got some work to do here…” He trailed off, looked at the man expectantly.


    “Okay.”


    Carter waited, and the man just stood there, his gaze bouncing off the walls, the gun drooping at the end of his arm, forgotten.


    “What I mean is, you should leave,” Carter said. He had things to do, and he didn’t want to involve this mental case in them.


    The man shook his head. “No, I can’t go. Mr. Nicholson’s not going to like this.”


     “You just tell Nicky I didn’t show up, end of story. How much do you owe him?”


    “Twenty-five thousand, thereabouts,” the man said. “I don’t got it. Mr. Nicholson said he’d break my legs if I didn’t do this job on you for him. He already broke my arm one time.”


    The man held up his left arm, and now Carter could see it was crooked, sticking out of the elbow joint at an odd angle. The man’s eyes darted between the arm and Carter’s face. His face was nearly expressionless, but his eyes seemed wet, glistening. Carter felt a sudden flush of anger, and had to stamp it down.


    “Jesus. That didn’t heal right, huh?”


    “I couldn’t afford a doctor. And now I can’t work anymore. So he said I could pay him back another way, but I guess that’s not working out. So I can’t go back to him unless I can pay him, and I got no job.”


    Carter sighed. “Yeah, well, you could just skip town.”


    “No, my mom lives here. That’s part of it, Mr. Nicholson could hurt her. I’m taking care of her.”


    Carter rubbed his eyes and grimaced. “Well, of course you are. Jesus Christ. I don’t – look, I don’t mean to be a dick here, but I got business to take care of, and you can’t be here when I do it, okay?” A part of him wanted to just turn around, go to the spot, check if it was still there – but he wasn’t about to do that with this guy around, even if he didn’t seem like a threat anymore.


    The man just looked at him, past him, at the walls, at the door, at him again, eyes twitching like they had a mind of their own.


    “Jesus Christ,” Carter said again. He thought about it. “Tell me something.”


    “Okay,” the man said.


    “He told you to come here, right?”


    “Yeah.”


    “He tell you how he knew that I’d be here?”


    “No, he just said the address, storage unit number 108 in the back, I should break in and wait for you…”


    “Uh-huh,” Carter said, and said the thing he thought might get the man to cooperate: “Tell you what, you tell me your name and give me the gun, I’ll give you a job. You’ll be able to pay back Nicky.”


    “Are you serious?”


    “Yeah, I am.”


    The man handed over the revolver. “My name’s Bart.”

  


  2


   


  Everybody who knew Bart Gramby knew he wasn’t right in the head. Some people had vague conceptions of autism, or perhaps schizophrenia, but he had never been diagnosed with anything other than being kicked in the head by his daddy when he was 12.


  Mr. Gramby was a giant of a man, tall and heavyset, stuck somewhere in that nebulous zone between muscles and fat; some might have said that he tended towards the latter, but certainly not to his face. He was a blue-collar guy, used to physical labor and quite content to work with his hands; he thought a man should sweat for his living, which he certainly did at the steel mill he worked at. He held a healthy disdain for anybody who spent all of his days behind a desk, and like most of his colleagues, he was a man who took considerable pride in being a bad man to fuck with.


  This was particularly true on Friday evenings, when he’d convert a healthy portion of his paycheck to booze and poker chips, and generally come home stinking drunk and bruised knuckles regardless whether he won or lost. When he won, it was a triumphant homecoming, and he was filled with love for all living things, his family in particular, and the weekend was sure to be a grand affair, filled with fun and joy, and many surprise gifts that he could easily afford with his newfound wealth.


  Mostly, he lost.


  His enduring faith in the next hand that would turn the tide – and the resulting lean days – were a source of ongoing strife in the Gramby household, and although even he would admit that he brought it on himself, such acceptance of blame did little to appease Mrs. Gramby, who was well known for her incomparably sharp tongue and predilection for lecturing. She also apparently possessed a sense of self-preservation so amazingly underdeveloped as to be the topic of endless discussions among her peers. Opinions about it differed, but it was universally agreed that it was a volatile combination, and the early morning altercations Mrs. Gramby had with her husband as he returned home from his adventures were seen as incontestable proof of this.


  Accordingly, Mrs. Gramby was known for her clumsiness, as she often walked into doors or rolled out of the bed without taking care to avoid the corners of the nightstand, and if these bouts of uncoordinated movement coincided with her husband’s bad luck with the cards, nobody seemed too eager to point it out, at least not to her battered face. Mr. Gramby, by comparison, also often sported bruises and scratches that appeared at the same time, but there were no illusions about where they came from; Mrs. Gramby was quite willing to take on the role of the clumsiest woman in the neighborhood, but she took pride in her own martial prowess and often boasted about the beatings she gave her husband, even when he was present. Many people thought it curious that such an outspoken, even powerful man would meekly stand there and take the abuse and humiliation.


  They were the talk of the neighborhood, well-liked in their way, on first-name basis with a number of police officers and unrelentingly apologetic to their neighbors about the racket they made. It was, in many ways, a match made in heaven; for all their bitching and whining, they had established a routine that they were unwilling to break, and many observed that they deserved each other – indeed, outside the chaos of those Friday nights, they seemed to be happy together.


  The situation would, of course, inevitably escalate. What had initially, during the first years of their marriage, started as regular bickering and verbal abuse had long since evolved into all-out warfare that began whenever Mr. Gramby played badly, which happened more often than not, and even though neither combatant seemed to care, what curious charm their neighbors might have once found in their legendary bouts had long since faded as the novelty wore off, and their shared utter lack of interest in addressing the situation was no longer even remotely funny. To their friends and neighbors, what had once, perhaps, been some kind of a horrible performance that still revealed moments of mutual and wholeheartedly sincere affection and even love had now degenerated into a state of open hostilities that took place almost every weekend.


  The Grambys were unaware of, or perhaps simply indifferent to how they were perceived. For them, even in the heat of the most violent moments, there were frequent instants when the Grambys’ eyes met, and there was a spark of mutual recognition, perhaps even acceptance. But they weren’t given to the kind of introspection – let alone communication – that might have allowed them to come to terms with the situation. Quite the contrary.


  It was in such confusing and frightening circumstances that Bart Gramby grew up in, and this poisonous dynamic had been the basis of his life for 12 years when the situation finally slipped irrevocably out of control. Perhaps Mr. Gramby was drunker than usual, or had lost more than usual, or perhaps he was simply feeling mean; by the same token, perhaps on this Friday night Mrs. Gramby felt particularly wronged by his husband’s erratic actions, or simply was in a particularly acidic mood for no real reason at all. By the same token, perhaps, had the couple thought to look for other means of relieving the pressures they both felt, things would never have escalated this far. Who can tell?


  At any rate, the night found Bart peeking into the living room even as Mrs. Gramby laughed in Mr. Gramby’s face, mocking him and calling his manhood into question, even as he shouted at her and tossed her around by the hair. Mrs. Gramby could take a beating – she had certainly had the practice – and she was a woman of considerable determination and calculation. She never seemed to care much about whether she got hurt, and she knew that the following day, he would be overcome by guilt, and that was when it was her turn to turn the screws. He knew it as well as she did, and while it would be a stretch to say that either of them was fully cognizant of what they were doing, certainly neither of them ever missed a chance to instigate these situations.


  It was a strange and twisted dynamic by any standard, and it’s no reflection on Bart that he was unable to recognize the undercurrent of fierce sexuality that tinted these encounters. How could he, when even his parents never acknowledged it, or perhaps were genuinely unaware of the possibility that their violent arguments were merely a pretext for something else, an excuse that got them what they needed.


  So when Bart, aged 12, for the first time dared to come between his parents in a futile attempt to shield his mother, it never occurred to him that the situation might not be entirely as it seemed. Certainly, whatever element of confused consent there was in the Grambys’ weekly bouts didn’t extend to him, which made his father’s drunken decision to grab his boy by the neck and slam him into the nearest wall repugnant. But Bart was a stubborn boy; he wouldn’t stay down, not even when her mother, suddenly shaken out of her familiar patterns, really started screaming, perhaps for the first time in her life, and told him to stay down. The noise, unfamiliar to Bart and the neighbors alike (and enough to make even them scramble for their phones), only filled the boy with determination to fight back. His father kept knocking him down, and he kept getting up.


  It could have ended there. All it would have taken was for his father to stop, but for whatever reason, he didn’t. Instead, as Bart got back to his feet for the fifth time and came at his father, he kicked the boy in the head with his heavy work boot, and this time Bart hit the carpet like a marionette with its strings cut.


  That was when Mrs. Gramby, propelled by maternal instincts, smashed his husband over the head with a heavy vase that might well have caved in a slightly thinner skull. His brain, despite its comforting cushion of testosterone and alcohol, shuddered under the impact. For the first time in this apartment, he, too, let out a genuine bellow of pain and rage that shook the walls. Reflexes honed to what passed for perfection in a hundred drunken brawls took over; before he even knew what he was doing, he squeezed his meaty hands into fists and drove one of them deep into her guts, the way he’d learned to fight in cheap bars and dirty back alleys. Before, he had always held back; for all the bruises he’d left, there had never been any serious physical damage – a situation that perhaps spoke volumes about the nature of those earlier encounters.


  This was a serious blow, and one she was completely unprepared for; it broke ribs and hurt her in ways she had never expected to be hurt by him; caught in their private pattern, she had always thought it wouldn’t go any further than what she could take. That illusion died as she staggered backwards, blood surging into her mouth as she coughed involuntarily. His next blow split her cheek and loosened teeth, and the third one broke her jaw with a dull, wet crack that echoed in the apartment.


  Even as it connected, he was already sobbing in horror over the situation that had somehow veered out of his control and carried him into unfamiliar territory where his every action seemed to be something that just happened to him, and each moment was imbued with a terribly finality. She started to fall, and he caught hold of her limp form, lowered it to the floor, kneeled next to her, unsure what to do, letting out occasional little howls and yelps of fear, pain, and confusion, his brain unwilling to properly process the events that had taken place.


  An indeterminate amount of time passed. At some point, the sound of approaching sirens finally penetrated the fugue that Mr. Gramby had been in; he became aware of the fact that his wife was still breathing and moaning; she wasn’t actually dead, merely horribly injured, and he felt relief and shame in equal parts. The sirens were close now, in the street below. They were cut off; car doors were slammed. He raised his head and called for help, told them to hurry up; it came out as a howl of stupid animal fear and bottomless anguish.


  And that was when Bart stabbed him in the side of the neck with a big shard of the vase, neatly severing his jugular. It was accidental only in that Bart wasn’t specifically aiming for it. He had every intention of killing his father.


  When they broke down the door, they found Mr. Gramby twitching on the carpet that had soaked up enough blood to squish when you walked on it. Bart was cradling his mother, and he wouldn’t respond to anything anybody said to him, except to scream if somebody touched her.


  It took five big cops to pry him off Mrs. Gramby so they could take her to the hospital.


  Bart never was quite all right after that.


  3


   


  Carter thought it through. Nicky didn’t know why he came here as often as he did, that much was clear. Since the shifty little bastard had somehow managed to find out about the storage unit, Carter could be sure that he’d had the place tossed. Whatever the reason for all this, he had sent Bart instead of a pro, and that meant he hadn’t found anything – or there wouldn’t have been any opportunity for Carter to talk anybody out of killing him.


  So Carter could assume that his secrets were reasonably safe, at least for the moment. That was something, but it was still bad, Nicky knowing even this much. Either somebody was leaking, or Carter had been sloppy. If there was a leak, it could only have come from one of two people. He knew he hadn’t talked, and she trusted Janey… and knew he’d been making mistakes lately. He thought he would’ve spotted anybody tailing him here, but he had to admit he couldn’t swear to it.


  He looked at the revolver. It was a piece of shit .38, worn and battered, the plastic on the grip chipped and the front sight filed off. The serial number was still there, and he had a bad feeling it was anything but clean. He took out a handkerchief and carefully wiped the gun down, then wrapped the handkerchief around it and slipped the bundle into his pocket.


  “What kind of a job?” Bart suddenly asked, looking at him anxiously. He showed him the arm again, as if for the first time. “It’s just that my arm’s not too good.”


  Carter had no idea what to tell him; he had a few ideas for things he could use somebody like Bart for, but nothing he wanted to go into here and now. “What’d you borrow the money for?”


  Bart’s face remained almost expressionless, but his eyes suddenly glinted with anger, and he made a frustrated motion with his arms, almost like a child.


  “We got no insurance. My mom’s medicine is expensive.”


  Carter was about to respond when he heard the whine of approaching sirens. “Oh, fucking Christ,” he groaned.


  “What?”


  “What d’you wanna bet that Nicky called the cops, reported a shooting here?”


  Bart’s eyes went into overdrive, and his limbs twitched as panic took hold.


  “No, I can’t get in trouble!”


  “Believe me, I don’t want to be caught here any more than you do.”


  Carter took a quick look around, saw nothing out of place – fuck it, he didn’t have time to take care of it now, especially not without Bart noticing, and unless the cops found an excuse to really search the place, it should be okay – everything else in the storage unit was legit, just furniture, and industrial shelves and boxes filled with books, clothes, dishes, all sorts of old crap. Nicky might have planted something in here, but he’d never find that in time either, not with the detritus of his life filling the entire unit and threatening to spill outside.


  He ran out, trusting Bart to follow him, or if he didn’t, he was on his own – Carter thought he might turn out to be useful, but he wasn’t about to take a fall for the guy.


  The storage unit was a part of a larger warehouse complex. Carter didn’t pay rent on it, and his name wasn’t on the books; the unit was considered empty and abandoned for reasons that nobody much thought about, which was not accidental in the least; the place was occupied, but nobody ever went in or even noticed it unless they had business in there, and until today, nobody but him had business in there. That was a weird side effect of what he’d hidden in there, one of many.


  Carter emerged through the side door into the autumn daylight, the downcast sky dull and colorless, with no sign of the afternoon sun that was happily shining somewhere above the thick clouds. The warehouse complex spread out behind him, almost the same color as the sky, and the surrounding buildings didn’t look much merrier. It was a working class area, riddled with industrial buildings, warehouses, machine shops, garages, depots and the like. None of the buildings were designed with aesthetics in mind; peeling paint and hairline cracks were the most that could be found in the way of decoration. It was a strictly working class area, and that in addition to other advantages it had, Carter enjoyed the atmosphere. The area was run-down, but it was busy, even vibrant.


  Not that he was paying any attention to it now. Keeping an eye out for the police, he walked fast across the parking lot towards the alley where he’d parked his car, outside the view of the security camera that watched the lot. That kind of semi-paranoid thinking was typical for Carter. Slipping through a hole in the fence, he glanced back to see if Bart was following. He was.


  Carter’s ride was a red 1997 Crown Vic, and it looked just good enough to be respectable, but nowhere near good enough to be an attractive target for somebody looking to steal it; it was just about entirely nondescript, and despite being a Crown Vic, it looked just a little too messy and too civilian to be a cop car, a look he had cultivated with some effort.


  He unlocked the car, got inside and started the engine. Bart stood uncertainly by the car, looking lost.


  “Are you getting in or what?” Carter shouted. He revved the engine for emphasis, and Bart opened the door and got in. Carter pulled out of the alley, resisting the urge to step on the gas hard. He squeezed the wheel with both hands, not giving the two cop cars that screamed past him in the street more than a calculated glance. The cops took a hard turn and hit their brakes, skidding to a stop in front of the warehouse, tires squealing merrily as the cops got into their role. Then Carter took a turn himself, and he lost sight of the scene.


  It wasn’t good. He didn’t want them in there, but there was nothing he could do about it. It’d served him well this far, but now things were about to flip. It was true that nobody ever thought about the storage unit – but the cops would find it. Now they had ample reason to go in there, and one thing would lead to another; they’d look at the books and see that his name wasn’t in there, and they’d go through his things, and then they would find his name because it was in there, and then they’d come sniffing around, start asking questions, and maybe they’d decide that this whole thing was so weird that they’d really start searching in the storage unit, and—


  “Goddamn motherfucking cunt motherfucker!” he suddenly exploded, punching the wheel hard with his fist. Bart gave a startled yelp in the passenger seat, raising the crooked, useless arm to ward off a blow.


  “Not you. I’m sorry,” Carter said through gritted teeth, trying to get himself under control. The burst of rage was as much of a surprise to him as it was to Bart, maybe even more so. It was uncharacteristic, and left him feeling a little dizzy. “It’s just that Nicky fucked me good with this one, and I don’t even know why.”


  He realized he was speeding, took a deep breath, forced himself to calm down, eased his foot off the gas. The last thing he needed now was attention.


  “What’s my new job?” Bart asked.


  Carter still didn’t know the answer. “What’d you do before your arm got busted?”


  “Welder.”


  “Were you good?”


  “Yeah, I was good. I liked it. But I got trouble with my fingers now so I can’t do that too well anymore.”


  Bart flexed the fingers of his left hand; they seemed to move well enough from what Carter could tell.


  “They start hurting real bad after a while if I use the hand,” Bart explained, when he didn’t say anything.


  Carter nodded. “You don’t seem too bitter about it.”


  Bart shrugged. “It’s not their fault I can’t do it like I used to. The manager’s okay, he still calls me when they get a job that needs finesse and they’re all backed up. I can do it, I just can’t do it quick ‘cause I need to take breaks. So that’s not a regular thing. Why’re you so pissed off?”


  “Well, I just found out that a guy wanted me dead.”


  Bart nodded, then shook his head. “Yeah, but that’s not why you’re angry. I can tell.”


  Carter glanced at Bart, surprised. He’d underestimated the guy, written him off as some kind of a borderline retard. He wasn’t sure why – he’d already decided earlier that Bart wasn’t like that. It was annoying. They drove in silence for a while, Carter thinking about what to do with Bart.


  “You got something in there you don’t want the cops to find,” Bart said.


  “Maybe.”


  Bart turned his gaze to Carter, reached out to touch his arm. His eyes were focused and intense, now. It must take him a lot of effort to concentrate like that, Carter realized. It didn’t make him uncomfortable like before, but it felt weird.


  “I won’t tell anybody,” Bart said. “You can trust me.”


  And Carter thought that he probably could.


  “This job,” he said after another while, “well, you know, what I do, it’s not always legit.”


  Bart nodded. “That’s okay. But I won’t kill nobody or do nothing like that.”


  “That’s good. That’s not what I do. What we talked about earlier, about trouble – you’ve done a little time, haven’t you?”


  Bart shook his head, harder than was necessary. “I been in a ward a couple times.” He left it hanging.


  Carter waited. “What for?” he finally asked.


  Bart looked down in his lap, his hands kneading each other. Embarrassment ran off him in palpable waves.


  “You don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to.”


  “I got some head problems. I know you can tell, people always can. I’m not a retard or nothing, I just had this head injury when I was a kid. But I’m not crazy and I’m not stupid.”


  Bart looked up at Carter, focusing again, a trace of challenge in his eyes. Carter threw him a grin.


  “You got a few crossed wires, huh? I got no problem with that.”


  “Crossed wires, yeah, sometimes the signals get mixed up.” Bart took a breath, then said in a bored, cultured voice, “‘The brain damage has had a profound impact on the patient’s physical and emotional responses and overall affect. It has also caused him to process stimuli in an abnormal manner, but doesn’t impair his overall intelligence or cognitive abilities.’”


  Carter stopped at a red light and watched as people crossed the street, thinking about it. “Let me guess, that’s your doctor, huh?”


  “I got a good memory,” Bart said.


  “What’s that mean, the thing about the stimuli and affect and whatnot?”


  “Sometimes I get confused, like when somebody says something I don’t know why it’s funny right away, or it takes me a while to understand what a sound means. Or I forget to smile or laugh when I know something’s funny, even though it really is. It just doesn’t show up on my face, so people get confused.”


  “That doesn’t sound like something they’d lock you up for.”


  Bart looked at him again – another challenge, but it was less severe now, the two of them starting to get along. “That was ’cause I got what they call poor impulse control. So if I get in a fight, I will fuck somebody up and don’t know when to stop. So I don’t want to do nothing violent, so I don’t get in trouble.”


  Carter nodded. “That happen to you a lot?”


  “It’s happened.”


  They drove on in silence, until Carter got to Janey’s and parked the car on the street. Bart looked around carefully, took in the nice neighborhood. He didn’t look bad, but he was a little scruffier than the area was used to, and he seemed aware of that.


  “Where are we?”


  “This is where a friend of mine lives.”


  “Oh.”


  Carter got out of the car. Bart hesitated, then followed suit. When Carter walked towards the entrance, he didn’t follow. Carter turned to look at him.


  “Coming?”


  “If you don’t really want to give me a job, I understand,” Bart said.


  “Fuck that,” said Carter, “I’ll think of something. C’mon, you’ll like her.”


  On the fifth floor, Carter rang the doorbell and did his best to gather his wits while he waited for Janey to open the door. It took a while; he had to ring the doorbell again. When she finally came to the door, he gave her a grin that didn’t do much for either of them. He started to step into the apartment, but she didn’t move to let him pass, and he stopped in mid-step, awkward.


  “Abe, what are you doing here?” she asked. She had no make-up on, her dark hair was in a messy ponytail, and she had on worn sweatpants and a t-shirt that had perhaps once been red, but was now mostly a messy gray-brown color. Her face was puffy with sleep, and she looked tired. At 36, Janey was pretty, sometimes even stunning, but you wouldn’t believe it right now.


  “I said I’d be by after.”


  “Yeah, and I said don’t come before six. You know I worked through the night.”


  “Oh, shit. I forgot. I’m sorry, you were asleep.” Carter took a quick step back, holding up his hands. “We’ll come back later.”


  Janey didn’t close the door. “You forgot.”


  Carter didn’t say anything, so she looked at Bart critically, giving him the once-over. “Who’s this?”


  “This is Bart, we just met. I gave him a job.”


  “Hello,” Bart said.


  “Yeah, hi,” Janey said, still taking in Bart, then looked at Carter. “Well, you brought him here. And you gave him a job.”


  “Yeah, I kind of had to.”


  “I said he don’t have to,” Bart offered. “But he said it was okay.”


  “Uh-huh, sure,” Janey said.


  “We’ll go,” Carter said and turned back towards the elevator. “I’m sorry.”


  Janey sighed, reached out and took hold of his sleeve. “No, Abe, c’mon. Come in. I’m not going to get back to sleep anyway.”


  “No, I know I got it mixed up, we should just go.”


  She yanked on the sleeve. “Abe. We gotta talk.”


  Carter let her pull him inside, shuffling sideways as she led the way into the kitchen. After a moment, Bart followed them in and closed the door behind him. Carter saw him looking around the place, looking awkward a little lost, but then he was in the kitchen and couldn’t see him anymore.


  In the kitchen, Janey ran her fingers through her hair, took a deep breath, then opened a cupboard and peered inside.


  “You guys want some coffee?”


  “I don’t want to be any more trouble…”


  Janey looked back at him over her shoulder and scowled.


  “Chrissakes, Abe, I’m already doing it. I’m just asking how many cups I should make.” She paused. “Where’s your friend?”


  Carter glanced back; Bart wasn’t in the kitchen. He stepped back out into the hallway, saw that Bart was still standing there, next to the door, obviously enormously uncomfortable. He could see why. The man was scruffy-looking at best, and Carter thought he probably wasn’t the type that cleaned up well. And Janey’s apartment was big and spacious, decorated with taste and money; she wasn’t rich by any means, but she made pretty good money, and Carter could tell that her standard of living easily exceeded Bart’s, same as his own did. Bart didn’t look like he belonged here, and the way he held himself still reminded him of trapped animal.


  “Bart. C’mon, we’re in here. You want some coffee?”


  Bart hesitated. “I guess. Sure,” he said after a moment. He stepped into the kitchen, his eyes roaming, taking in the various appliances and granite countertops, everything neat and spotless. He kept kneading his hands.


  Janey was looking at Bart, her lips pursed. Carter suppressed a grimace. She turned to him and lowered her voice. “What’s wrong with this guy?”


  “Nothing, he’s just nervous.” He glanced back to Bart, who was now staring at them, his face blank, his eyes blinking slowly, taking in their little conference. Carter had to remind himself that the dull expression didn’t mean anything.


  “That’s not the word I was thinking of.”


  “Okay, he’s a little peculiar.


  “No kidding.”


  Carter tried to catch her eye, but she wasn’t paying him any attention – she was having a staring contest with Bart. He kept staring right back at her, his eyes frozen, giving her that intense look, and she turned back to Carter, flustered, and he thought there was going to be trouble. But she busied herself with the coffee, and Carter went to the cupboard and took out the cups and the sugar. He set them down on the kitchen table, and sat down, and after a moment, Bart did the same.


  She poured the coffee, and sat down too, and they were silent for a moment.


  “So. What happened?” she asked.


  He started telling her.


  4


   


  Jane Ellen McIverry used to be a prosecutor for the District Attorney’s office until she got fired. There was a part of her that didn’t mind much; she was sick of the job anyway, what with the constant hounding of people who were unlucky or underprivileged, or on the flip side, watching scumbags walk. Losing her job made her feel free for the first time in years. No longer having to feel like she was constantly being shat upon in one way or another was a relief, and when the decision came down, she actually smiled.


  But only for a brief moment, because the problem was that she hadn’t actually done anything to deserve it. She was honest to a fault and a bit of a stickler for procedure. That’s why she got the boot, really; she knew that some of her co-workers weren’t these things – but they got results. Her unwillingness to play ball to boost the DA’s stats was one thing; that earned her shit cases that were big on complications but low on prestige. Her willingness to make noise about it – well, that was another thing, especially during an election year.


  First they dropped hints, which she pointedly ignored. Then she was taken aside and told what was expected her, although again not in so many words that would incriminate anyone – a feat that she had to admire despite her indignation. And finally, when it didn’t work and some of the waves she was making were noticed outside the DA’s office, they put the hammer down. Of course, they couldn’t just fire her. They had to do something to her credibility as well, and she never quite forgave herself for not seeing that in advance.


  A police officer under IAD investigation had planted evidence on a perp to ensure a conviction – another pillar of community boosting his stats, of course, and anyway, even Janey had to admit that the man was guilty beyond any real doubt, except what a jury might consider reasonable. It wasn’t a sure thing, so the officer had stacked the deck against him.


  It wouldn’t have been Janey’s problem, if the man hadn’t suddenly decided to reveal that Janey had been the person coercing him to do this. She had never seen the man before, and she didn’t have anything to do with the case, but little details like that didn’t matter much. The officer got early retirement, but the DA declined to prosecute. Janey got fired – it was the officer’s word against hers, and there was no prosecution, she got to keep her license, but she lost the job.


  District Attorney Aaron Burwick Jr. was extremely apologetic and explained quite reasonably that he couldn’t keep on staff anyone whose integrity might be called into question, being very friendly and understanding. She tried to protest, but she might as well have talked to a wall; the DA kept smiling and nodding, and it wasn’t until that moment that she realized that it wasn’t a misunderstanding. She had honestly thought that it would all get sorted out – until that moment.


  Janey had never been very good at taking mistreatment lying down. She was kind and polite, most of the time, but she had had always been a little rougher than her parents preferred – not exactly a tomboy, but still a little too wild, a little too opinionated, a little too sure of herself. They were increasingly unconvinced she would grow out of it.


  When she first came to the big city, at the tender age of 19, she had her purse stolen within five minutes. She had just gotten off the bus, talking with her friends. Foolishly, she put her purse down for just a second, and she didn’t even realize someone had taken it until her friends started shouting and she spun around, seeing the kid taking off like a rocket with her purse firmly grasped in his fist. He couldn’t have been older than sixteen, and he could haul ass. Janey had to give it to him that much.


  Then again, so could she; she’d distinguished herself as the captain of her high school track team and had, for a very brief while, even considered a career in sports before she decided that she just wasn’t competitive enough to be a pro. She could do well when need be, but in the end, it just seemed too pointless to her, running faster than somebody else just for the sake of being faster. Given proper motivation, though, she performed admirably. Even before she was entirely sure what she was doing, she kicked off her heels and ran after him in just her stockings, more angry than scared, her skirt hitched up around her thighs in a way that his mother, despite not being prudish in any way, would most definitely have disapproved of. Just about all the money she had in the world was in that purse, but more importantly, so was the ticket to the concert, and she’d be damned if she was going to let some punk keep her from seeing the Red Hot Chili Peppers up close and personal. She’d paid for that ticket, it was hers. Right was right.


  The kid didn’t really expect anyone to give serious chase, and when he looked back and saw her coming at him at full steam, he let out a little high-pitched yelp of surprise, and, she was satisfied to hear, fear.


  They raced across the bus station, dodging people and cars. He was good at it, taking risks, familiar with the territory, and he was fast. She had to make sure she didn’t step in dog shit, or broken glass, or worse, and the people he shoved aside tended to step right back up in her path, staring after the kid and milling about in the worst possible spots. The windows of opportunity he took to slip past the moving vehicles were closed by the time she reached the same spot. She was faster than him, she now knew, but she was forced to move in fits and starts, the rhythm of his movement constantly changing on her, the stupid skirt making everything too difficult. She knew she didn’t really have a chance of catching him. But she had to try.


  The kid had almost made it out of her sight when a car door suddenly opened, and he smashed right into it. For a moment she thought somebody had done it on purpose, helped her out, but the man in the car looked confused and shocked, unable to process what was going on. The kid rolled on the ground, stumbled to his feet, collided with a decorative tree, bounced off right into two middle-aged ladies that showed him back with an incensed shriek, and landed right on his ass.


  And now Janey was on him. She skidded to a stop next to him, the friction burning her foot, almost turning her ankle in the process, grabbed a hold of his jacket, yanked him toward herself. He was bigger and heavier than she was, but she had the leverage, and she was angry.


  “Give it back!”


  He didn’t say anything, but he stuck a hand in a pocket, digging for something that she knew for sure wasn’t her purse, and suddenly she realized she’d made an awful mistake – this was a tough street kid, somebody who probably stole for a living, and she was just a small town girl with absolutely no notion of how to handle situations like this. He’d have a knife, or maybe even a gun. But she couldn’t just let him take what was hers – it just wasn’t an option she could live with. In for a penny, in for a pound, her mother had always said, so she grabbed him by the wrist with one hand and slapped him across the face with the other.


  “I said give me the purse,” she hissed, suddenly more furious than scared. “I swear to God, I will slap the shit out of you if you fuck with me.”


  He laughed right in her face, impressed by neither slap nor threat.


  So she reached up and yanked at the half-open the car door, smacking him in the side of his head with it, as hard as she could. Granted, it wasn’t very hard; she didn’t have a lot of leverage, but it was enough to rattle the kid. She heard somebody in the car shout, but she ignored it. The kid let go of whatever was in his pocket, tried to shove her away, but she put a bony knee on his chest, grabbed a hold of his hair to hold his head up, and yanked at the car door again, catching the kid with another solid hit.


  “What did I just say? Give me the fucking purse.”


  “Let go, bitch!”


  “The fuck did you call me?”


  It took three or four more good hits with the car door before he handed her the purse, but after the first one, she was feeling all right. She wasn’t the least bit scared anymore.


  She stood up, the purse in her hand. The kid got to his feet with some difficulty, a bloody bruise on the side of his head. He reached up and touched it, looked at his bloody fingers. He scowled, reached for the pocket.


  She laughed; she wasn’t sure why, but she liked the mocking tone she managed to find for it, and suddenly she felt like an adult. He cringed and scurried off like a rat, and when the cops came, they said she shouldn’t have fought like that, she could’ve gotten hurt, there was no point in maybe getting killed over a little bit of money and some concert tickets. But she could tell that they liked her, what she’d done; they asked her to tell the story again to some other cops, and they all laughed.


  “Jesus, I wish I’d seen it,” one of the cops said, a big bear of a man, shaking his head. He said he’d give her and her friends a ride to the concert, so they wouldn’t miss it – “just helping you ladies out,” he said, but Janey could tell he was enjoying it, flirting with her, joking about the whole thing. She felt flattered, and a little bit like a hero. The whole thing made her rep for the rest of the year back home, even if it turned out that she had to pay for the dented car door, but that seemed fair enough. What the hell, at least she got to see the Chili Peppers.


  A year later, she started law school, moved to the city for good and didn’t look back. She never wondered if she’d make it.


  Then again, she never thought she’d get shafted, either. When District Attorney Burwick got re-elected, that was like a slap in her face, something that seemed to underline that he treated her like shit, and got away with it. Burwick’s family had tons of money, and she knew he was dirty, and yet there he was, sitting pretty, in charge of putting bad people away.


  It didn’t sit well with her.


  5


   


  As Carter got into what had happened, Janey gradually eased up, caffeine working its magic and Bart’s strange sincerity starting to win her over a little bit, but he could tell she didn’t like any of this. Bringing Bart here – it wasn’t how things were supposed to be between them, he was supposed to keep all of this stuff out of her life, but figuring out what to do about the man had seemed to complicated. He felt like he was going with the flow, and he didn’t like it; Carter was used to being the one making the waves.


  “You can’t go back there,” she said. “They’ll be looking for you, even if they’ll find the—“


  “Yeah,” he said, cutting her off more sharply than he’d intended.


  She frowned, then moved her eyes to Bart, studied him. Bart’s eyes were on a tour of the kitchen, seemingly oblivious to everything. After a moment, she spoke. “Of course, he doesn’t know about—”


  “I didn’t tell him.”


  “Abe… that’s not right. If you’re really going to involve him, he should know.”


  “No, it’s too many people as it is.”


  She folded her arms over her chest, looking at him critically. “Oh, that’s how it is now?”


  He felt a vague stab of guilt. “I didn’t mean it like that,” he said hastily.


  “If you’re not gonna tell him, I will,” she said, and then she relented, “or, at least he should know what it’s doing to you.”


  “It’s not doing anything to me,” he said, and he felt strange pressure on his palm and fingers, and looked down. He was surprised to see that he was squeezing the coffee cup, the knuckles white. He had to force himself to calm down. The fingers felt stiff, alien. When he looked back up, he saw the concern in her eyes.


  “Listen. It’s getting out of hand, Abe. You keep making mistakes.”


  “It’s just bad luck,” he said, but it sounded lame even to himself.


  “Abe. Just this morning, you walked into an ambush knowing that there probably was one, almost let Nicky – fucking Nicky, Abe, the little bastard couldn’t plot his way out of a burning paper bag – outwit you, and now you’re boxed in. You even completely forgot something I told you not four hours ago. And you decided to take Bart on board, and I bet you don’t know exactly why, do you?”


  Bart shifted in his chair, starting to get up. “I should go…”


  Janey reached over and touched his sleeve. “No, I think Abe did the right thing; if he hadn’t taken you out of there, they would’ve caught you, and you were set up. It was the best thing for everybody.”


  “Okay,” Bart said.


  Janey turned her attention back to Carter. “But I don’t think he thought it through at all. Did you?”


  “I didn’t really have time. It was a pretty hectic situation.”


  “It’s affecting you. You’re a mess. This can’t go on.”


  Carter looked at her and shook his head slowly. “You know why I do it, Janey.”


  “Abe. I think we should stop.”


  Carter got on his feet so quickly that he startled Bart, who had been pointedly staring out the window while they were talking, displaying more tact than Carter would have expected.


  “I need to go to the bathroom,” Carter said. “I’ll be right back.”


  “Abe…”


  “I’ll be right back.”


  He marched out of the kitchen, ignoring her protests.


  In the bathroom, he closed the door before he fumbled the light on, the bright fluorescent tube flickering to life lazily. The light stung his eyes. He leaned against the sink heavily, suddenly bone weary. He ran some cold water into the sink, and as it was filling up, he took off his coat and unbuttoned his shirt.


  Leaning down, he splashed some of the water in his face, then cupped some and rubbed it into his neck and chest. It felt freezing. On a whim, he stuck his entire face into the sink, the cold biting deep into his tired flesh. It felt good, and for a while he held his breath, enjoying the sensation. When he stood up straight again, he stared at himself in the mirror.


  He was lean and wiry, bordering on skinny; he could vaguely see the outline of his ribs on his sides, which startled him. He’d lost weight. The dripping wet face that hovered above his pale body looked haggard. He had always been a handsome man, and he knew he had the kind of charm that could bite deep, a certain rakish quality that had served him well, but he couldn’t quite reconcile the face he saw now with that image.


  He was in his 30s; in the harsh fluorescent light, he looked maybe a decade older. His black hair hung over his forehead limply, and there were bags under his eyes. He had shaved, but not too well; there were spots where dark stubble showed.


  “Oh, shit,” he whispered, reaching up to touch his face. “I look like a fucking junkie.” His fingers brushed against something clammy and strange, almost like there was a layer of wax on top of his skin, and the water was beaded on it, hanging on by surface tension. He snatched his hand away and swallowed, his Adam’s apple bouncing up and down in the mirror.


  He closed the toilet seat cover and sat down heavily on it. He could hear Janey talking – he knew she was talking to Bart, telling him things. She was right; he had a right to know. He thought about Bart – he couldn’t wrap his head around the man’s condition. He seemed naïve, perhaps even stupid, and maybe that was true to some extent, but on the other hand, he was sharper than he seemed, and he constantly had to remind himself that despite appearances, this wasn’t some kind of a man-child.


  He reached for a towel and wiped his face dry, then just sat there, with his head in his hands, trying to think of ways to deal with the situation, but nothing came to him. For a moment, he lost himself in thought.


  He jerked back to consciousness; it was a shock; he hadn’t thought he was that tired. He felt a cold sweat break out on his skin, and he toweled himself down again, still sitting down. Then he got back on his feet, grunting a little, and got dressed again. He crept quietly back out into the hallway, feeling like a ghost, liking the idea that nobody knew exactly where he was right now.


  He could hear Janey’s voice. She sounded friendly, now, as if she’d warmed up to Bart a little.


  “—not well. You can see that, can’t you?”


  “I don’t know,” Bart replied. “You mean, he’s not behaving like normal.”


  “That’s right.”


  “I don’t spot things like that too well,” he said. “Not when I don’t really know the person.”


  “He’s making more and more mistakes,” Janey said. “That’s really unusual. He’s a smart guy, you know? He’s always got all the angles figured out, he’s always ahead of everybody else. That’s why he has a reputation.”


  “He seems that way.”


  “Not right now, he doesn’t. He used to be… it was like he was untouchable. Always on top of the situation, always coming up with plans and solutions. Now he’s just stumbling along. It’s affecting him, somehow. Wearing him out more and more. It comes and goes; he’s really bad today.”


  Bart didn’t say anything. After a while, Janey continued.


  “I’m… I’m really getting worried. He’s always dealing with these people who can get pretty rough, and I don’t know if he can take care of himself anymore. But he’s always been ruthless and kind of cocky, and a lot of people would like to see him go down. He doesn’t know when to back down.”


  “I always back down if I can.”


  Janey sounded surprised. “Do you? You seem pretty tough.”


