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Praise for Michael Connelly

‘His methods of killing and eluding detection are infernally ingenious, adding an intellectual charge to the visceral kick of the hunt’

New York Times

 



‘Connelly is a crime-writing genius. His Harry Bosch stories are genuine modern classics ... Unmissable’

Independent on Sunday

 



‘Connelly has great skills. One is the creation of characters who live and breathe, so that we care about them far more than we do for the cardboard figures stamped out by most thriller writers. His second skill is mastery of pace. His books are page-turners, and the author is in sublime control of the speed at which we turn those pages’

Mail on Sunday

 



‘While the themes of Connelly’s LA crime novels are familiar (power, envy, corruption), his plotting is anything but’

Esquire

 



‘A superb legal thriller that manages three final twists ... The first line of The Brass Verdict is “everybody lies”, so there are plenty of surprises. And, of course, as a writer of fiction, Connelly proves to be a brilliant liar’

Evening Standard

 



‘A clever plot, full of twists, to make a first-rate legal thriller’

Sunday Telegraph

 



‘Intensely clever, entirely credible ... thrilling, suspenseful and securely anchored in procedure and purpose. Not a false note; deeply satisfying stuff’

Literary Review

 



‘No one writes a better modern thriller than Connelly. Guaranteed to keep you riveted until the very last page’

Time Out

 



‘The best writer of tough detective fiction at the moment is Michael Connelly ... For those who like a bit of contrariness and astringency in their heroes, Bosch has to come head of the list’

Irish Times
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The voice on the phone was a whisper. It had a forceful, almost desperate quality to it.

Henry Pierce told the caller he had the wrong number. But the voice became insistent.

‘Where is Lilly?’ the man asked.

‘I don’t know,’ Pierce said. ‘I don’t know anything about her.’

‘This is her number. It’s on the site.’

‘No, you have the wrong number. There is no one named Lilly here. And I don’t know anything about any site. Okay?’

The caller hung up without responding. Then Pierce hung up, annoyed. He had plugged in the new phone only fifteen minutes earlier and already he had gotten two calls for someone named Lilly.

He put the phone down on the floor and looked around the almost empty apartment. All he had was the black leather couch he sat on, the six boxes of clothes in the bedroom and the new phone. And now the phone was going to be a problem.

Nicole had kept everything — the furniture, the books, the CDs and the house on Amalfi Drive. She didn’t keep it, actually: he had given it all to her. The price of his guilt for letting things slip away. The new apartment was nice. It was high luxury and security, a premier address in Santa Monica. But he was going to miss the house on Amalfi. And the woman who was still living in it.

He looked down at the phone on the beige carpet, wondering if he should call Nicole and let her know he  had moved from the hotel to the apartment and had the new number. But then he shook his head. He had already sent her the e-mail with all the new information. To call her would be breaking the rules she had set and he had promised to follow on their last night together.

The phone rang. He leaned down and checked the caller ID screen this time. The call was coming from the Casa Del Mar again. It was the same guy. Pierce thought about letting it ring through to the message service that came with the new phone number, but then he picked up the phone and clicked the talk button.

‘Look, man, I don’t know what the problem is. You have the wrong number. There is nobody here named —’

The caller hung up without saying a word.

Pierce reached over to his backpack and pulled out the yellow pad on which his assistant had written down the voice mail instructions. Monica Purl had set up the phone service for him, as he had been too busy in the lab all week preparing for the following week’s presentation. And because that was what personal assistants were for.

He tried to read the notes in the dying light of the day. The sun had just slipped beneath the Pacific and he had no lamps yet for the new apartment’s living room. Most new places had sunken lights in the ceiling. Not this one. The apartments were newly renovated, with new kitchens and windows, but the building was old. And slab ceilings without internal wiring could not be renovated in a cost-effective way. Pierce didn’t think about that when he rented the place. The bottom line was he needed lamps.

He quickly read through instructions on using the phone’s caller ID and caller directory features. He saw that Monica had set him up with something called the convenience package — caller ID, caller directory, call waiting, call forwarding, call everything. And she noted on the page that she had already sent the new number out to his A-level e-mail list. There were almost eighty people on this list. People who he would want to be able to reach  him at any time, almost all of them business associates or business associates he also considered friends.

Pierce pressed the talk button again and called the number Monica had listed for setting up and accessing his voice mail program. He then followed the instructions provided by an electronic voice for creating a pass code number. He decided on 92I02 — the day Nicole had told him that their three-year relationship was over.

