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      September 29, 2008
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      Cue the Valkyries.

      They’re going to be mad.

      They have every right to be.

      
        
        ii

      

      

      Nils Ahlberg sits on the wooden bench across from the remains of his Soho townhouse, dust rising in a column toward the sky. The building has stood for two hundred years, been through only twelve owners, and was his pride and joy.

      He paid cash—16.3 million dollars in cash—his bonus for 2004. The place had been turnkey, both modern and retaining some of its original charm. The damn thing had been featured on countless New York real estate shows, and some of the pundits had said he overpaid, just because the townhouse itself—and its remodel—had been so famous.

      And now...it’s a crater between the other townhouses in the row. Bricks have tumbled into the perfectly apportioned basement. The bathtub that so easily fit two people (and a promise of more) is tipped on its side against one of the chimneys. The brick wall that he had loved—the original brick wall, part of the kitchen—still stands, but the rest of the eat-in kitchen, with its Calacata Regina marble and its high-end stove, has crumbled, like everything else.

      He put out the fires himself with his brand-new powers. His father had made sure that all of his sons knew how to deflect expected disasters. Fires were expected. Excessive wind—expected. Snow, rain—all sorts of natural responses to a sudden appearance of magic—expected.

      But this—no one had expected this.

      And it’s his own damn fault.

    

  


  
    
      July 1, 2007

      
        
        iii

      

      

      “Hot and dry and dull,” Kacey said. She stood on the terrace just off the master suite in the townhouse. She was wrapped only in a short white silk robe that revealed her long tan legs.

      Nils had no idea how she could be so tan, since the sun rarely reached the street level in the city’s canyons.

      “I’m not going to Idaho again.” She wasn’t looking at him as she said that. She knew how important the Sun Valley Conference was. He still felt like a kid when his invitation arrived. Or maybe he would break out into his own Sally Field moment—they like me, they really really like me.

      Only he didn’t say that—or, rather, he didn’t say that any more, although he had confessed it to Kacey the first time he got invited: 2001, the year Katharine Graham died outside her condo and the entire press corps descended on the Allen & Company’s “summer camp for billionaires” like locusts finally allowed inside the feast.

      Nils hadn’t quite been a billionaire then: he had felt like a fraud that first year, like a scared kid finally invited to sit at the big kids’ table. But whoever organized the invites—and even now, six years later, he had no idea who that person was—had realized what Nils only had an inkling of then: his hedge fund had the kind of track record that would make him a mover and a shaker within a few short years.

      He had been looking forward to the respite from New York’s sweltering heat. He hadn’t gone hog wild and bought dozens of homes like his contemporaries. He owned the townhouse, and a lovely old house on Key West for the winter, and other than that, his wealth had gone into investment properties.

      Nothing that would make him or Kacey comfortable in the summer. He had figured they could travel for that.

      He closed the terrace door, blocking the last of the cold air-conditioning. The instant heat and humidity made him regret that he hadn’t left his suit coat inside. He was wearing a summer suit because he was heading to the office. The key word, though, was suit, not summer. Too many layers for an eighty-five-degree morning with 96% humidity.

      Kacey peered onto the neighbor’s terrace. Even with the greenery blocking the edges of the terrace, privacy remained elusive. It was New York privacy—tinted windows to prevent someone outside looking in, greenery growing a little too tall, privacy shades pulled down when privacy was needed.

      But it wasn’t real privacy. It was like living around a quad in college. You could hear the neighbors—the multimillion-dollar neighbors—as they fought about whatever they thought about. Or as they had sex in the “privacy” of their hot tub. Or when they decided to have multimillion-dollar friends over for a multimillion-dollar party that you weren’t invited to (and the loudness guaranteed that the snub was obvious).
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