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For Reijo, who would have been proud










I can calculate the motion of heavenly bodies, 


but not the madness of people.


—Isaac Newton (attributed), circa 1720–1721










Chapter 1


December 19 


New York City—East Forty-second Street and Park Avenue


Nimi Olsen made the mistake of trying to cross Forty-second half a block before the intersection and missed the light. She was now stranded on the spine of frozen slush that snaked down the middle of the street, freezing her ass off. Cars snapped by with homicidal vigor, and every few seconds a mirror brushed her hip.


Traffic was unusually aggressive—everyone was fed up, miserable, and ready to light shit on fire just to get a little heat going. It had been below zero for two weeks now, the biggest freeze in more than a century. Half the news stations were reporting this as climate change in real time and a warning that humankind was headed for an extinction event; the other half were claiming the deep freeze proof positive that global warming was a Chicken Little conspiracy dreamed up by Tesla-driving kale munchers who wanted to burn the Constitution. The only thing everyone actually agreed upon was that it was cold.


Balancing in the middle of the road, playing matador with angry cars, was a position every New Yorker experienced at one time or another. It was also a possible path to the obituary section. Nimi had grown up here, always thinking that other people got killed by cars; each year, more than fifteen thousand pedestrians on the island got a taste of hood ornament followed by a ride in an ambulance. And even though only a couple of hundred succumbed to their wounds, it was not an exercise she wanted to take from the theoretical to the practical.


Nimi scouted both directions, looking for a break in the herd of cars stampeding by. She was five minutes into her balancing act and needed to put a little sidewalk under her boots.


Then, almost magically, the choreography of traffic changed and a black sedan coming down Forty-second slowed just as it cleared the Park viaduct. The driver waved her across. She lifted a foot and stepped into the void.


Nimi smiled as she stepped in front of his grille. Gave him a wave and mouthed, Thank you.


She made eye contact, and everything was fine. And then, somehow, it wasn’t.


The car window disintegrated, and the driver’s head disappeared—it was there, and then it was gone. And for a brief pinch of time, the clock stopped doing what it was supposed to, and everything ceased moving.


Then the sound of the shot thundered in.


Nimi began a scream.


The car—now driverless—surged forward.


In what could be written off as fast thinking but in clinical terms would be called instinct, Nimi began to run.


If it hadn’t been so slippery, she might have had better traction.


If she’d had longer legs, she might have made it to the sidewalk.


If she had been a bigger girl, her bones and flesh might have protected her internal organs.


If it had been another day, she might have lived.










Chapter 2


Columbia University


“So”—Dr. Lucas Page looked up a final time at the computer-generated cosmos blinking down from the ceiling—“if human reality is, in fact, nothing more than a highly specialized simulation, is it truly possible to decode our universe? And if it is, what would be the point?” With that, the time-lapse special effect generated by a million dollars’ worth of optics faded and the recessed lighting of the auditorium cycled back up.


Page stepped away from the podium, gave a final nod to the class, and wished the students a prosperous Christmas break unfettered by contemplation or purpose. The hillside of undergrads rose in unison, clapping and cheering.


It was during the awkward post-lecture phase where the students were either still clapping or stuffing laptops into backpacks that Page slipped down the stairs and through the curtains. The adulation of his students was not a reciprocal relationship, and he avoided mingling with them, sometimes to comic lengths. He had absolutely no idea how to respond to I really enjoyed your course, Dr. Page, and I hope you have a really nice Christmas vacation. And it wasn’t a skill he was interested in acquiring.


The incurious herds they fed through his auditorium were beginning to border on depressing. They all came preloaded with the belief that they were special, but very few had developed even basic critical-thinking skills. More and more, they asked questions that weren’t really questions at all.


Out in the hall, he headed for the stairs. He wanted to get out early; there was a Christmas tree somewhere out there with his name on it.


Page climbed the stairs with the specialized mechanical gait it had taken years of rebuilds and adjustments to his prosthetic to get just right. He was now able to take the steps two at a time going up, no small feat for a man the surgeons said would need a walker for the rest of his life, and he completed the three flights almost as quickly as the old days.


With every step, the auditorium slipped further from his focus, a process he was consciously aware of. It wasn’t that he didn’t enjoy teaching this particular course—he detested it. Not that there weren’t some bright kids on the roster—there were a few. But it was tedious weeding out the brains from the shitheads, and there were way too many of one and not nearly enough of the other.


His course, Simulation Theory and the Cosmos, had become the largest draw in the department, which was some kind of magic considering that Page had thought it up one night after too many drinks and not enough self-control in a sarcastic nod to the endless academic jack-offery that were the bearing walls of the other departments. It was a spoof—you had to be an idiot to miss it—but he left the single-paragraph outline on his desk, and the dean had picked it up during one of her rare visits. When she started yammering on about its merits, he didn’t have the heart to tell her it had been a joke. So he now taught a course he thought was complete and absolute horseshit to a bunch of kids who wouldn’t know the difference between a scientific theory and a conspiracy theory under an administration that couldn’t differentiate sarcasm from earnestness. Things were swell.


The third floor was the academic equivalent of the 1914 Christmas truce: undergraduates, TAs, and faculty were doing their best to act like friends, if only for the night. Bottles of imported beer and cheap champagne were being consumed as they tried to look involved in their conversations while waiting for more interesting messages to light up their smartphones.


He slipped by a handful of hellos, three offers of beer, two of wine, one of champagne (Perrier-Jouët Grand Brut, no less), and one slap on the back. He opened the door, expecting to find Debbie grading papers to CNN.


She wiped out the question mark hanging in his thoughts by jabbing an arm at him, a stack of phone messages folded into her fingers. She didn’t look up, but she acknowledged him with, “You had sixty-one calls.” Then she nodded at her computer. “And a shitload of email.”