He decided not to record a personal greeting. He would rather hide behind the disembodied electronic voice that announced the number and instructed the caller to leave a message. It was impersonal, but it was an impersonal world out there. He didn’t have time to make everything personal.

When he was finished setting up the program a new electronic voice told him he had nine messages. Pierce was surprised by the number — his phone had not been put into service until that morning — but immediately hopeful that maybe one was from Nicole. Maybe several. He suddenly envisioned himself returning all the furniture Monica had ordered for him online. He saw himself carrying the cardboard boxes of his clothes back inside the house on Amalfi Drive.

But none of the messages were from Nicole. None of them were from Pierce’s associates or associates/friends, either. Only one was for him — a ‘welcome to the system’ message delivered by the now familiar electronic voice.

The next eight messages were all for Lilly, no last name mentioned. The same woman he had already fielded three calls for. All the messages were from men. Most of them gave hotel names and numbers to call back. A few gave cell numbers or what they said was a private office line. A few mentioned getting her number off the net or the site, without being more specific.

Pierce erased each message after listening to it. He then turned the page on his notebook and wrote down the name Lilly. He underlined it while he thought about things. Lilly — whoever she was — had apparently stopped  using the number. It had been dropped back into circulation by the phone company and then reassigned to him. Judging by the all-male caller list, the number of calls from hotels and the tone of trepidation and anticipation in the voices he had listened to, Pierce guessed that Lilly might be a prostitute. Or an escort, if there was a difference. He felt a little thrill of curiosity and intrigue go through him. Like he knew some secret he wasn’t supposed to know. Like when he called up the security cameras on his screen at work and surreptitiously watched what was going on in the hallways and common areas of the office.

He wondered how long the phone number would have been out of use before it was reassigned to him. The number of calls to the line in one day indicated that the phone number was still out there — probably on the website mentioned in a few of the messages — and people still believed it was Lilly’s valid number.

‘Wrong number,’ he said out loud, though he rarely spoke to himself when he wasn’t looking at a computer screen or engaged in an experiment in the lab.

He flipped the page back and looked at the information Monica had written down for him. She had included the phone company’s customer service number. He could and should call to get the number changed. He also knew it would be an annoying inconvenience to have to resend and receive e-mail notifications correcting the number.

Something else made him hesitate about changing the number. He was intrigued. He admitted it to himself. Who was Lilly? Where was she? Why did she give up the telephone number but leave it on the website? There was a flaw in the logic flow there, and maybe that was what gripped him. How did she maintain her business if the website delivered the wrong number to the client base? The answer was that she didn’t. She couldn’t. Something was wrong and Pierce wanted to know what and why.

It was Friday evening. He decided to let things stand  until Monday. He would call about changing the number then.

Pierce got up from the couch and walked through the empty living room to the master bedroom, where the six cardboard boxes of his clothing were lined against one wall and a sleeping bag was unrolled alongside another. Before moving into the apartment and needing it, he hadn’t used the sleeping bag in almost three years — since a trip to Yosemite with Nicole. Back when he had time to do things, before the chase began, before his life became about only one thing.

He went onto the balcony and stared out at the cold blue ocean. He was twelve floors up. The view stretched from Venice on the south side to the ridge of the mountains sliding into the sea off Malibu to the north. The sun was gone but there were violent slashes of orange and purple still in the sky. This high up, the sea breeze was cold and bracing. He put his hands in the pockets of his pants. The fingers of his left hand closed around a coin and he brought it out. A dime. Another reminder of what his life had become.

The neon lights on the Ferris wheel on the Santa Monica Pier were on and flashing a repetitive pattern. It made him remember a time two years earlier when the company had rented the pier’s entire amusement park for a private party celebrating the approval of the company’s first batch of patents on molecular memory architecture. No tickets, no lines, no getting off a ride if you were having fun. He and Nicole had stayed in one of the open yellow gondolas of the Ferris wheel for at least a half hour. It had been cold that night, too, and they huddled against each other. They’d watched the sun go down. Now he couldn’t look at the pier or even a sunset without thinking about her.

In acknowledging this about himself, he realized he had rented an apartment with views of the very things that would remind him of Nicole. There was a subliminal pathology there that he didn’t want to explore.

He put the dime on his thumbnail and flipped it into the air. He watched it disappear into the darkness. There was a park below, a strip of green between the building and the beach. He had already noticed that homeless people snuck in at night and slept in sleeping bags under the trees. Maybe one of them would find the fallen dime.