  “I guess. But it’s just that I don’t want trouble, so I don’t want to start anything.”


   “A lot of people have trouble figuring that out.”


  “It’s not that hard once you put your mind to it,” Bart said. Carter heard the clink of a spoon in a coffee cup and a slurp; then he continued, almost as if he was making a confession. “Some people think I’m scared ‘cause I don’t want to fight, but I don’t get scared, ever.”


  There was a pause.


  “Because of your condition?”


  “That’s right. So I gotta be careful. I just don’t wanna hurt nobody.”


  He could hear the smile in Janey’s voice. “Bart, you know what? You’re okay.”


  “I know.”


  “Look, the reason I’m saying this, it’s not that I’m not trying to warn you off or—“


  She fell quiet when the doorbell rang. It startled Carter so he bumped against the wall. Janey came out of the kitchen, caught him eavesdropping, disapproval all over her face. She walked over to the door, reached for it, but suddenly something clicked in Carter’s head, and he hissed to get her attention. She turned to look at him.


  “Ask who it is,” he whispered.


  Her featured went hard, and the realization and disappointment were all over her face – she knew he’d fucked up somehow, and he knew it too, although he couldn’t quite figure out how. But he knew it was trouble.


  “Who is it?” she called.


  “Police, ma’am,” came the reply. “Can you open the door, please?”


  She spun around, looking at him with undisguised indignation. He made a twirling motion with one hand, and she turned back towards the door, making her voice different, girlier.


  “I’m not dressed,” she called. “Hang on, just a minute.”


  Bart appeared on the kitchen doorway, his eyes going wild. Carter stuck his hands in his pockets, and froze.


  “What the fuck are they doing here?” Janey said in a fierce whisper. “Should I let them in?”


  Carter pulled out the bundle – the gun, still wrapped in the handkerchief, ready to connect the dots from Carter to any number of crimes…


  “Oh, you stupid bastard, Abe,” she said. “I can’t believe you’d do this to me.”


  “I’m sorry,” he croaked.


  There was a knock on the door. “Ma’am? Please open the door.”


  “Get in the bedroom, both of you, and keep quiet,” Janey hissed.


  They shuffled out of sight, Carter leading the way, Bart looking sick and worried. Janey kept a neat home, but her bedroom was always the exception. It was a mess of discarded clothes and empty cups of coffee, the latter of which were clustered around the laptop computer she’d set up on an antique writing desk that didn’t really fit with the rest of the décor, but Carter knew it had sentimental value for her.


  Bart kept swiveling his eyes between the door and the window, looking like a trapped rat. Carter put a hand on his shoulder, and he jumped, almost letting out a yelp. Carter put a finger on his lips and shook his head. They could hear the rattle of the door chain, and then Janey’s voice. They couldn’t make out the words, but the voice that responded was male. Carter automatically flagged it as a cop voice without even realizing it, and felt Bart’s shoulder tensing under his fingers when he heard it.


  “We’ll just stay here and keep quiet,” he whispered in what he hoped was a reassuring tone. “Janey can take care of it. She used to be a lawyer, cops won’t intimidate her.”


  Bart didn’t look convinced, but he nodded.


  “Don’t worry about it. They’re probably here just because they’re looking for me, and they know she knows me. They don’t think we’re here, they just want to know if she can point them in my direction. Okay? We’re good.”


  Bart nodded again, and his rigid posture softened.


  Carter sat heavily on Janey’s unmade bed, feeling the soft sheets beneath his fingers. The room smelled heavily of her and sleep. He closed his eyes and breathed in deep, enveloped in a cloud of scent and old memories that crept up on him uninvited. He leaned back until he was lying on the bed, arms spread wide, suddenly too tired to think about anything. He was vaguely aware of Bart pacing around, the voices outside the bedroom being raised as the conversation took a heated turn, but it didn’t seem to matter anymore.


  6


   


  Janey slipped the chain on, opened the door and peered out.


  “I’m sorry, I had to throw some clothes on,” she said fitting a smile on her face. “I was working all night. Is something wrong?”


  The balding man on the other side of the door had a face carved out of a block of wood. He was built like a pro wrestler, tall and wide, but his posture was distinctly unathletic, a kind of a slumped lean that made him seem world-weary. Perhaps he was. The suit he was wearing was cheap and didn’t fit him too well, but it didn’t make him stand out too much, either – not in a crowd of cops, anyway. He was in his 50s. He seemed vaguely familiar, but that was no surprise; she’d met a lot of cops over the years.


  “Police, ma’am. Detective Poulson,” he said. He nodded towards somebody she couldn’t see through the crack of the door, the way he filled out her view. He added, “Detective Ingersol.”


  He showed her a badge. She reached for it. “May I?”


  He let her have it. She inspected it. It was real, not that she’d thought otherwise. She thought about asking to see his partner’s badge as well – the part of her that was a stickler for procedure nagged her about it, but she didn’t want to seem like a troublemaker. She handed the badge back and put another smile on her face. “All right, Detective, what can I do for you?”


  Poulson glanced at his notebook. “You’re Jane McIverry?”


  “Yes.”


  “Can we come in?”


  “What’s this about?”


  “Are you alone in the apartment, ma’am?”


  Well, here’s my first lie, she thought, even as she nodded. “Yes, I am.”


  “I think it’d be better if we discussed this inside.”


  She smiled again, and this time it was genuine.


  “I’m sure you do, Detective, but I’m not comfortable inviting you in. What can I do for you?”


  They locked eyes. She held his gaze evenly, and after a moment, he gave a little smile of his own. She could see him reassessing her, and she had no problem with that. He seemed like a good cop, maybe even a nice guy; she could appreciate that.


  “Do you know an Abraham Carter?” he asked, changing track.


  She almost denied it, but then thought better of it – they wouldn’t ask something that basic if they didn’t know that she did, and there was no point in getting caught out by something as stupid as this. “Yes, I do.” He waited for her to elaborate, but she didn’t.


  “How do you know him?”


  “He’s my friend, and sometimes I contract his services.”


  “What do you do?”


  “I’m a legal consultant.”


  He smiled at that, as if she’d confirmed something he suspected. “You’re a lawyer?”


  “Yes, but I don’t actually practice often these days. I provide services for with people who do.”


  “I see. So is Mr. Carter your employee, or…?”


  “No, I hire him on a case-by-case basis. He’s a licensed private investigator. He looks up records for me, interviews people, that sort of thing. He has other clients, too. I believe he keeps fairly busy.”


  Detective Poulson took half a step back, finally revealing the other detective. Ingersol was very skinny, and standing next to Poulson, he looked like a twig. He had a sour expression on his face, one that Janey suspected was a permanent feature.


  “Ma’am, we’re trying to reach Mr. Carter,” he said. “You said he wasn’t just a co-worker?”


  “We’re friends, yes.”


  “How close friends?”


  “Is that relevant?”


  “I don’t know, is it?”


  Janey gave a tight little smile. “I suppose that depends on what this is about.”


  Ingersol wouldn’t budge. “Just routine, ma’am. Are you sure he’s not with you now?”


  “Positive,” she said. “You should try his office.”


  “Has he been here today?”


  “No.”


  Ingersol glanced as Poulson, then looked back at her. “Are you sure?”


  Janey could feel that she was stepping into the trap, but there was nothing she could do about it now. “Yes, I am.”


  “Really. That’s a little surprising, because his car is parked right in front of your apartment building.”


  Abe, you son of a bitch.


  “A red Ford Crown Victoria?”


  She shrugged. “Well, I don’t know anything about that.”


  “You don’t know what car he drives?”


  “I don’t know where he parks it. Listen, did you try his office?”


  Ingersol persisted. “Well, why would he park there if he’s not here?”


  She shrugged again.


  “You can’t explain that?”


  “Oh, I’m sorry, am I supposed to?”


  Ingersol didn’t like that.


  “Why are you looking for him?”


  “It’s a routine thing,” Poulson said.


  “I can’t tell you how much confidence that gives me,” she said.


  Ingersol looked annoyed, but Poulson kept his cool. “We can’t discuss ongoing investigations, ma’am. I’m sure you can appreciate that, being a lawyer.”


  “Of course,” she said. “I’m sorry, you’re right. But I’m afraid I can’t help you, I don’t know anything about any of this.”


  There was a silence that stretched, until Poulson reached into his pocket and handed her his card, a tiny slip of stiff paper in a hand that seemed about the size of a shovel. “Well, ma’am, if he does come by, please ask him to get in touch with us. We just want to talk to him.”


  She took the card, then the one Ingersol was holding out to her, and nodded. “I’ll do that, detectives. Sorry I couldn’t be of more help.”


  She watched them walk towards the elevator. Ingersol stabbed at the call button and spoke to Poulson, who replied something. She couldn’t make out the words, but Ingersol was in a bad mood, and Poulson’s reply seemed to make him even more annoyed. She was about to close the door when Poulson turned around.


  “Look, ma’am, I’m sorry, but you seem familiar. Have we met before?”


  “I used to be with the prosecutor’s office until I got fired.”


  “That’s probably it. What happened?”


  “Politics,” she said. “Politics and bullshit.”


  He grinned at that, the wrinkles around his eyes springing to life, the face she’d thought of as empty suddenly pleasant and fun to look at. It was infectious; she had to smile back. “Yeah, I guess that sounds about right. No shortage of either at City Hall. Who’d you piss off?”


   “All sorts of people, but mostly the DA.”


  “You pissed off Walters? Really? She doesn’t seem the vindictive type.” The elevator went ping, the doors opened. Poulson ignored it. “I mean, no offense, unless you really fucked up, but I think I would’ve heard about that…”


  She shook her head. “No, Burwick.”


  He nodded. “Oh, so it was a while back. Yeah, he’s a real asshole. I hear he’s going to make another run at the office, next election.”


  “Yeah, he hasn’t declared it officially, but he’s gonna run.” She couldn’t help it, an involuntary smirk snuck on her face. “People think he’s got a good chance to win, too, he’s got a lot of support, and a lot of people aren’t happy with how Walters has been doing the job.”


  “Well, cops like Walters.”


  “I know. I like Walters. She’s good, but she doesn’t have the right politics.”


  “You mean, she actually gives a shit about making good cases instead of keeping the Mayor happy?”


  They laughed about it together.


  “Seriously, I could do without Burwick back in office,” Poulson said.


  “Well, who knows? It’s politics, anything can happen.”


  Ingersol was holding the elevator doors open. “Danny,” he called.


  Poulson waved him off, still looking at her. “You know, I don’t think the DA’s office is where I know you from,” he said. “I have a pretty good memory, I think I’d remember working with somebody like you.”


  “Maybe we didn’t work together, maybe you just saw me around,” she said, suddenly feeling a little funny, the conversation veering into uncharted territory. His face seemed a lot more alive when he was smiling. He had a nice smile.


  He nodded, still looking into her eyes. “Yeah, maybe.”


  The doors started to close again, and Ingersol held them back. “Danny. C’mon.”


  Poulson rolled his eyes, then leaned a little closer and lowered his voice to a conspiratorial level. “This guy. Nobody else calls me Danny. It’s ‘Daniel.’”


  “Janey,” she said.


  “Janey,” he repeated. “He’s right, though, I better go, we got a lot of work to do. You know how it is.” He paused for a moment. “Look, your friend, he might be in danger. We’re not looking to pin anything on him, but somebody might be after him, and not to say hello.”


  “I don’t know anything about that.”


  He nodded even as she spoke. “I’m not asking, I’m telling you. If you run into him, ask him to talk to us, okay? It’s for his own good.”


  “Okay.”


  “Good.” He paused, smiled just a little – it looked almost involuntary, the way it crept onto his lips. “You got my card, right?”


  “Yeah,” she said, and she could feel her own lips curving upwards. “I got it.”


  “Well, I’ll see you, Janey.”


  “Bye,” she said.


  He walked to the elevator and stepped in, gave her one last look between the closing doors.


  She slowly closed her door and leaned against it, almost laughing out loud.


  Now what the fuck was that?


  7


   


  Daniel Poulson’s first encounter with what he would later come to think of as duty came when, at the age of fifteen, he found his best friend’s father stabbed, already dead for a few hours.


  He had come over on a Saturday afternoon to pick up his swimming trucks, which he’d forgotten to take with him after the birthday party his friend had thrown the previous week. He rang the bell, but nobody came to the door, so he simply went around the house to the back, where the swimming pool was, hoping to find them. He did; they were still hanging on the back of one of the lawn chairs by the swimming pool.


  He picked them up and stuck them in his pocket, and when he looked up, he saw the dead man on the living room floor through the glass sliding doors, lying in a large pool of blood. Daniel didn’t know he was dead. His first thought was that there’d been some kind of an accident.


  He ran to the glass door and banged on it, but there were no signs of life. Not knowing what else to do, he picked up the first heavy object he could find – a hefty lawn gnome, as it turned out – and used it to smash his way in through the glass door. He’d learned CPR in school, but as soon as he touched the body, he knew it wouldn’t do any good.


  Next to the body was a big hunting knife, so badly covered in blood that he hadn’t even spotted it at first, and then he knew it wasn’t an accident. A part of him wanted to be sick, but he made it to the telephone and dialed 911, and didn’t throw up until he’d called the police. They were there in ten minutes, and even though he was worried that he’d get in trouble, they didn’t seem to think he had anything to do with it.


  Everybody was devastated. His friend’s father had been a well-loved figure in local community, known for his generosity, sense of humor and willingness to help his neighbors out, whether that meant loaning out the lawn mower or contributing physical labor to whatever home improvement program was being undertaken by one of them. Daniel himself had liked the man a great deal; he’d taken the boys fishing and talked to him like he was a man, not a child.


  Uncertainty and fear spread throughout the neighborhood. Was there a murderer on the loose? Were people in danger? Was this the beginning of a crime wave? Unofficial curfews were imposed on children, and an overall atmosphere of mistrust settled upon the previously peaceful suburban streets of Daniel’s childhood, irrevocably changing how he felt about them. The police became a constant presence; there was always one detective or another poking around, asking questions, raising hackles wherever they went. Money and other valuables had gone missing; it was considered a robbery gone wrong; the rest of the family had gone shopping, and a daring daytime burglar had probably thought the house was empty – but it wasn’t. One thing had led to another, and tragedy had struck. But the perpetrator remained on the loose, and as long as that was the case, the community was in a perpetual state of half-panic.


  The family, of course, was hit particularly hard by this. His friend’s mother and sister were especially inconsolable; his friend was more stoical about it. Daniel did his best to support them – he went shopping for them, helped around the house, mowed the lawn, even put the extremely drunk and famously attractive mother to bed one particularly memorable evening, when he had to leverage her half-naked body upstairs and get her to go to sleep – even while she insisted on giving him hugs and calling him “such a gentle boy,” and telling him that she wished she could have married someone like Daniel.


  Even judging by the standards of teenage years, Daniel always thought that those moments were the most awkward in his life. Even now, nearly four decades later, he still sometimes remembered how he attempted to hold the woman upright, steer her towards the bed and keep her from noticing his persistent erection, and the unbearable embarrassment of it caused a little shudder to run through his body. (He was well into his adult years before he fully realized that the woman had to have been aware of it, and the mixed emotions caused by that insight were even more unbearable than the original memories… and yet strangely appealing, in an entirely predictable way.) In the end, he managed to handle the situation in a way that humiliated neither of them, and in any case, it didn’t matter, because the affectionate relationship he’d enjoyed with the entire family would not last for long.


  A month after the murder, he was talking to his friend about the dead man, how respected he had been and how much everybody missed him, and his friend exploded into a furious rant that revealed a completely new side to the situation, one that Daniel had been entirely unaware of. The father was not a saint; he was prone to fits of violence and tyrannical behavior, and while he worked extremely hard to keep up appearances, behind closed doors he made family life hell. The friend would not go into detail, but Daniel could not avoid the impression that certain sexual taboos were routinely violated by the deceased.


  “I’m glad he’s dead,” said the friend, his face a mask of pain and grief. “I don’t regret it at all.”


  It wasn’t a confession, exactly, but Daniel got the message. For a while, he didn’t know what to do; then, knowing that his friend had placed his trust in him, he decided to keep his mouth shut. And besides, he felt betrayed; a man he’d liked and respected had made a fool of him, pretended to be a good person when, in fact, he was nothing of the sort, and the entire neighborhood was mourning his passing. Now that he thought back on the past years, he saw events and the man himself in a different light; things that he ignored before took on new, occasionally horrifying meaning – little things that he took to be jokes that were actually said in deadly seriousness; memories of horseplay that now acquired sinister undertones.


  What his friend had done, he’d done out of necessity, that much was obvious to him. It bothered him – it was a murder, after all – but not just a murder. It was self-defense, in a fashion.


  But in the following months, his friend’s behavior became increasingly erratic. What initially seemed like he was acting out because of grief – and Daniel could hardly blame him for that – soon became a pattern. If there was a lesson Daniel had learned a lesson from the father, it was to not ignore the little things, and the more he watched, the more obvious it became that certain behavior ran in the family. His friend, now the self-proclaimed “man of the house,” was establishing his control over the household, and with his mother unsettled by the death of her husband, he had little trouble laying down decrees. His behavior was at first controlling, and then hints of violence started to surface. Daniel didn’t witness it firsthand, but he saw the way the sister flinched at times, or the way she wore long sleeves on hot summer days – perhaps for no reason; perhaps to hide bruises. And the mother became increasingly withdrawn, sometimes flinching away from his friend, as if expecting a blow.


  Soon, this behavior extended to Daniel – not the violence, but the behavior, as if his friend wanted deference and respect, rather than friendship and support… and was entitled to it. He felt as if he was being recruited as some sort of a servant, a retainer who was expected to be loyal and deferential. None of this was ever conveyed directly, of course, but he soon found that his presence was taken for granted, as was his assistance, whether it was with household chores, homework, or something else.


  Daniel wasn’t afraid of his friend, but as the evidence mounted up, he was increasingly torn between loyalty and his sense of justice, and there was the nagging thought that if his friend was capable of killing his own father, what else might he do? He would always regret that he didn’t act sooner. One one Friday evening, his friend decided to punish his sister for some breach of discipline, whether real or imagined, and decided to do it with his belt. Daniel protested, but his friend stared him down. His father wasn’t here to take care of it, he pointed out; somebody had to make sure she learned to obey the rules – and in any case, this was a family matter. Daniel knew he should do something, but interfering felt like a breach of trust.


  It was too late that he realized that his friend was dangling the buckle at the end of the belt. It slashed at the sister’s face twice, cutting ragged grooves into her flesh and leaving scars that would never quite heal.


  Daniel was already a large boy, even at his age, stronger than many adults. When he finally decided to act, he swung a punch that knocked his friend clean on his ass. He’d been in fights, but he’d never punched like that – those had been schoolyard scuffles. He put everything he had behind this one, and felt the impact run along his arm even as he shattered his friend’s nose.


  He snatched the belt away from him, and when his friend tried to get up, he planted a big foot on his chest and pushed him down to the floor. Suddenly, a rage surged inside him – that this person who was supposed to be his friend took advantage of his goodwill, blamed everything on his father, and then perpetuated the same horror over and over again, and that he’d managed to turn Daniel into an accomplice, however unwilling or unaware. He wanted to just keep punching the smaller boy, knowing that he could, and perhaps he would have, but it didn’t seem right.


  He picked up the same phone he had dialed 911 on before. From the floor, his friend’s nasal, mocking voice told him that they would blame him, too, that he would be an accomplice to the killing. He hesitated, but only for a moment. Even if that happened, he said, this couldn’t go on. He dialed the same number, between the time of doing that and the operator picking up, his friend tried to get up off the floor, and he kicked him hard enough to break a rib and shatter the cupboard door the boy slammed against. He stayed down after that, staring up at him with murder in his eyes, and Daniel felt a strange mixture of guilt and satisfaction, even as the voice in his ear asked him what his emergency was.


  He told them. He told the police everything. Despite what he’d done, he still didn’t want his friend to get hurt. But he couldn’t stay silent, not under these circumstances. The killing of the father might have been one thing; he had no doubt that the man had not been what he’d seemed. But it hadn’t been about that, and that changed things. It wasn’t about stopping the abuse; it was about transferring the authority to abuse. Stumbling on these hidden facets of a family he’d known well and thought he was on fairly intimate terms with was disturbing, and it suggested that perhaps other families, perhaps even his own, might have equally unsettling secrets.


  He was also worried that he might get in trouble, as his friend had said, but he didn’t let it keep him from talking to the police. There were no consequences, despite his friend’s lawyer’s attempts to paint him as the culprit; he testified in court, and when he did, so did the mother – very reluctantly and clearly hating every moment of it. As they passed in the courthouse hallway, she spat on him, hissing something about breaking up her family. That was the worst moment of it all – that she would blame him. He couldn’t understand it. He hadn’t expected gratitude. He knew that would be too much to ask of her under these circumstances, but perhaps some sympathy, or at least some indication that they were both victims in this…


  The entire experience was harrowing, but for all his guilt and discomfort, for all the sleepless nights he had to endure later on, he never regretted telling the police, only that he hadn’t done so at the earliest opportunity. Certainly, Daniel wished he’d had more insight into what had happened, that he could have had the wisdom to predict how things would turn out, that he would have noticed the signs long before it came to this – all those little details that, in retrospect, were telling and, had he been a little less naïve, would have revealed not only the father’s true nature, but his friend’s. The detectives he talked to explained that his friend’s behavior was not uncommon among certain type of criminals – that he was charismatic and ruthless, lacking in empathy. They called him a psychopath. He didn’t know how to feel about that. It was, they said, probable that they would have caught him even without Daniel’s help; there were signs, his friend’s alibi was patchy. They had noticed the things Daniel hadn’t, after the fact. But his phone call had certainly speeded things up, and perhaps they wouldn’t have been able to get a conviction, if his testimony hadn’t provided leverage on the mother.


  He was grateful to the police; once he’d talked to them, they had come in and done something about the situation. These were the people whose job it was to look into what had gone wrong and do their best to fix it. In the end, with his help, they solved the crime, and brought justice – not perfect justice, perhaps, but at least it imposed some order on the chaos. It didn’t fix the tragedy or the abuse, but it did put a stop to it. It felt good, knowing that he’d had a hand in it.


  Okay, he thought. That’s what I want to do.


  8


   


  Carter woke up with a start when somebody shook him, his heart suddenly hammering in his chest. He tried to scramble to his feet, fight or flight reaction in full force, and he fell off the bed. The impact jarred his teeth, and he bit the edge of his tongue hard enough to draw blood.


  “Ow,” he said, as he remembered where he was.


  “Did you have a nice nap?” Janey asked, her voice tight.


  “I don’t know,” he said, turning into a sitting position, surveying the room. Janey was looking down on him, not very kindly. Bart was nowhere to be seen. “What’s up?”


  “The cops are gone.”


  “Oh, yeah,” he said, remembering. Something was digging into his butt, and he shifted position, sliding his coat out from under him. “Good, I knew you’d get rid of them.”


  There was something hard in its pocket. He reached in, felt the cold gunmetal in his fingers, snatched his hand back. “Jesus, the fucking gun,” he said out loud.


  Janey’s eyes narrowed. “You forgot you had it again?” she asked.


  He thought about lying, but there didn’t seem to be any point. “I’m sorry,” he said.


  “That’s not all you forgot. You parked your car right in front of my building, in plain sight for any passing cop car to notice. That didn’t occur to you either, that if they started looking for you, maybe they’d put out a call about the car out there?”


  Carter rubbed his face with his palms, trying to get a grip. Janey didn’t let up.


  “You know, I would’ve just told them you’re here if you didn’t have that gun on you, and now I’m thinking I should’ve done it anyway. I’m serious, Abe.”


  Carter got to his feet, leaning heavily on the bed. “Janey, c’mon, you don’t mean that.”


  “I do mean it. Whatever trouble that would’ve gotten you into would’ve been okay compared to the kind of shit the stupid mistakes you’re going to make next are going to land you in. I think you should talk to these cops. This detective, Poulson, he seems like the good sort. I don’t think they’re looking for you as a suspect. Most likely they just got the tip, the found the storage unit, and it doesn’t add up, and now they want to talk to you about it. You could get rid of the gun, play it dumb, get in front of the thing.”


  He shooks his head. “I don’t have anything I could tell them. They’ll want to ask about the storage unit, about Bart. I won’t be able to control it.”


  She scoffed. “I’m sorry, do you really think you’re in control now?”


  “Janey.” He took a step closer, put his hands on her arms, but she shook them off.


  “Don’t. Just don’t. I’m so mad at you, and you don’t even know why.”


  “I do know why,” he said. “But I can do this. I can take him down.”


  She shook her head. “I don’t think so. But say I’m wrong and you’re right. So what?”


  His confusion must have been all over his face, because she took a step closer, softened her voice.


  “It’s not worth it. I don’t want you to do it anymore. Okay? Are you hearing me?”


  “What are you saying?”


  “I’m saying that if you keep this up, you won’t be doing it for me, or because it’s right, or any of that. You’ll just be doing it to keep doing it. Okay?” He didn’t say anything. She reached up to touch his face. “And it’s not attractive, or romantic, or heroic. It’s just stupid. You used to take risks, sure, but they were calculated risks. Now you’re just fucking up all the time. Don’t you know that?”


  He opened his mouth, closed it, almost brushed his way past her, and then just let go. He said it out loud: “I know. I know I am.” He swallowed hard. “I can still fix it.”


  Anger flashed across her face, and she turned away. “Yeah, you go fix it, Abe. You’ve been doing a great job of it so far.”


  “C’mon, Janey. I’ll figure it out.”


  “Figure it out somewhere else.”


  He nodded. “I’m sorry I brought you trouble. I’ll let you know when I’ve got something.”


  Her voice was tight. “No.”


  “Pardon?”


  “I care about you, Abe. You know that. And I know you care about me, too, and that’s a part of why you’re doing this, and I appreciate that. I do. But I’m not helping you commit suicide. I’m won’t be the enabler for you.”


  “Janey—“


  “No, listen to me. It’s not just about me. I’m involved in cases, you know that, and most of those cases have to do with defending people who’ve been fucked over. I need to protect my credibility, or it’ll get used against people who have nothing whatsoever to do with this shit.”


  Carter leaned against the door heavily. He could understand that. She didn’t point out that he should’ve thought about that before, and he was vaguely grateful for it.


  “So as of right now, I’m out of this. Don’t come here, don’t even call me, unless you’re willing to… I don’t even know what to call it. Get clean? Is that too harsh?” She made her voice gentler. “It doesn’t seem unfair. You’ll remember this, won’t you? ‘Cause it’s not a thing you want to forget, it really isn’t. I won’t forgive you if you do.”


  “I know. I’ll remember,” he said. He turned to leave, but her voice stopped him.


  “Abe. It’s not that I don’t care,” she said. “But I’m not your girlfriend anymore, and you know what? Even if I was, it would be too much.”


  “It’s okay,” he said, and left her bedroom.


  He collected Bart from the kitchen and they left the apartment, taking the stairs instead of the elevator.


  “We can’t go back to my car. They might be keeping an eye on it,” Carter said in the stairwell as they descended. He thought for a moment. “Actually, they might not bother. Nobody got killed, there may not have been any crime committed as such… they want to talk to me, but that may not be important enough to have the car watched…”


  It felt too complicated to work out.


  “Yeah, we’re not taking my car. Play it safe,” he said.


  They reached the ground floor, and Carter peeked out of the stairwell. There was nobody about. He decided to go out the back. It’d be stupid to get caught like this, and it might get Janey in trouble. That couldn’t happen.


  “C’mon,” he said, “this way.”


  The back alley was nice and clean, surrounded by wooden fences. It was that kind of neighborhood – no overflowing trash bins, no broken bottles, no graffiti. Somebody actually kept this place clean. There was a gate that led to the street; it was locked from the outside, but you could get it open from this side just by pushing down on the handle.


  Once they were on the street, Bart took a hold of his shoulder. Carter turned to look at him, startled.


  “I don’t think I want the job.”


  “Hey, look, don’t worry about it.”


  “I need to go home to my mom, and I’m sick of you treating me like I’m dumb.”


  “What? Jesus, Bart, I don’t think you’re dumb.”


  “That must be why you keep stringing me along, talking down to me. I told you, I’m not stupid. I know I act weird, but I’m not stupid.”


  “Yeah, but – Nicky’s not gonna just let you go. And the cops might be looking for you, too.”


  Bart shrugged. “Nothing I can do about that, but my mom still needs me to bring her the groceries.”


  Carter sighed. “Look, I’m sorry if I treated you badly. I swear I didn’t mean to.” He shifted his weight from one foot to another. “I’ve… I’ve got a condition of my own. It makes things difficult for me.”


  “I know. Janey told me. I thought maybe you had something you could use me for, but I don’t think you do. You just said that to me that so I’d hand over the gun. It’s okay,” Bart added, seeing Carter’s expression, “I don’t hold that against you. I wasn’t gonna shoot nobody, but how could you know that?”


  “Sorry,” Carter said, feeling like an asshole. “Look, I’ll admit I was stringing you along a little, but I think I could use you. Just not right now.”


  Bart shook his head. “No, you’d get me in trouble. It was nice meeting you and Janey, but no.”


  “What’re you gonna do about Nicky?”


  “I don’t know. I’ll think of something.”


  “You could go to the cops, explain the whole thing. You haven’t really done anything. I could give you the gun as proof.”


  It was actually a pretty good idea, Carter thought. It would probably get Nicky off Bart’s back, and it might make the cops back off Carter, too. But Bart shook his head.


  “I’m not a snitch.”


  Carter grunted in frustration. There was a way to work this, a way to use Bart and get him paid, too, something that’d solve the whole thing, but he couldn’t think what it was. It all seemed so complicated. But he felt guilty over the whole thing – he knew Bart was right; he had been taking him for granted, just dragging him along without any thought to what he wanted, and he hadn’t delivered on the promises he’d made. It was a bad business practice to get into, and moreover, he’d never thought of himself as that kind of a guy. But here he was, and truth be told, he had no idea where to go from here, except back to the storage unit – but that was off limits for now; there’d be cops there, that was for sure, and regardless what they did or didn’t find, they’d grab him the moment he walked in there, even if it was just for questioning.


  He felt angry at being so impotent, and the angrier he got, the greater the need to do something about became – to prove that he could still work, that he wasn’t as far gone as Janey thought, or as he felt. And with the anger, something clicked in place, and he felt a little better, a little more like his old self, the way he remembered. He took a deep breath, filled his lungs, and the air seemed to do him good.


  “It’s just the afternoon, it’s still early. Your mom’s gonna be okay for a little longer, right?”


  “I guess so,” Bart said, reluctantly.


  He took a hold of Bart’s arm and started walking, trying to pull the taller man after him, back in the direction of his car. “C’mon,” he said. “You can do your grocery shopping a little later. I’m gonna deal with this Nicky thing for the both of us.”


  Bart wouldn’t budge. “I don’t know,” he said.


  “Bart. If there’s one thing I’m good at, it’s fucking people over. And right now, Nicky’s at the top of my list.”


  He grinned, feeling better than he had all day. Bart stared at him, and there was something curiously infectious about the way Carter felt, enough to make Bart smile a little, too, and the two of them strolled down the street, both of them starting to feel it.


  Once they got in the car, he was starting to feel really good. It was like he was waking up, shaking the cobwebs from his brain, ideas were starting to flow. He was driving along, keeping an eye out for cops, ready to evade if it looked like they might be spotted – and thinking. He was starting to see the angles.


  “Nicky’s still working out of that office of his, right? The one with the big yard?”


  “Yeah, every day,” Bart said.


  “You know, I just can’t figure out why he’d want me dead. It makes no sense.” Or that he didn’t worry about it more before. It seemed inconceivable now, the way he’d just floated along for most of the day, just not thinking about any of this stuff. He didn’t say that out loud. “Are you sure he didn’t say anything about it?”


  “He just said to get the money or kill you if you didn’t have it.”


  “Uh-huh.”


  “He was real specific about it, kept stressing it.” The imitation again: “‘He don’t pay you my fucking money on the spot, you blow his fucking brains out.’ He kept repeating that, ‘blow his fucking brains out.’ And then when I said I wasn’t gonna shoot anybody, he started saying it was just a threat, but I had to look like I was really gonna do it or you wouldn’t take it seriously.”


  “Uh-huh.”


  “Kinda made sense at the time,” Bart said, “but I guess I didn’t think it through too well. I thought, if I had a hundred grand and somebody put a gun to my head, I’d give it up. See, I thought you had it.” He paused for a moment, then added, “I know it was stupid.”


  “Nah,” Carter said, “he had you where he wanted you, he’d already squeezed you, and then he gave you an out, right? You put somebody in a spot like that, it’s a good bet he’s gonna do what you want. Listen, I was thinking, Nicky knows you got your temper, right? Way I see it, it’s not a secret.”


  “I put the guy who broke my arm in intensive care. I cracked his head open,” Bart said. “Threw another one through a plate glass window.”


  “You did that with a broken arm?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Jesus, you’re something. So he knows.”


  “Yeah, he said that’s why I had to do this, to cancel my debt and settle the whole thing.”


  Carter nodded slowly and kept thinking.


  Bart wasn’t really going to kill anybody. Nicky had to know that, or at least know that it wouldn’t happen without provocation. But Bart wasn’t that hard to provoke, and Carter had a rep for being provocative. Bart hadn’t really even tried to sneak up on Carter; Carter knew he was there before he stepped in, he just didn’t care – but Nicky nobody could’ve known that. Ordinarily, when he’d noticed that, he would’ve gone in differently, ready to take out whoever it was. And Bart had that temper.


  One of them might easily end up dead, or in the hospital. And either way, with the cops already on their way, Carter would probably get tangled up in an assault or a homicide, which would get different level of response. And the detectives had showed up at Janey’s place quickly, a little too quickly for random chance – sure, it could have been that a police officer spotted the car, but wasn’t it more likely that Nicky had included her address when he’d dropped the dime on Carter? Yeah, they’d spotted the car, but that was effect, not cause.


  “Nicky’s not trying to get me killed,” Carter said, slowly following the idea to its conclusion. “He’s trying to keep me busy. He’s fucking with me.”


  He grinned at the thought, enjoying the feeling of things falling into place. “That’s interesting.”


  9


   


  Nicholas Nicholson never really lacked opportunities in his life – he had loving parents, a wealthy uncle who set up a trust fund to pay for his education in a good university, even numerous relatives and family connections who had a vested interest in providing mentorship, guidance and special treatment in the grand tradition of nepotism that would, at the very least, lead to a very comfortable lifestyle. With some luck and dedication, he might have gone far; even just by cruising along, he could have done well himself.


  What Nicky lacked really came down to three things – patience, insight and moral fiber. It was obvious early on that Nicky didn’t care about school, or his future, for that matter – it was an abstract concept that didn’t seem to hold much interest for him. If you came to him and said he could have a piece of candy right now, or a whole bag tomorrow, he’d go for the first option every time. He was not one of those kids who didn’t understand that stealing was wrong; he knew it, he just didn’t care much – except about getting caught. Nicky routinely cheated on tests, bribed or blackmailed his friends to do his homework, forged his parents’ names on permission slips, and generally made a nuisance of himself even on the best of days.


  He wasn’t well-liked, but he had a certain popularity; in his teens, he attained a reputation as a boy who could get things done, or a boy who could supply others with things they wanted. Cigarettes, alcohol, even a little pot. If caught, he had a certain flair for snitching out others while escaping punishment himself, an ability that would serve him well in the life to come.


  He got constantly in trouble, of course. Nicky wasn’t anywhere near smart enough to play the game at a master level, or what passed for that in high school, anyway – he wasn’t the kind of a boy who could manipulate the social dynamics of the society he was in. The best he could do was take advantage of them, and even with that, his performance was spotty at best. He lost as often as he won – but to be fair, he did win, and he learned many things.


  One of the things he constantly failed at was getting sexual favors from women, though not for lack of trying. The closest he ever got was second base with a girl he had some dirt on – he knew she had stolen from the school, and could prove it – but while it might have been enough to make her go further, his own awkwardness and lack of patience scared her off. Enraged, he exposed her via an anonymous letter, and was incensed to realize that getting her suspended from school and in trouble with the police didn’t really ease his own humiliation at all.


  After a certain point it became obvious to him that the trust fund, inaccessible to him personally, would never be used; he wouldn’t go to an Ivy League school, he wouldn’t become a captain of industry or a smooth political operator. He wouldn’t make his parents proud. His parents had not yet accepted it – to them, this was a phase. His GPA was decent – obtained in a number of ways that didn’t include a whole lot of studying, of course, but decent – and they held out hope that he would snap out of it, join the flock. Nicky had a plethora of faults, but self-deception wasn’t one of them. He knew it would never happen.


  He was already making connections of a more serious kind, getting into a crime on a level that went beyond his amateurish dabbling. He befriended other petty criminals – shoplifters, penny-ante pot dealers with connections to more serious businessmen, thieves, burglars and even the occasional mugger. Nicky tended to avoid doing anything that seemed too dangerous, which meant that unlike many of his friends, he didn’t get caught. He gained a certain reputation as a smart guy; it didn’t amount to much, considering that the people who thought so were decidedly anything but, but it had its uses.


  When he turned 18, Nicky ran away from home – or, technically, simply moved out, since he was a legal adult, but he preferred to think of it as a bold rebel move. Forced to obtain money, he engaged in some actual thievery, mostly via breaking and entering, but didn’t find it to his liking – his cowardice was a mixed blessing under those circumstances, but it did mean that he actually planned his jobs, unlike most of the people he knew. But it seemed like a lot of risk for questionable payoffs; it was hard work trying to figure out where the money was or how to get to it, and how to avoid getting caught, and Nicky was at heart a lazy man. He preferred letting other people do the hard work. He wanted to set up an actual criminal enterprise, instead of merely constantly living hand to mouth.


  Considering all this, perhaps becoming a pimp was a natural career move.


  As a pimp, young Nicky was a failure. His stable of girls was an ever-rotating group of desperate drug addicts and perpetual losers, and while he tried to command respect among the prostitutes and clients alike, he didn’t have the physical presence to cow them or the charisma to win them over. His attempts at finessing the women into service were even more miserable failures. It was an open secret that the ladies robbed him blind. Still, he made enough money to get by, and what he lacked in strength or intimidation, he made up for in clever cowardice and dirty tricks.


  It also ensured him a steady supply of female companionship, which was a fairly new and enjoyable experience for him. He knew that he was running a third-rate operation at best, but he just couldn’t be bothered to do anything about it as long as he got enough money to live by and a steady supply of blowjobs. Compared to high school, it was one big party, and at least now he got all the women he wanted – or as many women as he wanted, which he considered good enough.