The console beside her desk was stacked with wrapped Christmas gifts that experience taught him would be alcohol in various permutations—the university equivalent of apples for the teacher.


“Any drop-ins?” he asked.


Screening visitors—mostly of the whiny student variety—was the main reason Debbie was here. She was working on a Ph.D. in deep-space astronomy, a distinction she offset with very clear—and proudly worn—Asperger’s. And it was her uncertainty with nonverbal cognitive cues that made her the ideal assistant; she was not susceptible to any of the weaponized histrionics the students liked to use. “Twenty-six. The only one you’ll want to call back would be the Haagstrom kid. His father died.”


Page stopped flipping through the pile of messages. “Email him and give him a two-week extension. Tell him to call me if he needs anything. Give him my cell number.”


Debbie looked up, her face etched with surprise.


“It’s his father, for Chrissake,” he said. “And it’s Christmas.”


“I understand. I’m just surprised you do.”


Lucas nodded over at the Tetris-stacked console of Christmas cheer. “Can you take care of thank-you cards for those?”


Debbie waved it away. “Already done except for two—your publisher and your literary agent. Your agent sent a decent scotch and your publisher went big with a magnum of champagne.”


“Send the champagne to the dean with a note to have a merry Christmas.”


“It’s a thousand-dollar bottle of Bollinger.”


“So add the word very to the note.” He tried out a smile. “And take the rest home.”


The video in the corner of Debbie’s computer screen switched stories, and Page automatically shifted focus for an instant. As the chyron started its sales pitch, Page’s chest lit up with a bolt of adrenaline. “Turn up the volume.” He was pretty certain that he had sounded calm.


She hit the SPEAKER button on her keyboard.


The sallow face of the ersatz journalist looked into the camera as emergency lights flashed in the background. The text on the chyron ticking across the bottom of the screen was laced together with the clumsy, noncommittal vagaries of modern American journalism, but the yammering heads seemed to be certain of one fact: a sniper had shot someone.


Page might have let it go if a figure surrounded by FBI parkas hadn’t caught his attention. There was no mistaking the walk. Or the tailored overcoat.


“Aren’t those the people you used to work for?” Debbie asked without looking up from the monitor.


“No,” he lied.










Chapter 3


Forty-second Street and Park Avenue


Special Agent in Charge Brett Kehoe moved away from the crime-scene tent while Grover Graves followed on his flank, dictating computer model results—a term that at this particular junction in time was a euphemism for guesses. It was night now, but the lights of the city were amplified by the snow and gave the illusion of working under a full moon. Which made everyone on-site nervous—there was no reason to believe that the man with the rifle had closed up his toolbox and gone home.


Wind funneled down the street, blowing snow under Kehoe’s scarf where it melted and soaked his collar. On any other night, the street would have been the perfect image of a New York Christmas. Now it was just a place where someone had been murdered. And the oversized ornaments hanging from the lampposts added a morbid humor to the situation that was not lost on him.


He looked up at the line of rooftops, the endless windows, and the snow coming down. Whoever planned this knew exactly what he was doing; these conditions would wear his people down.


As they walked, Kehoe automatically—and unconsciously—scanned the buildings. He had six FBI countersnipers on-site, keeping everyone—law enforcement, citizenry, and media assholes alike—safe. Or at least that was the intent. Two SWAT teams on standby combined with the NYPD’s presence meant the shooter would have to be stupid—or suicidal—to still be in the area. Which translated to everyone being a little nervous.


The component that really made Kehoe uneasy on this one was the victimology. Federal agents got killed. It was one of those things. Not as often as people thought. And certainly not as often as the idiots on the news liked to proclaim. But everyone concerned knew that it was a statistical possibility. That someone had gone through this much trouble to kill one of his people hinted at a larger picture that he was as yet unable to see.


“How is it possible that you’re standing there shrugging? This is pure physics: A-squared-plus-B-squared-equals-C-squared.”


Graves held up a weatherproof tablet slaved to the modeling hardware back in the command vehicle. “Sure. Pythagoras knew his shit. But we can’t manufacture either a horizontal or a vertical azimuth, and that doesn’t give us a starting point.”


Kehoe never gave in to displays of emotion at work; it was a personal point of pride, but he could only tolerate I don’t know so many times. “We have a dead federal agent in that car and a civilian stapled to a lamppost. I won’t accept can’t.”


Graves held up the tablet again as if it might illustrate his point. “To figure out where our shooter was, we need some values that simply aren’t there. We don’t know the angle of travel because there is no accurate way to string the shot. We can’t reverse engineer a line of travel from the body because that slug tore his head up; there’s nothing to work with. Different rounds act differently on impact, some even tumbling backward if you want to believe the Warren Commission.”


 “Don’t editorialize with me,” Kehoe said, allowing a little alpha dog to seep into his voice.


“Sorry, sir.”


“Video?” Kehoe asked. One saving grace of omnipotent technology was that in any public arena, there were always eyes on the prize.


“We’ve checked every video feed, surveillance camera, traffic camera, and pedestrian cell phone, and we’ve come up with a big fat zero. We have one dashcam from a cab three cars ahead that demonstrates the downstream domino effect from the moment of impact, but there’s no sound, so we can’t be certain of the precise time the round came in. What we have come up with is a four-second window, which means the car could have been anywhere in the intersection when the shot came in. It just kept rolling until it hit the lamppost.”


“You mean young woman.”


Graves looked up from the tablet. “Yeah. Young woman.”


How was it that in the second-most surveilled city in the world they couldn’t find a guy carrying a rifle down one of its busiest streets? Kehoe realized that everything they needed seemed erased by evil spirits. Or someone who had a whole lot of know-how in the killing business. “What about our magic bullet?”