The phone rang. He went back into the living room and saw the tiny LED screen glowing in the darkness. He picked up the phone and read the screen. The call was coming from the Century Plaza Hotel. He thought about it for two more rings and then answered without saying hello.

‘Are you calling for Lilly?’ he asked.

A long moment of silence went by but Pierce knew someone was there. He could hear television sounds in the background.

‘Hello? Is this call for Lilly?’

Finally a man’s voice answered.

‘Yes, is she there?’

‘She’s not here at the moment. Can I ask how you got this number?’

‘From the site.’

‘What site?’

The caller hung up. Pierce held the phone to his ear for a moment and then clicked it off. He walked across the room to return the phone to its cradle when it rang again. Pierce hit the talk button without looking at the caller ID display.

‘You’ve got the wrong number,’ he said.

‘Wait, Einstein, is that you?’

Pierce smiled. It wasn’t a wrong number. He recognized the voice of Cody Zeller, one of the A-list recipients of his new number. Zeller often called him Einstein, one of the college nicknames Pierce still endured. Zeller was a friend first and a business associate second. He was a computer security consultant who had designed numerous systems for Pierce over the years as his company grew and moved to larger and larger spaces.

‘Sorry, Code,’ Pierce said. ‘I thought you were somebody else. This new number is getting a lot of calls for somebody else.’

‘New number, new place, does this mean you’re free, white and single again?’

‘I guess so.’

‘Man, what happened with Nicki?’

‘I don’t know. I don’t want to talk about it.’

He knew talking about it with friends would add a permanency to the end of their relationship.

‘I’ll tell you what happened,’ Zeller said. ‘Too much time in the lab and not enough between the sheets. I warned you about that, man.’

Zeller laughed. He’d always had a way of looking at a situation or set of facts and cutting away the bullshit. And his laughter told Pierce he was not overly sympathetic to his plight. Zeller was unmarried and Pierce could never remember him in a long-term relationship. As far back as college he promised Pierce and their friends he would never practice monogamy in his lifetime. He also knew the woman in question. In his capacity as a security expert he also handled online backgrounding of employment applicants and investors for Pierce. In that role he worked closely at times with Nicole James, the company’s intelligence officer. Make that former intelligence officer.

‘Yeah, I know,’ Pierce said, though he didn’t want to talk about this with Zeller. ‘I should’ve listened.’

‘Well, maybe this means you’ll be able to take your spoon out of retirement and meet me out at Zuma one of these mornings.’

Zeller lived in Malibu and surfed every morning. It had been nearly ten years since Pierce had been a regular on the waves with him. In fact, he had not even taken his board with him when he moved out of the house on Amalfi. It was up on the rafters in the garage.

‘I don’t know, Code. I’ve still got the project, you know. I don’t think my time is going to change much just because she — ’

‘That’s right, she was only your fiancée, not the project.’

‘I don’t mean it like that. I just don’t think I’m — ’

‘What about tonight? I’ll come down. We’ll hit the town like the old days. Put on your black jeans, baby.’

Zeller laughed in encouragement. Pierce didn’t. There had never been old days like that. Pierce had never been a player. He was blue jeans, not black jeans. He’d always preferred to spend the night in the lab looking into a scanning tunneling microscope than pursuing sex in a club with an engine fueled by alcohol.

‘I think I’m going to pass, man. I’ve got a lot of stuff to do and I need to go back to the lab tonight.’

‘Hank, man, you’ve got to give the molecules a rest. One night out. Come on, it will straighten you out, shake up your own molecules for once. You can tell me all about what happened with you and Nicki, and I’ll pretend to feel sorry for you. I promise.’

Zeller was the only one on the planet who called him Hank, a name Pierce hated. But Pierce was smart enough to know that telling Zeller to stop was out of the question, because it would prompt his friend to use the name at all times.

‘Call me next time, all right?’

Zeller reluctantly backed off and Pierce promised to keep the next weekend open for a night out. He made no promises about surfing. They hung up and Pierce put the phone in its cradle. He picked up his backpack and headed for the apartment door.
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Pierce used his scramble card to enter the garage attached to Amedeo Technologies and parked his 540 in his assigned space. The entrance to the building came open as he approached, the approval coming from the night man at the dais behind the double glass doors.

‘Thanks, Rudolpho,’ Pierce said as he went by.