  But after a couple of years, whatever glamor there had been had worn off long ago, and Nicky had become something of a joke. Others were making much more money than he did, his best earners were constantly being peeled off by the competition, and the hookers he was supposed to run talked back to him without even a shred of respect he felt he was owed, often taunting and even mocking him openly. Even the cops didn’t seem to care much about him.


  He wasn’t sure why it hadn’t bothered him before, but now it did. Thinking about it, Nicky realized that at the root of this was one simple fact: he had ambitions. Not great ambitions, if he was honest about it; it mostly boiled down to him wanting more than he had, but even articulating that to himself took far more introspection than he was accustomed to.


  Armed with his newfound determination and eager to move up the ladder, Nicky hired a couple of tough boys to protect his girls and keep them in line. They weren’t smart, but they did what they were told, and didn’t have too many qualms, which, in Nicky’s mind, made them perfect for the job.


  It was the start of a new era; suddenly, women who had habitually simply pocketed much of the money that should have gone to Nicky and were comfortable in the knowledge that their pimp would continue to provide for certain basic amenities and protection, such as money for bail and medical care found them facing a new regime. In the end, Nicky was too much of a coward to really make an example of somebody, but he had no qualms about hiring somebody to stomp one of his girls into intensive care, and after that, the money started coming in at a steady pace.


  Nicky had obtained a reputation as a soft man, somebody who was essentially too nice a guy to really be a pimp. In reality, he had very few qualms, and if it was somebody else doing the punching and taking the risks, he was quite happy to sit back and wait until the unsavory part was over.


  It was here that he started to make use of his real talents. Nicky was often foolish, but he wasn’t an idiot. He’d been making people do his dirty work for him for years by this point. Taking advantage of his experienced eye for exploitable stupidity, Nicky started recruiting, and with a combination of flattery, lies, a steady paycheck, and the kind of fringe benefits one can get from working for a pimp, Nicky soon cultivated a small group of hard men who enforced his will among the talent and the clientele alike, and what had been a laughable operation quickly became a profitable enterprise.


  He upgraded his stable of women, getting rid of those who obviously didn’t make the cut, and replaced them with fresh flesh. Now the flow was reversed; instead of bleeding promising prostitutes to other pimps, Nicky started peeling them off himself. This led to conflict, but Nicky was prepared for that, and using a combination of brute force, underhanded tricks and a tacit understanding with the local law enforcement, he established himself as a pussymonger of the first order. Of course, his operation wasn’t particularly sophisticated. High-priced escorts required a softer touch and more discretion than he had, but at least he was getting some respect.


  As a side business, he started fencing and financing other crimes. He made a hard and fast rule, inspired by seeing how a number of his acquaintances went down on a drug beef: he wouldn’t touch or deal narcotics. But soon Nicky was a self-styled kingpin. His empire wasn’t vast, but it was diverse, profitable, and mostly outside the law enforcement’s active interest. Nicky knew how to keep his nose clean.


  Until he got greedy and bankrolled the hijacking of two cigarette trucks in what ultimately turned out to be a Federal sting operation. He got two years inside – a light sentence, aided by the fact that he folded like a cheap lawn chair and cooperated with the Feds, giving out plenty of information that led to a total of thirteen convictions. In typical Nicky fashion, he managed to do it without having to testify, and so he jailed without a snitch jacket. By the time rumors started flying in the prison, he had already ingratiated himself to various powerful figures who found him more useful dead than alive. They had a vested interest in declaring such stories bullshit.


  Nicky didn’t find it too hard to do his time. If anything, the strictly regimented prison routine made his life easier. He was good at making friends, and his cooperation with law enforcement meant that the guards were if not exactly friendly, at least inclined to look favorably on him, especially if he provided them with the appropriate degree of quid pro quo, which he was only too happy to do.


  Nicky did a brisk trade in cigarettes, pornography, and other basic amenities, but he again avoided narcotics – they were more profitable, but also more dangerous, and those activities were protected jealously by established operators. He knew better than to get in their sights, especially as he could provide those very people with things they wanted, in exchange for protection and privileges. Making a smaller profit beat being shanked in the yard. And he did have what they wanted, in spades; before this, Nicky would never have believed what he could buy with one phone call – provided that it resulted in a hardcore convict getting a visit from a big-titted girl who was willing to discreetly fondle herself and talk dirty across the glass. Plenty of people could arrange that, but not everybody could get the guards to look the other way while it happened. So he made friends, and in the process, he learned a lot about the life from stone cold experts.


  By the time he was back on the street at the age of 23, he felt like he was now a graduate, ready to start doing business for real.
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  Carter parked in an alley near the import/export company Nicky used as a cover for most of his activities, making sure it wasn’t visible from the street.


  He was feeling genuinely good, now.


  “Okay, so we’re gonna walk in there and have a little chat with Nicky,” he said.


  Bart’s eyes were flicking between Carter and the alley. He didn’t seem too enthusiastic. “He said he’d break my legs.”


  “He’s not gonna break your legs there. He knows better than to shit where he sleeps. I mean, nobody in there’s gonna call the cops, but he wants to keep that place clean.” He paused, then added thoughtfully. “He might have you followed, so his goons can break your legs at a more appropriate venue.”


  “No, no. Count me out.”


  “Relax, that’s not gonna happen, either. Now, I’m not saying it’s not going to be a heated argument. You can handle a heated argument, right?”


  Bart didn’t respond, but his eyes twitched faster than before.


  “I mean, you’re not gonna go berserk if somebody talks shit to you, or threatens you, right?”


  “I can handle that.”


  “Good. Take this.”


  He held out the revolver, still wrapped in the handkerchief. Bart didn’t make a move to touch it.


  “You’re nuts. I’m not taking any damn gun in there,” Bart said.


  “Sure you are. But don’t pull it out until I tell you to. It’s not for use, you’re just gonna be making a point, okay? We can take the bullets if you like, only it’s a revolver so I’m a little worried one of them gets all eagle eye on us and sees the empty chambers.”


  He held the gun out. The moment stretched. Then Bart grabbed it, leaving the handkerchief on Carter’s hand. He pocketed that. Bart held the gun in his hand like it was a hammer, no finesse. Carter didn’t wait for him to get with the program, he just popped the trunk and got out of the car.


  Carter walked to the back and opened the trunk. He fished another set of keys from his pockets and opened the armored compartment he had under the liner in there, fitting snugly in the custom-made hollow. He rooted inside the case, pocketed a few items, then locked the compartment. When he slammed the trunk closed, Bart jumped as if startled, and he got out of the car.


  “Carter,” Bart said, almost pleading, clutching the gun to his chest with both hands, “promise me you’re not fucking me. I’m all my mom’s got. And I ain’t going back inside.”


  “I promise. Don’t worry about it. Just keep your cool, whatever happens, and do what I say. Don’t disagree with me, and don’t look like you don’t know what I’m talking about. I’m going to be talking a lot of bullshit in there, and depending on how it goes, a lot of it might sound bad to you. It’s just to get him thinking the way I want him to think, okay? It’ll all depend on how he bounces when I give him the first push.”


  Bart nodded very slowly, giving him that creepy unblinking stare, evaluating him.


  “For what it’s worth, Janey wouldn’t look too kindly upon me if I did something bad to you,” Carter said. “And I figure you know that I want to stay on her good side.”


  Bart relaxed a little. “Okay,” he said.


  “Follow me. And it’s okay to look mean, like you’re about to put somebody through a wall. Just don’t actually do it.”


  Nicky’s place had been a nice little office building once, but now it was kind of run down, badly in need of a new paint job. It didn’t quite fit in with the other buildings in the area. The security was heavier, though not obviously so; the razor wire that topped the chain link fence was more plentiful than elsewhere, every square foot of the surrounding area was brightly lit, and there were motion sensors. The windows were reinforced, as were the doors – the place wasn’t quite a fortress, but breaking in wouldn’t be easy. And there was always at least one guy outside, 24/7, even in the foulest weather, just keeping an eye on things.


  Nicky did a lot of dirty business, and he didn’t want anybody barging in when he was in the middle of a meeting. Not that he kept anything too incriminating on the premises, but he wasn’t dumb enough to take blatantly stupid chances. Accordingly, there were no security cameras, which was an obvious security risk, but it was preferable to having a record of what was going on in the place.


  Carter and Bart walked through the front gate, and the big, beefy guy posted outside the building watched them walk up, then stepped in their path. He was young, certainly no older than 20, if that, but built like a brick shithouse, easily one of the largest men Carter had ever seen – tall and wide. He was wearing a suit that made him look like a cop or a secret service agent, but he seemed ill at ease, as if he didn’t seem to quite know how to carry the weight. The suit was a little too tight on him, too, and the guy was wearing what might be the most obvious shoulder holster in the world. The coat wasn’t properly cut for it, and both the rig and the gun could be spotted from a hundred paces. He had sunglasses on, even though the late afternoon sun was hiding behind the clouds, just like it had all day.


  “’Scuse me, pal,” he said, “you’re on private property. You got an appointment?”


  “Nope,” Carter said. “But we need to see Nicky.”


  “Sorry. Mr. Nicholson isn’t seeing anyone today.”


  “Well,” Carter said, indicating Bart with his thumb, “this guy owes him 25 grand, and Nicky’s looking to get another one hundred from me, so I think we better talk to him.”


  The goon hesitated. “Not without an appointment.”


  Carter laughed. “Buddy, I admire your balls, but listen here: I know Nicky’s doing okay for himself, but nowhere near well enough to let a hundred and twenty-five big ones walk into his parking lot and then do a one-eighty just because he’s got a couple of phone calls lines up for the afternoon, or whatever he’s up to. Why don’t you just step aside and let us take care of our business. Or if you really don’t feel your life is complete without somebody yelling at you, you can just dig out your phone and make the call.”


  Carter didn’t want the guy to make a call, give Nicky advance warning; there was no way the little weasel would actually want to see them, but it was worth a shot. The young man hesitated, the hamster wheel in his head creaking as it spun slowly, and finally he dug a cell phone out of his pocket. Carter kept smiling.


  “Hang on,” the man said and started frowning at the phone, not seeing the screen too well through his sunglasses.


  “You betcha, Jack,” Carter said and punched the man in the throat. He gurgled and dropped the phone, his hands flying up to his throat. Carter took a quick step closer, got into the swing of the movement, and sank his other fist into the man’s solar plexus. A more experienced opponent would have turned to deflect the blow, tensed his muscles to counter it, but this guy just stood there and took it. He heard the man exhale violently even as he swore, although his voice was little more than a croaking whisper.


  “Motherfucker—“


  He was reaching for Carter, hands the size of his head coming at him, but he was slow and clumsy, not thinking it through, leaving all kinds of openings. Carter ducked under the bear hug, took a quick step to the left, then rammed his right heel into the back of the man’s knee as hard as he could. He heard something crunch, and the big man crumpled with a breathless moan, his own weight suddenly working against him, and Carter saw the knee twist when he went down. His head hit the ground hard enough to pop one of the lenses of his sunglasses out. He ended up on his side, gasping for breath.


  Carter glanced around; no sudden movement, nobody shouting. So far, so good. He knelt down, reached into the man’s his coat. The gun was surprisingly big and heavy. He dragged out a chromed Desert Eagle .50, and laughed out loud.


  “Man, are you fucking serious?” he asked, incredulous. “This is what you carry?”


  The man wheezed.


  “I was gonna drop this down a sewer grate or something, but Jesus, I don’t think it’ll fit. What are you supposed to be, the artillery?”


  “Come on,” the man pleaded between gasps, “that’s fucking expensive.” He tried to sit up, but Carter planted a foot on his chest and shoved him back down, hard. The man grunted and glared up at him.


  “It’s fucking stupid, is what it is. Stay down or I’ll really hurt you.”


  Carter got out his handkerchief, ejected the magazine, then racked the slide back. He quickly turned the gun this way and that. “Goddammit, how do you… ah.” He ejected the barrel, wiped the gun clean of his fingerprints, then dropped everything but the barrel on the ground next to the man. He took a step to the side and smashed the dropped cell phone with the heel of his shoe, gave it a half-twist with his all of his weight on it. It gave a satisfying crunch.


  “Not the phone, too – you fucking asshole.”


  “You stay here, don’t make any trouble for me, you’re gonna be okay. Just take a nap or something.” He knelt down next to the man, flipped the broken sunglasses off his face with a finger. They skittered across the concrete. “I mean it. Stay down.”


  The goon tried a nasty glare, but he couldn’t maintain it. He looked away.


  Carter stood up, threw the barrel as hard as he could. It careened over the fence, landed somewhere out of sight. Nobody would be finding it in a hurry.


  Then he went inside.


  Nobody paid too much attention to them as they stepped into the lobby area. There was another goon, sitting down on a couch and reading a newspaper. He glanced up when they came in, but Carter nodded at the guy, and he nodded back, and that was it. Carter could feel Bart following him; his hesitation and awkwardness almost seemed to be palpable.


  “Relax,” he said. “We’re good.”


  Carter knew the way. He took the stairs to the second floor, then walked along the corridor. There were flimsy partitions that barely qualified as walls, most of them transparent. There were desks and computers on them, but nobody working on them. Nicky employed about two dozen people here, but they only worked from eight to four. Carter knew that most of them didn’t know anything about the other business that was conducted on the premises, and none of them were willing to even acknowledge it – that kind of an attitude was a prerequisite for getting hired in the first place. Nicky himself rarely showed up before noon, and he conducted most of his real business after the staff had left for home. The only person around was a janitor, who ignored them entirely; he was vacuuming the carpets in one of the offices, headphones on, lost in a world of his own.


  The company imported and exported various things, often at a fairly small profit; it paid for its own existence, but it didn’t really make a lot of money, which was fine with Nicky – it was a great front for his other activities, gave him enough income to justify his lifestyle to the IRS, and he kept it clean.


  Carter walked through the outer offices without slowing down and entered the inner office without knocking. Inside was a large room, furnished with a couple of couches and chairs, a coffee table, with some magazines on it, and a desk. Behind the desk was the first real obstacle – Nicky’s “secretary,” as she was called, although her real role was more of that of a chief administrator of sorts in Nicky’s organization, the one person who always knew to call if something went wrong. She was a middle-aged woman who looked like the last time she’d seen a good time was back when the dinosaurs roamed the Earth, and she pursed her lips when he saw them. Once upon a time, she’d been Nicky’s bottom bitch, and when Nicky moved on from pimping, he brought her with him – she was good with money, loyal, and she knew too much about his activities to be left behind. And she knew how to keep the troops in line.


  “Hello, Monica,” Carter said. “Here to see Nicky.”


  “Carter.” She cocked her head slightly, and eyed Bart. “And Mr. Gramby. You do, of course, have an appointment?”


  Carter shook his head sadly. “It’s a kind of a spur of the moment thing, I’m afraid. We were in the neighborhood, and I thought, why don’t we step in and talk this thing through?”


  Monica tutted disapprovingly. “Carter, that won’t do.”


  Carter flashed a smile; it came easily and felt sincere. He liked Monica. She had been a very beautiful woman once. She still was, when she felt like being one; she’d aged very well, with her light brown skin still beautiful, firm and clear, but she was long past the point in her career where she had any professional reasons to appear particularly attractive. In her current capacity, she found it more appropriate and useful to look like a strict authoritarian, and she’d taken to that role with gusto. She wore some make-up, but only to ensure that she looked like she didn’t have any on, and there was never a hint of any femininity in her clothing or demeanor – a somewhat impressive achievement, considering the fact that she typically wore skirts.


  She had the air of a killjoy librarian, or an annoyingly thorough accountant, or perhaps a high-ranking bureaucrat in some hopelessly complicated organization that nobody ever had to deal with, except when things went horribly wrong. She never smiled, or showed any emotion; she hadn’t done a lot of that even back in the day. Back then, she’d had her reasons for it. Now it was simply a part of who she was, the role she had created for herself.


  Carter, who was not easily intimidated, could never quite talk to her without flashing back to the stern nuns who’d taken a strict hand in his education when he was a boy, and it always brought a flash of conflicting emotions. He was a little afraid of her, but he could also imagine her in a habit, and his heart would always race a little faster; he’d imagine her underneath it, and he’d go a little weak in the knees. It was the sort of unconscious mental state that only years of Catholic school could instill in a young man, and he was sure he’d never get over it.


  “I know it’s not what he’d prefer,” Carter said. “And you know I’m not leaving here without seeing him.”


  Monica looked up at him, her face serene. “I could give him a call, see if he has time for you,” she said, after a moment, putting her hand on the phone on her desk.


  Carter shook his head. “I think it would ruin the dynamic I’m hoping for. Frankly, it might even lead to trouble. Or it might simply make him use the back door. And I know you have your little alarm hidden behind the desk there, but I’m thinking you haven’t used it yet, because then I’d know you blew the whistle on me. And I know you’re smarter than Nicky is. You don’t want me as your enemy.”


  Monica kept looking at him, without saying anything, but there was a hint of amusement on her face.


  “Perhaps you were powdering your nose when I came in, and I took advantage of your absence and barged in.”


  “That could happen,” she agreed. “It’s conceivable.”


  “You are not chained to that desk.”


  “That’s true.”


  “There are men elsewhere in the building who are supposed to be guards. That’s not your job.”


  “That’s also true. But he is my employer, and I am a loyal employee.”


  “Yes, you are, and that’s one of the many things I admire about you. But a part of your job is to look after your employer’s best interests, and it is in his best interests that I talk to him.”


  “I doubt that.”


  “Well. It’s better than the alternative. How’s that?”


  She didn’t reply.


  “He’s claiming that I owe him money, Monica. That won’t do.”


  She sighed; it was little more than a hiss that escaped her lips. “I told him that was stupid.”


  “That’s Nicky. Sometimes he listens, sometimes he doesn’t. Sometimes he gets ideas, and that’s when things go wrong. He’s almost competent, that’s the problem. He gets it right often enough to fool himself into thinking that deep down, he’s not an idiot.”


  “I couldn’t possibly comment. Are you going to kill him?”


  “For that? No. It’s not my style, anyway. I am going to upset him, though, I can guarantee that. But you’ll still have a job to come back to. I’m not going to ruin him for you.”


  Monica tapped an immaculately manicured nail against the phone she was still resting her hand on.


  “Or you could hit the silent alarm and warn him off, and I’ll adjust accordingly.”


  “Maybe I already did,” she said, almost playfully, like it didn’t matter one way or another.


  “Maybe you did,” Carter agreed. “Maybe you’re playing for time, and if so, you’re doing a good job of it, because you know I like talking with you. But if you did, there’ll be consequences, because fun is fun, but business is business. And he’s been shitting all over my business.”


  Monica moved her hand off the phone, and stood up gracefully. “Well. I did have to visit the little girls’ room.”


  “I hear it’s lovely this time of the day,” he said. “Take your time.”


  He and Bart watched her leave the room.


  “You know her pretty good, huh?” Bart asked.


  “I know what she wants out of life.”


  Carter opened the door and stepped into Nicky’s office.
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  For killing his father, Bart got what was essentially a slap on the wrist. It was an open-and-shut case – both he and his mother had obvious signs of serious, possibly life-threatening assault – the kind that could easily be spun as attempted murder, really, if you were so inclined. The neighbors’ statements, as well as the numerous police reports that had been logged over the years, left no room for doubt that Mr. Gramby was the perpetrator of domestic violence on a regular basis, and nobody thought that Bart had done anything except defend himself and his mother from the drunkard father’s vicious assault.


  Even if that wasn’t the case, Bart wasn’t in his right mind, as anybody could see; whether that was the result of some kind of retardation or the result of his father’s size 14 slamming against his head was a source of much dispute among many police officers and neighbors alike (even if the latter knew perfectly well that Bart had always been a normal, if quiet child), but it didn’t make much difference. Both Bart and his mother spent a few days at the hospital, there was a cursory investigation by the police, and the family was assigned a social worker who visited them three times and left his phone number if they wanted to talk. He never came around again.


  What remaining members of the Gramby family were left more or less to their own devices. As could be expected, family life was slow to return to any kind of normality. Bart could tell that his mother resented him for killing her husband, and he didn’t like it, but what could he do?


  With his father’s income no longer an option, she had to get a job. Mrs. Gramby had little job experience and no education beyond high school, so it wasn’t easy, but eventually she ended up behind the counter of a liquor store six blocks from where they lived, where she was robbed at gunpoint during her first week of employment. It was that kind of neighborhood – not much worse than where they lived, but enough for things like this to be a fact of life.


  As for Bart, he was changed by what had taken place. He had never been a very lively boy, but now he became increasingly withdrawn. His world had changed. People seemed strange and alien to him. Often, his mother would talk to him, and he couldn’t really tell if she was feeling good or bad. It was easier to draw back and observe, try to get a handle on things before he made a mistake that left him feeling bewildered and embarrassed.


  He knew it didn’t used to be like that, and he knew it had changed after his father hurt him. There was nothing wrong with his memory – he knew that a smile meant that somebody was happy, but he also remembered that some smiles were nice and some were mean, and he wasn’t sure how to tell them apart, anymore, especially on people he didn’t know. Facial expressions, body language and tones of voice had become puzzles to him. Some of them were fairly easy to solve; if somebody got red in the face and shouted, he was obviously angry, for example. It didn’t take a genius to figure that out. But outside the extremes of emotion and expression, he was in trouble.


  It wasn’t just the people that were strange now – a distant car horn, the sudden bark of a dog, even an unexpected breeze could slam its way into its consciousness with strange significance, and it was often hard to concentrate, because so many things that had before seemed meaningless and easy to ignore now seemed something he had to take note of and evaluate. His attention was constantly bouncing back and forth, and he preferred the solitude of his own room where there he was less likely to be constantly distracted by something. But he could also focus his full attention on something, and that seemed to drive everything else from his mind. He became a voracious reader, often picking up a book and sitting down somewhere, and shutting the entire world out of his mind, only to raise his head and find that surprising amounts of time had passed. He liked books; even when they were ambiguous, which was often, the words were static, and he could take all the time he wanted to figure them out.


  Much of this he learned about himself and came to terms with over a period of years. He didn’t even know how to articulate his situation so he could explain it to somebody, and when he tried, people didn’t seem to understand – not even his mother. He quickly acquired a reputation as a strange boy, a retarded boy, a freak. He could be goaded into fights, which seemed like a popular pastime at first among the other children, but quickly stopped when he grew up bigger than they did, and when they realized that fighting Bart was dangerous, because Bart didn’t seem to know how to give up if he was losing, and he didn’t stop easily when he was winning.


  On more than one occasion, he beat up a much larger crowd of children simply because their approach to a fight had more to do with establishing dominance and mostly playing by certain rules, such as trying to avoid doing the kind of damage that would get anyone into any real trouble, whereas Bart didn’t care whether he looked cool or who got humiliated, and he didn’t pull his punches. He inflicted quite a few scars and even a few broken bones, and it was during these teenage years that he encountered his first problems with the authorities. But it was well known that Bart didn’t start fights, he just finished them, and there was the Impression of children who were better off picking on a retarded child, which, while not really actually the case, bought him enough sympathy to let him slide.


  Still, he didn’t enjoy school or do well in it, and thus it was no surprise to anyone that he didn’t make it through high school. He didn’t much care.


  But even though he didn’t graduate, high school wasn’t a waste of time for him; he met a sympathetic school counselor, who saw more in him than others did, and she gave him insight to his condition and helped him define what it was like being him. Knowing his own limitations was depressing, but it was also empowering; it allowed him to work around his blind spots and start to take advantage of the things he could do well.


  Also, it was she who suggested that perhaps his mother didn’t hate him, that perhaps he had externalized his own guilt over the killing of his father, and the idea shook him to his core. Going home that night, he asked his mother point blank if she hated him for what he’d done, and was unnerved by the way she burst into tears, amazed that he would ever think that. It was only then, five years after the fact, that the two of them started to understand what that night had done to them, and how it had shaped them. From that point on, they felt like a family again, and Bart found that he was not only enjoying living with her mother, but able to relax in her company – that he didn’t have to feel like he was being judged as a freak.


  Dropping out of school the way he did, living in a rough neighborhood and having few prospects, he might have fallen into a life of crime like many others did. But it wasn’t a good fit for Bart. First of all, he could tell right from wrong and felt it mattered, and in any case, he couldn’t meet the often necessary prerequisite of falling in with a bad crowd, since the bad crowd didn’t want anything to do with him.


  So instead, he got a series of menial jobs. Bart was strong and didn’t mind hard work, so he ended up carrying heavy things and generally doing jobs that most people found unpleasant. He didn’t enjoy them, but he could do them, and now their household had two incomes, something that made life easier for her aging mother who, despite her recovery, was still bothered by her injuries.


  Bart didn’t have much in the way of ambition, but he knew the jobs he could get were boring and didn’t pay very well, and he knew he could do better. At the age of 25, he decided to become a welder after working as a janitor at a machine shop. It struck him as interesting work, and although it took a while, he managed to become friendly with one of the welders – the first attempt at friendship initiated by him since the night he became what he was, although the significance of this didn’t occur to him then or ever afterwards.


  The man and his colleagues had always thought of Bart as simple, but when they actually started talking, they revised their opinion, and when Bart showed an interest in welding, they were willing to let him try. Here his ability to focus served him well: it didn’t take him long to pick up the basics of gas welding, and he was quickly producing uniform seams. He had steady hands, patience, and an eye for the art; what’s more, his memory was excellent, and he was good at observing and mimicking people. You only had to show something once for him to get it.


  After a couple of months of practice on the side, he could get a good and consistent results on even complicated jobs. The manager of the shop hired him, first at reduced pay while he was learning the ropes, and then on full pay after a few more months of experience. All of a sudden, he was working as a skilled professional. He broadened his skill base over the next years, learning to cut and braze, but he always returned to welding, which he found interesting and calming work. His reputation as a quick, careful and skilled expert served both him and the various employers he would come to have over the years well. Life was better than it had ever been.


  Except for the violence. That was Bart’s problem, the thing that he found increasingly hard to control. He lived in a neighborhood where certain types of disturbances were commonplace. He worked with people for whom “work hard, play hard” was a way of life; physical men who liked their drink and didn’t mind scaring up a bit of trouble every once in a while – men who were much like his father, actually, although that recognition was beyond Bart.


  There were plenty of things that could get Bart riled up, and often he wouldn’t even quite realize that it was happening until he found himself enraged. Somebody might be mocking him, or trying to intimidate him. On a few occasions, somebody actually attacked him for whatever reason without any real provocation. Put enough alcohol and hard-working men together, and these things will happen.


  There are warning sides when violence is about to erupt. More often than not, normal people can see when a situation is about to get dangerous. Humans are hard-wired to sense certain types of aggression and threats – if there’s a drunk looking for a fight, most people can tell at a glance that the person over there is trouble, even if he’s just sitting down and being quiet. Humans have built-in defenses for situations like this, hammered home by tens of thousands of years of socialization. Even if violence does erupt, there are still options for extricating yourself from the situation without escalating it – talking the other person down, acting submissive to appease the other person, intimidating them to a standstill, or simply running away, among others.


  But the part of Bart that was in charge of these things was irreparably broken. He typically couldn’t see the danger until he was already in the fight, and once a fight got started, he didn’t stop. In the circles he moved in, it was not uncommon for fights to spring out of supposedly good-natured horseplay, or simply too much booze – altercations that weren’t necessarily even considered real fights as such. Best friends could go a couple of rounds in the parking lot, and later on they’d be hugging and laughing together, feeling like warriors. Or there was a score to settle, a personal thing, and one guy’d get his ass kicked, but that’d be the end of it – maybe a few stitches would be required, maybe even a cast, if it was a hard fight, but there were certain limits in effect that people tended to respect, just like in the schoolyard years earlier.


  They didn’t apply to Bart. If somebody went down, he’d gladly go down with them, and keep punching even if they were defenseless or unconscious. If he went down, he wouldn’t stay down, no matter how badly he was hurt; if he was conscious, if his limbs still moved, he’d get back up. On one memorable occasion, the other man was armed with a knife, and Bart went in just the way he always did, not caring if he got stabbed or not. (He did, but he won the fight, as he generally did.) He put people in the hospital, and he got a reputation as a dangerous man with the kind of a temper you’d best steer clear of.


  For Bart, it was disturbing. It was as if a red haze descended over his field of vision after a certain point, and it was almost as if he was a passenger in his body, watching it do things that he could neither control nor care about. He cared afterwards; he didn’t think it was right for him to do this. He didn’t like violence, and he didn’t want to hurt people, but if somebody managed to hit his buttons, he’d go berserk.


  It was not an image that people who knew him could easily accept – it was not the Bart they knew – but the good-natured and reserved demeanor he was known for only went so far, and people started talking. Those in the know pointed out that it’d already happened, and others would nod gravely and say, “well, there you go.”


  Inevitably, all of this led to trouble with the law. There were fines, a little bit of community service, some mandatory (and utterly useless) anger management courses, but soon consensus took hold: Bart Gramby wasn’t a criminal. Bart Gramby was fucked in the head.


  He was 25 when he was put in a mental hospital for the first time.
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  Nicky looked up from his laptop as Carter walked through the door, and his weasel face twisted into an angry grimace before he managed to get it under control.


  Carter took in the room. There was a big flat screen TV, a PlayStation, a couch, and a big bodybuilder type in blue jeans and a tight, white polo shirt sitting on it, game controller in his hands. There was a glass-topped coffee table in front of the couch, loaded with remote controls, snacks and the bodybuilder’s feet. Music and sound effects were pouring out of the TV; there was a guy hanging off a ledge in there, not moving anywhere. There was a small fridge stuck under a small side table with its door open, and a short guy in an expensive designer suit, a red silk shirt, and enough hair gel to drown a horse peering into it. The place looked more like the living room of a frat house than an office, but there were still some filing cabinets, as well as a big desk for Nicky to feel like the boss behind, and a couple of expensive-looking leather chairs in front of it.


  Next to the desk was a surprise: a tall, blonde woman who Carter thought looked like a supermodel, which was to say, she was very skinny and dressed in clothes that nobody would ever actually wear in real life, but she had no sense of humor about it. The black pants were normal enough, as were the high heels, but the silver-colored shirt had weird slits and folds that puffed out and made her arms look like the Michelin Man’s. Or maybe it was a coat; that was what the dozen or so non-functional straps and buckles all over it seemed to suggest. Her hair was in a severe bun on the top of her head, and it gave her a slightly alien look. The dark eyeliner that completely surrounded her eyes accentuated the effect. He wasn’t quite sure if she was beautiful or what.


  “What the hell,” Nicky sputtered. “Jesus Christ!”


  “No, please, don’t get up,” Carter said. “Goes for you too, big guy, let’s all take it easy.”


  The well-dressed guy straightened his back and closed the fridge with his foot, slamming it harder than was necessary. Bottles clinked inside. As he turned to face Carter, a toothpick previously hidden by his face rotated into view. The man was shorter than he’d first seemed. He put his hands on his hips, sweeping his suit coat back in a none-too-subtle move. “I’m already standin’ up, pal,” he said. “You wanna tell me what to do, too?”


  Carter spread his hands. “You got me wrong. I’m trying to say, I’m just here to talk, is all.”


  Nicky sat heavily back down in his chair. “How the fuck did you get in here?” He hesitated, as if he’d finally realized that Carter didn’t come alone. “Jesus, what’d you bring the retard in here for?”


  Carter could see the bodybuilder still sitting down on the couch, but now he thumbed the game on pause and leaned forward, ready to get up. The slick-looking guy had taken a step closer, trying to flank him. He could feel Bart bristling beside him. He made his voice light and friendly. “Which question should I answer?”


  “Who is this?” the woman asked from Nicky.


  “This is Carter,” Nicky said, and Carter knew that his name meant something to her, which made the situation more interesting.


  “I see.” Her tone was like ice, and if looks could kill, Nicky would be bleeding. But he didn’t notice; he was too busy staring at Carter.


  Carter smiled at her. She didn’t like that Nicky had told Carter that, and that was also interesting.


  “We’ll talk later,” she said abruptly. “When your guarantee of privacy is worth something.” Even Nicky picked up on that subtext. He reddened. She picked her purse up off the desk, a silver rectangle that matched the shirt/coat/Bibendum impersonator outfit in color, if not in shape, and walked out past Carter and Bart, almost slamming the door as she went.


  Carter mock winced, then shot his eyebrows up. “Whoa,” he said, “she’s mad at you now, Nicky. What is she, slumming?”


  “Fuck you, Carter,” Nicky said, fury in his eyes. He slammed the laptop on his desk closed hard enough to make the glass next to it slop a little liquor on the desk. “You have no idea who you just fucked with.”


  “Not yet,” he replied. “But first things first.”


  “We got nothing to talk about.”


  A new, harder note crept into Carter’s voice. “No, Nicky. That’s the wrong thing to say to me right now.”


  Nicky had summoned enough willpower to calm down. He waved a dismissive arm at Carter. “You’re not worth my time, Carter. Word is, you’re slipping, getting sloppy, and you’re sick or fucked in the head or something. So fuck you, pal, you’re just another nobody now. You’re finished.”


  And just like that, Carter felt a smile spread itself on his lips, and a part of him knew he’d just come to the edge and slipped over it. It was almost like being on autopilot.


  “Really,” he said, and saw Nicky draw back in his chair, suddenly unnerved by the expression on his face.


  “Well,” Nicky said, his voice taking on a nervous tremor. “That’s what they say. I mean, they say all sorts of shit.”


  “They do. They do.” Carter took a step closer to Nicky, put his hands down flat on the desk, and saw Nicky’s eyes flick to the side, where the slick guy would be. “But talk’s one thing. Problem is, sometimes people get stupid and start listening. I’ll give you one thing, Nicky; I’ve been sloppy, not dealing with this sooner.”


  He heard the couch creak. The bodybuilder. At the same time, he felt a hand on his shoulder, and a cloud of stale cigarette smoke and cheap hair gel enveloped him. “Fun’s over, shitbird,” the guy said. “You’re leaving.”


  Carter didn’t move at all; he just turned his eyes towards Bart, who was standing there, almost like a statue, except for the nervous twitches.


  “Bart.”


  Bart seemed to come alive with a start.


  “Point the gun at Nicky, and if he tries something, pop him one right in the face.”


  Nobody moved for a moment. With his bad posture and almost comical look of confusion on his face, Bart looked completely unthreatening, like a lost child. He shifted his weight from one foot to another, but didn’t move. Then he nodded, his hand started to go for his pocket, and Carter felt the hand leave his shoulder in a hurry.


  “Oh, shit,” the slick guy said, and Nicky spun towards him, a shiny steel pen from the desk in his hand. He clicked it once with his thumb as he moved, and then it sunk into the slick guy’s bicep, going right through the suit, the high thread count not doing much to slow it down. He’d been reaching into the small of his back, but now he was busy screaming in shock, the toothpick flying off his mouth as if propelled by his voice. Carter kept moving, used his momentum and both of his hands to give the man a hard shove towards the bodybuilder, who was coming at them from the couch, busily digging into his pocket for a gun of his own.


  The slick guy connected with the bigger man and bounced off; the bodybuilder was a firm slab of well-trained meat, and it would take more than that to knock him down – but it did put him off balance for a moment. He took a step back, and then he bumped into the couch, carrying plenty of momentum of his own, but no space left to kill it in. He almost fell backwards and had to wave his arms to keep from being falling back down on his ass on the couch. It bought Carter a couple of seconds.


  Carter kept moving and stepped in after Slick, who was graduating from incoherent screaming to enraged swearing. Carter slammed his fist into the man’s face, felt cartilage crunch. He knew he had to work fast – the pen was painful enough to distract the man, but it didn’t really put the arm out of action, even though it jutted from the guy’s bicep. He grabbed for the man’s wrist, but now the man was starting to act like he was in a fight, instincts kicking in; he took a step to the side, offering his uninjured side to Carter. He’d been trained.


  He threw a quick punch at Carter’s face, forcing him to yank his head back, then followed that up with a fast knee that Carter blocked, only to realize that it was a feint that set him up for a classic Muay Thai left elbow strike. It was a textbook move, executed with speed and grace, but Carter saw it coming and let it sail past. Slick was good, but he was sloppy; he didn’t keep the hand close enough to the body, and on the end of the strike, Carter saw the opportunity to catch the elbow in his right hand and take the man’s wrist in his right, and he took it. After that, it was just a question of using the leverage he had, and Slick’s own speed did most of the work for him. Carter twisted hard, pushing up with his left hand and yanked the other down and back even as he stepped behind Slick. He felt, rather than heard the arm pop, and Slick howled like a wounded animal.


  Carter gave the arm one more savage yank for good measure, just to drive the point home, then let go, slipped his left arm around Slick’s neck from behind and put his right hand on his belt. He felt the gun there, but didn’t go for it; instead, he spun the man around to put him firmly between himself and the bodybuilder, and then he grabbed the gun.


  The bodybuilder finally had his gun out, but it wasn’t up yet, and that made things easier. Carter took a step back, sliding his hand from around Slick’s neck, trailing it over his shoulder, then grabbed the man’s collar from behind, held him in position and planted a foot on the small of his back. He kicked out hard, propelling the man forward at the bodybuilder, and this time the impact was much harder. The bodybuilder fell back on the couch, and Slick slammed down on the coffee table. The glass top shattered at the impact, exploding into thousands of pieces of tempered glass, leaving Slick hanging on the steel frame below.


  When the glass top went, Carter felt the pieces of safety glass pepper his legs; he was already coming fast at the bodybuilder. He stepped on the man’s wrist as hard as he could, which didn’t do much damage since it was in the middle of the cushions, but it pinned his gun hand for a second, and Carter took the opportunity to smash him in the forehead with the butt of the gun he held in his own hand.


  The bodybuilder didn’t go down as he’d expected. Instead, he growled deep in his throat, and grabbed a hold of Carter’s coat with his left hand. He yanked.


  The man was strong, much stronger than Carter, and he tossed Carter off his feet with ease. He landed on top of Slick, who howled again. The gun went flying off Carter’s hand, and he had no idea where it ended up at. He tried to roll clear, but he was tangled up on top of Slick, who kept bucking; the steel frame of the coffee table seemed to exist for the sole purpose of making movement difficult, and then he saw the bodybuilder from the corner of his eye – or not exactly; Carter’s back was to the big man, but he caught sight of enough of him to give him an idea of what he was up to, that beefy arm coming up at him, and he knew what was on the end of it.


  He got a foot on the carpet, and that gave him traction; he pushed back towards the bodybuilder as hard as he could, and that got him leverage. He slammed into the big man’s body, back first, which probably hurt him more than his opponent, but it was fast enough to get him inside the man’s reach, leaving the gun outside, and it knocked him back down on the couch a second time. He could see the arm and the gun above him, the guy trying to angle it down so he could get a shot, but as long as he was this close, it was easier said than done; the big man didn’t want to shoot himself by accident, and he had trouble twisting the gun around, all that muscle costing him mobility. Then Carter felt the other arm come around him, grabbing him in a one-armed bear hug, and that was no joke – so he wasn’t very quick or agile, but the man could squeeze hard, even with just the one arm, and Carter felt the air go out of him.