Graves gave him a shrug. “We’re looking for it.”


“We’re looking for it?” He took a deep breath and let it oxygenate his lungs. He felt a very disturbing calm, the kind that comes on just before you drown. “We look like a troop of asshats.”


Graves shrugged again.


Kehoe took another breath and let it power an even tone. “This snow is going to wipe out a lot more evidence if he took the shot from atop one of these buildings.” They were looking at over 1,600 yards of rooftop and nearly 3,000 windows. His men were hoofing it across the skyline, but a thorough search would take all night. Which they didn’t have.


“Unless you have a magic eyeball, this is the best we can do.” Graves sounded defensive.


Kehoe turned back to Park Avenue. Back to the police cars and the emergency services vehicles and bureau men running around and the oversized Christmas ornaments and the snow and wind and the two victims. Then he lifted his focus to the windows stretching to the horizon before turning and walking away.


“Where are you going?” Graves asked.


Kehoe said, “To get you a magic eyeball.”










Chapter 4


The Upper East Side


Lucas Page loaded the dishwasher while Erin oversaw handwashing in preparation for their after-dinner story. Even with his early departure from school, he had managed to miss supper, which in this particular instance was not a bad thing because the kids didn’t need him in a sour mood. He wanted to blame it on a general reticence toward grading term papers, but that would be a cop-out; the bogeyman on CNN had started it all. At least he had come home with a Christmas tree.


He generally made an effort to be there for supper. The kids thrived on routine; most of them hadn’t eaten a vegetable or seen an alarm clock before they had become part of the family. But sometimes work at the lab kept him late. Tonight, dragging the big Scotch pine through the kitchen had bought him a lot of domestic air miles, and it was a welcome reprieve from all the bad juju the CNN broadcast had conjured up.


But this wasn’t any night; they had a new child who needed to get comfortable with them. Erin had taken two months off so she wouldn’t have to divide her attention between the hospital and home. And Lucas had promised her two full weeks during the Christmas break, yet he hadn’t even been able to make it home for supper. What the hell did that say about his word? She wouldn’t care that he had been rattled by the news and had spent a little too much time wandering the tree lot. This was a child, not an academic exercise—intentions didn’t matter; results did.


He loaded cups into the rack while the storm came down beyond the window above the sink. The lights were on in Dingo’s apartment over the garage, and smoke drifted from the chimney.


Winter had started in November, the first snow of the year hitting the city ten days before Thanksgiving. The backyard had been buried for weeks, and now only the superstructure of the swing set rose above the snow like a derelict oil rig designed by Dr. Seuss. And it wasn’t giving up anytime soon—Lucas couldn’t remember it ever looking like this; so far, the season’s snowfall had surpassed all previous records. The scent of pine needles combined with the scenery outside was setting the mood, and to paraphrase Johnny Mathis, it was beginning to feel a lot like Christmas.


He tried to concentrate on the dishes, but his attention kept creeping back to the television.


The blinking screen usually lent an intangible warmth to the kitchen, but tonight it added a creepy, shimmery blue to the stainless steel and marble. He had the sound low as the news anchor in his peripheral vision did his best James Earl Jones. And with every little detail, his old machinery squeaked as it tried to start up.


He was wiping down the sink when that same figure from before caught his attention. Same silhouette. Same clothing. Only one man looked like that.


Lucas turned off the water, wiped his hands, and turned up the volume. He was leaning against the island when Erin came in. “What’s with the news?” She froze as she saw his expression and turned to the television, then back to him, tractor-beaming him with one of her looks. “Luke?”


He watched her stare flick back and forth from his good eye to his bad one—it was something she only did when she was angry or disappointed, and right now he knew that she was both. There were a lot of things he could say, but the last thing he wanted was to sound defensive.


Anderson Cooper was now sharing the split screen with Wolf Blitzer back in the studio. Blitzer was doing his best to look grave as Cooper came back with vague answers about the unknown suspect, unknown motive, unknown victim, unknown type of weapon—the only certainty being that the weather would hamper the investigation.


Lucas nodded at the screen when they ran the loop, just as that figure crossed the street behind Cooper. “Remember him?” he asked.


Erin grudgingly shifted her focus to the screen. When she saw the figure he was referring to, her posture stiffened.


Maude called from the front hall. “We’re ready!”


But Erin didn’t move. She just watched the events unfolding on the screen. “That’s Brett Kehoe,” she said flatly.


“Yeah.”


Maude called again.


“In a minute!” Erin snapped, quickly updating it with a softer, “Give me a minute, okay?” But she was still staring at the TV. “Does this involve you?” she asked Lucas.


Kehoe was now walking toward a group of men and women in FBI parkas. “I don’t know.”


Erin took the remote from the counter, snapped the television off, and tossed the controller back onto the marble. The battery cover flew off, rolling triple-As out onto the floor. “Well, stop watching that crap. It’s story time.”


Fifteen minutes later, images of the Ghost of Christmas Past had evaporated, and Lucas read from a Sesame Street book. The kids had lapsed into the usual almost-calm that followed playtime and preceded bedtime. The book was a little dated, and he had trouble doing voices other than Mr. Snuffleupagus, but the children always got a kick out of his singing.


Maude was doing homework at the oak library table—no doubt final prep for her algebra test tomorrow—and Erin was in the big Morris chair by the fire. Damien and Hector were on the floor by the tree, deeply immersed in a made-up game with the Ouija board (only they called it the Luigi board), and Alisha, who had been with them for three days now, was curled up with Laurie and the dog in the window seat. Alisha was making friends with Laurie, who enjoyed her role of being a big sister for the first time. Erin’s body language had softened a little, no doubt in response to Lucas’s Grover impression. And it was one of those moments where all seemed well in Page Land—almost.