He used his electronic key to take the elevator to the third floor, where the administrative offices were located. He looked up at the camera in the corner and nodded, though he doubted Rudolpho was watching him. It was all being digitized and recorded for later. If ever needed.

In the third-floor hallway he worked the combo lock on his office door and went in.

‘Lights,’ he said as he went behind his desk.

The overhead lights came on. He turned on his computer and entered the passwords after it booted up. He plugged in the phone line so he could quickly check his e-mail messages before going to work. It was 8 p.m. He liked working at night, having the lab to himself.

For security reasons he never left the computer on or attached to a phone line when he wasn’t working on it. For the same reason he carried no cell phone, pager or personal digital assistant. Though he had one, he rarely carried a laptop computer, either. Pierce was paranoid by nature — just a gene splice away from schizophrenia, according to Nicole — but also a cautious and practical researcher. He knew that every time he plugged an outside line into his computer or opened a cellular transmission, it was as dangerous as sticking a needle into his arm or  having sex with a stranger. You never knew what you might be bringing into the pipeline. For some people, that was probably part of the thrill of sex. But it wasn’t part of the thrill of chasing the dime.

He had several messages but only three that he decided to read this night. The first was from Nicole and he opened it immediately, again with a hope in his heart that made him uncomfortable because it verged on being maudlin.

But the message was not what he was looking for. It was short, to the point and so professional that it was devoid of any reference to their ill-fated romance. Just a former employee’s last sign-off before moving on to bigger and better things — in career and romance.


Hewlett,

 

I’m out of here.

 

Everything’s in the files. (by the way, the Bronson deal finally hit the media — SJMN got it first. nothing new but you might want to check it out.)

 

Thanks for everything and good luck.

 

Nic



 



Pierce stared at the message for a long time. He noted that it had been sent at 4:55 p.m., just a few hours earlier. There was no sense in replying, because her e-mail address would have been wiped from the system at 5 p.m. when she turned in her scramble card. She was gone and there seemed to be nothing so permanent as being wiped from the system.

She had called him Hewlett and he wondered about that for a long moment. In the past she had used the name as an endearment. A secret name only a lover would use. It was based on his initials — HP, as in Hewlett-Packard, the  huge computer manufacturer that these days was one of the Goliaths to Pierce’s David. She always said it with a sweet smile in her voice. Only she could get away with nicknaming him with a competitor’s name. But her using it in this final message, what did it mean? Was she smiling sweetly when she wrote this? Smiling sadly? Was she faltering, changing her mind about them? Was there still a chance, a hope of reconciliation?

Pierce had never been able to judge the motives of Nicole James. He couldn’t now. He put his hands back on the keyboard and saved the message, moving it to a file where he kept all her e-mails, going back the entire three years of their relationship. The history of their time together — good and bad, moving from co-workers to lovers — could be read in the messages. Almost a thousand messages from her. He knew keeping them was obsessive but it was a routine for him. He also had files for e-mail storage in regard to a number of his business relationships. The file for Nicole had started out that way, but then they moved from business associates to what he thought would be partners in life.

He scrolled through the e-mail list in the Nicole James file, reading the captions in the subject lines the way a man might look through photos of an old girlfriend. He outright smiled at a few of them. Nicole was always the master of the witty or sarcastic subject line. Later — by necessity, he knew — she mastered the cutting line and then the hurtful line. One line caught his eye during the scroll — ‘Where do you live?’ — and he opened the message. It had been sent four months before and was as good a clue as any as to what would become of them. In his mind this message represented the start of the descent for them — the point of no return.


I was just wondering where you live because I haven’t seen you at Amalfi in four nights.

 

Obviously this is not working, Henry. We need to talk  but you are never home to talk. Do I have to come to that lab to talk about us? That would certainly be sad.



 

He remembered going home to talk to her after that one, resulting in their first breakup. He spent four days in a hotel, living out of a suitcase, lobbying her by phone, e-mail and flowers before being invited to return to Amalfi Drive. A genuine effort on his part followed. He came home every night by eight for at least a week, it seemed, before he started to slip and his lab shifts began lasting into the small hours again.

Pierce closed the message and then the file. Someday he planned to print out the whole scroll of messages and read it like a novel. He knew it would be the very common, very unoriginal story of how a man’s obsession led him to lose the thing that was most important to him. If it were a novel, he would call it Chasing the Dime.