  With his lungs empty, he felt helpless and weak. But he didn’t have his arms pinned. He used one hand to control the gun arm, distract the man, and then he used the arm wrapped around his torso as a landing strip that guided his other elbow home. He smashed it into the man’s face once, then did it again rapidly a second time, and a third time, and that was when the arm around him went slack and the gun hit the carpet.


  He gulped sweet air, got to his feet, the safety glass crunching around his feet the only sound he could hear, except for Slicky’s wheezing breathing from the remains of the coffee table. He glanced back to see the bodybuilder’s eyes rolling back; there was a huge bruise on his cheek and another on his forehead, and the spot where he’d hit him with the gun butt was bleeding pretty openly. The man breathed heavily, down for the count. He wasn’t quite unconscious, but he sure as wasn’t hell getting up, either. Slicky glared up at him from the floor, his face a mask of pain, hatred, and fear. Incredibly, his hair was still perfect, the hair gel holding fast.


  On the other side of the room, everything was tired. Bart, his face twitching, had his gun pointed in Nicky’s overall direction. Nicky was ashen-faced, frozen in place, as Carter had known he would be. He knew Nicky, and knew that even if there was an opportunity to act, he wouldn’t take it, not with a gun in his face.


  “Be right with you, Bart,” Carter said, a little out of breath. “And you, Nicky.”


  He bent down to pick up the bodybuilder’s gun, a snub-nosed .38, and then looked around until he spotted the other gun, a compact Glock 19. He walked over and picked that up, too. Slicky kept watching him.


  He looked at the revolver mournfully – he couldn’t think of an easy way to disable it; there weren’t any detachable parts and he didn’t want to carry it around. He wasn’t sure how long this period of clarity would last, and a part of him was already starting to be concerned with what would happen when he started slipping back.


  If he forgot that he had a gun in his pocket, one that was not only stolen, but could have been used in any number of crimes, things could get real ugly real fast if he got picked up by the cops. But he didn’t want to leave it lying around, either, just in case somebody got ideas. Carter didn’t like guns; they were noisy and messy, and made situations like this much harder to control. He weighed the revolver in his hand, suppressed a sigh. He emptied the shells from the .38 and slipped them in his pocket, then put the revolver in another one.


  Then he ejected the magazine from the Glock, let it fall on the carpet, and racked the slide back. A live round was ejected.


  “You carry a gun with a round up the spout? Are you stupid or a serious badass?” he asked Slick.


  “Fuck you,” the man said. It came out as a pained grunt.


  “I wasn’t making fun of you,” Carter said. He detached the slide, took out the barrel and the spring, and scattered them around the room. “I think it was a reasonable question.”


  The coolly logical part of his mind kept saying that he should wipe them down, but this wasn’t the time for that sort of thing. He settled for quickly sliding the edge of his hand down the surfaces; that should take care of it, or close enough. He knew it wouldn’t become an issue, but at the same time, the thought of getting nailed for something simply because he left his prints on a gun wouldn’t go away.


  This kind of thinking set him apart from other people in the life, he knew; there was an obsessive element in it, something he could never entirely control. It was a paradox that had often haunted and aggravated him, and at times caused him great anxiety – that need to be in control that in itself was a thing he couldn’t control.


  Even as he thought about it, he realized that he hadn’t felt that need lately, and he hadn’t missed it, and he froze in place, his back turned to the rest of the room. Cold sweat beaded his forehead, and he felt a tremor in his fingers, and then he locked that thought down and pushed it away as hard as he could. This was not the time to go there.


  He squared his shoulders and walked over to the bodybuilder to check on him. The man was coming back to the land of the living. The cut on his face was still bleeding, and his face was rapidly blossoming in exciting new colors, but he was conscious enough to shoot a sullen glance at Carter.


  “You okay?” Carter asked.


  The man shrugged.


  “You just sit there while I have a little chat with Nicky. You’re gonna be fine.”


  Then he bent down to the other man, who was still on the floor, looking uncomfortable, but in too much pain to move. He took an experimental hold of his arm, and the man instantly stiffened, anticipating pain.


  “Okay, Slicky,” he said, “I’m gonna pick you up, put you on the couch next to your big friend there, okay? It’ll hurt when I do it, but you’ll be more comfortable.”


  “Fuck you,” the man spat out. Then he shook his head, dejected. “Yeah, okay.”


  Carter was careful to not touch the arm he’d mangled, which wasn’t easy, since the other one still had the pen sticking out of it. He helped the man on his feet. It wasn’t too easy; the slick man was in pretty bad shape, and it took him a lot of effort to not moan out loud. Carter lowered him down on the couch, and the guy clung to him like a child. Embarrassment stood plain on his face, but Carter didn’t do anything to show that he’d noticed. There was no point in humiliating the guy.


  “I don’t think I broke anything too badly,” he said once he had the guy settled on the couch. “I’m gonna leave the pen in your other arm, okay? I know you want it out, but just in case I hit an artery or something, it’s probably better that way – so the blood stays where it’s supposed to. Leave it for the emergency room to handle.”


  The man didn’t say anything, he just leaned back. He was very pale, and breathed through his teeth. Now a few stray hairs hung in his face. “Just business, huh?” His voice sounded thin.


  “That’s right,” Carter said.


  “Thanks for not being a dick about it, I guess,” the guy said. He didn’t seem very thankful, but Carter could hardly blame him.


  “You guys just sit tight.”


  Then he walked to the other side of the room, to Bart and Nicky. Neither of them had moved. Carter sat down in one of the leather chairs opposite Nicky’s desk and leaned back. The chair let out a hiss of air as he settled on it. He was a little winded himself, but not much, and he made sure to not show it. Nicky looked different. He’d regained some of his color, but the swagger was gone from his demeanor.


  “What do you want?” Nicky asked.


  “Lots of things. We’ll take them one by one. First of all, Bart here doesn’t owe you shit anymore.”


  Nicky was nodding before he’d completed his sentence.


  “Sure, yeah, okay. We’re square.”


  “Sit down, Bart, we’re gonna talk. Don’t put the gun away, though, I like the effect it has on Nicky.”


  “Okay,” Bart said. The voice came out as a kind of a croak, and Bart cleared his throat, swallowed.


  Nicky looked angry, but he didn’t say anything. Bart came around the chair, sat down in it. Then he brought the gun up and pointed it in Nicky’s general direction again. He had his finger on the trigger, Carter noted, and wished he could tell Bart to take it off. It didn’t seem smart, the way the man fidgeted and twitched. He put it out of his mind – if Bart hadn’t squeezed an accidental shot off during the fight, he was probably all right now. Probably.


  “And Nicky, I don’t mean that you agree with me now, and as soon as I’m gone, you call up the legbreaker squad and scream about how nobody gets away with this shit.”


  Nicky blinked slowly.


  “I know how you work. Something happens to him, I’ll know about it, and the next time I fuck you, it’s not going to be like this. This is just a chat. The next time, I start making moves. I don’t mean I come over and beat up a couple of guys, I mean I start taking your stupid little operation apart. Do you understand?”


  Nicky’s brow furrowed in anger, but he nodded.


  “Say it.”


  “I understand.”


  Carter leaned forward, pointed a finger at Nicky. “I’m glad you understand. Because you know what, Nicky? You’ve made this a point of principle for me. It’s not because I’ve sworn some kind of a blood oath with Bart and we’re brothers to the end – hell, I just met the guy earlier today and there’s no reason his problems should be my problems. Except you had to try to be so fucking clever, and guess what? Because of that, his problem became my problem. And solving problems is what I do.”


  “I understand,” Nicky repeated.


  “Not yet, you don’t. There’s more.” Carter leaned back in the chair, listened to the soft, almost inaudible hiss of escaping air again. It was a very nice chair. “I’m a man who pays his debts. That’s not because I have a code of honor or something, it’s just that being a deadbeat is bad for business, no matter what business you’re in. And you go around telling people I owe you money, a lot of money.”


  “It’s a misunderstanding,” Nicky said. “That’s all it is.”


  “That’d be a hell of a misunderstanding, Nicky,” Carter said, “and if I hear you bullshit me like that one more time, pretend none of what I’m talking about ever even happened, I’m just gonna ask Bart here to slap you around a little. You know how it goes with him, right? That once he gets riled up, he’s kinda hard to calm down. And I’m pretty sure he’s got a lot of pent-up anger directed at you.”


  Nicky kept his mouth shut.


  “Now, the thing is, this wasn’t a shakedown. Right? You knew you wouldn’t be getting a hundred grand off me. I mean, there’s no way I’m going to pay you a red cent if I don’t really owe it to you, and anyway, I’ve never owed you a thing, except maybe a couple of helpings of the dish best served cold.”


  “The, uh, what? The dish—“


  “Revenge, Nicky, you ignorant motherfucker,” Carter snapped. ”Christ, try to keep up. So the way I see it, you thought you were being clever, that you could take me out, if you got really lucky, or at least tie me down with some bullshit after the cops got me cold on killing Bart, but it didn’t work out for you. See, if you weren’t a lazy little weasel, if you’d bothered to actually do your research, and you’d have known that Bart isn’t retarded, or a psycho.”


  “But you said—“


  Carter held up his hands. “You’re not hearing me. I’m not saying he doesn’t have certain issues, a medical condition that complicates his life – like if I ask him to fuck you up, he won’t stop until you’re well and truly fucked, but he’s not a mad dog killer. So he didn’t try to kill me, and I didn’t try to kill him. We got along okay, and got out of there before the cops showed.”


  “I don’t know anything about any cops,” Nicky said. “You can’t put that on me.”


  “Nicky, please, you’ve been diming people all your goddamn life. You didn’t pop your cherry on this one.”


  “Okay, fine, Jesus,” Nicky said. He put his elbows on the table and rubbed his eyes with his palms, looking tired. “What do you want from me?”


  Carter grinned. “You know what I want. See, you got no reason to do any of this shit. The best case scenario, if everything had gone exactly right for you, I would be hours dead now.” He got up from the leather chair, heard it suck in air. He strolled slowly over to the other side of the desk as he spoke, hands in the pockets of his coat, taking his time about it. Nicky kept his eyes on him, wary. “But I know that there’s no upside in that for you. We’re not competing for the same market share. We’re not even in the same business. We’re not beefing over anything – well, we weren’t, anyway.” He stopped next to Nicky’s chair. “Of course, you’ve gone ahead and fucked that up, so who knows how the day’s gonna end?”


  “Look, hey, man, just listen to me—“


  Carter held up a hand, and Nicky shut his mouth. “Anyway, you knew where to find me, and that’s interesting, but we’ll come back to that. First things first.”


  The little man glared up at him, waiting for it, trying to toughen himself up for it. “What do you want, Carter?”


  Carter slipped behind Nicky’s chair, put his hands on its back.


  “You know what I want. You didn’t do this for yourself. You did it for somebody else.”


  He leaned down, slipped his hands down to Nicky’s shoulders, squeezed, put his lips right next to the man’s ear.


  He whispered it: “What I want, Nicky, is a name.”
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  When Nicky embarked on the second leg of his criminal career, he knew he’d have to make serious changes. He’d been hanging out with the wrong sort of people and committing the wrong sort of crimes. Running hookers had been profitable for him, and could easily continue to be that – and he certainly enjoyed the fringe benefits. But it didn’t feel safe, anymore. He didn’t want to do any more time.


  Typically, prostitution was a crime where a smart and careful pimp could stay ahead of the police. If somebody took a fall, it was generally the prostitute, not the pimp. But that could work both ways – if the cops flipped one of his girls, he was vulnerable. Somebody could be wearing a wire, getting him to say something. Furthermore, his position was dependent on his ability to keep his stable in line, and that necessitated the threat of violence, and, on occasion, the reality of the same. It wasn’t a bad way to make a living, Nicky thought, but it was low-rent and cheap, and it kept him connected to the street level. And if there was one thing Nicky knew for sure, it was that he wanted off the street. He wanted respect and prestige, and it’s hard for a pimp to get either from anyone who isn’t directly involved with his business. And he wanted to shift the risk on others.


  Of course, that didn’t mean that Nicky stopped pimping. He needed a nest egg, and he knew how to earn it. But this time it was different. He was saving money, making plans for the future, working towards a purpose. He’d always enjoyed the lifestyle and spent money like there was no tomorrow, but now his lifestyle was sparse. He used to throw money around wherever he went, just to make sure people knew he had it, that he was a somebody, but he now knew that was the wrong thing to do – that sort of thing got attention, and Nicky didn’t want any if he could avoid it.


  So Nicky Nicholson ran whores, funneled the money to other projects, kept his nose clean, and dreamed about making it big, being respectable, getting the invites to all the right parties, being called “sir” by the people who worked the doors in the truly exclusive clubs and “friend” by the people who really mattered. In short, Nicky was getting into politics, even if he didn’t know it yet.


  By the time he hit 30, Nicky had established himself as a well-known underworld figure. He was no longer a pimp; he’d moved up from running whores to running pimps, providing protection for them and taking a cut of their profits. It insulated him from the street level. He didn’t touch drugs – not because they weren’t profitable, because they were, but because he didn’t want the heat that came with them, and he especially didn’t want the harder convictions that came with any crime that was connected to them. Loansharking was profitable. So was smuggling – not drugs, of course, but there was always money in tax-free alcohol and cigarettes, or a truckload of heisted Xboxes, for that matter. Nicky had become a middle man, the kind of a person who could put people in touch with other people, or who could get you what you needed, even if – and especially if – you needed a truckload of it.


  And that was really what put him on another level, in the end – the ability to get things that other people needed. For example, let’s take a developer working on a building site, who needed 500 yards of fiber-reinforced concrete. That would have set them back about 50 grand, just for the materials alone – not a huge expense by building site standards, of course, but definitely a sizable chunk of cash, and as any accountant would be glad to tell you in excruciating detail, it all adds up.


  Nicky, however, could provide the very same materials for 40 grand. Such a saving was an attractive proposition. Maybe it allowed the developer to stay under budget, or find the money for something else. Or maybe the budget didn’t change a bit, but the extra 10 grand the developer saved ended up in his own pocket, even if the paperwork wasn’t updated to reflect the savings.


  Nicky, of course, got the materials for far, far less – sometimes he only had to pay for the labor, and got a free vehicle for his trouble as well. He turned a great profit, and more importantly, it bought him influence with the developers. Sometimes it required finessing or even blackmailing them, but often his relationship with them was friendly, even open. Nicky’s cover as an importer and exporter of various goods worked well, and he learned to keep his paperwork clean.


  With business influence, political influence followed. Nicky had made inroads into the unions, and there were many ventures he could help or hinder in various ways – for example, a building site could be crippled by faulty safety equipment at the time of an inspection, or a missing shipment of goods could cause a retail store to shut down. On the other hand, Nicky could also make things easier. A company’s competitor could turn out to be having serious problems, or even an accidental fire. Embarrassing details about a key figure could leak to the press. Nicky’s union connections could be a blessing or a curse, depending on which side of an argument you happened to be.


  So it was inevitable that politicians would like Nicky, or at least what Nicky could do for them. Campaign donations were the obvious thing, of course, but Nicky could also arrange for street crime to become a problem in an area to drive down property prices, or provide influential people with special parties and party favors – or do other favors. Nicky liked to do favors. He had a reputation as a guy who could get things done.


  Still, even though Nicky had certainly gained a degree of respectability that he had previously only dreamed of, fundamentally he remained the same man he had always been. For all of his success, Nicky kept making mistakes, and he had come no closer to acquiring the three things he’d lacked before – patience, insight and moral fiber. He’d denied his nature long enough to get his feet on the ladder, but at soon as he left the street level behind, he started getting sloppy.


  Nicky made sure to not get in trouble with the law; that was one lesson he’d learned, and he was good at insulating himself from anything that might blow back on him. He employed expensive lawyers and laundered his money carefully and extensively. But he cut corners where he could, and he was always a creature of opportunity with little concern for the long haul. He had his plan for the future, and he stuck to that, but he had little interest in how other, seemingly unconnected decisions might impact on it.


  For example, if he’d promised somebody to deliver a shipment, and another opportunity to turn a better profit on it came along, he didn’t hesitate to leave his first customer hanging. That said customer might become angry, or reconsider doing business with Nicky in the future never seemed to have a big impact on Nicky. He routinely betrayed confidences, and while he took care to cover his own ass when he did so, and continued to be useful enough to be kept around, that didn’t change the fact he would never be accepted into the upper echelons of society, into the real halls of power. He simply wasn’t trusted enough, never mind liked.


  Even Nicky, despite his characteristic lack of insight into the forces that shaped his life, realized that there was a glass ceiling that stopped his advancement, but he never quite understood what it was, or why it was there. To him, it was evidence of the inherent snobbishness of the ruling classes, something that was designed to keep down people like him, people who didn’t have the right parents or the right upbringing. (The fact that he did, in fact, have the former and could easily have had the latter, had he bothered to apply himself even a little, was something he honestly never seemed to be quite cognizant of.)


  It never occurred to him that the problem might be much simpler than that. For all his self-esteem problems and his quite conscious attempts to make himself a well-respected man, he could never quite wrap his head around the idea that at the end of the day, he was an unlikeable and big-mouthed ex-pimp with a criminal record, a reputation for foolish opportunism and a habit of betraying confidences. It didn’t keep people from dealing with him, but it did make them want to keep him at arm’s length.


  And of course, it eventually got him in over his head. For years, he had enjoyed a position of freedom and power; he didn’t have all the respect he wanted, but he had enough, and he was wealthy and successful. And when the opportunity to deal with very powerful men came, he took it and never looked back. A more cautious man would have taken precautions, covered his ass. Nicky simply assumed that he was moving to another level, that his time was finally here – that he had made it.


  When it finally dawned on him that there really was a whole another set of rules that some people got to play by, it was too late. For a criminal, a man who made a living out of transgressions, Nicky was shockingly naïve. It never really occurred to him that he might not be protected by lack of “evidence” or “grounds for prosecution,” or that all the things he had and took pride in could very easily turn into things he might lose if he didn’t cooperate.


  Not for the first or last time in his life, Nicky couldn’t understand how he had suddenly become somebody else’s bitch.
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  “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Nicky said, his voice tight. “I told you, this is all a misunderstanding.”


  Carter patted Nicky’s shoulders, then stepped around the chair towards Nicky’s desk, laid one buttock on the edge of it, making sure to keep out of Bart’s line of fire. Not that he had a lot of faith in Bart’s aim, but then he didn’t think he would pull the trigger, no matter what. What counted was that Nicky saw the gun.


  “You could start off by telling me the name of that woman.”


  Nicky licked his lips. “What woman?”


  Carter sighed. “Okay. We’ll do this another way.”


  He picked up the laptop from the desk, weighed it in his hand. It was metallic red and expensive. He looked at Nicky.


  “You’re not a total moron, whatever you’ve got here’s gonna be encrypted. This is the 21st century, right? You’re careful about that kinda stuff.”


  He opened the laptop screen, glanced at it, then turned it around in his hands so the screen and the login prompt on it faced Nicky. Nicky stared at the screen, then raised his eyes to Carter’s face. He scowled.


  “So what I’d like, Nicky, is for you to log in to this computer,” Carter said. “I think I should take a look at your files.”


  Something flickered in Nicky’s eyes for an instant, and he blinked. “Uh… no. No way.”


  “Type in the password, Nicky.”


  “No.”


  Carter glanced back at Bart and grinned. “How do you feel about torture, Bart?”


  Bart started, as if he only now realized that he was a part of this. “What?”


  “Torture. You feeling up to it?”


  Bart stared at Carter, who winked at him, out of Nicky’s sight. Bart’s features did a rapid shuffle, but after a while, his eyes focused on Nicky. Nicky held the stare for a second, then dropped his eyes.


  “I don’t know,” Bart said slowly. “I haven’t done it. I heard it’s not real effective. People say whatever they think you want to hear.”


  “That’s true,” Carter agreed, a little surprised; then he reminded himself that Bart was smarter than he looked, and then, an instant later, he remembered that having to remind himself about that was not a good sign. “Shit,” he said out loud, without meaning to.


  Bart’s eyes snapped to him, and the man frowned. “What?”


  Carter clamped down on his doubts, forced a smile on his face, turned back to Nicky. “If I start slicing you up, you’re gonna start talking soon. Everybody does.”


  “Bullshit,” Nicky said, his face suddenly pale.


  “Well, sure, maybe not everybody. Some people are just stubborn, or fucked in the head. Hey, put enough Jesus in ‘em, some people will take anything. But Nicky, none of that’s you.”


  “No, I mean, you’re not gonna torture me.”


  Carter ignored him. “I could get you to talk, spit out those names, tell me everything I want to hear. But Bart’s right. That Jack Bauer shit? Not a real good idea. I won’t know if you’re bullshitting me or what. Could be you’re telling me the truth, could be you know I won’t like the truth, or believe it, or that you think telling me something else will please me more. Could even be that you don’t know the truth at all, for that matter. It gets tricky, especially because if it was information I could easily find out some other way, I wouldn’t bother torturing you. So I could be stuck chasing some bullshit story for days, wasting time. Or you could even get cute, try to sic on me on somebody you hate. You see what I’m getting at, it’s not the smart move.”


  Nicky slumped back in his chair, a relieved look on his face. “I knew you weren’t gonna do it.”


  Carter held up a hand. “Not finished yet, Nicky. Pay attention. See, all of what I said is true. But Nicky, that goes out the window when the torturer is in a position to immediately confirm the information given out by the torturee.” He paused. “Is that a word? Torturee? The tortured? Anyway.”


  Nicky blinked slowly, not getting it. Carter tapped a jaunty little rhythm against the laptop’s screen with his fingers.


  “The information I want right now is the password, Nicky. And I can confirm it, because if you get it right, I’ll get into this computer. For this particular question, I’ve got me a foolproof bullshit detector right here. If you don’t tell me, I’ll hurt you. See, on this level, torture’s a pretty good tool.”


  Nicky’d gone white. He looked towards the couch. The bodybuilder and Slick were staring down at their shoes, not wanting to get involved. He looked at Bart, who stared right back at him, unblinking, his eyes wild and strange. He looked at Carter, who smiled at him like a shark.


  “Hairy titties,” he croaked.


  “What?”


  “Hairy titties,” Nicky repeated. “One word, capital H, an underscore at the end.”


  Carter picked up a pad of Post-It notes and tossed it on Nicky’s lap, followed it up with a pencil. “Write it down for me.”


  Nicky wrote, and Carter took the pad. He looked at the password – Hairytitties_ – suppressed a chuckle, and tapped it in. The computer unlocked itself dutifully. Carter smiled, looked at the icons on the desktop, and for a moment, he lost himself, reading the file names, looking at the painted picture of some kind of a bikini model with a sword, riding a dragon.


  Nicky cleared his throat, and Carter snapped out of it, his diaphragm suddenly tightening, a rush of adrenaline slamming into his body. He glanced around; everything in the room was the same as before, but suddenly he felt cold. It was time to get out of here.


  “Hairy titties,” Carter said. “You always were a class act.”


  “Fuck you,” Nicky replied, but there was no weight behind the words.


  “I’ll be taking this with me,” Carter said, closing the laptop. “Nice doing business with you.”


  Nicky didn’t say anything. He glared at Carter, but there was no fight in him.


  Carter nodded towards Bart. “He’s clear. He’s not in this anymore.”


  Nicky looked startled, then nodded. “Yeah. I got it.”


  Carter stared at Nicky, making his eyes hard. It felt like an effort, but he did it.


  “I got it,” Nicky repeated, a pleading note in his voice. “It’s done, okay?” He turned to look at Bart. “I apologize for the trouble. The debt’s canceled. Good luck to you and your mother, you won’t hear from me again, and I hope to God we never see each other again as long as I live. All right?”


  “Nicely done,” Carter said. “That was almost polite. And this should go without saying, but since you’re you, I’m just gonna spell it out for you – this shit about me owing you? You make that rumor go away. I hear that again, I’m gonna come back. I can’t have that, Nicky. Bullshit like that, I don’t need.” I’m rambling, he thought. I should stop. “I’ve done a lot of low-class bullshit in my life, but a loan from you? You? Jesus Christ, Nicky. You should know better.”


  “Okay, fine,” Nicky muttered, looking at him strangely. “Enough. You got what you wanted, get outta here.”


  Carter forced himself to shut up, got up, slipped the laptop under his arm. “With pleasure.” He nodded at the two injured men on the couch with his head.  “Get these two to the hospital. Not their fault their boss is a fucking moron.”


  Nicky fumed, but nodded quickly, eager to be rid of him. He walked out, Bart in tow.


  Outside, Monica was nowhere in sight. Carter turned to Bart, saw that he was still holding the gun. “Give me that, and hold this.”


  Bart handed it over without argument, and accepted the laptop Carter was holding out. Carter wiped down the gun, held it in the handkerchief then reached up and tossed it on top of a fluorescent light fixture that was hanging from the ceiling. The movement felt hard; suddenly, his head seemed to swim, and he had to steady himself against Monica’s desk, just a little.


  “Are you all right?” Bart asked.


  “That might brighten up someone’s day,” he said, “or maybe we get lucky and there’s a raid, and it’s something for Nicky to explain. C’mon, let’s go.”


  “The other gun,” Bart said.


  Carter’s hand went to his pocket, found the bodybuilder’s .38.


  “Jesus fuck,” he breathed. He wiped it down, slipped it up next to the other revolver.


  Bart didn’t say anything, and Carter felt a wave of gratitude toward him, for that little kindness. Carter took the laptop back, and they strolled through the offices downstairs. The whole thing hadn’t taken them more than fifteen minutes. The man in the lobby was still there, now speaking on a cell phone; he barely looked up when they went past.


  Outside, the young goon Carter had taken down first was sitting on the stairs leading to the front door, an ice pack on his knee. He looked up sullenly as they came out, and wouldn’t meet Carter’s eyes, which was just as well with Carter. Monica was sitting next to him, smoking a cigarette. She stood up when they came down the steps.


  “I’ll walk you out,” she said, her tone light.


  “You don’t have to,” Carter said, but she did it anyway.


  “You took the kid down pretty hard,” she said. “I think his knee’s really messed up. It might require surgery.”


  Carter shrugged.


  “Used to be you’d just sweet-talk guys like him. God knows he’s dumb enough for that. From what I heard, it got kind of rough in the office, too. Is everybody still alive in there?”


  “Yeah. You know I don’t like bodies,” Carter said. “I thought Nicky had the office soundproofed.”


  “He did,” Monica said, “which should tell you something about how subtle you were.” She paused, then stopped walking and said, “Carter.”


  He stopped, too, and turned to look at her. She dropped the cigarette, met his eyes, her face unreadable. “It was nice knowing you. I mean it. It’s been nice.”


  Carter shook his head, suddenly confused. He blinked hard, aware of how it made him look, unable to stop, and he found he didn’t care about it anymore. Her dark eyes didn’t waver. “I don’t follow,” he said.


   “I’m saying, you’re not well. I can see it. I just wanted to say that I know you always went out of your way to be nice to me and the rest of the girls, and I appreciate it. We all did. Are you gonna be okay?”


  “Yeah, of course. I’m fine.”


  She shook her head at that, sadly. “Of course you are. I can see that.” She looked back at the kid, still sitting down on the stairs, holding the knee and looking miserable. “This is what it’s like, getting old in the life. People keep checking out.”


  He didn’t know what to say, so he said the first thing that came to his mind. “I stashed two guns in the lighting fixture above your desk. You should probably get rid of them so you don’t get in trouble.”


  She gave him a little smile, the deep brown eyes unreadable, and took his hand in hers for a briefest moment. Then she turned on her heel, headed back in. It wasn’t until they were out of the gate that Carter remembered that she didn’t used to smile at him, or anyone, but he wasn’t sure what to make of it.


  “Well, I think you’re off the hook,” he said to Bart as they walked back to the car. “I don’t think he’ll bother you again. There’s no upside to it.”


  “Were you really gonna torture him?”


  “I knew I wouldn’t have to.”


  “But if he’d been stubborn,” Bart insisted. “If he thought you were bluffing.”


  Carter tamped his annoyance down, but couldn’t keep it entirely out of his voice. He was starting to feel very tired. “Well, then he would’ve gotten punched.”


  “But—“


  “Look, I wouldn’t have tried that if I didn’t know him, okay?”


  “Okay. What’s the computer gonna tell you?”


  Carter shrugged. “Probably nothing much. Nicky’s not very smart, but he’s good on the basics. I doubt he’s stupid enough to talk about this kind of stuff on e-mail or leave a trail of anything illegal on his personal computer. That’s the kind of evidence prosecutors love, and he knows it. Did you see the look on his face when I went for the computer? He was relieved, and I barely had to threaten him until he folded. That was another reason I played it like that.”


  Bart looked at Carter curiously. “So it was all a waste of time? What, did you just do this to prove something to me?”


  “Oh, I wouldn’t say that,” Carter said. They’d arrived at his car, and he leaned against it heavily and sighed, feeling tired. He thought for a moment, then shrugged. “I mean, sure, that was a part of it, I guess. I promised I’d help you, and I didn’t want to leave you hanging. And hey, I’m sure I can pull up all sorts of useful shit off the hard drive, even if it isn’t directly helpful here. But that’s not the point, I don’t really care about that. That was just misdirection, a way to make him think he played me. I got something else out of this.”


  He unlocked the car door, got inside, and after a moment, Bart did the same. Carter dug into his pocket, fished out a small transceiver, switched it on. There was some static and movement sounds, and then Nicky’s voice.


  “That fucking asshole. Jesus, look at this place.”


  Carter turned the volume down.


  “I bugged his chair and his suit collar, and everything he’s saying’s going to get recorded. And you know he’s about to go crying to daddy about what just happened.”


  Bart looked at Carter with something that might have been bewilderment, or admiration. There was no way to tell.


  “C’mon,” Carter said, “I’ll drive you to your mom’s.”


  He started the car engine, and turned up the volume on the transceiver, and that was when Nicky said the name Burwick.
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  As a little boy, Aaron Burwick Jr. wanted to become an astronaut or the man who got to drive around in the excavator and dig big holes all over the place, but it turned out he wasn’t well suited for either job. You needed perfect vision to be an astronaut, and he was nearsighted, so that was that, and you had to be a fucking cocksucking asshole to work in construction, as his father informed him, so that was that.


  His father was somewhat biased, of course; he was a former property developer forced out of business by his notoriously bad relationship with the unions that provided the manpower he needed. It didn’t help that certain accounting irregularities came to the attention of the authorities, and he had to spend two years fending off IRS investigators, federal prosecutors and other pests who never quite managed to prove that he was guilty of much of anything at all, though not for lack of trying. Eventually, two witnesses who were willing to testify that Aaron Burwick Sr. was far more involved in and aware of these irregularities disappeared, and the case went away – but by then he was considered to be poison by just about everybody he’d ever worked with.


  His father was forced to sell the company. He put the money he got from it into the stock market and kept investing until they were very wealthy – almost rich, but not quite. Still, the bitterness over the miserable crashing and burning of his first business venture never quite went away, so going anywhere near an excavator wasn’t much of an option for little Aaron. Daddy could hold a grudge like nobody else; his temper was famous, and at least when he was among friends, the mere sight of a construction site could trigger a fifteen-minute rant that, in a nutshell, established that all of those hard-hat-wearing cocksuckers liked to suck cock, and fuck them. By the time it started to occur to Burwick that perhaps his father wasn’t the final authority on these matters and he could probably be in that excavator if he really wanted to, he was already pretty far along on a completely different path.


  Burwick grew up in comfortable surroundings. There were people to take care of the home that they lived in – a large house that was almost, but not quite, a mansion. There was no shortage of toys. They took frequent vacations all over the world. His education was expensive and comprehensive. Their money was new money, which denied them entry in some circles, but it kept coming in at a steady pace, which was more than enough to welcome them into others.


  By the time Burwick was ready to leave high school, the family fortune had swelled enough to propel them firmly into the “rich” category, and whatever legal troubles Aaron Burwick Sr. had had, they were forgotten by everybody except the man himself, who had by then turned carrying grudges into an obsessive lifestyle, making himself more and more difficult to live with. Over the years, the elder Burwick attained a reputation as a contentious and cantankerous man whose temper was a thing to be feared, but like many people who had more money than they knew what to do with, he could get away with it. Eventually, his father existed in that often nebulous zone that lay squarely between entertaining eccentricity and insufferable agitation. To be fair, he was hardly the only notoriously difficult figure in those circles, and his money spent just as well as anybody else’s.


  So, with space flights and digging huge holes utterly ruled out, Aaron had to look for another career, and he decided to go into politics. It wasn’t exactly a whim. He’d stuck his toe in the pool in high school; a term as a class president had sparked a vague interest in the field, and it seemed like the type of work where a smart, outgoing, handsome and charismatic man such as himself might have a future. Of course, at that point he didn’t really think of that a job in itself, so he decided to study law, much to the delight of his parents.


  When he graduated from Harvard, he had gained a far more comprehensive understanding of both politics and the society he lived in, and he became a prosecutor in the District Attorney’s office. He was a staunch conservative, and the idea of putting people behind bars held a certain appeal, but that was an added bonus; what he really was interested in was the local political power he hoped to accrue, and with which he hoped to build himself into a significant power in the state, perhaps the country. The DA’s position was nominally a judicial position, but Burwick knew perfectly well that in reality, it was all about the politics. He thought it fit him perfectly; it was considerable authority combined with the ability to generate press at he drop of a hat.


  His father didn’t seem capable of comprehending the idea of someone being a prosecutor mostly for political reasons. In what could be best characterized as a frank exchange of views, his father explained in an increasingly furious tone that he still remembered those days over two decades ago when he had fucking prosecutors and cocksucking investigators crawling so deep into his goddamn ass that he couldn’t even fart without subpoenas and warrants flying all over the place. He then reversed his much earlier position and mused that perhaps his son should have gone into construction after all, because even that would have been better than turning into some kind of a government faggot. Much of this criticism was delivered by shouting.


  It was during this long, difficult and extremely loud conversation that Aaron Burwick Jr. suddenly caught himself considering the possibility that his father had some kind of mental problems, and a subsequent diagnosis revealed that he suffered from Alzheimer’s disease, which hadn’t progressed very far, but which he had probably been already suffering from for years. It might have been noticed earlier, but the old man’s reputation for aggressive and disagreeable behavior had effectively ensured that nobody wanted to spend enough time with him to understand that something was wrong.


  Almost as if by a stroke of magic, the elder Burwick’s authority over him seemed to evaporate. He was still in charge of the money, of course; a nurse was hired to look after him, mostly to make sure nothing went wrong, but Aaron Burwick Sr. remained quite capable of taking care of himself, even if he had the occasional senior moment. Whatever desire his son had had for the father’s approval in his choice of career went away; he knew that approval would never come, and he accepted it with ease. It was characteristic of Burwick that even at that relatively young age, he eschewed pointless sentimentality and made an effort to accept the things he couldn’t change.


  So Burwick started work in the prosecutor’s office, and his experiences there soon confirmed his belief that it took hard work and legal skill to make it as a prosecutor, but becoming the district attorney just took political acumen. For now, he had to settle for the former, but he was already honing his skills in the latter category.


  Perhaps because of his charisma and a merry tendency towards misdirection and outright lies, what many of his opponents never quite seemed to understand was that Burwick was a politician first and a lawyer second. Unlike most of his peers, Burwick was never interested in law enforcement or justice. Everybody knows that lawyers who care about justice work in prosecution; lawyers who care about money work in defense, and while it’s a decidedly unfair generalization, there’s truth in that. But Burwick didn’t care about that paradigm. He liked money, of course, but he already had that, and he knew he would have much more of it when his father passed away. It would never be an issue for him. What he was after was power, and figured out early on that the political influence of a high-ranking prosecutor, combined with the legal powers at his disposal, would essentially guarantee success.


  It would, of course, require a certain degree of ruthlessness, but Burwick had no shortage of that. From the get-go, he embraced corruption. He didn’t consider himself dirty, of course; after all, he didn’t make untoward deals with criminals, and he didn’t take bribes from organized crime. It was just that he had no problems whatsoever burying cases that might have embarrassed powerful people, or ensuring convictions on red ball cases.


  In the end, the thing that made Burwick such a rising star in the city’s power structure wasn’t that he said yes if he was asked – it was that nobody had to ask him. He could see the angles, anticipate problems and make his moves accordingly, and it was with that ability that he quickly ingratiated himself with city hall and other major players. There was nothing like identifying a situation that was problematic for somebody, then taking care of it and letting the other party know what had happened for making new friends. Burwick didn’t threaten or cajole; he simply made it clear that he took care of his friends. He made a lot of friends very quickly.


  Of course, he had to start small. As a junior prosecutor, he didn’t have the authority or the experience to take full advantage of his vision, but he started doing favors to the appropriate people as soon as he got the opportunity – starting, of course, with his boss, the district attorney of the time, the man whose approval or lack thereof had the greatest impact on his career prospects. Burwick had a great record; he got convictions, and those convictions got favorable headlines.


  But what really differentiated Burwick from countless other career-minded young men was that he never came across as an ass-kissing sycophant. It could be attributed to his ego, which was more than big enough for one man, or just his chutzpah, which he was famed for, but in the end, it came down to status. When he came to somebody with a solution to their problem, he walked in as a fellow player, and he had the charisma – and the convincing track record – to pull it off. He respected the other party, but he also demanded respect for himself. He expected to be dealt with as an equal, and he knew how to sell that without making anybody feel humiliated about it.


  For anyone else, it probably wouldn’t have worked; after all, there’s a well-documented tendency among powerful people to demand subservience from those they consider to be of a lower rank. But Aaron Burwick Jr. was heir to the Burwick fortune, and that put a different spin on it. Granted, there were greater fortunes out there, and the Burwick money was anything but prestigious, but in terms of pure dollar value, it was nothing to sneeze at. Snubbing a prosecutor might be one thing. Pissing off a rich prosecutor – well, who wanted that kind of trouble?


  The practical result of all this was that he accumulated favors and influence on a regular basis. It didn’t take long for him to become one of the DA’s office’s rising stars, and it’s a testament to his political maneuvering that despite his ambition, the DA never thought of him as a threat; when he announced that he was running for the office, the man seemed genuinely surprised by it, even if nobody else was. Among his peers, Burwick had already gained a reputation as a wily customer, and this cemented it. He didn’t mind.


  Burwick won the election, of course. The party liked him – he was conservative, appropriately ruthless and knew who his friends were. He didn’t eat alone, and he made sure everybody knew that. The mayor liked him better than the old DA, who had been a thorn on his side for years now, so he threw his weight behind Burwick’s campaign. The cops liked him, mostly because the police commissioner did. The media liked him, or at least they didn’t hate him, which amounted to pretty much the same thing. And almost as an afterthought, the voters liked him, too; he was young, handsome, smart and charismatic, and they liked it when he said he was tough on crime, even if he didn’t feel a need to volunteer that white collar crime might not be all that high on his list of priorities.