He was in the midst of a very bad rendition of “The Alphabet Song” when Alisha’s and Laurie’s attention shifted out the window. At first, they just looked curious, but when Alisha’s arms tightened around Lemmy, Lucas stopped singing, “J is for a jar of jam,” closed the book, and went to the window. Behind him, Erin’s reflection unfolded from the chair.


Two police cruisers bookended a pair of black SUVs at the curb. The cars were double-parked, and the lights pulsed. The doors on all four vehicles opened simultaneously, and more than enough manpower to field a football team stepped out into the snow. There were six police officers divided between the two cruisers and eight warm bodies between the SUVs. The only one that Lucas recognized was the well-tailored figure from the television—so make that seven warm bodies plus Brett Kehoe.


Kehoe broke off from the group and headed for the front door. The rest took up positions on the sidewalk that Lucas recognized as strategic; as always, Kehoe surrounded himself with good people.


Lucas put his original hand on Alisha’s shoulder. “Don’t worry, sweetie; they’re not here for you.”


Behind him, Erin said, “Phooey,” and he was amazed that even with the small army on the sidewalk, she was able to keep it together in front of the kids. More of that magic that attracted him to her.


But he knew to avoid looking at her as he went to the door.


The bell rang, and he took a few deep breaths before opening the massive slab of oak and stained glass to the FBI’s special agent in charge for Manhattan. Four overcoated clones came up the steps behind him.


Kehoe didn’t say hello. Or smile. Or even extend a hand. All he did was ask, “Have you seen the news?”










Chapter 5


Lucas unloaded the dishwasher as Kehoe went through his sales pitch. He didn’t offer to take Kehoe’s coat; he didn’t want him to start feeling at home. Lucas didn’t have anything more to give these people. Not unless they needed a little resentment.


Kehoe didn’t start with an apology, and he didn’t ask for one, and either would have been understandable. But a decade was a lot of time, and Kehoe wasn’t an intellectually lazy man; he had no doubt worked out his own feelings on the way things had unfolded.


If he had any.


Of course, the net result was that none of it had been anyone’s fault. There had been no meaning or purpose or even intent in what had happened. The universe had simply opened its arms and handed out one of those meaningless fuck-yous that history wouldn’t even remember. All because they had been at precisely the wrong place at exactly the right time.


Kehoe put a diagram down on the table. It was a crime-scene mock-up with measurements and elevations penciled in, all in CAD-generated accuracy—more of that Kehoe efficiency. “The victim was westbound on Forty-second and got hit as he emerged from the Park viaduct. The shot came in from the south.”


Before he could stop himself, Lucas put his aluminum finger down at the transept where the two routes overlapped. “Through this trough?” The diner under the overpass was one of the places he often took the kids for breakfast after their Sunday morning outing to the library. “Where, specifically, did the shot come from?”


“All we know is that he got hit in the intersection, and witnesses say the sound came in a full two or three seconds later.”


Witnesses were notoriously bad judges of time, but the delay between impact and the sound wave had been big enough to be noticed, which meant that there was some distance in the equation. It also said that the shooter hadn’t used a noise suppressor of any kind.


“Caliber?”


“The round went through the vehicle, and we haven’t found it yet.”


“You mean it went through the window.”


“No, I don’t. It went through the car.”


Now he knew why Kehoe was standing in his kitchen.


Lucas thought about the corridor up Park, a trough of high-rises and windows that offered a million and one vantage points for a man with a rifle.


“A second victim was hit by the car after the driver lost control. She was with the New York Ballet. She’s dead.”


With each little Lego that Kehoe snapped into place, his motivations became clearer. This was the kind of event that could very quickly undermine the public’s belief in the powers that be. And in a closed ecosystem like New York City, the implied social contract of the inhabitants was the only thing that truly prevented the experiment from descending into chaos.


“I see your problem but not how I can help. I was quit when you came in, and I’m twice as quit now,” he said, doing a pretty good Rick Deckard impression.


Kehoe watched him for a few moments, and Lucas knew him well enough to know that he wasn’t done. This was where Kehoe would try to get his fingers inside Lucas’s head. So he waited for it.


“One more thing.” The way Kehoe opened, Lucas could tell that this was the big sell.


Lucas stared back with his good eye. “I told you—I’m quit.”


Kehoe reached down and picked up the elevations. He rolled them up, nodded solemnly, and looked like he was really about to leave when he paused and smiled sadly. “You should still know that the victim was your old partner, Doug Hartke.”










Chapter 6


Forty-second Street and Park Avenue


Lucas stood on Forty-second in the shadow of the Park Avenue Viaduct with the vector printouts. They were laminated and organized in a one-inch binder with the bureau’s logo embossed on it. All neat and tidy and waiting for him when Kehoe’s SUV came to a stop outside the big Blue Bird command vehicle parked at the scene. They were also very much useless.


Forty-second was closed in both directions, and Park had been shut three blocks south, tying traffic into a knot usually reserved for July. The street was upholstered in NYPD cruisers and FBI SUVs, the flashing lights bouncing off the snow and concrete and glass, giving the whole show a netherworldly disco effect.


It was freezing, and the wind funneled between the buildings, riding up Park Avenue and stirring up snow devils that at any other time would have been beautiful. The asphalt was covered in a dirty frozen crust that crunched like potato chips, and Lucas had trouble negotiating the uneven footing. His ankle always stiffened up in low temperatures. The prosthetic itself was mostly aluminum, but the joint pins were stainless steel and some of the other hardware was titanium or carbon fiber, and each alloy contracted at a different rate, which hampered mobility. To compensate, he added a hop to his good leg, giving his gait an idiosyncratic signature in the cold.