He went back to the current e-mail list and the next message he read was from his partner Charlie Condon. It was just an end-of-the-week reminder about the presentation scheduled for the next week, as if Pierce needed to be reminded. The subject line read ’RE: Proteus’ and was a return on a message Pierce had sent Charlie a few days before.


It’s all set with God. He’s coming in Wednesday for a ten o’clock Thursday. The harpoon is sharpened and ready. Be there or be square.

 

CC



 

Pierce didn’t bother replying. It was a given that he would be there. A lot was riding on it. No, everything was riding on it. The God referred to in the message was Maurice Goddard. He was a New Yorker, an ET investor Charlie was hoping would be their whale. He was coming in to look at the Proteus project before making his final decision. They were giving him a first look at Proteus,  hoping it would be the closer on the deal. The following Monday they would file for patent protection on Proteus and begin seeking other investors if Goddard didn’t come on board.

The last message he read was from Clyde Vernon, head of Amedeo security. Pierce figured he could guess what it said before he opened it, and he wasn’t wrong.


Trying to reach you. We need to talk about Nicole James. Please call me ASAP.

 



Clyde Vernon



 



Pierce knew Vernon wanted to know how much Nicole knew and the circumstances of her abrupt departure. Vernon wanted to know what action he would need to take.

Pierce smirked at the security man’s inclusion of his full name. He then decided not to waste time on the other e-mails and turned off the computer, careful to unplug the phone line as well. He left the office and went down the hallway, past the wall of fame, to Nicole’s office. Her former office.

Pierce had the override combination for all doors on the third floor. He used it now to open the door and step into the office.

‘Lights,’ he said.

But the overhead lights did not respond. The office’s audio receptor was still registered to Nicole’s voice. That would likely be changed on Monday. Pierce went to the wall switch and turned on the lights.

The top of the desk was clear. She had said she’d be gone by Friday at five and she had made good on the promise, probably sending him that e-mail as her last official act at Amedeo Technologies.

Pierce walked around the desk and sat down in her chair. He could still pick up a scent of her perfume — a whisper of lilac. He opened the top drawer. It was empty  except for a paper clip. She was gone. That was for sure. He checked the three other drawers and they were all empty except for a small box he found in the bottom drawer. He took it out and opened it. It was half full of business cards. He took one out and looked at it.


Nicole R. James 
Director of Competitive Intelligence 
Public Information Officer

 

Amedeo Technologies 
Santa Monica, California



After a while he put the card back in the box, and the box back in the drawer. He got up and went to the row of file cabinets against the wall opposite the desk.

She’d insisted on hard copies of all intelligence files. There were four double-drawer cabinets. Pierce took out his keys and used one to unlock a drawer labeled BRONSON. He opened the drawer and took out the blue file — under Nicole’s filing system the most current file on any competitor was blue. He opened the file and glanced through the printouts and a photocopy of a news clipping from the business section of the San Jose Mercury News.  He’d seen everything before except for the clipping.

It was a short story about one of his chief competitors in the private sector getting an infusion of cash. It was dated two days earlier. He had heard about the deal in general already — through Nicole. Word traveled fast in the emerging-technologies world. A lot faster than through the news media. But the story was a confirmation of everything he’d already heard — and then some.


BRONSON TECH GETS BOOST FROM JAPAN

 

By Raul Puig

 

Santa Cruz-based Bronson Technologies has agreed  to a partnership with Japan’s Tagawa Corporation that will provide funding for the firm’s molecular electronics project, the parties announced Wednesday.

 



Under terms of the agreement Tagawa will provide $I6 million in research funds over the next four years. In return Tagawa will hold a 20 percent interest in Bronson.

 



Elliot Bronson, president of the six-year-old company, said the money will help put his company into the lead in the vaunted race to develop the first practical molecular computer. Bronson and a host of private companies, universities and governmental agencies are engaged in a race to develop molecular-based random access memory (RAM) and link it to integrated circuitry. Though practical application of molecular computing is still seen by some as at least a decade away, it is believed by its proponents that it will revolutionize the world of electronics. It is also seen as a potential threat to the multibillion-dollar silicon-based computer industry.

 



The potential value and application of molecular computing is seen as limitless and, therefore, the race to develop it is heated. Molecular computer chips will be infinitely more powerful and smaller than the silicon-based chips that currently support the electronics field.