  After being elected, he married a nice woman with a beautiful face, decent singing voice and impeccable public presence, and soon had two children, twins. His mother died soon afterwards, slipping in the shower and breaking her hip, and she didn’t last long after that. Burwick was genuinely distressed by that, but once she was gone, it was as if the final family connection was severed. From that point on, he rarely saw his father except in public functions, where they swallowed their mutual dislike of each other and pretended to be a family, although his father became increasingly unwilling to maintain the façade as the years went by. He wasn’t sure if his condition was getting worse, or if he was simply feeling guilty. When the old man started talking about Jesus, about making amends, Burwick found he had nothing more to say to him.


  He spent two terms as the DA, which gave him eight years to make nice with all the right people. He was much loved by the powers that be, respected as a man who could understand certain realities.


  Still, the honeymoon didn’t last long. Cops, for example, soon learned to hate Burwick, whose willingness to scuttle good, important cases that might have a negative impact on the almighty conviction rate was a point of contention among the law enforcement community. Like all politicians, Burwick lived and died by the public opinion, and if a case got media attention, and it wasn’t a slam dunk, he’d often rather bury it than suffer a loss. After all, an unsolved case was a police failure; a failed conviction was the DA’s failure. He preferred to let the cops do the losing.


  Burwick was always willing to stack the deck in his favor, whether that meant tweaking the evidence, an occasional bribe, leaking information, or putting official pressure on somebody. For the most part, his staff was willing to play along. There was the occasional troublemaker with dreams of being a crusading prosecutor, a modern-day Bobby Kennedy fighting to clean up the system. He weeded them out pretty quickly, or simply assigned them positions where they couldn’t do any harm. He was doing well.


  He got his second election win on the grave of a hero cop, making sure everybody saw how moved he was, how adamant his desire for justice was. He knew the cops didn’t like that, either, but it didn’t matter; a win was a win was a win.


  But when he was running for his third term, a torrent of little secrets and embarrassments suddenly started leaking into the press, getting attention. He had his indiscretions – there was the beautiful, high-priced escort; there were rumors of professional misconduct. It wasn’t enough to ruin him, but it hurt him, and it cost him the election.


  He didn’t understand how that could happen to him. It didn’t sit well with him.
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  When it’d been over 48 hours since she’d last heard anything about Carter and he didn’t pick up the phone when she called, Janey decided that something was wrong. She regretted putting Carter out like that – or no, she reflected, she didn’t regret it, she just felt guilty about it. It’d been two days; she knew what kind of a shitstorm he could scare up in that time, if he felt like it, but even if he did it, she might not hear about it. She wasn’t connected to the street the way he was. That was kind of the point of their arrangement – she was protected, kept clean, and Carter took care of the things that needed doing. The flipside was that at times like this, she was blind. And in any case, what he was doing was as much for her as it was for him. She knew it, and that made the guilt worse.


  The last she’d seen him, he’d left with Bart. She wasn’t sure what to make of Bart – at first she thought he was dangerous, maybe on something, but he’d convinced her that wasn’t the case. By the time they parted, she kind of liked him, although she wasn’t sure if she could ever quite get used to him. She would’ve called him, but she didn’t have his number, and he wasn’t in the phone book. He didn’t have a Facebook profile, or any kind of a net presence she could find, which wasn’t particularly surprising; Bart Gramby didn’t strike Janey as the networking type.


  She knew that she should let this go. The whole point of what she’d done was that she couldn’t keep enabling him. She knew he had been using her as an excuse to keep the cycle of self-destruction going. But at the same time, she knew he wasn’t well, and even though she thought of it as an addiction – something that she was no stranger to, having seen it over and over in her work – there was a part of her that wondered if this was something that went even deeper than that… that perhaps it was long past a point where he had any choice in the matter.


  And in the end, it all came down to one thing: she was certain that there was something wrong with him. She’d known it for a long time now, watched his condition deteriorate, the little mistakes becoming more frequent, building into bigger ones. There was a time when he never made a single one; now he was making big ones, pretending that he was all right. She’d called him several times, left messages, tried the internet, but it was as if the man had dropped off the face of the Earth. And that just didn’t fit, because being connected was a point of pride for Carter.


  Something was wrong.


  She looked at the card she kept in her pocket and thought about it long and hard, and finally she picked up the phone and made the call, because she couldn’t think of anything else to do.


  He picked up on the second ring, sounding tired and harried. “Homicide, Poulson,” he said, his voice hoarse. Then he cleared his throat. “Excuse me,” he added.


  “Hello,” she said, “it’s Jane McIverry.”


  “Janey,” he said, making the nickname sound natural and easy, “nice to hear your voice.”


  “Yeah,” she said, enjoying it for a moment. “I wasn’t sure I’d catch you, I know it’s late. I’d like to talk to you.”


  “Sure.” He cleared his throat again. “But tell you the truth, I’m off shift already, I shouldn’t even have picked up the phone. I was just finishing some paperwork. You know how it is.”


  “Well,” she said reluctantly, “I guess it can wait until tomorrow.”


  “Well, actually, I’m off tomorrow.”


  “Oh.”


  “You all right? You don’t sound too good.”


  “I’m getting worried about my friend.”


  “Yeah, your Mr. Carter.”


  “I haven’t heard from him, and, you know – what you said, about him being in danger…”


  “Well, I haven’t heard anything about him.”


  “You mean, he hasn’t turned up dead.”


  “That’s what I mean, yeah. So that’s good news.”


  “I guess.”


  There was a pause, and she could hear him breathing at the other end. Then he spoke up. “Hey, look, I haven’t eaten. If you want, you can come watch me eat and tell me what you want to tell me, how’s that sound?”


  “I don’t want to be a pest.”


  “I wouldn’t offer if it wasn’t okay,” he said. “I’m interested, it’s just that I skipped lunch, and breakfast was half a bagel.”


  Interested in what, she thought, and while she was thinking about that, he spoke up again.


  “Or we could talk about it tomorrow, if that’s better for you,” he said. “Maybe I could make the time.”


  She made up her mind. “Just tell me where.”


  It was the kind of a greasy burger joint that Janey avoided on principle and had constant sinful thoughts about. The furniture was imitation wood made of amazingly unconvincing plastic. The tables were bolted to the floor, and it looked like it wouldn’t pass a health inspector’s visit without a few citations. But it smelled great, and the menu was basic but fun, nothing fancy, just the way she liked it. Poulson recommended she try the chili burger, and she did.


  “I guess this is cop food, huh?” she said when they were sitting down in one of the booths, she with a beer and he with a Coke, no ice. The place was almost empty, just a few late night diners around, but it was open all night.


  “I hope you didn’t think it was gonna be something fancy,” he said.


  “No, no,” she replied. “God, no. I love this kind of place, I just can’t make a habit of it, it all goes to my thighs.”


  He stretched back, not self-conscious in the least, nodded. “I know,” he said, “my wife keeps telling me to eat healthy.” Tossing that out there, gauging her reaction.


  She thought about dancing around it, then came right out. “I didn’t know you were married.”


  “Separated,” he said, holding up his left ring finger. There was a small groove there, where a ring had been for a long time, but the tan was even. He hadn’t worn it for a while.


  “I’m sorry,” she said.


  He shrugged. “Well, we had a pretty good run,” he said, “twenty-five years. We still get along pretty well, but she met this guy a year back. At first I got mad, but then I thought, what am I getting mad about? She doesn’t want to watch TV with me in the evenings anymore? See, that was what it’d become.”


  “That’s pretty mature of you,” she said.


  “I dunno, maybe. I mean, she’s great, we always got along good. Not a lot of bullshit between us, but tell you the truth, not a lot of passion, either, for the past fifteen years or so. With the kids and the job, it kind of went away. Now she’s in love, but it’s not like I’m really jealous.” He paused, thought about it. “It was like I got angry ‘cause it was a hassle for me, having to deal with all of that, not because I lost her. So I figured, what the hell, might as well not be an asshole about it.”


  “I’m sure she appreciates that.”


  “Yeah, well, I hope so.” He took his napkin from the table, put it to his mouth, coughed into it. “Excuse me.”


  “Have you met the guy?”


  “Yeah, of course. He’s a nice fella, that was a part of it – just a decent guy. It didn’t go too well when I first met him. Hell, I eyefucked him the whole time.”


  Janey smiled a little. “Did the whole tough cop bit, I bet.”


  He smiled a little. “Yeah. But he didn’t hold it against me. Like I said, he’s a nice fella. An architect. Widowed, his wife died of cancer four years back. And I thought, none of this is this guy’s fault. See, I’ve seen a lot of divorces.”


  “Sure, kind of an occupational hazard.”


  “Yeah. And those were always nasty, with somebody yelling into the phone in the squad room, getting sucked into this hopeless battles. Just embarrassing, you know? And I never wanted to be that guy. So I went fuck it, just let it go. We get along pretty well, now. I’m kinda hoping we’ll end up friends.”


  “Yeah,” she said, nodding, “that’d be nice.”


  She watched the fading groove on his ring finger as he picked up his glass and took a sip of Coke, and he caught her looking, and she felt the heat on her cheeks. “You’re still married, though,” she said.


  “Well, for the time being,” he said. “We didn’t get around to getting the paperwork started, it took a while to figure out how things were. I mean, a time like that, you don’t file for divorce on a whim, you know? But she’s living with him now. We’re just waiting for the paperwork to clear. So I don’t wear the ring now.”


  The food arrived. She’d taken the coleslaw instead of the fries, because she had to draw the line somewhere. He had a big bacon cheeseburger and a basket of fries, another one full of onion rings, and she felt a stab of pure envy. She shoved it aside, dug into her own burger. It was good.


  “God,” she said, “cops always know the best places for sinful food. That’s the only thing I really miss from being a prosecutor, going to lunch with cops.”


  He grinned from behind his burger. She chewed in silence for a moment, then put her burger down, wiped her fingers on her napkin and took a sip of beer, washed down a mouthful. Her mouth burned from the chili peppers, and she sat back, enjoying the heat. He was eating at a steady pace, watching her.


  “That was a lot of personal history you just threw at me,” she said after a while.


  He shrugged, gave her that boyish smile. “I didn’t see any point in being coy about it. I figured you for somebody who wouldn’t find it too forward. Did I call it right?”


  “Yeah,” she said, smiling now, “I liked it, the way you handled that situation, got it out of the way.”


  “Could be bullshit for all you know,” he said.


  “No,” she said, considered him for a moment, “you don’t lie that well.”


  “I’m a great liar, actually.”


  She smiled, and they ate in a comfortable silence for a while. She watched him, and he watched her, but there wasn’t anything awkward about it. He finished the burger, started in on the fries.


  “This is a thing, huh?” she finally asked.


  “I thought so when I first talked to you, yeah. Although technically, that wasn’t the first time. See, it bothered me, the way you seemed familiar but I couldn’t place you, so I ran a check on you. Turns out the first time we met was when I drove you and your friends to that concert. I don’t know if you remember, it was seventeen years ago.”


  “Get the fuck out of town,” she said, but she could see it now, in his face, though he had a lot more hair back then, and a mustache, but there he was, the same cop. “Jesus. It is you.”


  “I wasn’t sure if you’d remember, it was a long time ago.”


  “Jesus Christ,” she said, laughing. “I can’t believe it. Oh, my God.”


  “You haven’t changed that much,” he said, “mostly it’s that the hair’s different.”


  “So’s yours.”


  “You mean, I used to have a full head of hair.”


  “And a mustache.”


  “Did I?” He looked genuinely surprised. “I could’ve sworn I’d shaved it off by then. I got plainclothes duty very soon after we met, and I remember I got rid of it early in preparation for that.”


  “You had it. I thought it was pretty sexy. It made you look like a cop.”


  “Yeah, that’s why I shaved it, I didn’t want to stand out too much… Anyway, I think the uniform probably helped with the look.”


  “Yeah, I thought the uniform was pretty cool. You kept flirting with me all the way to the concert.”


  “A little.”


  “Yeah, you kept it light.” She did a bit of arithmetic in her head. “You were already married then?”


  “A little,” he said. “Well, a lot. Otherwise I would’ve asked you out.”


  “Would you?”


  “Well, probably not,” he admitted, “you were a little too young then. But I liked you, the way you handled that punk. I remember thinking, Jesus, here’s a girl who don’t take shit off anybody. I told that story a lot of times afterwards.”


  They were looking at each other, both of them smiling, the connection palpable. It felt easy.


  “I didn’t think it was gonna be like this,” she said finally.


  “What did you think it was gonna be like?”


  “I don’t think I got that far in my head.”


  “But you felt that connection.”


  “I felt that, yeah.”


  “About this friend of yours,” he said, and the moment broke.


  It took her a moment to switch tracks. “We used to be together,” she replied, “but that part’s been over a long time now. Five years.”


  He shook his head. “I didn’t mean it like that, although I guess that’s good to know.”


  “Oh.”


  “What I mean is, I’ll help if I can.”


  “I don’t want to get him into trouble.”


  “I think it’s a little late for that, but we’re not really suspecting him of anything.”


  She stared at him, trying to figure out if he was telling the truth. “I think there’s a conflict of interest here,” she said finally.


  “Yeah, I think so,” he said. “But I mean it, he’s not a suspect on anything that I care about. I’m Homicide; we got the call that a guy had been shot in that storage unit, but when we get there, there’s nothing like that in sight. There was some weirdness about the paperwork, and Carter’s name was in the stuff we found in the storage unit. Then we got another phone tip, saying that the guy’s name was Carter, and he was at your place.”


  Janey shook her head, confused. “Wait, you got a tip? I thought you spotted the car.”


  “Sure, we spotted it. But only when we got there, we came to your place because somebody called us about it.” He saw her expression, answered the question before she could ask it. “No idea who.”


  “I don’t understand this.”


  “Well,” he said, “thing is, we take this kind of halfway seriously. The storage unit thing was weird enough to get our attention, so we followed it up a little bit. But in the end, there’s no body, no evidence of murder. And I’m murder police, I got actual cases to work.”


  Janey gave in and took one of his onion rings, popped it in her mouth and chewed. She had to close her eyes, it was so good. “Sorry,” she said with her mouth full.


  He smiled, shrugged.


  She swallowed. “So… you’re not looking for Abe?”


  “Well, I guess we’d like to talk to him, just to figure out what’s going on, but I’ve got a full caseload. I mean, at a guess, he’s involved in something. But I can’t see that any crime’s been committed, except maybe the false report, and that was called in by somebody else.”


  She didn’t say anything, and he studied her, then leaned forward, his elbows on the table.


  “I think it’s fair to say he’s mixed up in something, and you know about it.”


  “Why would I know anything about it?”


  He looked disappointed, but forged on. “You don’t ask me any questions, like ‘What storage unit?’ or ‘What’s this about somebody being shot?’” He picked up an onion ring, studied it, dropped it back in the basket. “You’re not surprised by any of this. So at the very least, either he’s already talked to you about this, or you know he gets into this kind of thing a lot.”


  She didn’t say anything.


  “Thing is,” he said, “you came to me about this. So I guess you’re looking to talk to somebody about it, because he’s your friend and you care about him.”


  “Maybe.”


  “And I figure now you’re suddenly thinking, maybe this wasn’t such a good idea.”


  “Because you’re a cop,” she replied.


  “That’s right,” he agreed. “I am a cop, and now we’ve got this thing, whatever this is, between us, and then there’s this other thing, and it’s complicated all of a sudden, and you don’t know what to do, and it’s messing with your head.” She didn’t like it, and she opened her mouth to protest, but he anticipated it, and he raised both of his hands in apology. “I’m not telling you how you feel.”


  “Sure sounds like it,” she said.


  “I’m speculating a little bit,” looking her in the eyes now, “based on how I feel.”


  She reached over and put her hand on top of his, and he covered it with his other hand for a moment. His hands were smooth and warm. She held it there for a moment, and then felt awkward. She was going to pull her hand back, and he released it just before she moved, like it wasn’t a big thing. Suddenly she didn’t want to take it back again, and they left it there, on top of his other hand – easy to remove, but there.


  “What I’m saying is, if you want to talk about it, I’ll listen, and I’ll help you if I can. But I’m a cop, and there are things I’ll have to react to like a cop. There’s a code of conduct, I swore an oath, all that.”


  “I understand.”


  “I mean, I try not to be a jerk about it.”


  She took a breath, held it, exhaled, and squeezed his hand. “Let me tell you about my friend Carter.”
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  Janey wasn’t the type to just sit idly at home and brood, so even though she’d been fired, her career prospects were in shambles, there was a tremendous amount of badly concealed bad will towards her at the DA’s office and she really didn’t have any idea what to do next, she didn’t dwell on it, she just did her best to move on.


  She could’ve gone into private practice, of course, but she soon found out that she wasn’t exactly a hot property. Not a lot of demand for lawyers who’ve been fired for falsifying evidence; the word about that seemed to have gotten around quite effectively, even though it had never been proven. She had sort of expected it, but it still hurt. That wasn’t to say that there was no interest in her; quite the contrary, a number of law firms approached her, and some of them were surprisingly aggressive in recruiting her. The problem was, they were the sort of lawyers who considered someone who was willing to falsify evidence an asset, and the kind of law they practiced was not the kind of law she was willing to practice.


  She hadn’t considered the possibility that she might actually be effectively unemployable, and it wasn’t a pleasant thought. She had some savings, but certainly not enough to sustain her for long. There were lawyers who made a lot of money, but prosecutors employed by the city weren’t really in that category.


  And it wasn’t just that she needed income. In the end, it really came down to one thing: she’d been fucked over for trying to do the right thing, and she couldn’t let it go. She was looking for a way to get some combination of justice and payback. This didn’t sit well with her personal sense of right and wrong, and she’d never been the type to roll over when bullied.


  So she improvised. She knew there were people looking for ways to fight city hall, and others who worked to expose corruption and misconduct. She had a lot of inside information – no actual dirt, per se, at least nothing she could really testify to or prove in court, but she had contacts, and she could make educated guesses as to how things worked and who were involved. That was something she could use to earn a living, and to get a little payback.


  Once word started getting around that she was the one to go to if you had a case against certain people coming up and you needed someone to warn you about the pitfalls, and to tell you where to look for things you could use, she found that she was in more demand than she had expected. A lot of people had grievances. She wasn’t cheap, but by the standards of expert legal consultants, she wasn’t ridiculously expensive, either; she wasn’t doing it for the money. She stayed almost exclusively in the background, and she wouldn’t do anything that would give the other side cause to show that she had grievances. But she was useful.


  It just wasn’t enough. A lot of what she knew was useful, and she was constantly learning more. She was making more money than she did before, too. But there was only so much she could find out by applying what she knew or inferring things. Things were constantly happening, and she wasn’t in the loop anymore – and of course, most of what went down was secret by definition. She had no access to it. She wasn’t completely blind; she got a steady stream of new information out of her old contacts, and she managed to cultivate new ones, but there was much they didn’t know or have access to, and often they simply refused to discuss something, knowing that it would inevitably lead back to them.


  And at the end of the day, she had to admit that while she typically found herself in agreement with the people who hired her, what they wanted wasn’t what she wanted. What they did, what they had her do, it wasn’t enough. Those actions were targeted at the system, the power structure and the culture, but she had to admit that it wasn’t what really mattered to her. In the end, her motivations were intensely personal. It was about Burwick, and while she wouldn’t admit that to the people who hired her – it wouldn’t have done her any favors – she knew it was all about him, and getting back at him.


  It was this drive – or obsession, perhaps, she wasn’t entirely sure which it was, herself – that brought her and Abraham Carter together. He shared that goal; he, too, had been shafted by Burwick.


  Carter used to have a brother until a home invasion that went bad. The result was a hostage situation, complete with the police surrounding the house, negotiators brought to the scene, the whole nine yards. The situation was further complicated by Carter’s brother being a police officer himself – “the honest one in the family,” Carter liked to say. He was inside the house with his family, and the perps, a pair of tweakers who had shotguns, itchy trigger fingers and seemingly unending supply of desperate paranoia, didn’t know he was a cop…


  …until the negotiator told them.


  The news did not go over well. Deciding that they couldn’t trust him, they almost shot Officer Carter, but ultimately realized that killing hostages, especially a police officer, wouldn’t win them any favor with the army of cops outside. So instead, they decided to just shove him out of the house, against his protests – he didn’t want to leave his wife and two sons alone in the house with these two. Tied up, he couldn’t put up much of a fight, but he kept saying that they should keep him and let the family go, that a cop would be a much better hostage than some civilians, that he’d make sure this would turn out all right if they just let the others go. He was still shouting about it when they shoved him out of the front door and he fell face first on the lawn, his hands bound behind his back.


  He got right back up, and, ignoring the shouts for him to run at the cops, to get the hell out of there, charged at the door, smashed his full weight against it, kept shouting at the hostage takers to let him back in, and apparently after a while, they re-opened the front door.


  It’s at that point that things get very hazy and contradictory, with eyewitness statements and written reports varying wildly, perhaps simply because everything happened so quickly. What is known, however, is the overall chronology, thanks to the media coverage of the incident; the video footage is sorely lacking, as the police prevented media from direct access to the scene, but the sound of gunshots captured on tape is telling. There is a shot from a sniper rifle, followed by general sounds of chaos, then five shotgun blasts in rapid succession, followed by more shouting and screaming and an overall impression of great disarray, and almost immediately afterwards, two more gunshots.


  Based mostly on the ballistic evidence and documented facts, the following facts can be considered irrefutable:


  1.       Officer Carter was shot in the back with a police issue Remington M40 sniper rifle, most likely killing him instantly, as the round shattered his spine and traveled through his torso, only narrowly missing the heart. At any rate, he was unresponsive when paramedics reached him a few minutes later, and was pronounced dead on the scene.


  2.       Officer Carter’s family were killed by three shotgun blasts fired by one of the perpetrators; they were huddled together in the bathroom, and apparently the perpetrator started pumping rounds into them.


  3.       Said perpetrator was then shot in the side by the other perpetrator.


  4.       The first perpetrator, now badly wounded, then shot back at the other one, hitting him in the neck.


  5.       The first SWAT officer to enter the house, only seconds afterwards, shot the second perpetrator twice in the chest.


  6.       Officer Carter’s wife lived for another five hours, and was conscious enough to confirm that she heard the shot from outside, and just a few seconds after that one of the perpetrators started screaming about how it’s a double-cross, opened fire on her and her children, and was then shot by the other one.


  7.       The children were pronounced dead on the scene. Mrs. Carter succumbed to her injuries in the hospital.


  It is from this point on, however, that things become hopelessly muddled. Nobody knows why the first shot was fired, although the papers reported widely that things escalated when the invaders started executing the hostages. However, the recorded chronology doesn’t match that version of the events. It was a big mess, but in the end, the case simply died and went away. Officer Carter got a hero’s funeral, the whole thing was chalked up as another example of crystal meth’s horrible effects on society at large, and things went back to normal.


  Except for Abraham Carter, who’d lost what was left of his family, and who was outraged that nobody was willing to investigate the event too closely. It was getting buried. District Attorney Burwick’s first re-election campaign was just getting up to speed, and he’d put a great deal of effort in branding himself as a crimefighter with close ties to the best damn police department in the country, and he’d be damned if he was going to let a stupid fuck-up like this destroy everything he’d worked for. You start looking into bad judgment or incompetence in a situation like this, who knows what else you’re going to find?


  On the other hand, a hero cop’s death was something he could milk, turn into his advantage. Inspiring Burwick speaking in the memorial service. Solemn Burwick at the funeral. Passionate Burwick talking about what Officer Carter’s sacrifice meant. Law-and-order Burwick making promises.


  Of course, the police department was only too happy to oblige. Individual cops blanched at the spectacle; they felt the sting as much as Carter did, but the brass was on board. They didn’t think it was in anybody’s best interests to start digging, either. The media might have disagreed, but Burwick didn’t get to where he was without having a few strings to pull on that front as well, and in any case, the evidence was inconclusive, as everybody was very eager to point out, and the real tragedy was that a respected and decorated police officer had died because of drug addicts running wild – but the perpetrators were dead, so that was that.


  It wouldn’t be entirely fair to say that Burwick was re-elected behind the murder of Officer Carter and his family. He had a good chance of making it anyway… but it certainly cinched the deal.


  Nobody ever figured out which one of the three police snipers on the scene fired the shot, or why. Nobody went to jail. Nobody even got fired. District Attorney Aaron Burwick got to be the District Attorney for four more years.


  It was in the aftermath of these events that Janey met Carter, and they both recognized certain things in each other. They were both lonely, they were both very good at what they did, and they were both furious at the same man.


  As a romantic relationship, it wasn’t a very good one, although it had its moments, and neither of them regretted it.


  As a working relationship, it was magnificent.
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  Janey stopped talking, and Poulson cleared his throat, coughed into a napkin, then folded it and put it in his pocket. “Excuse me,” he said. “I spent all day shouting – we had this guy died of a heart attack in a club, and nobody knew how to turn off the damn sound system for a couple of hours, except the dead guy.”


  “Pretty inconsiderate of him.”


  “That’s what we thought. Anyway, it didn’t do my throat any favors.”


  “It’s okay.”


  He stirred some sugar into his coffee, thinking about the whole thing. “Okay,” he said after a moment, “sure, I can see how you’d feel that way, the both of you. I remember Carter, you know – the brother, I mean. I knew him a little.”


  “Did you?”


  “We worked together. He was in uniform, so we weren’t exactly in the same circles, but I remember it was always a good thing when he was the first officer on the scene. That happened maybe half a dozen times, I guess. I swear, knowing he was the guy, we’d just breathe easy. You could count on him to canvass the area properly, he had good instincts. I mean, some cops, you see they’re just like peacekeepers, ready to bust heads if need be, kinda useless if it goes beyond that. But Carter, he was natural police. He could figure out the situation, get the background on it, start figuring it out. I’d go to him, he’d take out his notebook, give me the lowdown. He always had the angles figured, even on stone whodunnits. We closed every single one he worked, you know that?”


  “I can see why you’d remember him.”


  “Yeah. You could tell he was gonna go far.”


  “Abe said he always talked about never wanting to make detective. He wanted to stay on the streets.”


  Poulson shrugged. “I’ll take his word for it, I didn’t know him that well. I guess I always got that impression too, that he was glad to leave it for us. Point is, he could’ve had a great career. He was right for the job. That whole thing – what a horrible fucking mess. You have no idea, it really started a shitstorm in the force. You know, what happened, who fucked up, should it be looked into… all that.”


  “Yeah? Funny, I don’t remember anybody making a stink about it.” She couldn’t keep the bitterness out of her voice.


  Poulson picked up his coffee, took a sip. “Well. You know how it is.”


  “Sure. But the thing is, you should know that Abe wasn’t looking to nail any of the cops. Or, you know, he wanted the guy who fired that shot, sure. But that would’ve been a bonus, almost.” She hesitated. “The thing about Abe, he’s… things like that, who actually pulled the trigger, in the end, it wasn’t that important to him. He always said it was the kind of a situation that could’ve gone wrong a thousand different ways, it probably wasn’t any one guy’s fault.”


  “I don’t think I could look at it like that.”


  “Me, neither. But Abe’s like that, he sees things his own way. And what Burwick did, that was different, he just horned in and started spinning it, burying all the parts of it that didn’t fit his little show. So that got under Abe’s skin.”


  “Yeah, no shit, I can understand that. The way he rode that one into office… that didn’t sit right with us, either. That was the thing I don’t remember anybody arguing about. We didn’t like him much before it, but one of us was dead, and he just went with it, no shame, no nothing. I mean, everything else, it was like a war, people picking sides, should somebody get fired, all that. It got bad. I remember, I actually had to step between two guys, they were ready to just have a punch-out in the parking lot over it. No joke, it was serious. But turning into a fucking election issue… nobody could get behind that.”


  “Except the bosses.”


  “Except the bosses, yeah.” He paused, then prompted her. “So you got together to go after Burwick.”


  “Not just for that,” she said, “but yeah, that was the big thing for us.”


  “I know what your part in that was, but what’d he do?”


  She shifted in her seat uncomfortably. “That’s where things get… I’m not sure how to…“


  “Because of the cop thing.”


  “Yeah, because of the cop thing. Look, Abe does… a lot of things. He’s unique. I don’t know anyone like him. But what you said about his brother, that sounds like him – being aware of things, knowing how they fit together, knowing instantly how to react to it, that kind of thing. That’s Abe.”


  “Thinking on his feet.”


  “Yeah. He was always two steps ahead of everybody else, playing games that others couldn’t even understand, manipulating people, getting them to do things for him. He was smart. And he knew how to do things. Like how to get into places without being seen, snooping around, or how to put pressure on people, get them to do things for him.”


  She stopped talking and looked at him, and he nodded slowly, but didn’t say anything, and she sighed and went on.


  “So with him digging up dirt on Burwick, things started happening. See, before we got together, Abe was involved in a lot of things. He was a private investigator mostly because I think that was the only kind of a job he could do, you know? Getting involved in other people’s problems, just worming his way in there, seeing things about those situations others couldn’t.”


  “So, what, he worked divorces, missing persons, that kind of thing, or…?”


  “Sure – well, not just that, but he’d take whatever came in the door, if he had the time. You gotta understand, Carter was pretty out there, the way he thought, and he could do things other people couldn’t.”


  “Give me an example.”


  “Okay. Pretty soon, he started getting referrals from people he had solved problems for you, know? Like, a company’s got a breach in corporate security, they think it’s an inside job, and they want to bring in an outsider to take a look at it and keep it discreet. Or it could be something completely different – say, there’s somebody in a position of power doing something bad; it could be something personal, like domestic violence, or corporate corruption, and nobody seems to care much, or there’s no way to get at these people. Abe could find ways to deal with them, or give them trouble. Point is, he could make it impossible for them to keep doing it, or expose it, or do whatever it was that the client wanted. Within reason, obviously. He could do something high profile like that, and then he’d go and snap some pictures of a guy stepping out on his wife or find some deadbeat who owed somebody money.”


  “That’s hard to believe.”


  “Yeah, but for him, it wasn’t about the money, he just needed to occupy his time doing something. He gets bored. It wasn’t like he was some kind of a do-gooder, really – I mean, he’s not a bad guy, but he wasn’t about charity. It was all challenge and ego for him, more than anything else.”


  “I bet that appealed to you.”


  She looked at him, trying to see if he was making fun of her, but he just said it flat, like he knew what he was talking about. And she had to admit, he did.


  “Well, he was pretty exciting,” she said, reluctantly. “Sure. Anyway, he was making money, and he had a reputation. And, you know, he broke a lot of laws, but he wasn’t a criminal, or not the way you usually think of a criminal, anyway.”


  “Uh-huh,” he said, and for the first time she didn’t like his tone.


  “You got something you want to say?”


  “I’m not trying to be a dick,” he said, “but it seems to me there’s a double standard here, because that’s how good cops go bad, when they start breaking the rules because they think whatever it is they’re doing is too important – just your basic ‘ends justify the means’ situation.”


  “He’s not a cop.”


  “That’s kinda beside the point, don’t you think? All I’m saying, when you got fired, that was exactly the kind of a situation you had there – the guy was guilty, but nobody could prove it, so somebody did something about it.”


  She pursed her lips and glared at him, uncomfortable and angry.


  “Or that’s how I see it. Is that unfair?”


  She didn’t say anything.


  “Well, I don’t think it is,” he said after a while. “Look, I’m not saying I don’t understand that. Shit, I’ve bent a few rules myself, over the years. Looked the other way when it seems like doing so is a kindness, or when somebody’s got something coming.”


  “So much for that big oath of yours,” she snapped.


  He shrugged. “So if I make a mistake, suddenly the whole ethics book goes out the window? I don’t think it works like that. At least, it shouldn’t. Point is, I know where to draw the line, and I don’t cross that line. I’m not saying this Carter’s a bad guy, you understand, I’m just saying that it sounds like when he breaks the rules it’s okay, and when Burwick does it it isn’t.”


  “That’s bullshit. Burwick’s sworn an oath of office, and what he’s doing makes a mockery of his job, and justice,” she said, seething.


  “That’s a fair point. Why are you so angry?”


  Because you’re being such an asshole about this, she thought, but she didn’t want to say it out loud. She took a deep breath, let it hiss out between her teeth. He was watching her, his hand around the empty coffee cup, leaning back relaxed, and she forced herself to calm down.


  “Because I’m emotionally involved,” she said at last, and then added because it was true, “and because I haven’t got to the tricky part yet and I’m so fucking nervous about it.”


  “Okay,” he said, and somehow that simple acceptance did the trick and she felt her stomach unclenching.


  She took a moment to gather her thoughts, and continued. “So Abe was really plugged into a lot of different circles. He knew a lot of criminals, he hung out with them, and he’d take money from them, or do favors for them – nothing big, you understand, but he kept himself useful. That was what made it possible for him to do his thing, being connected. He solved problems. That was always the thing for him, seeing a complicated situation that needed solving, and he’d find a way, something nobody expected, playing these people against each other and coming out on top.”


  “Thinking outside the box.”


  “Yeah. But before we met, he didn’t have a lot of motivation of his own. After his brother died, that changed. I think that was the first time it ever got personal for him, but he still didn’t make the leap to actually doing something about it. I put that thought in his head, and we got together, and we went after Burwick.”


  “Not the easiest guy to get to. He keeps his nose clean.”


  “Not as clean as he liked to pretend, believe me.”


  “I bet. But let me get this straight – the way you talk about Carter, he’s an international man of mystery.” He smiled, showing that he wasn’t trying to mock anybody. “If he can deal with, I don’t know, mover and shakers and corporate espionage, take on big organizations like it wasn’t’ a big thing, you’d think he’d be more effective against just one guy. Doesn’t look like you’ve got a lot done.”


  “What, are you kidding me? We’ve been fucking him over for years now.”


  He was coughing again, and now he got into a fit, holding up a finger even as he buried his face in a napkin. It took him a while, but eventually he looked up, his eyes wet. “What?”


  She had to grin, seeing the look of incomprehension on his face. “Sorry, I thought I – we took him out four years ago. We cost him that election. Among other things.”


  He stared at her.


  “This is a long-term thing, Daniel,” she said. “We’re in it for the long haul. I mean, I was a part of it, we did it together, but really, Carter was the thing that let me go from planning it to doing it. He could flip things around on somebody like that.”


  He shook his head. “Jesus Christ. And nobody knows?”


  “Burwick knows somebody’s doing it. Not who. And he’s not going to get re-elected for this term, either.”


  “Jesus Christ.”


  “Yeah.”


  “Why are you telling me this?”


  She saw the opportunity and it felt right, so she took it, leaned forward, put both of her hands on top of his, the empty coffee cup now covered in layers of the two of them, and looked him right in the eye.


  “Because I trust you, Daniel,” she said. “Because we both know there’s a thing between us. And because I think Carter needs your help, bad.”


  He leaned forward, and there was very little space between their faces. She could smell the coffee on his breath, saw the crow’s feet around his eyes, this balding middle-aged cop who was smart and funny and easygoing, a guy who didn’t have to prove anything and didn’t seem to be scared of anything. He looked nice, she decided; not exactly handsome, but she liked the way his eyes, and the way he looked relaxed and attentive, and how his face lit up when he smiled, like he did now – just a little bit, but it was enough to animate those features that looked just like stone when he had his cop face on, turn him into a man. And she thought, this would be a great moment to kiss him, but she didn’t do it.


  “The way you talk about Carter, it’s mostly in the past tense. Like he used to be all these things, but not anymore.”


  “Yes.”


  “And now you think he can’t hack it anymore, that he’s in over his head. Am I right?”


  She nodded.


  “Okay. So what changed?”


  She could see herself biting the bullet and just saying it. She couldn’t see him buying it.


  But she’d already made her decision, so she said it anyway.
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  Throughout his career, Daniel Poulson had made it a point to be a good cop. He believed in the system. He didn’t believe that it was perfect; he was an intelligent man, he knew it had faults, and that it could be abused. But he believed that it was a sincere attempt to make his country a better place, a just place, and he felt that he had to respect that. There were people who wanted to become police officers because it was a steady job, or because they were worried about crime, or because they wanted to push people around, or because they wanted to be heroes, or because they wanted to make a difference.


  Daniel Poulson joined to serve. He wanted to do his part.


  When he got out of the Academy and hit the streets, he stood out from the rest of the rookies. He wasn’t the best of them (though certainly not the worst, either); he lacked a certain killer instinct that can serve a police officer well, the kind of aggression that helps a street police make it through the night. Most rookies learned very quickly to not take any shit, to assert their authority. Some learned that they didn’t have it, and left the force. Poulson learned it slowly, and the hard way.


  There are people you can’t talk down, people who can spot weakness, and you can’t be nice to them or be their friend, at least not when you wear the uniform. There are people who will always lie to a police officer regardless of the circumstances. There are people who don’t want a cop’s help, no matter what. To overcome this resistance, to help people against their will, or just to impose order on chaos, you need to assert your authority. You need to push back.


  Accepting this was hard on young Poulson who had always thought of himself as a realist, but was actually an idealist. Depending on who you asked, he was considered too trusting, unfocused, naïve, inexperienced, or simply soft. All of it was probably true to some extent.


  Poulson had been paying attention in the Academy; he’d heard all the talk about the psychology of abusers and victims, for example, or the criminal mentality. But even though he’d seen what his friend became, he had trouble really believing any of it. When he had to come face to face with certain facts of life – that an abused wife, for example, might violently resist any attempts to arrest the husband, or that a hooker would rather go to jail than snitch on her pimp, or that there were people who genuinely preferred heroin to a happy family life – he didn’t know how to react. In his mind, his friend had always represented a different class of people, the criminal, somebody who was almost alien to his way of thinking, an anomaly. On the streets, he was forced to accept that this was a simplistic explanation, and that it had little connection on everyday crime.


  But it’s a job where you either toughen up or quit, and he didn’t quit. After a few years, he’d become hardened enough to not think twice about putting his hands on an ordinary citizen who seemed shifty and seemed to be going for something in his pocket, and while it was entirely likely that there was nothing of interest in there, he was reacting in case it was one of those times where there was a knife or a gun. It wasn’t that he thought it’d happen; it was that he knew it might.


  He met a great girl, and started dating, and soon got her pregnant, so they got married. It wasn’t what they’d planned, not really, but they made it work. Having a family put things in perspective for him, somehow; he developed a sense of humor about the job, learned to relax, learned to project a certain atmosphere around himself, where he didn’t have to do anything to influence the way the street worked. He learned that there were times when somebody really needed a beat down, and could give one if the situation called for it. (It only happened once, and while he carried regrets and mistakes with him all the time, like any cop worth a damn, that wasn’t one of them.) But even though a couple of years patrolling the streets is a great way to drop the scales from your eyes, he hadn’t sacrificed his ideals. He still thought it was important that a good police officer was also a good man, and “to serve and to protect” were words he lived by.