When they arrived on-site, Lucas asked about the food chain, and Kehoe pointed to a large crucifix of a figure near the evidence tent that he recognized as the unmistakable form of Grover Graves. He and Lucas had never hit it off, one of those bad chemistry dislikes that all the handshakes, smiles, and best intentions couldn’t overcome. Graves was also the single known exception to Kehoe’s rule of using only the best people, and having him in charge of a case of this import didn’t feel like one of his moves.


After Lucas and Graves nodded hellos from opposite sides of the street, Kehoe told Lucas that Hartke had been working under Graves for the past few years, a detail that surprised him. Hartke had hated stupid almost as much as Lucas did, and Lucas couldn’t see the man taking orders from Graves, no matter what the situation. But it was a possible explanation as to why Kehoe had Graves leading the investigation—it was making him take responsibility for his own people.


But Lucas wouldn’t have to work with Graves. Or Kehoe. He was here as a favor to his old partner. Hartke was a lot of things, some of them not very pretty, but he had been a friend. Which meant that Lucas owed him. So here he was. Standing out in the street and waiting to slip into character.


The two agents Kehoe had sent with him were hanging back, near the corner, eyeing him with the preprogrammed disinterest of their kind. One of them was a typical bureau type who looked like he had been pulled from central casting—forgettable and bland; the other was a black chick who moved with the slow, deliberate patience of a badass. They were both quiet and professional, and they stayed out of his way.


After a few seconds of taking in the topography, he realized that he had moved behind a lamppost, which meant that his operating system was updating automatically. It was amazing how fast that kind of thinking became instinctive—and even more amazing how long it lingered after it was no longer necessary, like some phantom limb. After the hospitals and operations and rehabilitation and nightmares, it had taken him almost a full year to be able to walk through a crowd. It took time, but the fear had slowly dispersed into the ether. Until now.


But a little caution out here wasn’t just smart, it was essential; when put into perspective, nothing was worse than hunting a man with a rifle in a city of windows.


“Fuck it,” he said at church volume, and stepped into the intersection.


The victim—his former partner and onetime friend—still sat in his car. The vehicle was hidden from the world by a crime-scene tent, but Kehoe had walked him through, and Lucas would not forget what Hartke looked like. Taking the top off a human skull released a fountain of blood operating at 1.5 pounds per square inch with a reservoir of nearly two gallons. In an enclosed area like a car, that translated to enough bad dreams to last a lifetime. And Lucas already had a pretty good collection of those.


He hadn’t sat down with Hartke in three years, but they’d exchanged Christmas cards and the occasional email, all embellished with the threat of visits that rarely materialized. Lucas couldn’t blame the man; what had happened to him was simply too much of a reminder about just how wrong things could go in this line of work. And law enforcement people, especially old-schoolers like Hartke, were notoriously superstitious—even if he would never admit it, some part of his reptilian brain had to be worried that Lucas’s luck might be retroactively contagious. So Lucas never held it against him.


He sighted up the street and took a deep breath, pushing the weather and the flashing lights and the army of men in blue and the giant Christmas ornaments and the tent hiding his dead former partner away.


Did he still have it in him? After all, if what everyone said was true, he couldn’t really do the things he claimed. Not with a human brain.


There was only one way to find out. So he closed his eyes and waited for it to begin.


He thought about what he had seen back in the evidence tent. About the shattered car window and his friend’s shoveled-out brain. About the dashcam footage Kehoe had shown him and that four-second window framing the round that had come screaming in. About where he was and why he had agreed to come.


Then he opened his eyes, and the world slipped into context.


Instantly.


Automatically.


And the street came to life in a way he hadn’t seen in so long it felt like he had entered someone else’s hallucination.


The world was suddenly reduced to an intricate geometry.


The smaller components of the city took on values—the bricks and blocks of stone becoming units of measure. These units connected to the larger planes—the windows and doors and lampposts—which in turn displayed their own numerical meaning, each relative to the others, and suddenly everything was one, and the city became a matrix of interconnected digits, a mosaic of numbers that stretched to the horizon.


Lucas stood in the intersection, lifted his arms, and slowly rotated in place, absorbing the city in a numerical panorama that pulsed and danced and flashed through his head. He took in the numbers around him, feeding the data into a series of instinctive algorithms that even he did not understand. It was an immediate process, fired up with an automaticity he could not explain. It was like being at the center of a vortex, and the lines of code carpeting the landscape swirled around him at a speed too fast to absorb in any conscious way.


By the time he had completed a single rotation, he could no longer see the buildings or sidewalks or police cruisers or flashing lights. He forgot the cop cars lining the street and the men and women in blue parading up and down the snow-covered pavement. All he saw, all he was able to relate to, were the numbers.


Everywhere.


Representing everything.


And then.


It was over.


He blinked and the circus shut down. All of it—the numbers, the geometry, the distances. All that was left was a frigid winter scene with too many cop cars and not enough traffic.


Lucas sighted down Park Avenue, and his mind connected the components. He no longer heard the honking of rerouted traffic, felt the mother-in-law’s kiss of winter chill, or squinted into the snow coming down. All he could do was stare at the spindle of brick rising out of the earth like Kong’s mountain home. It was the only building on the avenue that had been designed on a cant, its orientation offset by a ninety-degree twist. One of its corners reached out, towering over Park. It was 772 yards from the point of impact, give or take a handful of inches.


And perfect.


He turned to the woman. “What’s your name?”


“Whitaker,” she said, her friendly tone in direct contrast to her badass impression. The only visible features were her teeth hidden in the shadow of the FBI hood.


“Whitaker, tell Kehoe I know where the shot came from.”


Lucas nodded at what he knew was a building in the distance but had turned back into a series of geometrical planes connected to the rest of the city by numbers. He raised his aluminum hand and pointed at the tower. “The roof of number 3 Park Avenue.”










Chapter 7


Although designed by the same architectural firm that had birthed the Empire State Building, number 3 Park Avenue possessed none of the grandeur of the company’s crowning achievement. An unappealing monolith that rose precisely 556 feet into the Manhattan skyline, the building resembled a condo development. It lacked the chutzpah to be Trump ugly but still managed to look like it was trying too hard. It could have been built anywhere in the world and still not be nominated for any kind of an award.


The rooftop was the size of a football field, with two outbuildings housing access doors and various utilities, a water tower, and a bank of tractor-trailer-sized HVAC units that were running so hard the deck vibrated with their energy. The roof was set up like a medieval castle—or a prison yard—a twenty-foot wall enclosing the sky-high courtyard like defensive ramparts. Wind funneled down into the walled space, fueling an atmospheric turbine that created a self-contained snowstorm.


Everyone turned to Lucas, waiting for his magic powers to kick in. But there wasn’t much to think about in the way of positions—the shooter had to have been close to the northwest corner, at the leftmost edge of the massive heat pumps sending warm air down into the body of the building. A pair of tracks were carved into the thick carpet, but the wind had done its work; other than a rough gait measurement, they wouldn’t learn much from the trail.


The footsteps led to the corner by the HVAC units, straight to the skeleton of scaffolding bolted to the wall—no doubt installed for repairs before the deep freeze put everything on hold.


There weren’t a lot of ways up—the integrated ladders on the side were the only option: four levels to the ramparts. Whoever had used the scaffold wore gloves, so there was no worry about disturbing fingerprints or latent DNA, and whatever had been left behind in the way of trace evidence had been blasted past Hoboken by now. Lucas headed up the scaffold.


He had very little mobility in his prosthetic hand, and he had to hook his elbow over every second rung. His leg locked each time he pulled back his thigh, and this helped him Spider-Man up the frozen steel tubing, but it was a lot slower than someone with full biomechanics.


The wind had scoured the platform clean, and there were no immediate signs of a man’s passing. Lucas pivoted and rolled up onto the deck.


Out there, high above the city, the wind became something to be feared. Coming up here required more than just motivation and determination—you needed to enjoy punishment. There were a thousand other places along Park or Forty-second that would have served all the tactical considerations better than this place.


So why here?


Lucas moved to the brick wall that rose three feet, then rolled out for another eight in a ledge before dropping out into space. He rose slowly, keeping his center of gravity low—the psychological hurdle of being forty-one floors up added all kinds of white noise to an already unsettling exercise. He wasn’t afraid of heights, but you had to be a moron to not respect what gravity and pavement could do to a falling body.


Looking down Park to Forty-second was like staring down a long, narrow trench, which made the exercise seem easy. But when you took a figurative step back and examined the variables, this fucker had a lot of extra math involved: wind; shifting daylight; snow; reduced visibility; weapons adjustment (and possible failure); clothing choice; distance. And a narrow slice of time to line it all up. This wasn’t a shot just anyone who knew their way around a rifle could make.


Lucas pulled out his scope and sighted down Park. Grand Central Terminal filled the reticle, and the intersection was a cacophony of flashing lights and cop cars—all for a single bullet that everyone was trying to go back in time to stop.


Making that shot from here would be like trying to thread a needle while riding a mechanical bull set to Motörhead. It would take the first half of the intersection to simply acquire the target. Which gave a tiny window to focus, take a breath, calculate the lead, and squeeze the trigger.


Close to impossible.


Lucas could think of maybe three men off the top of his head who could make it happen, and even then the statistics were against them.


But for their guy, it had been doable. Difficult and unlikely—but doable. All you had to do was ask Doug Hartke.


The deck was scrubbed virtually clean by the wind. There were no scratches or pigeon shit or any other marks on the engineered stone, either atmospheric or man-made.


Lucas turned back to the roof, back to the storm coming down and the city beyond the haze. Then he looked down at the forensics guys who would be doing all the heavy lifting in cataloging the million and one pieces of crap up here, very little (if any) of which would be useful.


He now had a developing picture of the man they were looking for. A guy like this hadn’t been spawned in a vacuum; he had a life out there. He had done this before.


That was when Kehoe piped up above the wind. “Well, Page? What do you think?” he hollered from the rooftop below.


Lucas turned and examined him for a second; he had already given his opinion—he was only up here out of morbid curiosity.


“Bingo,” he said.










Chapter 8


Lucas was tucked into the corner under the spider-works of sheathed ducting that fed into the dead end behind the main service elevator. The coffee that Whitaker kept bringing him was better than the stuff they used to hand out in the field; evidently, the Starbucksification of America had spread to the FBI. All his parts had thawed out, and his prosthetics were loosened up.


But Lucas wasn’t thinking about the coffee any more than he was worrying about the national debt; his mind was focused on what they weren’t telling him.


Kehoe was definitely keeping something back. Lucas had no idea what it was, other than it was there, in everything he said and, more important, in everything he didn’t. It was in the pauses and the little tick of time he used before answering questions. It was there when he looked Lucas square in the eye and in the way he watched him.


But the big tell was how everyone other than Whitaker was avoiding him. And it wasn’t from discomfort; he was used to making people uneasy, but that was in the world at large—he wouldn’t make a dent with these people. No, they were avoiding him because they had been told to.


Classic Kehoe.


He was on his third cup of coffee when Kehoe’s tailored silhouette came around the corner, Grover Graves in tow. Agent Whitaker shadowed them but stopped short, near the corner by the elevator. Lucas was starting to like her, and it wasn’t just because of her almost preternatural silence. He sensed that she was looking out for him, even though he was unable to articulate how. It had started back at the intersection of Park and Forty-second and had been amplified by the way she kept bringing him coffee.