  In all fairness, Daniel Poulson was a decent street cop, but not a great one. He lacked that killer instinct, that capacity for violence that the job required, or that his superiors believed it did. But he was smart, and he had learned how to be good with people – patient, caring, never appearing as if he was just on a routine job, and he got results.


  They were qualities that flagged him for plainclothes duty, off the streets and into actual cases, and eventually got him a detective’s shield of his own. It was here that Poulson made a name for himself, working hard and getting results, known as much for his keen observational skills as his interrogation technique and way of handling witnesses. He started out in Vice and eventually ended up in Narcotics, and he was something of a golden boy for the police department, at least for a little while. He had a couple more kids with his wife, enjoyed his home life, and it showed – he was clean-cut and respectable, a dependable family man. He didn’t drink to excess, he was good with the press, he didn’t come with surprises. He was diligent, but he didn’t obsess so much about the job that he let it take over his life. People thought he could go far. Even then, Poulson himself knew that he wouldn’t; he wasn’t a political animal, and didn’t want to become one, and you didn’t get past a certain point on your career on good police work alone. And in the end, that was all he had to offer the department.


  That was the problem. He had always been an honest cop, and continued to be one, despite numerous opportunities for personal or professional gain with a little bit of good, old-fashioned skullduggery. Skimming a little off recovered money was something nobody talked about much, but it happened, mostly in small quantities, typically in the form of a little bit of asshole tax on people who earned money with drugs, numbers, poontang or in any one of a hundred different ways that didn’t involve actually directly stealing from somebody. There were plenty of earning opportunities for a sharp-eyed cop, and a lot of them seemed like victimless crimes.


  Poulson didn’t go for it, and didn’t look kindly on those who did, either, although he wasn’t quite adamant enough to make a big deal of it, either. He didn’t want to get anyone into trouble, and in theory, he agreed that money like that, it wasn’t like it was stolen. But there was right and there was wrong, and he didn’t approve.


  There were other moral compromises that he would have approved even less of, had he known about them – or had he been put in a position to officially know about them; it’s not like he couldn’t put two and two together. He was in a difficult spot; he knew that there were cops who made little deals of their own, used their authority or access to information to make money. He also knew that especially on high-profile cases, or cases that had potential political significance, it was no longer about solving the case, it was about keeping City Hall or some other powerful party pleased. The further along his career he went, the more muddled things became, the more he could sense to disapproval his unwillingness to be a team player generated. It was as much a problem for his colleagues as himself. Poulson wasn’t some kind of a Puritan; he turned a blind eye to things, sometimes; he’d let someone go in exchange for information, or took someone’s situation into account. But he did that out of kindness, not personal gain.


  It was that same restraint that imposed other limits on him. For example, Poulson didn’t have it in himself to become an IAD snitch, and everybody knew it; that bought him some respect, but it made him miserable. He didn’t want to make trouble for anybody. He just wanted to be a cop.


  In the end, the solution to this problem nobody ever spelled out, or even alluded to, but which everybody was acutely aware of, was mutually beneficial – perhaps even elegant. Poulson got transferred to that most hallowed of squad rooms, Homicide, doing the most important job a police officer can do – avenging the dead. It was a relief to everybody involved. Of course, he wasn’t completely free of the political machinations and personal ambitions that had interfered with his job before – if nothing else, there was always going to be the red ball case that involved a famous person, or worse yet, a dead tourist – but as a rule, nobody had problems with murders getting solved.


  So Poulson worked murders, and tried to be a good cop, living a life free of moral compromise, doing a job he knew mattered perhaps more than any other in the world. He brought peace to grieving families, or at least enough justice to provide closure – or so he hoped. That was beyond his control, really, but it felt like he was doing his part in facilitating the process.


  He loved the job, but there were things that bothered him. Over the years, as the lines around his eyes got deeper and his hairline crept steadily higher and higher, the bodies stacked up and Poulson worked as hard as he could to find out who killed them, and on a good case, why (although that was strictly optional), and he knew it mattered, but he also knew that he had carved out a nice little world for himself where he could pretend that everything was all right, that he was making a difference, even though what really had happened was that he’d been shoved out of the way, and he’d been all too happy to oblige.


  Poulson was a pragmatist, and he loved his work. He knew you couldn’t fight city hall. He knew that the system would never be perfect. He knew that all he could do is be a good cop, stay clean, serve and protect the people. He couldn’t fix things by himself, and he wouldn’t have had any idea where to even begin. He let it go.


  But now, with the children gone into their own lives, and his wife staying with somebody else, more and more often he’d lie awake in the bed where he still didn’t feel comfortable sleeping on its left side because that didn’t feel like his territory, and stare up into the ceiling in the darkness, and feel it gnawing at his guts.
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  “Abe found something, shortly after the last election,” Janey said, and then she lost the nerve. She had to backpedal a little. “What I’m going to tell you, it’s going to sound like bullshit. You’re going to think I’m insane.”


  “Hey. Cop over here,” Poulson replied. “I’ve seen a lot of stuff over the years, believe me.”


  She smiled, despite herself. “I think that’s kind of you to say, but this is different.”


  “Why don’t you just say it?”


  “I don’t think I should.”


  “C’mon, you can’t leave me hanging now. What did he find?”


  She took a deep breath. “Something that lets him read minds.”


  His expression didn’t change, but he stopped blinking.


  “And turn invisible.”


  He stared at her, leaned slowly back, not taking his eyes off her, observing her. He cocked his head slightly, and he could see the crow’s feet become more pronounced as he narrowed his eyes.


  “Don’t look at me like that,” she said, feeling defensive.


  “Okay, I was wrong,” he said, but didn’t look away. “You were right. It does sound like bullshit.”


  “I know what it sounds like,” she snapped.


  They sat in silence for a while, until she broke it.


  “Let me guess, you’re wondering if I’m a paranoid schizophrenic or something.”


  “Well, yeah,” he said. “You mean this literally, what you said.”


  “Yes.”


  “And you really believe it.”


  “Yes.”


  “Well, hell yes I’m wondering if you’re a nutcase.”


  “Thanks for that.”


  He leaned forward again, put his hands on the tabletop close to hers, but didn’t touch her.


  “No, come on,” he said. “Please. I didn’t mean to offend you.


   “Yeah, you know what? I’m not offended, I’m humiliated.”


  “Why?”


  “Why do you think? Because Abe’s put me in this position where there’s nothing I can say about it that doesn’t sound like crazy hobo speak. It leaves me feeling trapped and stupid. He reads minds and turns invisible, and it’s frying his brain, and if I tell anybody about it, I’m the one who’s insane. There’s nothing I can do about it.” She tried to elaborate, but couldn’t find the words, so she repeated it. “There’s nothing I can do!”


  He didn’t say anything.


  “I only told you because we had a moment at my door and I liked you. But that makes you the last person I should’ve said anything to, doesn’t it?”


  He smiled, then. “It was a nice moment.”


  “C’mon.”


  “It was,” he insisted, talking fast, sensing her getting ready to just walk away from this. “Look, what do you expect? You said that I was going to think it’s insane. Okay, I do. You knew I wouldn’t buy it. That’s why you didn’t want to tell me. And you took a leap of faith, knowing how I would react, and I appreciate that. Okay?”


  “Yeah, it’s feels like it’s really paying off.”


  “You did it because you’re concerned about Carter. Now, okay, I don’t believe this thing. It’s too much. But I don’t think you’re insane, okay? I’ve talked to a lot of crazy people, I can spot them pretty well. I see them every week. You’re not setting off my alarms.”


  “Okay.”


  “You told me he’s a manipulative guy. See, that’s not too unusual for me, either, seeing this kind of thing, where somebody starts spinning stories like this, getting people to buy into what they’re saying—”


  “So you’re saying I’m not insane, I’m just gullible,” she interrupted.


  “No, look, these people, they’re really good at it, extremely convincing—”


  “No! I know what you’re talking about, and I know Abe, he’s not like that! He wouldn’t—“ She bit her lip, cutting herself off, then slammed her palms down on the table in frustration. “Jesus Christ, that’s not even the issue, I’ve seen it a dozen times, okay? It’s not a trick. One moment he’s there, then he isn’t. It’s not a con, it’s not something he implies or tricks anybody into thinking. It’s not a ‘he’s not really in the room but I’m stupid enough to think he’s there’ situation, okay? He doesn’t step behind a curtain. It’s not a magic trick. He fades away. In full view, in broad daylight.”


  He didn’t say anything.


  “And you don’t have to believe me, because I know how it sounds. But don’t talk down to me.”


  “All right,” he said slowly, “I’m sorry.”


  There was a pregnant pause, and then she said, “Could we – can we just get past that whole aspect of it for a while? Just humor me. Because he’s not well, and I think he needs help. I mean, he’s not okay in his head.”


  “Okay.” He looked troubled, not looking at her, and she felt he was losing him. It wouldn’t have mattered, but the way they’d started this had been good, and now all of a sudden she had something invested in it.


  “And I don’t mean he’s insane, or dangerous,” she said quickly. “He’s—“


  He held up a hand and cut her off. “Look. Forget I’m a cop.”


  She didn’t know what that meant, and she didn’t want to guess.


  “Seriously,” he said, and shook his head. “Say I’m not here as a cop. Say I’m just here for you. Can we do that?”


  She had to smile at that. “Jesus, that’s kind of romantic.”


  He grinned. “I guess that’s a bonus. I figured I’d just go with it, take your word for it. If it turns out it’s bullshit, well, we’ll deal with that when the time comes, but I’ll go with ‘not insane’ for the time being.”


  “Thank you,” she said.


  “I feel like I’m down the rabbit hole,” he said, and she realized he’d just turned some kind of a corner, but she wasn’t sure what that was, but then he smiled at her and said, “It’s not too bad down here.”


  “Whatever that means,” she replied, but she was smiling when she said.


  “So he found a thing,” he said, and now his tone was lighter, and suddenly the tension they’d both felt lifted. “Something that lets him do this.”


  “Yeah. I don’t know where. He wouldn’t tell me.”


  “But you’ve seen it?”


  “Oh, yeah, lots of times. That’s the thing, just seeing it convinces you. It’s somehow – it looks like it’s underwater, you know? Like a movie special effect. It’s like a piece of white metal, about the size of a flashlight, I guess. It’s got these jagged edges, like sharp spikes or spines, but they kind of bend when you take hold of it. It’s really cold to the touch.”


  “So you’ve…?”


  “He let me hold it. I didn’t like it. The spines, they move by themselves, like they’re alive, but they’re solid metal. They grab a hold of your hand.” She couldn’t help shuddering a little. “The thing creeps me out, the way it…” She fell quiet.


  “And it lets him read minds?”


  “And turn invisible.”


  “But, like – telepathy? How does that work?”


  “I don’t know,” she said. “He had trouble describing it. But he got a lot of serious information with it. It changed our whole game.”


  “How?”


  She waved a hand, distracted by the memories. “I don’t know, there’s a hundred things, I don’t…” She thought for a moment, then shook her head. “Okay, couple of big ones. The election, the one Burwick lost. You remember why.”


  “There was a lot of stuff. I guess he mostly lost because of that thing with his mistress, the scandal.”


  “She wasn’t a mistress, she was an escort.”


  He shrugged, as if he hadn’t thought there was much of a difference. “Sure.”


  “He didn’t get her through an agency, she was an independent operator. He kept it really quiet, didn’t take her out anywhere; it was just him and her, and they weren’t stupid about it. Even his driver didn’t know.”


  “Well, the papers found out.”


  “Yeah, the papers found out because we told them. He’d made such a big deal out of being a family man, that was pretty much it for him.”


  “And you knew about it because—“


  She didn’t let him finish. “We also told the ACLU where to find the documents that indicated that Burwick had instructed his staff to systematically discredit witnesses with Muslim backgrounds, and that there was a racial bias in which crimes chose the DA’s office chose to prosecute during Burwick’s time as the DA. We also obtained and leaked the memos about those two wrongful convictions.”


  “The ones that said Burwick knew those guys didn’t do it, he just didn’t care because a conviction was a win? Those couldn’t be authenticated.”


  “No, they couldn’t. But they were authentic, and they did the job. So, yeah, lots of bad press.”


  “You did all that.” He was skeptical.


  “Among other things.”


  “For revenge.”


  “Justice,” she corrected him. “Mostly. It got Walters elected, she’s done a lot of good.”


  “She has,” he agreed. “And now with this next election coming up…”


  “We’ve got things lined up. But I don’t know if we can pull it off anymore. But we’ve been busy, believe me, we already got stuff done.”


  “Tell me,” he said, getting into it.


  “You starting to believe this?”


  “I don’t know, but I like what I’m hearing.” He paused, then added, “I didn’t think I would,” sounding surprised.


  “It grows on you,” she said, “fucking with a real scumbag and getting away with it. That might be a part of the problem. Anyway, if you liked that, you’re gonna love this. We got a big one done a few months back,” she said, stringing it out, building it up, and he responded to it, grinning in anticipation. “Something we had to work on for a long time.”


  “I’m all ears.”


  “Well, they’re rich, the Burwicks, right?”


  “Sure, they’re rolling in it.”


  “Their net worth’s somewhere around twenty million bucks. Only there aren’t that many Burwicks left, it’s just the old man and junior. So he’s gonna inherit big when Burwick senior dies.”


  “Yeah.”


  “No, he isn’t.”


  He looked at her blandly.


  “The old man changed his will.”


  “You…”


  “Yep.”


  “No.” He shook his head repeatedly. “Come on.”


  “No, he did it. See, turns out the old man really hates prosecutors. That was something we could leverage against junior.”


  “Yeah, but -- isn’t he demented or something?”


  “Alzheimer’s,” she said. “But he’s still sharp enough. Legally competent. Got all his lawyers working on this thing. It’s airtight. Or,” she amended, “even if it turns out it isn’t, challenging it in court’s going to be a real bitch. Very public. Possibly embarrassing, considering that the family money is supposed to going to a bunch of charities. Cancer research, Amnesty International, help for crime victims, cute puppy dogs. Things like that. He wants to take that money away from them? Maybe he can, maybe he can’t, but good luck doing it without looking like an asshole.”


  “Jesus Christ.”


  “Turns out the old man’s conscience is in pretty bad shape. Luckily, he found Jesus. That was a big help for us.”


  “Jesus Christ,” he repeated. “Burwick must have thrown a shit fit.”


  “He doesn’t know. That’s going to be a nice little surprise. He’s fucked, but he doesn’t know it yet… so he’s writing checks he’s never going to be able to cash.”


  “I can’t believe this.”


  “Believe it,” she said, and there was something about the way she was relaxed now, over the hump, that told him she meant it.


  “And you did all this with Carter.”


  “Carter, and a few others,” she agreed, “but mostly Carter.”


  “Because he can do these special things.”


  “That helped a lot. Got us access, helped us figure out which strings to pull. I still had a bitch of a time negotiating with the old man, even though I knew exactly what he wanted. He’s a stubborn old bastard.”


  There was a silence, but this one felt okay, the air between them cleared, at least for now.


  Eventually, he spoke. “So, okay, say I just accept all this – what can I do to help?”


  “I don’t know where Carter is.”


  He laughed. “You want me to find an invisible man? Seems like a tall order.”


  “Well, he won’t be invisible,” she said. “It’s hard on him, using it. Physically. But I don’t know where he is, and I’m worried.”


  “He came to your place the day we came looking for him,” he said, not asking a question.


  “He was there, yeah.”


  “We had him on the security camera inside, walking with another guy.”


  “That was Bart,” she said. “I don’t remember his last name. Gumby? Grandy? Something like that.”


  “Well, we got a call, saying Carter was about to get killed, or maybe had killed somebody in that storage unit, that there was a body there for sure.”


  “But there wasn’t.”


  “No, but then we got another call, saying that Carter was at your place.” He paused, waiting for her to say something, but when she didn’t, he went on. “Meaning somebody knew that. So somebody was either following him, or watching you.”


  She shook her head. “You can’t follow Abe. He’s always watching out for—”


  “Sorry, but how do you know that? You said he’s not okay. Maybe he got sloppy.”


  “I don’t think so,” she said, but she didn’t feel very certain.


  “Okay, say he wasn’t sloppy. Then somebody was watching you.”


  “Why would anybody be watching me?”


  “You sure Burwick doesn’t know you’ve been fucking him over?”


  She stared at him, suddenly feeling a cold hard thing in the pit of her stomach.


  “You sure you have no idea where Carter could be?”
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  Carter spent two days in a dingy little motel room, watching cable TV and eating awful shit from the snack machine, lying low, if that was what you wanted to call it.


  After dropping off Bart, he had left the car in a parking garage and gone to ground, suddenly dog tired, like the burst of activity at Nicky’s had sapped his strength and will, left him barely capable of staying on his feet. There was nothing metaphorical about that, he knew; that was exactly what had happened. He’d felt diminished, weakened, barely capable of moving. He remembered stumbling through alleyways, propelled by some kind of instinctual desire to keep moving, feeling like he was being hunted. He wasn’t sure if it’d been just paranoia, or if he’d actually spotted somebody looking for him. Could be both, for all he knew. After that, things got hazier.


  He had a vague recollection of walking the streets, standing up straight, passing for a citizen, slipping through crowds, flashes of street scenes at night, streetlights reflecting off the wet streets. He remembered being at the storage unit, seeing a cop car posted there, deciding against it, knowing he couldn’t afford to get caught breaking in.


  Then there were flashes, fragments that made no sense to him – he remembered shouting in anger and frustration; he remembered being outside, in the rain. There were trees there, so maybe a park? He couldn’t’ say. He remembered throwing a sucker punch. He remembered hiding somewhere, and it was cold and wet, and he had voices in his ear. He remembered climbing, slipping, almost falling, his feet dangling high over the ground, one more slip away from free fall, that burst of fear and adrenaline. He remembered a gunshot, and he remembered a sense of grim satisfaction. He remembered running for his life. He didn’t know when those things happened, or where, or why.


  And there was a lot of black nothingness, gaps that he could sense but couldn’t define.


  So his next moment of awareness was waking up on the motel room bed, fully clothed, lying on his stomach, and somebody was blasting Mexican hip hop from a car stereo in the parking lot at exactly 7:00am the following morning. He knew that, because there was an alarm clock displaying the time and the date, seeing the red digital numbers flip over from 6:59 even as he watched.


  An enraged young black voice was yelling that he’d beat the fuck out of somebody, presumably the person playing the music, if that shit didn’t get turned down right now. Carter approved of the sentiment; the offender had clearly made the subwoofer the centerpiece of his sound system, and every single bass note hurt going through him.


  He didn’t want to move, and yet he did. His clothes felt hot and damp, and his own body odor enveloped him, stale and suffocating. It was hard to think. He couldn’t remember falling asleep, which was bad. He couldn’t even remember renting the motel room, and that was worse. Lying there, feeling the trail of drool down the side of his mouth and the wet spot against his cheek on the pillow, his limp hair hanging in his face, his crotch itching vaguely, he realized he’d worn the same clothes for a couple of days now and that he really needed a shower, but moving felt like too much trouble. In fact, he ached all over, and even little movements seemed to send waves of dull, throbbing pain throughout his body.


  Cold turkey, he thought. Jesus Christ, I’m going cold turkey.


  He smacked his lips, and his teeth and tongue felt like they were covered in moss. He swallowed, sniffed, frowned. He wasn’t a junkie. He wasn’t on drugs at all. So why did—


  The door to the unit next door slammed, startling him, and he realized he’d fallen asleep again. Now there was shouting from the parking lot, but he couldn’t make out the words, and the music was cut off. There were angry voices raised in protest, a fight brewing, some of the voices speaking Spanish, sounding like they were drunk and tired, on the tail end of a wild night. Another voice yelling from somewhere further away, slurred full-on hillbilly accent, telling everybody to shut the fuck up or he’d call the cops, and now sounds of outrage, the black voice and the others suddenly in full agreement that the loudmouth white boy better go back in before there’s trouble. Things were about to escalate.


  So it was that kind of place. Nobody asking too many questions, everybody eager to mind their own business. Not a great place to hide, but good enough.


  He realized his bladder was full, and that settled it. With effort, he rolled on his back, then again off the bed, landing on a kind of an awkward half-crouch. His back protested when he stood up, and he had to steady himself against the wall.


  There was a full-length mirror on the wall. He didn’t like what he saw – the shaggy-looking hair, the greasy stubble that signaled “homeless” rather than “effortless cool,” the clothes that didn’t seem to fit him. His clothes were filthy – they’d been brushed off, but there was actual dirt on them, something that looked like dried mud, especially on his arms and knees, like he’d fallen down, or crawled somewhere. His coat was mostly clean, so he must have not worn it when it happened, but the sleeves of his shirt were caked with the stuff. He had no idea where it had come from.


  The shouting outside intensified, but he ignored it. He stripped everything off, dropping the clothes on a pile on the bed, except for his coat, which he draped over a chair back. He’d thought he’d feel better naked, but he didn’t; there was an oily film all over his body. He was surprised to see that his body was bruised, and he didn’t know why, but it looked like he’d taken quite a beating, or been in an accident, maybe. He couldn’t tell, but that explained at least some of the aches and pains he was feeling. He walked over into the bathroom, sat down on the toilet heavily and let go.


  The sense of relief was palpable. As he sat, he noticed a bag of toiletries next to the sink. He reached for it, found a razor, a toothbrush and other basics inside.


  Okay, he thought, that’s a start. At least I came prepared, even if I don’t remember doing it. It made him feel a little better.


  When he finished, he stepped into the shower stall. It was small, and the spray was uneven, but the water was hot and plentiful, and as he stood under the stinging spray, he slowly started to feel better, his brain feeling like it was coming back online one cluster of neurons at a time. Thoughts started to come, one after another.


  He still couldn’t remember how he got here, and that was very bad. He’d had moments of confusion before, bouts of forgetfulness, and he’d been worried about them. But last night was something else. He’d had a series of real, indisputable, no-bullshit blackouts, and that scared him. It scared him a lot.


  He stood under that shower for a long time, the hot water turning his skin red and sore, but feeling good, the heat working its way into his sore muscles. When he finally stepped out, the bathroom was full of steam, the mirror fogged over. He wiped it off with a towel and opened the bathroom door so it would stay clear.  Then he stood naked on the tiled floor, carefully lathered up his face and shaved, taking his time about it. Finally, he brushed his teeth twice, one time feeling like it wasn’t enough.


  He wrapped the towel around his waist and went back into the room. It was quiet outside, now, except for the sound of the cars driving by. He curled his upper lip at the clothes, not eager to put them on again. Then he noticed another plastic bag next to the bed. Reaching inside, he found fresh clothes, and the sense of relief he felt was palpable. Blackouts or no blackouts, he was here because he’d planned it that way. Carter had always had absolute confidence in himself – okay, so he didn’t remember how he got there, but if looked like it was on purpose, and, he believed, that meant there was a good reason for it.


  He put on fresh clothes, then rummaged in his coat until he found his wallet. He had forty bucks and change. He knew he’d had at least $500 on him the night before, but he didn’t know where he’d spent it. The room and the clothes would’ve eaten up some of it, but not all.


  His cell phone was missing. So was most of his gear. Either it had been taken from him, or he’d stashed it somewhere. He had no idea which it was, but he didn’t have any new bruises, any signs of a struggle, and he thought it unlikely that he would have just handed them over. They were probably safe. They could be at his apartment, or at the office, or even in the car – not that he knew where the car was. There was no way of knowing any of this. At least he had the car keys, but that didn’t seem very helpful. It could be parked a block away from him, or in the next city, for all he knew.


  He forced it out of his mind. He took the bills from the wallet, slipped them in his pocket, and left the coat on the chair. He found the room key from the nightstand, picked it up, and stepped outside, the cool air feeling good on his bare arms.


  The parking lot was now deserted. He recognized the motel; it was outside the city, near the highway. He wouldn’t have walked this far, but he didn’t see his car anywhere. Maybe he’d taken a cab.


  He saw the vending machines, and walked over. A can of Coke, a bag of peanuts and two Mars bars. Hardly good food, but suddenly he was hungry, and it’d do for now. He was about to go back into the room, but he stopped and turned to look at the office, thinking about it.


  The place was deserted, but a bell rang as he entered it, and after a moment, he heard someone moving in the back office. An elderly woman shuffled her way behind the counter, looking like he’d just woken her up from a nap. Her skin was leathery, and she stank of stale cigarette smoke.


  “Good morning, sir,” she said without much enthusiasm.


  “Morning,” Carter replied, putting a cheerful smile on his face, surprised at how hard it was. “I’m in” – he quickly checked the key – “unit 12, and I just wanted to check how long I have the room for.”


  “You don’t know?” she asked, but she was already reaching for the keyboard of the ancient desktop PC. Its monitor had a 15-inch screen, it took up most of the desk space, and looked like it put out enough radiation to sterilize everything in a ten-yard radius.


  He was about to say that he didn’t make the reservation and he’d lost the information, but he caught himself. For all he knew, she was the one he rented the room from. No point in being too clever. “Slipped my mind,” he said, smiling apologetically, but she didn’t really care.


  “Mr. Grant,” she said, looking at the screen.


  Okay, he thought, why not. “That’s right.”


  “Three nights. You’re all paid up.”


  “Right, that’s what I thought, I just wanted to make sure,” he said.


  “Okay.” She looked at him for a moment, but when it became apparent that there wasn’t anything else, she simply turned her back to him and shuffled back into the back room.


  “Have a nice day,” Carter called after her.


  “Sure,” she said, her voice making it clear that she didn’t think it was very likely.


  He went back to the room and sat down on the bed, drinking the Coke and eating his peanuts and candy bars, and he knew he had to go to work, do something about all this. But he just sat there, until he forced himself to get angry about it, and he got up, reached for his coat.


  Then he thought he might sit down for a bit longer, gather his thoughts, try to figure out what it was that he was supposed to do, and why, and suddenly he was very tired again. There was a part of him that knew that he should try to stay awake, but he ignored it, because it just didn’t seem to matter. He might as well sleep, because he was very tired. The fatigue swept over him like a wave, inexorable and irresistible, and carried him away.


  He was out before his head hit the pillow.


  The next two days passed in pretty much the same fashion. He went out only when he had to, got most of his food from the vending machines, tried to keep things simple because he wasn’t sure what to do if they got the least bit complicated. He felt weak, impotent, burned out; he didn’t know what to do, or where to go. His existence was reduced to the utter basics. His awareness shrank to the point of nonexistence.


  The anonymity of his situation appealed to him, even though he had a distant notion that there was a plethora of things that should be worrying about: the current situation; the fact that Burwick was involved with the thing with Nicky – meaning that Burwick knew they’d been messing with him, and that was dangerous; his brain apparently starting to fail in new and strange ways… but none of that was consciously on his mind. He knew those things, just like he knew that Tokyo was a huge city in Japan, or that sugar made things taste sweet, but they didn’t seem significant. If there was a part of him that kept screaming at him to get a grip, he didn’t hear it. He couldn’t concentrate on any of it.


  Instead, he drew the blinds, sat down and watched television – soap operas, 80s TV, game shows and mediocre old movies – falling asleep every once in a while, constantly drifting between the motel room and oblivion. Occasionally, he’d shuffle to the vending machines for things to eat, acting on instinct, barely aware of his surroundings, then shut himself back in. He didn’t know what time it was, and when he looked at the clock, the red numbers on the display felt too complicated to decipher.


  And he thought, I’m dying. Or I’m losing my mind. But he wasn’t sure what it meant, or why he should care, because now MacGyver was on, and he was doing something that involved a block of ice, an exposed wire and a metal pan, and he watched it even though he couldn’t follow it. He vaguely knew he’d always liked MacGyver, but he no longer knew why.


  And then, in the middle of the night, he came to in his boxer shorts and a t-shirt, standing outside the room with a can of Coke and five Twinkies clutched to his chest, the room key in his other hand, and suddenly his brain stirred, and he became aware of the fact that he was outside in his underwear with an armful of junk food, and he understood what it meant. He took a deep breath, tasted the cool night air, and let his arms relax, the can of soda and Twinkies scattering. He looked around, saw the way the people hanging around the parking lot looked at him – hey, check out the crazy guy from room 12, he’s spazzing out again.


  “Oh, shit,” he said, gave them the finger, and went inside, slammed the door. The clock told him it was two days later, and he didn’t know where the time had gone.


  A part of him thought he’d come here to take it easy until this passed, lay low until he could function again. He thought that was probably the case, and it wasn’t a bad idea – he couldn’t be on the street like this, or even in his office, and Janey’s place was out of the question. It made sense. But two days?


  There was no knowing how bad things might have gotten, and with Burwick making moves that Carter hadn’t even begun to counter... He was completely out of the loop.


  Feeling the future bearing down on him, he got dressed fast.
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  Bart woke up when he heard the door chain snap, the sound of the bolt cutters cutting through his consciousness. It was a wrong sound, one that didn’t belong. He’d gotten used to the compressor on the refrigerator kicking in, the cars going by, the sirens blasting outside, people flushing their toilets in the middle of the night, even the baby crying downstairs, but this didn’t belong.


  He didn’t recognize it, of course. He had no way of knowing that somebody had just picked the lock on the front door, pushed it open, then cut through the door chain. It was a small sound in the middle of the night, lost in a sea of random noise, but Bart was sensitive to noise, and it roused him.


  He would’ve gone to sleep, if it hadn’t been for the creak of the hinges that he recognized as coming from the front door, and then he was wide awake, lying in his bed, frozen in place and holding his breath, listening to his mother snore in the other bedroom and trying to figure out what to do.


  At first he thought it was burglars, and then he knew it wasn’t, or it was a hell of a coincidence. Carter had said he was off the hook with Nicky, but he hadn’t seen Carter or heard from him since he dropped him off here a few days ago, and Bart wasn’t sure how dependable he was. He heard them moving around in the apartment, not saying anything, probably looking around. The floorboards creaked, muffled pretty well by the carpeting, but he could hear it. There were two of them, he thought, or maybe three, but he was almost sure it was two. They weren’t talking. Bart thought that was a bad sign – it implied that they didn’t need to talk, that they knew what they were doing, that they had a plan.


  He got up as quietly as he could, leaning on the nightstand so he could ease himself out so the old bed wouldn’t creak, moving slowly to keep the mattress from squeaking. He was wearing just his boxer shorts, the black ones with a faded Spider-Man on them that his mom had bought for him years ago as a kind of a joke, and which he liked because of that. The floor was cold. He moved towards the door, his limbs tingling in nervous anticipation. He thought about his mother, still snoring away. These people came into his home, to scare him or hurt him, with his mother sleeping in the next room. They might hurt her, too, and that thought made him squeeze his hands into fists, the left hand sending a jolt of pain up his arm, the nerves still not working right.


  He wasn’t scared. He didn’t get scared anymore. He didn’t care if he got hurt; it was just pain, and he could take pain. But he didn’t want his mom getting hurt. He didn’t know what to do.


  Bart moved away from the door, flattened himself against the wall, spoke up.


  “Get the fuck out of my home,” he called out, his voice even, and suddenly the nervousness left him; for the first time in his life, he felt utterly calm.


  He could her them out there, whispering now. He couldn’t make out the words.


  “My mom’s in the other bedroom. I don’t want her hurt. Get out of here.”


  There was a sound, like three kind of loud but muffled pops, and three holes appeared in the door, wood splinters flying through the air, the window shattering. It wasn’t like the silenced gunshots in the movies, but it wasn’t very loud.


  “Oh Jesus,” Bart howled, and kicked the nightstand over, remembering the way Jorge Munoz shrieked when he tripped and fell into the garage pit while carrying a load of boxes, because Mickey Kovacs left all his shit lying around in the middle of the garage, and Jorge broke his leg and both of his arms, and he screamed for ages as they tried to get him up from the pit. Jorge was a good screamer, and Bart paid him homage.


  Then the door was kicked open, splintering it even further, and he shut up right on cue, and a shadow came in very fast, gun extended, looking for him on the floor, going past where Bart was still flat against the wall, and Bart grabbed his hair, yanked his head back and punched him in the side of face as hard as he could, and he could see the gun swinging around in a hectic arc, and he kept hold of the hair, his bum arm good enough for that, grabbed the wrist with his other hand, spun the guy around and drove his head into the wall as hard as he could, slamming it in once, twice, keeping it fast, three times, a fourth, and there was a wet crunch. He wasn’t calm anymore; the dark fury was now there, and all he wanted to do was keep going, just keep the rhythm up, work it up to jackhammer force, but he heard his mother screaming, and for once, he snapped out of it, breathing heavily.


  He turned around and started running out of the room, and then something yanked him back, and he looked back. He was surprised to see that he was still holding on to the man’s hair, the limp body slumping down to the floor, trying to drag him down with it.


  He let go.


  “Oh my God,” his mother was saying, over and over again, her voice high and tight and scared, and that was all he could hear, even as he crashed through the remains of the door into the hallway, going as fast as he could, the world feeling like it was made of plywood.


  There was a figure in the darkness, raising something at him, and then something punched him in the gut, but he was already moving, hands extended. He caught the man by the throat and started squeezing, and there was a hot flash. He felt, rather than heard, the gunshot, and there was another punch in his gut, and he let go of the throat and grabbed the gun arm, wrestled it up, got a hold of the fingers and pried them off the gun’s grip. For an instant, he marveled at his mangled arm and hand, how they were working like back in the old days, limber and strong. Then the man’s fingers broke like little branches of a tree, and he howled, and Bart simply took the gun and threw it somewhere. The red rush went through him, and he didn’t resist.


  He shoved the man against the wall, shattering the mirror that was on the wall behind him. The man fought back, struggling hard, and now Bart felt a little stab of pain in his stomach, where the man punched him. He ignored it, went in close, took the man by the throat with his left hand, the fingers pulsing and feeling strange, but good and strong. He showed the man against the wall, pinning him there, then squeezed his right hand into a fist and drove it into the man’s face as hard as he could, putting his back into it, smacking it directly into his teeth, feeling them cut into his knuckles, and he snarled, felt the spittle spraying from his lips. There were hands in his own face, on his mouth, reaching for his eyes, tearing at his flesh, the pain bright and insistent, but it didn’t matter, because he pulled his fist back again, slammed it home, felt something slimy slipping out of place on the man’s face, and he drove the hand in again, felt something crack on the man’s jaw. Again, he yanked the arm back, felt the muscles in his back aching, shot his fist into the man’s face again, flattened his nose with a wet sound that spattered blood, like a water balloon bursting. He was starting to feel a little dizzy, now, and he took a deep breath, and flexed his fingers, mildly surprised at the sharp stab of pain in them, but he ignored it, made a fist and rammed it into the face, landing a good one square below his eye, and now he felt something give, the cheekbone collapsing like a rotten piece of fruit, and he wanted to do it to the other cheek, too, the dark fury in going on and on and on, like a runaway train.


  But now the man’s head lolled, and Bart suddenly felt weak. He had to strain hard to hold the man up, the muscles in his left arm quivering under the weight, so he let him fall on the floor, face first.


  It’s my arm, he thought, and then he realized it wasn’t just the arm. Suddenly, he felt too tired to stand up, and he fell on his knees, took hold of the man’s hair with both hands, ground his face into the carpet as hard as he could, leaning on it with all his weight, and he wanted to lift the head up off the carpet and slam it into the floor, or twist it around, or strangle him, but he didn’t have the strength, and he had to let go and lie down on the carpet next to the man.


  He reached down to touch his stomach, and it didn’t feel like anything, except wet and hot. He brought his hand up to look at it, but he couldn’t see anything, it was too dark, and he had trouble focusing.


  “Fuck,” he said out loud, “I hope you didn’t kill me.”


  The man stared him out of his ruined face, an eyeball glinting in the darkness, quivering. Even in the blackness, he could see the red bubbles forming and bubbling on the man’s ruined face as he drooled teeth and blood on the carpet, gurgling. He was still breathing, and Bart felt his mind clear up, the fog of violence slowly lifting.


  I’m in trouble now, he thought, but it was done.


  “Ma,” he yelled, but his voice wouldn’t get that loud. “Ma, don’t come out here. Are you okay?”


  He heard her sobbing, scared.


  “Ma, answer me. Are you okay?”


  “Yes,” she said.


  “Call the police, ma. And an ambulance. Use the phone in your room. Don’t come out here.”


  “What’s happening?” she demanded. He could hear her getting out of the bed now, coming to her door, those short shuffling footsteps of hers getting closer.


  “They broke in and we fought. It’s bad, ma, it’s real bad. Don’t come out here, you don’t want to see this.”


  She opened the door, light spilling into the corridor, and he could see the man’s pupil dilate. He heard her sharp intake of breath.


  “Oh my God,” she said. “Bart. Bart, are you all right?”


  But she didn’t wait for an answer, she went back to her room and he could hear her dialing, and her voice was steady as she explained the 911 operator what had happened, and he suddenly remembered that before she got sick, she was talking to the cops all the time. Then she came back, kneeled next to him, put her hand on his forehead, and it felt warm and soft.


  “God, Bart,” she said. “This bleeding.”


  She took her shawl and pressed it against his stomach, and now it suddenly hurt, a deep, sharp stab of pain that made his head swim and put a metal taste in his mouth, like he might throw up.


  “Don’t,” he said, his voice hoarse, “it hurts.”


  “Shut up. You’re not bleeding to death while I’m here,” she said, and now her voice was steel, the way he remembered it from before that night, and he stopped fighting her and watched the other man watching them, not sure if this counted as trouble or not, since they had broken in, wondering if he’d killed the man, or the one in the bedroom, if they’d make it.


  “I love you, Ma,” he said, because suddenly he realized he hadn’t said it after he became like this, but it was true and he wanted her to know. He couldn’t see her face, with the way she was leaning against his stomach, and she didn’t say anything. She pressed on the shawl harder, and suddenly he felt light, and it stopped hurting. He heard the sirens, warbling as they came closer, and it was like coming home.
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  Janey knew she should’ve taken a cab and gone straight home. It was very late, and she had things to do in the morning. But she felt too restless for it after Poulson had put that thought about Burwick knowing in her head. The idea of going home and waiting for something to happen didn’t sit well with her. She had never been that type, and the past two days had already put her on edge. Having Poulson out there was a relief – maybe he could find Abe – but it wasn’t enough, and she didn’t see how he could help with Burwick. She was worried and restless.


  So instead of taking the cab, she walked. It was twenty blocks, and it was raining hard, but she had her umbrella, and she liked the rain, the way it made her feel anonymous and disconnected from the rest of the world. Especially now, there was something comforting about it, knowing that the rain reduced her to a non-person, almost impossible to identify. It was cold, but she didn’t really mind.