Kehoe took off his gloves and blew into his fists. Even under the vent, Lucas could feel the cold wafting off him. Graves moved into the huddle, looking unhappy.


Kehoe filled a few seconds of airtime with a pause before saying, “You saved us a lot of time.”


“You would have figured it out—”


“Yes, we would have,” Graves interrupted, demonstrating that the old days weren’t far away in his mind.


Lucas gave him a soft smile and finished with, “In a week or two.”


Over at the elevator, Whitaker cracked a smile that she covered with a cough directed into her gloved fist.


Kehoe ignored the petty animosity but gave Graves a look that shut him down. Kehoe was one of those rare bureau people who was good at what he did because he was results oriented, not politically motivated. In an organization where ascension is as dearly coveted as results, divine protection would have been his had he stacked his boxed set with a pile of number-one hits. But his wake was littered with dogs—lost causes that no one else wanted. He was famous for it. And in the face of what appeared to be a direct desire to stay a field agent, he was nonetheless pushed up the law enforcement ladder by his superiors until now, almost three decades in, he was the acting senior agent for all of New York City. And one of the most respected in Manhattan’s history.


Kehoe continued, “I’d like you to stay on with this one. As a favor to me and as a favor to Hartke. He would have wanted you here.”


Lucas wondered if that had sounded as insincere to everyone else as it had to him. After mulling it over, he realized that these were no longer his people. And he would not let himself get manipulated. Besides, he had nothing left to give them. “No thanks,” he said, heading for the elevator.


“Where are you going?”


“Home. We’ve got a new little girl, and she’s not sleeping so well.” He nodded at Whitaker. “And she’s driving me.”


Kehoe started to protest, but Lucas was already gone.


As they stepped into the elevator, Whitaker said, “You don’t have a lot of friends, do you?”


Lucas reached out and hit the button with a green anodized knuckle. The doors slid closed, blocking out Graves and Kehoe. “What are friends?” he asked.










Chapter 9


When Lucas walked in the front door, Erin was in the study, on the sofa between the fireplace and the new Christmas tree devoid of ornaments. She was staring at the fire, zoning out with a glass of sauvignon blanc and that crappy music that she liked and he thought belonged in the elevator at Saks—it sounded like the Smiths tonight. She didn’t look up from the fire, and he hoped that she wasn’t angry. He could deal with disappointment, but when she got angry, communication got reduced to slammed doors and silence.


He hung his coat up on the deco hall tree by the stairs, kicked off his boots, and went over to the love seat. He dropped into the tufted leather, his prosthetic straight out in front of him. “Hey, baby.”


She didn’t speak for a few moments, and when she did, all that came out was, “Are you going back?”


Erin was fearless—always—and when something rattled her universe, she charged it head-on. Now, with her face only a few feet away, he could see the anger twanging the muscles below her skin.


Lucas reached out, taking her little face in his hand. She closed her eyes and dug her cheek into his palm, and she felt warm.


“You look”—all emotion, except for disappointment, dropped out of her voice—“different.”


He was going to ask her how, but he knew what she meant. He could also feel it.


Erin put her feet up on his lap, and he massaged the arch of her left with his good hand. She watched him for a few moments before saying, “You’re not thirty-five anymore.”


What she said had nothing to do with what she meant. Sure, the old him had both arms, both legs, and both eyes. But she was talking about herself and the kids.


“Just let me figure a few things out.”


At that, she pulled her feet off his lap and reached for the bottle on the coffee table. “There’s an us in this, you know.” Erin filled her glass and stood up. “I’m going to go upstairs; I have an early morning with the kids.”


He tried to kiss her good night, but she had already slipped away.










Chapter 10


Lucas sat on the sofa for a while, cycling down the old machinery and nudging his OS toward hibernation. The adrenaline of being out there again slowly leached from his fibers, leaving guilt in its place. Erin was right—he’d have to be a complete and utter fool to forget what had happened the last time he had been out in the world with a badge clipped to his waist.


By the time the wheels in his head stopped spinning, the fire was reduced to a glowing mat of embers. The room was chilly, and his good leg was asleep. He gripped the armrest and pushed out of the sofa. The one positive thing he could say about his prosthetics (the arm and leg at least) was that they didn’t suffer from fatigue; they never cramped up, and they didn’t fall asleep. He stood there as the blood made its way into the lesser veins and capillaries of his good leg, and it felt like an army of ants were moving under his skin, chewing their way through muscles, tendons, and flesh.


He shifted his weight off the prosthetic as the imaginary neural insects finished off their feast. When they were gone, he headed down the hall to the kitchen and got himself a glass of milk from the fridge. He wondered how the kids were doing upstairs, what dreams were going through their little subconscious universes.


With Alisha added to the mix, there were now five children in the house, all kids whose biological parents had failed them and the system had given up on. Some had come from bad homes. Some had come from terrible homes. Some had come from no home. But somehow, magically, they had ended up here, with him and Erin. It didn’t take a degree in Freudian therapy to understand that both of them were trying to fix the broken parts of their own childhoods. But now with Alisha joining the Merry Pranksters, it looked like they had reached critical mass. They had no plans to expand the ranks any more. At least that’s what they had promised themselves.


Lucas counted the milk cartons in the fridge, making sure that there was enough for breakfast tomorrow; it was amazing how much milk kids could go through in a day. There were still six full half-gallon cartons, so he allowed himself another glass. Then he scavenged a piece of dry cheddar from the back of the meat drawer.


After he finished putting the dishes in the rack away, he grabbed an apple—there was always a big bowl of fruit on the island—and checked the back door. The lights were still on in Dingo’s apartment, and on any other winter night he might have gone over; Dingo could always be relied on for a beer and a little conversation when Lucas couldn’t sleep. But he needed to get to bed. After checking the lock for a second time, he headed down the hall.


The apple tasted like it had just come out of the fridge, and he stopped and adjusted the programmable thermostat. He inspected the front door and headed up the stairs in the dark.


He paused just past the pink elephant night-light on the landing. Laurie was camping out in Alisha’s room, zipped up in a sleeping bag on the floor. Alisha was in the bunk with the dog, and the room smelled like canine farts and baby shampoo, but she looked at peace. She had taken to Lemmy, and if there was one thing that Lucas knew, it was that nothing helped a kid like a big furry friend who liked to lick you on the face. And Lemmy, even though he looked like a brute (the result of his Great Dane and mastiff genes), loved kids. He tended to gravitate toward the children who needed the most support, and Lucas and Erin had learned to watch how Lemmy approached newcomers to help guide their own advances—the technique wasn’t gospel, but Lemmy demonstrated instincts that often bordered on mystical.


He then stopped across the landing, beside Maude’s bedroom. She slept with the door locked, and it was an indulgence they allowed her for now. (She had agreed to let Erin keep a key around her neck.) He could hear her breathing on the other side, a metronomic rasp that was somehow in time to the house. The girl, now thirteen and already a young woman, had spent seven long months in an upstate institution before coming here. Preceding that, her years had been marked off in a middle-class home over on Staten Island—a place she was doing her best to forget. She was still uncomfortable around men, and Lucas never spent time alone with her; he didn’t want her to feel even remotely uneasy, so he always waited for her to come to him. She had been with them for two years now, and he had worked hard to gain her confidence. And it was finally paying off. When they sat her down to ask if they could legally adopt her, she gave him a hug—a real hug—and nothing he could remember beat that feeling (not even that first big breath after he woke up in the hospital missing a few of his parts). It was one of the greatest accomplishments of his life.


He checked in on Damien and Hector, all tucked away and sleeping as if the world didn’t have men with rifles in it. Lucas made sure that they were covered and kissed them both on the foreheads. It wouldn’t be long before Damien became a surly teenager, and Lucas wanted to get all the kisses in before the deadline.


Back in their room, Erin was under the covers, and since Lucas had done a head count, he didn’t have to make sure they were alone. Sometimes one of the kids snuck in at night. It was usually when they had a bad dream or it was the night before a court date or a thunderstorm was hammering the city outside, but every now and then, he found Erin in bed with a little hummock of blanket that was doing its own breathing.


He closed the bedroom door softly and padded into the bathroom. He needed a shower, but he doubted he’d be able to wash the day off; Kehoe and his world wouldn’t be excised by something as simple as Irish Spring.


As he let the water heat up on its trip from the basement tank to the third floor, he stripped off the day’s clothes and dumped them in the hamper. Taking clothes off was a lot easier than getting them on, but it still took a few minutes of practiced contortions and, as usual, the jeans were the worst. He hoped that the next fashion revolution would turn its back on straight-legged denim and maybe go baggy, giving him a few years of reprieve. After all, joy was in the little things.


When he was finally nude, the bathroom was filled with a thick weather system of steam. He took off his arm; it was a much more complicated construction than his leg, and the humidity built up in the joints and could get funky. But unless he wanted the added possibility of a somersault through a plate glass shower stall, he needed the leg.


He stepped into the travertine booth, the walls adorned with enough knurled aluminum handles to satisfy a rock climbing school. Back in the beginning, they had been indispensable, but now, starting his second decade as the mechanical man, they were there because he didn’t feel like going through another bathroom renovation. Besides, as he got older, his shitty balance might make a comeback. And getting older looked like a real possibility these days.


The water was a shade below boiling, and he let it pelt his back. The scar tissue took a little longer to heat up than the rest of him, and as the warmth slowly spread through his system, he geared up for his end-of-the-day mental shutdown.


But this wasn’t an ordinary day. Not by any sort of metric. He couldn’t shake the image of Doug Hartke’s gray matter splattered all over the vinyl dashboard in frozen chunks.


Or Kehoe’s clumsy attempt at getting him back.


Lucas was no stranger to the machinations of the bureau, and he recognized a deeply flawed geometry in the way Kehoe had behaved. And if there was one thing he knew about Kehoe, it was that the man never did anything without a predetermined reason. There was always a plan.


What was going on?


And what wasn’t Kehoe telling him?


Fuck it, he thought. It’s over. You’re out.


As the hot water softened his muscles and the steam cleared out his lungs, the night’s storyboard faded, and once again he was just a university professor taking a shower.


He started to nod off under the steam, and he shut down the big jet and stood there, drip-drying his parts for a few seconds before stepping out of the tropical booth.


As he toweled off, he looked at the mirror, and his eyes did that weird thing that made everyone uncomfortable. His good eye somehow had perfect mobility, yet another of the thousand tiny miracles hidden inside the big one of him still being alive. But the orbit that housed his prosthetic had been put back together with a few titanium brackets and a beautiful ceramic insert, handcrafted by an artist in Okinawa. Problem was, it had zero motility, and whenever he shifted his gaze, he had to move his entire head; otherwise, the disjointed chameleon effect made it appear as if the tubes in his head were overheating, and it freaked some folks out—more rather than less. It was a party trick that he intentionally brought out only for special occasions, but every now and then it just kind of slipped by, and the result usually had someone looking for the exit. Which led to his habit of wearing sunglasses in public—inside and out. Lucas understood that a few of his new and improved physical traits voyaged well into the uncanny valley and began to scale the far side.
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