  She was moving on autopilot, walking at a steady pace, dodging the deeper puddles and making sure to steer clear of any spots where a passing car could soak her, and as she walked, she came at the problem from different direction, trying to cover all angles. That was the sort of thing Carter was good at, wild associations and connections that jumped out from a seemingly chaotic hodgepodge of information. It wasn’t her strong suit; she was the methodical type.


  The basic assumption was that Burwick couldn’t know. She knew that, because only two people in the world knew, she and Abe – well, three now, with Poulson in on the loop, and she felt a pang of guilt for talking to him without checking with Abe first, but it was done. Anyway, Poulson couldn’t have told Burwick, because he only found out just now.


  So: Burwick couldn’t know, start from that. That had been the cornerstone of their operations, the anonymity that would protect both of them. She’d done the long-term planning, brought her insider knowledge and what she picked up on the grapevine to the table, whereas Carter had more clandestine means of gathering information. The beauty of the system was that their operations were based on information – in the end, they didn’t need to prove anything, they just needed to expose it. That was the beautiful and horrifying thing about politics, as opposed to the justice system.


  There was never supposed to be anything that connected either of them to what was happening to Burwick. But they had broken that rule. She couldn’t help thinking about the fact that she’d talked to Aaron Burwick Sr. on five different occasions, because it had to be done and it was worth the risk. They’d been careful about it, each time; no one had seen her go in, she hadn’t used her real name, she’d had a fake ID (not that anybody asked for it), her cover story went deep and wide. She even wore a disguise, looked and dressed like somebody else. Even the nurse had been out when she was visiting.


  Carter was good at arranging things like that, but for all his operational skill, for all his instincts and endless repertoire of clever tricks and plans, he didn’t have what it took the sway the old man. That took some serious persuasion, manipulation and maneuvering – in short, lawyering, and a little bit of cleavage to sweeten the deal, because he was a dirty old man, Jesus or no Jesus. She had to go there, sit down with the old man in person, get it done. And it’d gone off without a hitch.


  But.


  How sure could she really be that nobody knew? It was exposure, a breach of their security. If somebody recognized her, if Burwick had somehow got onto her, things would get dangerous. He knew who Janey McIverry was. And if Burwick knew who she was, he could get onto Carter just by watching her. And it was sure that if he found out what they’d done to him, things would get ugly. Burwick played dirty, and he was a ruthless man. That was the thing about him – she was a fair judge of character, and she recognized things in Burwick, a personality she knew from a hundred prosecutions. It didn’t show, much; he was born with a silver spoon in his mouth. He had no need to flex those muscles. But if that spoon got taken away…


  She didn’t want to believe it, but something was wrong. And if nothing else, she had admit that Carter had been slipping more and more, making mistakes, getting sloppier and sloppier. She couldn’t be sure that this couldn’t be traced back to him.


  When she was approaching her building, she saw a car parked up ahead, a big silver SUV, and she saw two men in it. She wouldn’t have noticed them if it wasn’t for the flash of light she saw through the rear window, a rectangle of white light, the display of a cell phone.


  They were sitting there, in darkness, in a spot where they could see her front door.


  In the almost eight years she’d worked with Abe, she had never, not once, felt like she was in danger. In trouble, sure, on a dozen different occasion, but never in actual, imminent physical danger. She looked at the men in the car, and suddenly breathing seemed a little more difficult. She almost stopped right there, turned around, but she had her wits about her and knew that if they really were looking for her, she’d attract attention if she made a sudden move like that. If they were really after her – if they were professionals – they’d keep an eye out for that. So she kept walking towards the car. She thought about just walking past the car, like she was going somewhere else, but couldn’t think of a way to do it without them seeing her face.


  She’d always known it could get dangerous. Abe had laughed when she brought it up, years ago; he tried to kiss her, but she pulled back and said she was serious.


  “C’mon, I’m not gonna let anything happen to you,” he said, making a grab for her.


  “What if you fuck up?” she said, slapping his hand away, her voice serious.


  He pretended to take offense. “I’m not gonna fuck up. You know I don’t do that.”


  But she just looked at him, waited it out, and he realized she wasn’t playing around, this was an actual discussion, and his voice sobered and he said, “Well, yeah, you never know what’s gonna happen.”


  So they worked it out. He had ample experience of this sort of thing, and he taught her some basics of how to check for tails and how to spot suspicious people – and even though that was years ago, she didn’t forget, and right now it was paying off, because she had spotted the car.


  She had applied for a gun license, got herself a concealed carry permit; as a former prosecutor, she might run into people come looking for her because of grievances. That was the justification, and it seemed sort of reasonable, even to her, although she’d never worried about that.


  She bought a Smith & Wesson 360PD revolver, a small, lightweight gun that she could load with .38 Special rounds, or if she wanted to pack a bigger punch, with .357 Magnums. She took it to the range, shooting mostly the .38s for practice, because the Magnums were harder to handle, but she knew that if she had to use it for self-defense, it’d be in close quarters, and she’d want the Magnums’ extra power then.


  It was a good gun, she thought; she wasn’t an expert, but she practiced with it regularly, took care of it, knew how to use it, and although she’d always hoped she would never have to actually point it at another human being, let alone shoot somebody, she knew herself well enough to know that she could use it if she really had to.


  She had a waist holster that went inside her pants, and she was comfortable with it. She knew better than to put it the gun her purse – she could lose the purse, or have it knocked out of her hands, or have to dig through all her stuff to get at the gun, or just have all the loose stuff she had in there work its way into the gun and interfere with its operation.


  Abe went through all of this with her quickly and expertly, which surprised her a little because she’d never known him to carry a gun, but then Abe always seemed to have a wealth of expertise on any topic that could be applied to doing things you probably shouldn’t be doing.


  It was a good gun, and she knew how to use it, and she was comfortable with it, and it was in the locked box in her closet, upstairs.


  Well, she thought grimly, this should make a few second amendment-obsessed assholes happy.


  But it was stupid; even if she had the gun, what was she going to do? Just start blasting into the car so they couldn’t do anything to her? But she didn’t know who they were, or why they were here – she thought she did, but she couldn’t be sure. If they got out of the car, what was she going to do? Start shooting then? No. What if they had guns out, and she didn’t? What if she got hers out first, what would they do? This was the thing – she didn’t know how to deal with that, what the etiquette was, when she should pull the trigger. It was one thing to have someone break into her apartment; at that point, things got a lot clearer. She knew she could shoot a person if she had to, if she knew it was kill or be killed. But like this, on the street, and two against one? It was too ambiguous.


  She put her hand in her purse and brought out her cell phone. She didn’t really know how to handle this with a gun, and she didn’t even have one. But she knew what people like this were afraid of. She’d been that very thing for years.


  She hit the speed dial and put the phone to her ear, and started talking, even as she came up to the car, and knocked on the driver’s side window. She was rattling off the numbers of the license plate when the window came down, and a big burly man peered out at her, his lantern-jawed face mostly in shadow, malice glinting his eyes. He had a noticeable scar on his lower lip. He opened his mouth to speak, but she kept talking.


  “…yes, that’s the license plate,” she said. “It’s a silver Cadillac SUV – I think an Escalade, I’m not sure.”


  “What?” the man said, but she gave him a professional smile utterly devoid of mercy and ignored him.


  “About six foot four, I would say, a very big and wide man, with short graying hair and brown eyes, and a big scar on the middle of his lower lip. He’s wearing a black leather jacket and blue jeans.”


  The man turned to look at his friend, confused, and she took the opportunity to lean further down and peer into the car.


  “I can’t see the other man very well, but he’s skinny, very blonde, wearing a dark green windbreaker, and, oh, he has a thin mustache and a tattoo of a spade – the card symbol, not the implement – below his left ear,” she said. She paused for a moment, and then gave a short humorless laugh. “I know, it’s very convenient of them to be so distinctive. I wish everybody was this accommodating.”


  “What the fuck?”, the scar-lipped one said, and he started to open the door, his eyes glinting with anger and a promise of pain, and she felt a flash of fear, but she had been expecting that, and wasn’t going to get intimidated. The skinny blonde man grabbed the other man’s arm and said something she couldn’t catch in an urgent voice, and now the big man seemed confused.


  “Yes, I think they’re here to hurt me,” she said, and now the big man got it, his eyes going wide.


  “Fuck,” he said in a surprisingly high voice, slammed the door and started the car, and they took off in a spray of water, almost sideswiping a city bus as they pulled out, horn blaring.


  Janey hung up on her own answering machine, and allowed herself a little smile, and then she started shivering hard, the adrenaline spike suddenly over.


  Okay, she thought, I guess that tells me all I need to know. She couldn’t really call the police. If she could, she wouldn’t have had to talk to Poulson in the first place. She didn’t know what else to do but go inside, lock the door, hole up and wait for something to break, one way or the other.


  But anybody who tried to get to her in there would regret it.
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  This is stupid, Poulson thought, but he kept driving towards the storage unit. He was supposed to be home by now, in bed and asleep, but instead he felt the first stirrings of heartburn – drinking all that coffee this late, what a stupid goddamn idea – and dodged traffic in the rain-slick streets.


  The storage unit. That had something to do with this. It had been weird, the way the manager didn’t know who had rented it, or why it showed up as empty in the books, and yet there was all of that stuff in there. He remembered the confusion on the manager’s face, as he tried to wrap his head around it.


  “We’re full up,” the man had said, looking like a confused hamster, anxious to be talking to the police, jerked out of his routine. “I mean, we have a waiting list. Every unit’s taken. I don’t know why we haven’t rented this one out. I thought we were full up. You can look at my book if you like.”


  They did want to look at the book, and under unit 108, there was nothing for about three and a half years, and that was weird. It wasn’t any kind of a crime, as far as Poulson could tell, more like plain old negligence, somebody not updating the paperwork, sloppy business, but he didn’t see how that could happen, nobody noticing that – no accountant asking why there was an empty unit all this time, no employees pointing it out, nothing.


  Carter’s name wasn’t anywhere in there. But there was plenty of his stuff in the unit itself, Carter’s stuff, easily identifiable as his – nothing illegal or very interesting, as far as he could tell, just stuff in storage. They’d searched the place pretty carefully, making sure there was no contraband in there, no drugs or guns or anything like that. It was just stuff.


  But if the thing was like Janey said…


  He shook his head, changing lanes and dodging jaywalkers in the rain, actually snorted out loud. He didn’t believe in it. It was bullshit. That kind of thing was impossible. It was preposterous.


  But Janey wasn’t stupid, and he didn’t think she was insane. Like he’d told her, he’d dealt with a lot of crazy people during his career, some of them criminals, some of them just plain fucked up – paranoid schizophrenics, psychotics, obsessives, depressives, megalomaniacs, delusional people, psychopaths, just about every personality disorder known to man, really – starting with his friend way back when, really, he supposed. He had learned to spot them, or at least recognize warning signs, things that made him pay extra attention, and she didn’t have them. She seemed normal.


  So Carter was playing her. That made sense. But she seemed so convinced about it, and he didn’t think she was easy to fool. No, she wasn’t simple or naïve. If anything, she struck him as more of a skeptic than he was, unhampered by idealism.


  Not that his idealism was what it used to be. He was off the reservation now, thinking like a cop but not acting like one, flying under the radar because he liked a girl. He smiled, thinking that; goddammit, but he did like her, the way she laughed, the way she opened up to him – that took guts – and the way she stayed focused on what she was doing, didn’t let the awkwardness get in the way of what she wanted. And she was loyal to Carter. He wasn’t sure how to feel about that – he didn’t think they were together anymore, but they hadn’t really gotten into that, and he hadn’t asked, not wanting to seem like his help was conditional, or that he was being jealous, but maybe he was, a little. Still, he liked that dedication to a friend.


  They’d talked for a good while more, neither of them wanting to end the evening – Jesus Christ, in a crappy little joint like that, grease hanging in the air like a shroud, drunk people wandering in an out, the dull plastic making everything look even cheaper than it was. It wasn’t her kind of scene, he could tell she was classier than that, but she’d seemed to enjoy herself. And she told him more about Carter, gave him details, this wild story about the man who seemed like a magician, pulling tricks on people even before he found whatever it was that he supposedly found, dangerous and unpredictable, always playing everybody off everybody else, almost like a Keyser Söze figure of some kind, an urban legend, but real.


  He made a few calls on the way, asked a few questions from people he knew, and it turned out that Carter had a rep. The man kept it very low-key, apparently, steered clear of trouble, but his name popped up here and there. Certain people seemed to respect, maybe even fear him, but he was never involved with anything – nobody ever connected him with an actual crime. He was never a real suspect in anything. It seemed implausible, somebody being that connected and still almost a ghost, but it fit in with what Janey had been saying.


  When they left, she’d given him a kind of an awkward one-armed sideways hug, their sides pressing together, neither of them willing or able to spell out what this was, but both of them feeling it; they’d held that moment, and just when it was about to become something else, she’d pulled away, as if she was suddenly afraid of making a mess of it, or getting distracted. But they looked each other in the eye, and it left him feeling good, and he thought she felt like that too.


  It was a hell of a thing, running into little Janey again; he still remembered her as a pretty 19-year-old, tall and wiry, a little skinny for his taste if truth be told, but bold and fearless and tough. She was too young for him then, and besides, he was married, but he remembered that drive to the concert, the way they flirted and had a good time. And then he went back to his life and his wife, and enjoyed both, not even feeling too guilty because nothing happened, and nothing would have happened, because he took his marriage seriously. But it was different now.


  She’d filled out since then, turned into the kind of a woman who was beautiful and never needed to make a big deal of it, an understated grace about her; not movie star pretty, nothing fake or plastic about her. And she was younger than him by about 15 years, and he had to admit that was a bit of a buzz, too, this smart and cool pretty lady who seemed to reciprocate that attraction. Maybe it was an obsessive midlife crisis thing, or just the divorce, feeling lonely and rejected because of that, he couldn’t tell, but he knew he wanted to be with her.


  And the thing was, he wanted to believe her. He wanted it to be true; he didn’t want her to be a crazy person, or somebody who was gullible enough. And in a twisted way, it made sense, this story about something that could turn you invisible, read a man’s thoughts, and here was a storage unit that everybody seemed to have forgotten about…


  He had the radio on, like he always did, the dispatcher’s voice bored and distant, crackling out through the static. He was parking the car next to the warehouse that housed the storage unit when he suddenly made out the name, “Bart Gramby,” and he remembered what she’d said. He turned it up and got the address, and he forgot about the storage facility and peeled out, because he had a feeling that whether she was crazy or not, things were about to get serious.


  If he’d stayed a minute longer, he just might have seen Carter enter the parking lot from a nearby alley, smoothly climbing over the wire fence. But probably not.
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  Carter didn’t even know Poulson had been there. There was no trace of his presence, just the rain-soaked pavement.


  He crossed the parking lot to the building itself, moving quickly and efficiently, avoiding the security cameras. Carter was feeling okay now, but he had no illusions about it lasting. He could feel the fatigue skirting the edge of his consciousness, and there was a fragile quality to everything. His mind felt sharp, but brittle.


  He knew that breaking into the storage facility would take a bit of effort, but not much. He’d long ago memorized the security cameras’ positions, knew all the blind spots. The security was designed to catch people who’d come in a van and start carrying shit out, not lone intruders with a professional approach to the job. He’d already duplicated the key to the side door, and he knew the security code. The only real trouble were the cameras – he didn’t want anybody to know he was ever there – but all that really took was patience.


  The storage unit itself now had a brand new padlock on it, and Carter didn’t have the key. There was a handwritten note on the door:


  SEALED FOR UNPAID RENT, PLEASE SEE MANAGER


  It was a very good lock; it took him four or five minutes to pick it.


  It was pitch black inside, but he didn’t turn on the lights. Even in the darkness, he could tell that the inside of the unit was a bit of a mess. The cops had gone through everything, taking the whole place apart, and true to form, they hadn’t been too careful about putting it back together again. He took a few steps in, barely managed to sidestep a plastic storage bin they’d left lying around and made his way to the far wall, trailing his hand along the high industrial shelves to maintain his orientation.


  When he thought he was in the right spot, he stopped, turned towards the shelf and reached up on his tiptoes until his fingers hit the top of its support post. There was supposed to be a plastic cap up there, plugging the hole in the hollow post, but it was missing. It wasn’t a big opening, but it was big enough. His fingers brushed across the opening, and a sense of palpable relief flooded him when he felt those pliable, sharp tips snaking up, gently probing at his fingers, caressing them.


  It wasn’t a fantastic place to hide something. In fact, it was stupidly obvious. But he’d counted on the cops to not be looking for this particular thing, trusted it to keep itself hidden from prying eyes, just like it’d kept the storage unit itself hidden for years – there but not really there, known to everybody and ignored by all. And it had.


  He placed a foot on one of the shelves, took a hold of the post and pulled himself up so he’d have the proper leverage, then pulled his hand up, and watched it come up with the hand. He took a hold of it, the metal feeling like it was molding itself to his hand, the spines shivering slightly as they wrapped themselves around the hand, caressing it, calming him down. The distortion field around it shimmered, refracting the image strangely, and minute lightning seemed to flicker between the spines, visible only in this darkness.


  “Hello,” he said out loud, and it seemed to pulse in response. He stared into it, frozen in place, and all sense of time and place was sucked out of him as he contemplated mysteries and wonders that he had no words for on a level he had never reached before.


  Suddenly, he became aware of his other arm aching with strain, and he realized he was still halfway off the ground, hanging on the storage shelf, the thing in his hand.


  He let go, hopped back on the floor, and almost fell on his face, his knees weak. He pursed his lips and shoved the object in his coat pocket. The spines let go of his hand, and with a pang of regret, he pulled it back. He looked around, suddenly conscious of himself, but nothing seemed to have changed.


  When he slipped out of the building, he saw that the light outside was different. The clouds had gone, and the rain had stopped. He wasn’t sure about the time, but he knew it had been a few hours; the night had shifted from a late evening into a very, very early morning. His arm ached, one jolt of dull pain after another running through it, and he thought about himself staring into this impossible thing in his hand while hanging on the shelf like some kind of a weird human sloth, immobile, frozen in contemplation of the impossible, and for the first time he was genuinely scared of what it was doing to him. He wanted to smash the thing in his pocket into pieces, but he didn’t know if that was even possible – or if he could do it.


  All he could do was keep moving, try to get this done while he still could.
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  The Grambys’ apartment was deserted, except for Detective Poulson. It wasn’t his crime scene, and he wasn’t really supposed to be here, but this was his first opportunity to look around without somebody bothering him, after Forensics had done their thing. For now, this was technically still a Violent Crimes case, but that wouldn’t last long; Bart Gramby had died in the ambulance, so as soon as a couple of papers got shuffled around, it belonged to Homicide – but not to Poulson. Somebody else took that call.


  If it had been another kind of a case, he could probably have gotten it simply by asking for it. But whoever ended up getting this one would shoot Poulson in the face before letting him have it. This kind of a case could make a cop happy – a home invasion, perpetrators found on the scene, nobody resisting arrest, a reasonably credible witness on the scene. It was a slam dunk, and for once there was a serious departmental fight over who got the keep the case, as opposed to who got stuck with it. The Violent Crimes Unit guys were eager to get the win, but with Bart dead, the credit – and the nice juicy stats boost – ultimately went to Homicide.


  Now, Poulson knew, they’d already be squabbling over whether they could separate the homicide from the home invasion, get a win for both squads. It was business as usual. The bottom line was, Poulson wasn’t going to be running this investigation, no matter how interested he was.


  And he was interested. He didn’t know much about Bart Gramby, but he knew he’d been at Janey’s with Carter a couple of days ago, that he’d left the storage unit with Carter – he recognized the man from the security camera footage – and that he had a criminal record related to his medical condition, apparently brought on by an injury suffered as a result of domestic violence. And he knew Bart had killed his father.


  The said he had a hell of a temper, and he could believe it, looking around: there was a lot of blood, and from what he’d seen earlier, he’d really gone to town on the invaders. The man they’d found in the bedroom wasn’t expected to make it; he had a serious spinal injury, and the ambulance guys said it looked bad. If he lived, he’d be paralyzed for life. (That, Poulson knew, would be the source of particularly morbid wishful thinking on part of his colleagues right now – it was another slam dunk, a guaranteed solved case, but nobody knew which way it was going to drop yet.)


  The other one, with the shattered face, was in better shape, relatively speaking. He’d live; he’d just be ugly as sin. He would need a lot of physical therapy just to be able to speak again. It was as bad a beating as Poulson had ever seen in a lifetime of bad beatings. They told him that Bart’s right hand looked as bad as the guy’s face did. He hadn’t been holding back.


  He had arrived in time to see them cart Bart into the ambulance, the tall, awkward-looking man not moving on the stretcher, covered in blood from the chest down, and he knew the poor bastard wouldn’t make it. He would have loved to ask some questions, but it wasn’t to be; Bart had been gutshot twice, and Poulson wrote him off as soon as he saw the damage.


  He had a chance to ask the mother a few questions, but it didn’t take long to figure out she didn’t know anything – and the way she was just barely staying on this side of hysteria made him give up. There was nothing to be gained by freaking her out.


  But Bart had known Carter. They’d been involved somehow. And it was the only lead Poulson had.


  So he tossed the place, looking for things nobody else cared about. He started with Bart’s bedroom, going thorugh the dresser drawers, the closets, everything. The man didn’t have a computer, but there was a lot of books on a wide variety of topics. He’d heard the other officers talking about it, sounding surprised; they’d pegged Bart as some kind of a violent moron. Poulson had talked to Janey, and knew better. It was frustrating work, sifting through the detritus of the man’s life. None of it meant anything to him. What he wanted was a name that rang a bell, an address, a phone number, something that would tell him where to go next, but there was nothing he could use.


  And yet he got a snapshot of Bart’s life.


  The apartment was surprisingly spacious; according to what he picked up from the neighbors, the Grambys had lived here for decades. It was in this apartment that Bart killed his father, and they had never moved. Poulson didn’t know how Bart and his mother could stay here after something like that; then he remembered that he used to know somebody who did the same thing, and suddenly the apartment felt cold and alien, a place unfit for human life. He shook it off, continued working.


  Work outfits, inexpensive and simple casual clothes, nothing that spoke of a lifestyle that included parties or anything other than pure utility. Some tools and their manuals, all stored very neatly, kept in good order. No weapons that he could see.


  A few bottles of expired prescription painkillers – nothing out of the ordinary for man used to physical labor – and a tube of ointment for eczema. A few papers from the hospital about his arm, and a few more regarding his mother’s medicine; it seemed fairly expensive, and it looked like they’d had trouble paying for it after Bart’s arm got injured – that was mildly interesting, but it didn’t lead anywhere.


  Older papers that confirmed that Bart had been released from a low security mental health facility. He’d been inside a couple of times, but it was a good while since the last time. Anger management classes and therapy. The bottom line was that Bart didn’t have problems with his attitude, substance abuse or mental health, he had an actual physical disability caused by the brain injury he suffered at a young age. He had now been deemed fit to return to society, having improved his coping skills. It didn’t look like it’d been an easy process, but the consensus seemed to be that he was doing well. Still, there was a lot of stuff about poor impulse control, how to sidestep situations that could escalate, how to communicate his condition to others, how to recognize warning signs in your own behavior…


  It wasn’t exactly a Get Out of Jail Free card, but it’d buy him some leeway in some situations, maybe a lot, especially as long as he didn’t start anything. If he hadn’t died, he would’ve skated, Poulson knew; a legitimate home invasion, use of deadly force by the invaders, a guy with paper like that on him… with the right lawyer, he could have cut off their heads and gotten away with it. It seemed fair enough to him, all things considered; these men had come in with obvious intent to kill. He didn’t have a lot of sympathy for them.


  Everything he read about the man fit in with what Janey had told him. It looked like Bart had been fairly open about what he was like. Poulson wasn’t sure if that was a result of the injury, a certain lack of tact, or if he just told people up front so it didn’t come as a surprise later on, especially since some of the material he found seemed to suggest doing so.


  He found a diary, filled with very small and very neat handwriting, and he read a few passages at random. The entries were sporadic, and not terribly eloquent. Apparently, he wrote only when there was something that affected him, or that he needed to process, and the last entry was made over three months ago. What he saw of it spoke of frustration and loneliness, the kind of alienation only a fundamental lack of disconnect with the rest of humanity can bring, but he didn’t see anything that suggested bitterness or contempt. He was just a lonely man who was fucked in the head through no fault of his own, and trying to make it through the day. It was so obviously unrelated and Poulson felt so much like he was intruding that he put it down again, feeling guilty and sad.


  The closest thing to anything even remotely unsavory was a joint gone crumbly with age – so Bart indulged, but apparently he didn’t do so very often – and a few Playboys tucked away under the mattress.


  But none of this helped him. The home invaders had been ID’d, and he knew the guys investigating the case were already running down known associates. He’d made a few calls, gotten the initial report, but so far nothing had come up – both men had criminal records, and there were a lot of names associated with them, but nothing that seemed like a significant connection to him. These guys had come in with the intent to kill, but nobody was worrying too much about that yet; they were caught up in their jurisdictional pissing match, trying to see who got the credit, and anyway, they were still waiting on all the labwork and whatnot.


  He sat down on the edge of the little desk in Bart’s room, looked at the papers again. Bart had been a welder, and that arm injury might put him out of business. Janey had mentioned that he was unemployed, but she hadn’t gone into details, and Poulson hadn’t thought to ask – if she even knew more about it; they hadn’t talked for a very long time, she said. The mother’s medicine and medical bills… it looked like they needed money. That suggested something. Maybe Bart owed money, and these guys came to collect? Or maybe it’d moved past that point already; if Bart couldn’t pay, they might have to make an example of him. That broken arm made him think he’d already been given a pretty big warning.


  Still, to come in with guns like this, that was too much. Killing a guy over a debt, sure, that could happen, but he couldn’t see it.


  “It wasn’t because of the money he owed,” a voice said nearby, and Poulson nearly fell off the edge of the desk, startled out of his wits.


  There was a man standing in the doorway, his hands in the pockets of his coat.


  “Fuck,” he said, getting to his feet, looking at the man, his fingers brushing against the butt of the gun he wore on his belt, but the man was just standing there, like he had business here, and Poulson realized he had to be another detective, probably from Violent Crimes. “I didn’t hear you come in.”


  “Sorry,” the man said, “didn’t mean to startle you.”


  Poulson took a step towards him, and realized he’d been wrong, this wasn’t a cop. He was thin, with dark bags under his eyes, looking like a dope fiend, but his eyes were alert, and he knew who it was.


  “You’re Carter,” he said. “I’ve been looking for you.”


  Carter looked a little surprised at that, but not much. “Yeah.”


  Poulson took another step closer, and stopped. He hadn’t heard the guy come in. That bothered him, now that he thought about it; he knew the front door’s hinges weren’t quiet, the floorboards made noise, there was broken glass from the mirror everywhere. He hadn’t heard him until he spoke.


  No way, he thought.


  “You mind taking your hands out of your pockets?” he said, keeping his voice reasonable, but bleeding a little cop into the tone.


  Carter smiled, pulled the hands out slowly, showed them to him. “I’m not armed,” he said, “or here for trouble.”


  “Well, this is a crime scene, so you’re kind of already in trouble. What was that you said about Gramby?”


  “Bart owed money, but not to the guys who did this.”


  He let it slide, for now. “Uh-huh. Who’d he owe?”


  “Nicky Nicholson. But we squared that already, he was off the hook with him. And this just isn’t Nicky’s style.”


  Poulson had to agree with that. He knew Nicky, like most cops knew Nicky; he was a kind of a slimeball, but a predictable slimeball, and he kept his nose clean. If he wanted somebody dead, it wouldn’t be like this. He liked to cover his ass. He wouldn’t leave a body, for one thing.


  “What’re you doing here?”


  “I came looking for Bart.” Carter looked vaguely sad. “I thought we could’ve… I had some money for him.”


  “For what?”


  “Well, he’s got all those debts, with his mom—” Carter stopped talking, then nodded. “Oh, why am I giving it to him? No particular reason, I guess. I’ve kind of been trying to put everything in tonight.”


  Poulson heard something in his voice, something that made his feelers perk up.


  “Janey asked me to find you,” Poulson said.


  Carter looked at him, interested for the first time, and then he smiled slowly. “Janey, huh?”


  “She’s worried.”


  “Was it you at her door a couple of days back?”


  “Yeah,” he said, not seeing any point in denying it.


  “That fits. You look familiar.”


  “I’m Detective—“


  “Don’t tell me,” Carter interrupted. “You’re… shit, what’s your name, I know this…” He frowned in concentration, then smiled. “Poulson. Right?”


  “That’s me.”


  “Yeah, I know a couple of things about you.”


  “I’m not sure I like that.”


  Carter shook his head quickly. “Sorry, did that come out as a threat? Shit, I didn’t mean it that way. I meant, I’ve heard about you, how maybe you’re not playing ball with the powers that be all that much.”


  “You hear a lot, huh?”


  “You’re not the type to take money for a few favors, or to talk out of school. A lot of others are. Point is, I heard you’ve got some backbone. That sounded like something that might come in handy.”


  “Against Burwick, you mean,” Poulson said bluntly, hoping to get a reaction.


  Carter waggled his eyebrows and grinned. “Well, okay. Janey’s really been divulging, huh?”


  “She was worried,” Poulson replied, feeling suddenly defensive.


  “Well, she had good reason to be.” Carter eyed him carefully. “You two have a little something going?”


  “We’re just friends.”


  “I didn’t mean like, ‘you putting the moves on my girl’ or anything. She hasn’t been my girl for years now. I mean, that’s between the two of you.”


  “I like her, if that’s what you mean. I think she likes me.”


  “Fast work. It was that way for us, too. You’d probably better for her than I was, truth be told; she kinda wants somebody who sticks around and doesn’t do stupid shit all the time.”


  “Getting back to  Burwick,” Poulson said, not interested in talking about Janey.´


  “Yeah, he did this,” Carter said, spreading his arms to indicate the apartment, in a flat voice, just stating a fact. Poulson didn’t buy it.


  “Kinda hard to believe,” he said. “I mean, okay, he’s not clean, but putting a hit on this guy? I don’t see it.”


  Carter didn’t say anything, but he walked over to him, sat down on Bart’s bed with a grunt, and Poulson thought, Jesus, he looks like shit. The man rubbed his forehead, like he had a headache.


  “You okay?” Poulson asked.


  “Just tired.”


  “Why would he want to take out Gramby? What was he to Burwick?”


  Carter waved a hand, as if that explained something. “Nothing, but Burwick doesn’t know that.”


  “Okay, why don’t you explain this to me.”


  “I think I need some coffee.”


  “Why don’t we do the coffee later.”


  “No, man, I’m serious, I need the caffeine and something to eat, or I’m gonna crash.” And Carter looked up at Poulson, and the look on his face made it clear that he wasn’t kidding.


  “Why don’t we go in the kitchen,” Poulson said, and helped Carter up, because it looked like he needed it. The other man was tall, but he didn’t seem to weigh much, just skin and bones. Up close, his skin seemed waxy. “Jesus, you’re not okay, are you?”


  “No,” Carter said, “I’m not.”


  He leaned on Poulson heavily as they went into the kitchen, but he had no trouble at all supporting him. He sat Carter down at the kitchen table and started rummaging through the cupboards. He found some instant coffee in the kitchen, got some water going and made it strong, put in a lot of sugar like Carter asked, and set it in front of him on the kitchen table. “I’m gonna make you a sandwich, okay?”


  “Thanks,” Carter said, and he sounded genuinely grateful, his voice weak. He slumped at the table, but sipped at the coffee.


  Poulson found some bread and cheese, an unopened package of sliced ham and a jar of mayo, and got to work, suddenly realizing that the last time he’d made a sandwich for somebody else was five years ago, when his son was visiting, and it made him feel strangely paternal towards this younger man.


  “Are you on something?” he asked as he worked.


  Carter shook his head tiredly. “No.”


  “Janey told me you found something.”


  The sentence hung in the kitchen, and he wasn’t looking at Carter, but he could feel the man tensing. Then he laughed a little, deep in his throat; it was a dry rattling sound, but not mean.


  “Well,” Carter said, “guess she’s serious about you.”


  “Or really worried about you.”


  “I think it’s both. Yeah, I found something. You believe her?”


  “Tell you the truth, not really. It’s just too far-fetched.” He took the sandwich he’d made, put it on a plate, cut it in half. After a moment’s hesitation, he cut off the crusts, too, because that was the way he used to make them. Carter watched him work; he could feel his eyes on him.


  “You want to see it?”


  Instead of answering, Poulson took the plate with the sandwich to the kitchen table, set it in front of Carter and sat down opposite him. He wasn’t sure what to say. Carter was leaning on his elbows, hunched over the table.


  “Thank you,” Carter said, taking the sandwich in his hands. “Let me guess. You’re thinking, if you say yeah and I can’t produce the goods, Janey’s either crazy or just not that smart.”


  Poulson didn’t say anything. Carter took a big bite of the sandwich, chewed slowly, took a sip of the coffee. He swallowed.


  “She’s not crazy, and she’s fucking smart,” he said. “Smarter than either of us, probably.”


  And then he put the sandwich down, stuck his hand on his pocket and brought it out, and a part of Poulson’s brain started screaming.
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  Daniel Poulson had seen a lot of weird and horrible shit in his life, both during his decades as a police officer and even earlier. He had had an eventful life. He’d seen human life in all its forms, every single emotion imaginable, every vice – and every virtue, too, for that matter. To a great extent, he had become immune to shock. He could be surprised, but very few things left him bewildered, truly horrified or in a state of paralysis.


  But the thing Carter placed on the table made him want to laugh, scream, run away in panic and orgasm at the same time. He just stared.


  “Don’t try to touch it,” Carter warned, and Poulson wasn’t sure if it was because it was dangerous, or because Carter wasn’t giving him permission. Then he realized that he’d been reaching towards it, and snatched his hand back, spooked.


  It was a piece of white metal, and it was covered in long, jagged spines, just like Janey had said. But what Janey hadn’t mentioned that the spines swayed, like they were organic – almost like the spines on a hedgehog or something, and he could’ve sworn he saw them caress Carter’s hand when he placed it on the table.


  But it was hard to tell, because when he looked straight at it, it felt like his thoughts were being wrenched out of joint, and his eyes had trouble focusing on anything. The air around the thing seemed to move, like there was a mirage – “a special effect,” Janey had called it, and now he knew what she meant. It felt like he was looking at the back of his own head, staring at the thing, like he was seeing in a direction he had never spotted before.


  “Kind of a trip,” Carter said. “I know. You get used to looking at it.” He paused, then sighed. “But you never get comfortable with it.”


  “Jesus Christ,” Poulson whispered. “What the fuck is that thing?”


  “Honestly? I have absolutely no fucking idea. I guess it’s an alien device. Or some kind of a magical artifact.”


  “Are you serious?”


  “I don’t know, am I? For all I know, it’s God’s fingernail clipping. I can’t even begin to...” Carter shrugged. “I’ve had it for almost four years now, and you know what? I haven’t learned a fucking thing about where it came from or what it is. I don’t even know how to start looking into it.”


  “I’ve never seen anything like it.”


  Carter laughed, and Poulson felt embarrassed, but he kept staring at the thing.


  “Yeah, I know, but I mean, it’s – it’s…” He trailed off.


  “It’s horrifying and fascinating at the same time, like your brain is seeing something it couldn’t begin to understand, but it’s kind of managing to process it into an image. But not quite. And you’re left wondering, what is it that it doesn’t want you to see? That sound about right?”


  “Yeah. Something like that.”


  Carter took the thing and put it back in his pocket, and now that Poulson was paying attention, he could see the spines caressing his hand, twisting themselves around his fingers, rubbing themselves against his skin in an almost obscene display. And then it was out of sight, and the reality of the kitchen reasserted itself, looking strangely alien in all of its mundane banality.


  “Is it alive?” Poulson blurted out.


  Carter had started eating the half-eaten sandwich again. “I don’t know.”


  “She said you can turn invisible. And hear what people are thinking.”


  He nodded, finished the sandwich and picked up the second one.


  “Show me.”


  “I don’t have it in me for a dog and pony show,” Carter snapped. Then he held up a hand. “I’m sorry. It’s… it’s not like a cell phone. Using it is pretty tough. I can’t.” He put the sandwich back down and massaged his temples, long bony fingers working the skin. They left red marks that faded slowly.


  “Okay, but you used it before, when you came in. That’s why I didn’t…” Poulson paused, thought for a moment. “It’s not just invisibility. I would’ve heard you.”


  Carter didn’t respond, he just took the sandwich and took a bite of it. Poulson changed the topic.


  “You were going to explain about Burwick.”


  “Right.” Carter finished the sandwich, drained his coffee, set the cup down with a decisive clunk. “Okay. I’ll… Here’s the setup: Bart owed Nicky money. Nicky wanted me out of commission, so he put Bart up to it, fed him a bullshit story, like he was a debt collector. He was hoping that maybe Bart’d kill me, or I’d kill Bart, but either way, the somebody’d be dead or bleeding, and the cops would catch the other guy red-handed.”


  “What’s Nicky got against you?”


  “Nothing, that’s the thing. So that told me something.” He was getting into the story now, and Poulson noticed how he seemed more animated, more present, the all-encompassing fatigue he’d been exuding quickly fading away for the moment. “So either there was something in it for Nicky, or he was working with somebody else. So I took Bart and went over there, supposedly to clear up this whole thing, but really to light a fire under Nicky’s ass so I could see which way he’d bounce. I bugged the shit out of him while I was there.”


  It took Poulson a moment. “You mean, as in surveillance.”


  “Yeah. So Nicky called Burwick. So at that point I knew it was serious, that Burwick was fucking us back. But, uh…” Carter looked embarrassed. “After that, I kinda lost the plot. What Janey must’ve told you, about me being unstable…”


  “Yeah.”


  “It comes and goes. Mostly, it comes, now. And it did. So I just dropped out of the picture for a couple of days, and I’ve got some missing time there, too. Seriously, I don’t know what I’ve been up to, but it wasn’t random. I mean, I was operating, I can tell. So maybe Burwick just got anxious because he couldn’t find me, or maybe I provoked him, I don’t know. But, see, Nicky thought Bart was with me.”


  Poulson was starting to get it. “And if he told Burwick that, if Burwick thought he knew what you know…”


  “Right.”


  Poulson suddenly stood up. “Jesus, Janey!”


  Carter shook his head. “Way ahead of you. I called her when I saw the damage to the door here. She had some goons waiting for her outside her building, but she got rid of them, made them think she’s got protection. Those guys won’t be back, she’s too hot for them to touch.”


  “That won’t last.”


  “For now, it will. Listen.” Carter stood up, leaning on the kitchen table to do so. He walked over to the fridge as he talked. “I think we need to end this.”


  “How? The way you guys fucked him over, Burwick’s not gonna let it go.”


  Carter was rooting inside the fridge. He came out with a carton of orange juice. “There’s all sorts of ways. Hell, we could just cap him, for example.”


  “That’s murder,” Poulson said, his voice suddenly tight.


  Carter grinned, drank from the carton, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “Relax, I’m not a murderer. There are other options.”


  “If he’s doing this, we can nail him for it.”


  “Yeah, sure, maybe. Thing is, tying him to these goons wouldn’t be easy, and anything else – look, if we could’ve put anything that comes with jail time on him, we would’ve done it years ago.” Carter put the carton back in the fridge, shoved the door closed hard enough to rattle things inside. “I don’t have time to fuck around on this one.”


  Poulson eyed him, taking in the man’s haggard appearance, the bags under his eyes. “You in a hurry?”


  “Yeah, I am.”


  “What you said about putting everything in order. You getting ready to quit?”


  “Looks that way,” Carter said, trying to grin, but it came out lopsided and weak, “not that I have a lot of say in it.”


  “Maybe you should go to the hospital.”


  “Not going to help. It’s this thing, it’s about done with me. Like I said, using it’s pretty rough. But I figure I can finish what we started. I could use your help, though.”


  “Why should I help you?”


  “Because it’ll also help Janey, and you like her. And because you’re walking on the wild side already, a little bit.”


  Poulson didn’t say anything.


  “Yeah, I picked up that much. Not the part about Janey, about the wild side. But here’s another reason: because Burwick does a pretty great job of being everything you hate about your job, and it’s a chance to slap him silly.”


  “I need to know what you’re gonna do.”


  “I have no idea what I’m gonna do. I tend to think on my feet, go with the situation. But I want to go over there, and I want you to flash your badge so we can get in to see the man.”


  “You’re getting ready to die.”


  Carter thought about it for a moment. “I guess that’s what it’s building towards, yeah. I might as well admit it.”


  “Okay, now I don’t know if that’s true, but let’s say it is. Two things. First of all, I need to know that you’re not going to try to kill the man,” Poulson said.


  “I told you, I’m not even armed.”


  “Because if I get you in there and you do something like that, it’s my ass in the sling as well.”


  “You mean, you’re wondering if I’m jealous about Janey and trying to take you with me?”


  “Fuck you,” Poulson said without rancor, “for even thinking that.”


  Carter held up his hands. “I’m sorry, you’re right. I’m not gonna kill him. It might get rough, but I’m not a killer, and I don’t need you to be there, I just need you to get me in.”


  “You could just turn invisible.”


  “No, no. I think I’m done turning invisible, to tell you the truth. It takes a lot outta you. You don’t know.” Carter stared at Poulson, his face gaunt, but eyes burning, bright and alert. “There’s not a lot of me left, Poulson. What I got, I need to hang on to. For a while longer.”


  “Jesus Christ,” Poulson said, shaking his head. “All right. But there’s another thing.”


  “What.”


  “I need you to talk to Janey before we do anything else.”


  Carter slumped, the casual effortlessness suddenly vanishing entirely. “C’mon, I can’t. I can’t do that. I don’t want her any more involved than she is. She can still make it out of this. I can’t.”


  Carter started to turn away, but Poulson stepped closer, took a hold of his shoulder. It felt bony under his fingers, like an old man’s. He turned the other man to face him, and he did it too hard, the movement almost knocking him off his feet, but he didn’t care, because now he was feeling angry.


  “It’s not about what you want. You’re supposed to be friends, right? Hell, you used to be more. You two have done this whole thing together. If you just die on her, it’s gonna be shoulda, coulda, woulda for her. And yeah, that could derail our thing, whatever it’s gonna be, but you know what? Our thing really matters to me. So you’re gonna talk to her. Do it because otherwise you won’t get what you want from me, if you like.”


  Carter just stood there, shaking his head, and Poulson resisted the urge to grab the man by his shoulders and just shake him as hard as he could.


  “Or do it because she cares about you, and you’re supposed be her friend. I don’t care why you do it, but you’re doing it.”
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  There was a knock on her door, and Janey woke up with a jerk. She was splayed on her living room couch, and for a moment she didn’t know where she was. After days of dark clouds and rain, the skies were clear, and very early morning light was streaming into the space, giving everything a golden hue, and she felt like a little girl in a beautiful, luxurious palace.


  She’d been dreaming about being in a very small restaurant, filled with children, and the children would stare at her sullenly, stabbing her thighs with their forks as she went past them, in retaliation for bumping into them, but there was nothing she could do to keep it from happening; there wasn’t enough room. Before that she’d fought wolves with her bare hands, and that hadn’t been any trouble at all, but these children, she didn’t know what to do about them. She wasn’t sure if it was going to be turn out to be a nightmare or what, but she felt relieved by the interruption.


  She blinked, and the palace disappeared, replaced by her living room, and the dreams started to evaporate. But full consciousness didn’t return until her fingers touched the gun, the movement automatic. It was on the coffee table, and she froze, her hand on the gun, suddenly unsure what to do.


  There was another knock on the door, a little louder than the first one, and she felt wide awake now. She picked up the gun, took a couple of steps towards the door. She had it bolted, a little barricade consisting of a chair, a table, and a dozen heavy cardboard boxes filled paper in front of it, and a bunch of wine glasses and metal pots balanced on the edge of the whole thing, sure to fall off and make a hell of a lot of noise if somebody tried to get through the door. She knew she couldn’t really stop somebody getting through if they really wanted to, but she also knew she could slow them down and give her plenty of advance warning. If somebody tried to get in, chances were they’d give up because it was taking too much time, and if they persisted, well, she’d be ready with the gun by then.


  But she wasn’t all that worried about somebody even trying to get in. She didn’t think for a moment it’d happen, but she’d prepared for it anyway, because it made sense to do it, because it’d be stupid to not do it and find out that she was wrong. After all, she couldn’t go to the police about this, not without putting both herself and Abe in a position she didn’t want to be in. She had to arrange her own protection.


  She stood well away from the door, and called, “Who is it?”


  “It’s Daniel,” came the reply. “I’ve got Carter here with me.”


  “Hang on.”


  She holstered the gun, then took the glasses and pots and moved them aside. She then had to work pretty hard for a minute or so, until she’d shifted the items enough to crack the door open. She opened it, and saw Daniel, peering at her with a quizzical expression on his face.


  “Hey,” he said.


  “Hey,” she said. “Come on in.”


  He squeezed in through the opening with some effort, his bulk barely fitting it through, and then he saw Carter, following Poulson, and Carter had no trouble slipping into her apartment. She was alarmed by how skinny he was.


  Poulson looked around, surprised to see the barricade. “Geez,” he said.


  “Nicely done,” Carter said, and almost stepped on the glasses, dodging them at the last instant. “Hey, got your noisemakers, too.” Keeping it light, like there was nothing wrong, but she could tell that he was faking it, and he knew it, too.


  “I’ve been worried,” she said, and stepped over, gave him a hug, and then she recoiled from him, because he didn’t feel right. “Jesus, Abe, when was the last time you ate?” But it was worse than just skipping a couple of meals, and now that she looked at him, she saw how gaunt his face was. She swallowed.


  “Where’ve you been?” she asked, then looked at Poulson, who seemed content to not get involved in this. “Where’d you find him?”


  “Actually, he kind of found me. At Gramby’s place,” Poulson replied.


  “Bart? Is he okay?”


  She saw Poulson narrow her eyes, flick them to Carter. “You didn’t tell her,” he said.


  Carter looked awkward. “I didn’t know when I called her, I just saw there’d been trouble. We hung up when after I knew she was okay…”


  “Something’s happened to Bart,” Janey said.


  Carter nodded, his eyes sad and tired. “Yeah. He’s…”


  “Dead,” she said.


  Carter put his hands on her shoulders, and she saw that his fingers were thin, almost skeletal, but the touch felt familiar, comforting. He kept his voice low and calm. “He was at home when they came in. It’s a different neighborhood. Your building’s a lot more secure, so they just waited outside, but with him, they just went in…”


  “Jesus,” she said. “That’s awful.” She didn’t really know Bart at all, but she’d liked him, this weird guy who was smarter than he looked. Then another thought hit her. “They were really going to kill me.” She’d thought knowing that for sure would change something, but it didn’t seem to make any difference.


  “Yeah. Well, they probably wanted to grab you, do it somewhere else, but yeah. You handled it great.” Carter squeezed her shoulders a little, then let go of her, wandered into the kitchen, and left her and Poulson in the hallway.


  She stepped closer to Poulson, and he did the same thing, and their eyes met.


  “Thanks for finding him,” she said, and he came closer and they met somewhere in the middle. He was big, much bigger than anyone else she’d ever hugged, she thought, and it almost felt like she disappeared into him, those big arms around her. She had trouble reach all the way around him, his bulky coat making it even harder, but there was nothing awkward about it. He nuzzled the top of her head, and she liked how her hair caught in his stubble.


  “Don’t thank me yet,” he said. “He’s a kind of a weird guy.”


  “At least I know he’s alive. He looks awful. I think he’s sick, really sick. It’s that… you know.”


  Poulson pulled back just enough to see her, and she looked up. He cleared his throat. “I… I saw it. The… whatever the fuck that thing is. He showed it to me.”


  Janey had trouble believing it. Carter had always been secretive in general, and this thing in particular… for him to let Poulson see it, it was complete out of character, and it set little alarms off in her head. Then she saw the expression on his face, and she felt her own features take on the emotionless mask she usually saved for courtrooms.


  “Oh,” she said.


  “I think you two need to talk,” he said. “I’ll be out here.”


  Janey nodded, and he leaned down to rest his forehead against hers for a moment, and she closed her eyes, breathed in his scent and knew this wouldn’t be good.


  Then she went into the kitchen.


  Carter was making coffee. He was hunched over, and his clothes seemed to hang on his body, like he was a mannequin built out of coat hangers.


  “You don’t look too good,” she said. “Actually, I don’t know why I’m trying to sugarcoat it, you look like shit. I’ve seen cancer patients who looked more lively.”


  “Not feeling that great either, to tell you the truth,” he said, and turned around, smiling a little. “Poulson seems like an okay guy. Are you going to give him a shot?”


  “Never mind that. Jesus, Abe, look at you,” she said, and suddenly she felt like crying.


  “Hey, no, please,” he said, and took a step towards her, but then he stopped, and they just stood there, staring at each other. It was Carter who cried first, and that shocked her more than anything else, because to her, he’d always been the epitome of self-control, and now he was going to pieces.


  She took him in her arms, then, and even though Carter was taller than she was, she felt like the bear now, enclosing this little man in her arms, and he shuddered with each sob that seemed to go through his body like a shock. She felt his heart hammering through the clothes, and his breathing had a raspy quality, and that was the thing that did her in, the sound of him drawing big ragged breaths, got her crying. Just the two of them, clinging to each other.


  It took them a couple of minutes, and then they reached some sort of equilibrium, the coffee maker was gurgling, and he started to disentangle himself. His face was wet, and there was snot running out of his nose.


  “Shit,” he said, and reached for a paper towel, blew his nose. “I’m sorry.”


  “Don’t,” she said. “It’s okay.”


  “I think this is it, Janey. You warned me about it, and I didn’t listen.”


  “That fucking thing,” she said, “it’s been nothing but trouble.”


  He shook his head and smiled. “Bullshit, it’s been ridiculously useful,” and she couldn’t argue with it, but it made her angry, anyway.


  “Nailing him’s not worth the price,” she said. “Just call it off, Abe. Please. I don’t want you to do this. It’s not worth it. You’ll get better if you stop using it. Just – let’s just try that, okay?”


  “It’s too late for that. I’m almost empty inside, do you understand? It’s – I’m on borrowed time. I’m not trying to be macho about this. I’m done, Janey. I keep turning into this…” He wiped his hand across his mouth, as if disgusted, then shook his head. “I don’t even want to tell you. My brain’s rotting out from the inside. I have blackouts, Janey, I get stupid. Do you understand? You said it yourself, I keep making mistakes. It’s getting worse and worse. I mean it, I’m fading fast.”


  “You don’t have to do this.”


  “No, I don’t, but I can. Right now, I can. What else am I gonna do, turn into a – a fucking patient?”


  He turned around, poured coffee into a cup, his hands shaking so badly that he slopped it on the counter, and he slammed the cup down hard enough that she thought he’d break it, but he didn’t.


  “Goddammit,” he said. “I didn’t want to come here, I didn’t want to have this conversation. He made me.”


  She slipped her hands around his waist from behind, leaned against his back. “Well, I’m glad he did.”


  “I’m sorry, I didn’t want to do this to you.”


  “I can say goodbye,” she said, “I can take it.”


  She felt his hands on hers, squeezing, the bony fingers warm and intimate as they intertwined with hers.


  “Yeah, I bet you can,” he said, “you always were tough like that. Nobody takes a hit like you.”


  “I guess,” she said, not feeling that tough, but dealing with it, knowing that she could take it, and feeling guilty for knowing it.


  “I’m sorry I was a shitty boyfriend,” he said.


  “It was that thing,” she lied, and felt, rather than heard him laugh.


  “It was over before I found it, but it’s nice of you to say. Janey, it’s not that I didn’t love you, I’m just—“


  “Just not the long-term type, I know. It wasn’t the end of the world,” she added, glad that she wasn’t lying now, “we were good together, before, during and after.”


  “Yeah.”


  They stayed like that for a while, and then he extracted himself from the embrace, and said he had to go. Janey didn’t argue. There didn’t seem to be any point.


  It was the last time she ever saw him.
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  Poulson felt like an undertaker, driving towards Burwick’s place, with Carter slumped in the passenger seat beside him. The man had his eyes closed, just a limp bag of skin and bones. He looked even more worn than he had when he first laid eyes on him, and he had a bad feeling it wasn’t just his imagination. It wasn’t hyperbole; he was dying, his body wasting away at frightening speed.


  Burwick lived way out in the sticks, in the big Burwick family house he’d grown up in; his father now had a quasi-palatial mansion, so the son got the old house. Poulson had been there once before, when the DA threw a big garden bash for cops, just before the thing with Carter’s brother. It’d been a blatant attempt at manipulating the public; it wasn’t for the cops, it was for the press so they could talk about the close relationship between Burwick and the police.


  It had been a pretty decent party, though. Good food.


  They were about a mile away from Burwick’s place, the road nice and calm, lined with big trees and bushes, almost looking like it was countryside, a rusty white van with Jesus stickers plastered all over the back doors suddenly changed lanes and cut in front of Poulson, and he had to brake hard, and even as he jammed his palm on the horn and cursed, he saw Carter’s head lolling back and forth from the corner of his eye, and suddenly he was worried that the man was dead. Trying to keep an eye on the van at the same time, he reached out, shook his shoulder, almost felt the bones rattling.


  “Carter,” he said urgently, “man, are you okay? Wake up!”


  The van was going more steadily now – he could see the driver waving an apologetic hand at him – so he risked a closer look at Carter, and was alarmed to find him drooling on his chest, a thin strand of clear liquid running from his lower lip. He was completely out of it.


  “Oh, fucking hell…”


  He pulled over to the side of the road and shook Carter harder, but he didn’t react. He shouted his name, shone his flashlight right into his eyes and still there was no response, so he took a hold of the skin on the inside of his wrist. It felt too loose, almost like an old man’s. He gave it a rough twist, and Carter didn’t react at all. Poulson knew he was breathing – he was wheezing, like an old man – but he wasn’t reacting to the pain at all.


  Poulson reached for the radio, turned it up, got ready to call an ambulance, and there was a burst of white noise, and that was when Carter stirred. Poulson turned back to Carter, said his name, and he grunted, and Poulson took hold of his ear, and squeezed, like before.


  “Don’t,” Carter said, feeling it now, but didn’t put his hands up.


  “C’mon, Wake up. Wake up, or you’re going on an ambulance ride.”


  “Jesus, my ear!” Now his hands came up, and Poulson let go. Carter opened his eyes, looked around like he’d just woken up on Mars.


  “My fucking ear,” Carter said, indignant.


  “You with me?”


  “What?”


  “Are you with me? What’s my name?”


  It took him a moment, but then he spoke. “Poulson. What’s up?”


  “You passed out.”


  “What?” Carter shook his head slowly, wiped his chin on his sleeve. “No, I was just sleeping.”


  “I know sleeping. That wasn’t sleeping.”


  Carter blinked at him, as if not comprehending what he was being told. “I… Where am I? What’s up?”


  “You’re in my car.”


  “Who—“ Carter blinked again. Then his eyes lit up, and he nodded. “Right, yeah, of course. Poulson. What’s wrong?”


  “I just told you that you passed out.”


  “No, I was just—“


  Poulson cut him off, his voice hard. “We already went through that, and you don’t even remember it. Carter, you can’t do this. I mean it, you don’t have it in you.”


  “No, I can…” But he trailed off.


  “I don’t think so,” Poulson said.


  “Oh, fuck,” Carter said in a voice that was more a whisper than anything else, and they sat there in silence. After a couple of minutes, he cleared his throat. “I guess I can’t expect you to walk in there with me now.”


  “Not planning on it, no.”


  Carter shifted in his seat to a more upright position. It didn’t look easy. “Fuck. I can’t believe you would—“ He stopped talking, ran his hands through his hair, then tried again. “We could’ve done it if we hadn’t wasted the time with Janey.”


  “Is that what it was, a waste of time?”


  Carter turned to look at him. It took him a while, but he made up his mind. “No.”


  “Well, then.”


  “Shit. I really wanted to do this. You’re right, though, I don’t think I can – can’t – I can’t…” He trailed off, just stared out through the windshield.


  Poulson felt that he should try to comfort the man, absolutely convinced now that he really was dying, so he reached a hand out to put it on Carter’s shoulder.


  “I’m sorry—“


  Carter cut him off. “Is that my car?” He pointed a finger straight ahead.


  Poulson turned his head, surprised, and there, where the road curved, lit by the morning sun, was Carter’s car, that red and worn-looking Crown Vic, parked on the small lot behind a gas station.


  “What’s it doing out here?”


  Carter swallowed, rubbed his face. “I don’t know.”


   “Let’s take a look,” Poulson said, and they drove over.


  Carter unbuckled his seat belt, opened the car door, then turned to face him. The mystery seemed to perk him up. “I got some missing time, Poulson. Two days ago, after we went to see Nicky, there are at least 12 hours I don’t know a damn thing about. I think I was pretty busy.”


  He got out of the car, and Poulson followed suit. Carter’s gait was unsteady, and seemed to tire him, but he reached the car, leaned against it while he hunted in his pocket for the car keys.


  “If you came out here…”


  “Then it was for a reason,” he said, finally managing to fish out the keys. He hit the button and unlocked the car, got behind the wheel with some effort. Poulson stood next to him, peering inside. Carter looked around, but there wasn’t anything to see.


  “You don’t remember anything?”


  “Some flashes. Nothing specific.”


  “So you could’ve actually gone there.”


  Carter popped open the glove compartment and rooted around. “Well, yeah, I probably did. It wouldn’t be the first time.”


  “You’re not serious.”


  “Well, obviously, we had to look, right? But he’s not stupid enough to leave anything incriminating lying around. I bugged the place a bunch of times, too, but he doesn’t talk about anything useful in there. He’s just too goddamn careful.” Carter sounded disgusted, as if this was an unspeakable affront. “But I don’t know what I was doing there.”


  He closed the glove compartment. Then he popped the trunk and got out of the car. He leaned heavily on Poulson’s shoulder as he got up.


  “Thanks,” he grunted.


  “Sure. Are you looking for something?”


  Carter walked over to the trunk, shuffling like an old man. “Maybe. I got a few ideas.”


  “Something coming back to you?”


  “No. Just putting things together.” Carter opened the trunk. There were leaves and dried mud on the plastic liner. He yanked the liner aside, revealing the compartment below, and tried to unlock it, but he couldn’t get the key into the hole. Poulson stood next to him, tried to project the aura of somebody who wasn’t watching intently.


  Carter held the keys out to him. “I can’t do it,” he said, his voice dead. He used the trunk for support as he sat down on the ground, and leaned against the car. “My fingers don’t work right. You get it open. There’s a button near your knee, inside the trunk, just below the latch. You need to push down on it at the same time as you turn the key.”


  Poulson took the keys and peered into the trunk. “Huh. That’s going a little overboard, don’t you think?”


  “Well, you can still get it open with brute force, but it kinda keeps people from just stealing my car keys and getting in there. You never know. Or I could wire it to destroy everything in there if you don’t hit the button.”


  “And…” Poulson had already inserted the key into the lock, but now he froze. “Uh, is there a chance this is gonna blow up?”


  “Nah,” Carter grinned, his head back and eyes closed, “I never got around to it. Go on.”


  “It’s a real mess in here,” Poulson said after opening the compartment. And it was, but he was still impressed, despite the mud, dead leaves and twigs that seemed to have splattered over a lot of the items in there – the selection itself was expensive, the kind of quality cops never saw. He was used to old hand-me-downs, stuff that mostly worked and sometimes didn’t, but it was always cheap and kind of crappy. This was state of the art – surveillance and computer equipment, infiltration tools, a bunch of things he didn’t even recognize.


  “Jesus, this stuff.”


  “The private sector has its advantages,” Carter said. “What do you see in there?”


  “Okay, uh… More mud, dead leaves.  I got a laptop, some radio equipment, um…” – he reached into the compartment, picked up a few items, looked at them more closely – “surveillance stuff, I guess, a video camera… things like that.”


  “It’s not put away neatly?”


  “No, looks like it was all just thrown in there in a hurry.”


  “That’s interesting,” Carter said. “Fits in with what I was thinking.”


  “What’s that?”


  “First, let’s see what’s on the laptop… aww, shit, help me up, I need to do this.”


  “How about you stay right there and I just hand this stuff down to you.”


  Carter had been trying to get to his feet, but he sank down gratefully. “That’s a good idea.”


  “What do you need?”


  “The laptop and the video camera. And there should be a digital audio recorder in there. And, uh, a little canvas bag, with cables in it.”


  Poulson gathered it all up. “All of this stuff’s pretty muddy,” he said. “You sure they’re okay?”


  “Weatherproofing. We should be fine.”


  “Which laptop do you want? There’s a red one and a, uh, what do you call it, a ruggedized one.”


  Carter grinned. “The red one’s Nicky’s. Give me the other one.”


  “Here.” Poulson handed them over, and Carter accepted them, but with some difficulty.


  “Thanks. Listen, this is gonna take me a little while, and I don’t need you staring at me while I swear at my fingers. Why don’t you get us some coffee from the gas station, maybe something that’ll do for breakfast, huh?”


  Poulson stared at Carter, knowing there was something else to this, but eventually he shrugged and said okay.


  “It’s not like I’m gonna run away, Detective,” Carter called after him. “I think I’m done running.”


  He left Carter sitting there, the laptop open and equipment plugged in there, and went into the gas station. It was a nice gas station for a nice area, all clean and neatly organized. Even the bathroom was clean and smelled as good as any public bathroom could be expected to, so he used it and took his time about it, enjoying the solitude of sitting on the can. A little moment for himself.


  Then he spent some time just browsing stuff in the store, took the opportunity to pick up the new windshield wiper blades he’d been meaning to get for a month now – just killing time. After a while, he figured it’d been long enough, and he brought the wiper blades to the counter, and bought the morning paper, got a couple of stale-looking bagels and some candy bars, and two cups of coffee, and thought, So, I guess this is my day off. It was 7am, and he was very, very tired.


  “How you doing,” the fat man with piercings and tattoos behind the counter said, putting aside his book. He looked like he didn’t belong in this nice and clean gas station. He had a little too much personality. He seemed glad to see Poulson.


  “I don’t know how to begin to answer that,” Poulson replied.


  “Long night, huh?” The man was ringing his items up and putting them in one of those plastic bags that were flimsy to the point of nonexistence, just real enough for the customer to get his purchases out of the door before it tore and made a mess.


  “Probably gonna be a long day, too.”


  “Well, I hope it’s a good one,” the guy said and smiled, his cheeks round cheeks making him look jolly, and Poulson smiled back, enjoying it because it was normal moment, and he felt like he could use one. He put five bucks in the tip jar.


  “Hey, appreciate it,” the man said, still smiling, and Poulson said goodbye and took his things and walked back out, where Carter was still sitting there on the ground, the computer in his lap.


  He walked over, coughing as he went, his throat feeling worn and raw.


  “Got you some coffee,” he said. “You seem to go through a lot of this stuff.”


  Carter took the cup and sipped it. “I know. I keep wishing I had speed or something.”


  “You think that’s a good idea, in your condition?”


  Carter considered it. “Probably not,” he admitted. “Probably get a heart attack or something.”


  “I got some bagels and candy bars, too.” He took a bagel out of the plastic bag, bit into it. It was a little stale, but not too much.


  “Thanks.”


  “So. What do we have?”


  “I better just show you. This is footage I shot a couple of nights ago here. I’m just gonna run it for you. The audio’s pretty shitty, it’s from the camera’s mic, and it was raining and everything, so it’s not too useful. I got a better audio source for some of this stuff, so I’ll switch over to that when we hit the right point, okay?”


  “The bug you put on Nicky,” Poulson said, suddenly very interested.


  “That’s right. Watch.”


  Poulson sat down on the parking lot, leaning against the car’s rear bumper, steaming cup of coffee in his hand, and stared at the laptop screen.
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  On the screen, the Poulson could see a picture that bobbed and shook wildly, like footage from a particularly bad music video, he thought, and then he felt ancient for thinking that.


  “I’m climbing over the wall that surrounds the place,” Carter said. “It’s pretty high, but the stones are really uneven, it’s a pretty easy climb.” He seemed embarrassed, because judging by the screen, it wasn’t easy at all. Finally, he made it to the top, and landed heavily on the other side. They could hear him grunt with effort.


  “I followed Nicky here,” said Carter’s voice from the laptop, speaking quickly and breathlessly. “He was in a hurry to meet Burwick. From what I could tell, Burwick said Nicky had no business coming over, but Nicky insisted. I thought that was a meeting I shouldn’t miss, so I followed him here. He just talked his way into the house; it sounded like Burwick let him in mostly so that nobody’d see him outside the gates.”


  “I got the audio from those conversations, too,” Carter said, next to Poulson. “Just Nicky’s side, of course, except for the bit at the gate, ‘cause then you can hear Burwick on the speaker.”


  “Why’re you speaking out loud?”


  “Documenting it, I guess,” he said. “I think I knew I didn’t have long.” The watched in silence, and then he added, “And I think I was on speed at this point.”


  The yard was big, more like a garden than just a front lawn, and it took Carter a while to navigate it. It was raining. Poulson hadn’t seen the place in years, but he recognized from his memories, although what he remembered from that sunny afternoon was very different..


  “I don’t think Burwick’s family’s here tonight, the house is real quiet. I’m following the signal from my bug,” the Carter from the laptop said. “I think they’re going to the second floor, probably Burwick’s study. I…” He paused, looked up at the big, almost wall-sized second floor windows, and the great oak tree growing nearby. “Shit. Hang on.”


  Climbing the tree proved to be an ordeal, and it was almost painful to watch, with Carter next to him wincing involuntarily whenever he heard himself grunt or groan, as if some memory of those events relayed actual physical shocks to him. At one point, Carter almost fell off the tree; he yelped, and apparently hung from a branch. The camera view swung around, and Poulson saw that he was pretty high, probably high enough to get badly hurt if he fell, or even break his neck and die on the spot. He’d been out on calls like that.


  “Just embarrassing,” Carter said next to him, and Poulson said nothing.


  Carter paused the video for a moment, brought up another program – it was all Greek to Poulson, who was just your average murder police in the end, and all he ever had to do was Google some basics and read his e-mail.


  On the screen was Burwick’s study, a big wood-paneled room that emanated conservative authority. The huge windows showed just about everything that went on there. Burwick himself was in the center of the room, in mid-pace, walking towards the door.


  “I’m gonna switch audio to the other source. I’m doing this on the fly, so it won’t be exactly in sync, but you get the idea.”


  He hit play again, and now there was no rain, no Carter’s voice, just the kind of generic constant irritant that the sound of cloth rubbing against cloth makes, and that was something Poulson was familiar with – bugging people was always like that, even when you filtered it out as much as you could. Immediately afterwards, he switched back to the video player and tapped the space bar. Things started moving again.


  “About fuckin’ time,” Nicky said, and Poulson could hear a door opening. Half a second later on the screen, he could see Burwick open the door of his study, and Nicky entered.


  The Carter that had shot the footage was now apparently perched in a fairly stable position in the tree, because there wasn’t that much camera shake anymore. Poulson saw Burwick turn his back on Nicky and walk back to his desk.


  There was another man present, a big guy who’d escorted Nicky up, and Poulson recognized him as one of the DA’s investigators who did double duty as Burwick’s bodyguard at some public functions. He couldn’t remember the man’s name, but they’d met a few times; he knew he’d been on the Organized Crime squad before he quit the force and accepted the job at the DA’s office.


  “He was in my office,” Nicky was saying. “He put my guys in the hospital.”


  “And he didn’t learn anything.”


  “He’s got my fucking laptop, of course he’s gonna learn something!”


  “You have something about me in your laptop?”


  “Jesus Christ, no, are you stupid? Of course not!” On the laptop screen, Nicky waved his arms around, but only after he’d already spoken; the effect was vaguely comical.


  “So what’s the problem?”


  “I got a lot of shit in the works! What’s on that laptop could lead to a hundred different things. The cops won’t be able to use that directly, but I might have to shut down everything, just to be safe. You know how much money that’s gonna cost me?”


  “Sounds like that’s your headache, not mine.” Burwick’s tone was dismissive, like he was talking to a servant.


  Nicky threw a real tantrum. “Fuck you, Burwick, I’ve been doing shit for you and your friends for a long time now, and I want some fucking consideration in return. You think I’m going to take a fall behind this? Fuck no, not when the only reason I fucked with Carter in the first place was because you had a hair across your ass about him!”


  “Watch your tone—“


  “I told you I didn’t want to do it, I told you nothing good would come of it. I mean, you want the guy capped, that’s one thing, but that’s not a guy you warn, do you understand?”


  “I said, watch your tone!”


  “Jesus Christ,” Nicky said, and a half a second later the little Nicky on the screen threw his hands up, as if giving up. “What do you think this is, some kinda game? He’s on to us, can’t you understand that? He flipped Gramby, just like that. He saw Elena at my office, where do you think she’s gonna lead him to? You think she doesn’t stand out, the way she looks, fucking six feet supermodel running between me, you, and whoever the fuck at City Hall?”


  “Whoa,” Poulson said. “Who…?”


  “I forgot she was there,” Carter said, as if he couldn’t quite believe it himself. “Just plain forgot.”


  Nicky was working himself up to a nice lather, shouting at Burwick. “How hard is it gonna be tracking her down? But no, you like that, don’t you, feeling like fucking Blofeld – what are you supposed to be, fucking criminal genius mastermind big shot? You used to put criminals away for a living, and now you want to do it all over again, you’ve seen how they fuck up, and still it doesn’t occur to you that maybe it’d be better to be subtle? Motherfucker, we’re not talking about your cute little backroom deals here, bribing some asshole into approving permits, or burying evidence, or stringing people along with promotions, or whatever the fuck it is you do in your day job, pretending to be a badass. This guy’ll fuck you and fuck you and fuck you, and you won’t even see it coming—”


  There was a sudden, loud crash that turned Nicky’s rant into a terrified yelp and then shut him up. Then, on the screen, Burwick grabbed something from the table and tossed it right into a mirror, a hard overhand throw that spread shrapnel across the room.


  “Shut the fuck up!” Burwick said, his voice breaking. “You think I need you to teach me about this guy? That I don’t know how he works? He got to my own fucking father, for chrissakes, he and that cunt.”


  “Shit, he really knew,” Poulson said.


  Carter nodded, his face grim. “But he had to get cute, beat us in our own game. I think Nicky pegged him.”


  “Who? Jesus, I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Nicky was saying.


  “Good, because it’s none of your goddamn business! You keep your fucking mouth shut and do as you’re told, Nicholson, that’s what you’re paid for – hell, that’s what you’ve been bought for. Who do you think you are?”


  Nicky didn’t say anything, he just glared at Burwick, who poured himself a drink, and Poulson suddenly realized that the man was drunk.


  “You better watch how you talk to me, Burwick,” Nicky said, getting right in Burwick’s face. “All the shit I know about you, I can bury all of you—“


  And then there was a horrible, almost animalistic snarl, and Nicky started gurgling, and Poulson felt the moment stretch, knowing what he was going to see, and then Burwick’s hands shot forward, wrapped themselves around Nicky’s neck, and he started squeezing as hard as he could.


  It took a long time, Nicky wheezing and making sputtering, guttural sounds, and Burwick breathing hard and choking back tears, forcing Nicky on his back on the floor, and that was when Nicky caught a breath and yelled out, but Burwick got his hands back in place, now leaning forward with all his weight, and Nicky started gurgling again, but it was getting weaker and weaker, and Burwick stayed there, kept the pressure on, breathing heavily.


  “Jesus Christ,” Poulson said.


  Carter didn’t respond. He had his eyes half-closed, watching the screen, and there was a hint of a satisfied smile on his lips, and Poulson had a hard time blaming him, this dying man getting his big wish after all.


  On the screen, it was finally over, and Burwick was sitting on top of Nicky, staring at the dead man, as if unable to understand what he’d done. He suddenly got on his feet, staggered to his desk, poured himself another drink and drained it in one big gulp.


  “Here’s where I fuck up,” Carter said, and suddenly there was a muffled yelp, as if it came from outside the room, and then the camera tilted as Carter fell out of the tree. The video footage after that was extremely confused, as Carter found his feet and ran wildly away, dodging bushes, slipping in the wet grass as he went, clambered over the wall…


  The audio was a different story, of course.


  “Quincy!” Burwick screamed – and Poulson thought, That’s right, Quincy, that’s the guy’s name – and they could hear a door open, and Quincy’s voice.


  “What the fuck happened?”


  “Forget that, there’s somebody outside, he was in the tree, he saw me!”


  And Quincy didn’t stop to ask questions, judging by the sounds he hauled ass, and then Carter closed the laptop.


  “Quincy didn’t find me. I took a shortcut through the woods here, I’d guess,” Carter said, “but I can’t be sure, because looks like I turned the camera off a couple of minutes into it.”


  “So you just stashed it all here?”


  “I don’t think I was in any condition to drive. And I didn’t want to haul that footage around with me. If I got caught with it… but I’m speculating here, I don’t know. I only remember a few flashes that fit what’s on the screen. But what we got…”


  “He’s done,” Poulson said. “Even if he beat it in court, that footage, if it leaks…”


  “It leaked about twenty minutes ago. YouTube says hi.”


  “Christ. Walters is a shoo-in now.”


  “Good news for you, cop,” Carter said, laughing a little; it came out as a breathless cackle. Then he was serious again. “Listen. He’ll have gotten rid of the body by now, so you need to find it. Bad news is, Quincy’s probably helping him out with that, he knows which spots to avoid, so nobody’s gonna stumble over it.”


  “Yeah, and they’ve had two days. That could get tricky.”


  “Good news is, they don’t know about the bug, and it’s probably still working, unless they dumped him in the water. So you can track that, the trunk’s got everything you need for that. The range isn’t awesome, but hell, you probably already know the best spots for that sort of thing, so that’ll narrow it down, and then you can just walk the area… you’ll probably get a hit. Or you can just flip Quincy with this footage, have him rat out Burwick on all sorts of stuff. He’s been doing the henchman thing for years.”


  “You got it all worked out.”


  But Carter wasn’t listening, he was staring into nothingness, speaking in an almost monotonous voice. “Burwick was cleaning house. He wanted everybody who could connect him to Nicky, this whole thing, dead. Bart. Janey. Me, too, but of course I wasn’t home. There are probably guys still waiting for me to show at my place…”


  “Hey, it’s okay. You got him. You and Janey.”


  The mention of her name seemed to snap him back a little, and he turned his head to Poulson.


  “You’re in love with her, huh?”


  “I guess I am.”


  “That’s good,” he said, “she deserves somebody dependable. You’re dependable, aren’t you?”


  “I try to be.”


  “That’s good,” he repeated. “I wasn’t, you know. Not in that way.”


  “I kind of figured that much. She seems to think highly of you just the same.”


  “Yeah, well.” Carter smiled, and it felt like the first genuine smile Poulson’d seen from him. “We were good together, always. Even afterwards, working together…”


  “Yeah.”


  Carter yanked a memory stick from the laptop, handed it to Poulson. “There you go. That’s got everything, just about.”


  “’Just about,’” Poulson repeated.


  “Close enough for government work. I got stuff here I don’t want to spread around. Janey probably wouldn’t like it, either. You’ll probably get something useful out of Nicky’s laptop, though. The password’s… uh, it’s written down on a Post-It note, it’s on the screen.” He laughed, as if it was funny, but Poulson didn’t get the joke.


  Carter was quiet for a moment, and then he started to struggle to his feet, the laptop under his arm. He moved like a feeble old man. Poulson hurried to stand up, then helped the other man to do the same. Carter hung on to his arm and gave him a look of pure gratitude.


  “Yeah, I think that’s everything,” Carter said.


  “Not really. What about… you know.”


  Carter put his left hand in his pocket, pulled out the thing, and Poulson made it a point to not look down. What he saw from the corner of his eyes didn’t look any better in sunlight than it had in Bart’s dimly lit kitchen.


  “This, you mean?” Carter smirked. “I’m not going to leave this around. The risk of it falling into the wrong hands... I don’t know. It doesn’t feel right. And to be honest – shit, why not, at this point, right? – I just don’t want anyone else handling it.”


  “Yeah, but—“


  Carter held up the thing in his hand, and Poulson shut up when he saw that the spines, tendrils, whatever they were, had sunk themselves deep into the man’s hand and arm, wriggling their way into the thin flesh, and he felt a wave of revulsion as he felt something alien brushing against his consciousness. Air itself distorted and throbbed around Carter’s fist, and Poulson had to resist the urge to scream/throw a punch/run away/vomit/orgasm, the lizard brain sending out confused signals. His mouth suddenly tasted of metal.


  Carter stared at the thing, same as Poulson did. “We’re kind of attached, as you can see.”


  Poulson couldn’t think of anything to say. The sense of relief he felt when Carter let the hand fall down again was palpable.


  Carter put the laptop on top of the trunk, then held out his other hand. “Thank you,” he said. “I mean it, thank you. You did a lot for me, and you don’t owe me anything. I hope you two are happy together.”


  They shook hands, Poulson making sure to keep his eyes level.


  Carter picked up the laptop again, and tucked it under his arm. Then he froze, stared at something behind Poulson and frowned.


  “What… Holy shit, is that Quincy?” he asked, as if he was amazed to see something.


  Surprised, Poulson turned to look, but there was nobody there, and when he turned back to Carter, there was nobody there, either.
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