 



‘From diagnostic computers that can be dropped into the bloodstream to the creation of “smart streets” with microscopic computers contained in the asphalt, molecular computers will change this world,’ Bronson said Tuesday. ‘And this company is going to be there to help change it.’

 



Among Bronson’s chief competitors in the private sector are Amedeo Technologies of Los Angeles and Midas Molecular in Raleigh, N.C. Also, Hewlett-Packard has partnered with scientists at the University of California, Los Angeles. And more than a dozen other universities and private firms are putting significant funding into research into nanotechnology and molecular RAM. The Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency is partially or wholly funding many of these programs.

 



A handful of companies have chosen to seek private backing instead of relying on the government or universities. Bronson explained that the decision makes the company more nimble, able to move quickly with projects and experimentation without having to seek government or university approval.

 



‘The government and these big universities are like battleships,’ Bronson said. ‘Once they get moving in the right direction, then watch out. But it takes them a long while to make the turns and get pointed the right way. This field is too competitive and changes too rapidly for that. It’s better to be a speed boat at the moment.’

 



Non-reliance on government or university funding also means less sharing of the wealth as patents in the area become more valuable in years to come.

 



Several significant advances in the development of molecular computing have occurred in the last five years, with Amedeo Tech seemingly leading the way.

 



Amedeo is the oldest company in the race. Henry Pierce, 34, the chemist who founded the company a year after leaving Stanford, has been granted numerous patents in the areas of molecular circuitry  and the creation of molecular memory and logic gates — the basic component of computing.

 



Bronson said he hopes to now level the playing field with the funding from Tagawa.

 



‘I think it will be a long and interesting race but we’re going to be there at the finish line,’ he said. ‘With this deal, I guarantee it.’

 



The move to a significant source of financial support — a ‘whale’ in the parlance of the emerging-technologies investment arena — is becoming favored by the smaller companies. Bronson’s move follows Midas Molecular, which secured $16 million in funding from a Canadian investor earlier this year.

 



‘There is no two ways about it, you need the money to be competitive,’ Bronson said. ‘The basic tools of this science are expensive. To outfit a lab costs more than a million before you even get to the research.’

 



Amedeo’s Pierce did not return calls but sources in the industry indicated his company is also seeking a significant investor.

 



‘Everybody is out hunting whales,’ said Daniel F. Daly, a partner in Daly & Mills, a Florida-based investment firm that has monitored the emergence of nanotechnology. ‘Money from the hundred-thousand-dollar investor gets eaten up too quickly, so everybody’s into one-stop shopping — finding the one investor who will see a project all the way through.’



Pierce closed the file, the newspaper clip inside it. Little in the story was new to him but he was intrigued by the first quote from Bronson mentioning molecular diagnostics. He wondered if Bronson was toeing the industry line,  talking up the sexier side of the science, or whether he knew something about Proteus. Was he talking directly to Pierce? Using the newspaper and his newfound Japanese money to throw down the gauntlet?

If he was, then he had a shock coming soon. Pierce put the file back in its place in the drawer.

‘You sold out too cheap, Elliot,’ he said as he closed it.

As he left the office he turned off the lights by hand.

Outside in the hallway, Pierce momentarily scanned what they called the wall of fame. Framed articles on Amedeo and Pierce and the patents and the research covered the wall for twenty feet. During business hours, when employees were about in the offices, he never stopped to look at these. It was only in private moments that he glimpsed the wall of fame and felt a sense of pride. It was a scoreboard of sorts. Most of the articles came from science journals, and the language was impenetrable to the layman. But a few times the company and its work poked through into the general media. Pierce stopped before the piece that privately made him the most proud. It was a Fortune magazine cover nearly five years old. It showed a photograph of him — in his ponytail days — holding a plastic model of the simple molecular circuit he had just received a patent for. The caption to the right side of his smile asked, ‘The Most Important Patent of the Next Millennium?’

Then in small type beneath it added, ‘He thinks so. Twenty-nine-year-old wunderkind Henry Pierce holds the molecular switch that could be the key to a new era in computing and electronics.’

The moment was only five years old but it filled Pierce with a sense of nostalgia as he looked at the framed magazine cover. The embarrassing label of wunderkind notwithstanding, Pierce’s life changed when that magazine hit the newsstands. The chase started in earnest after that. The investors came to him, rather than the other way around. The competitors came. Charlie Condon came. Even Jay Leno’s people came calling about the longhaired  surfer chemist and his molecules. The best moment of all that Pierce remembered was when he wrote the check that paid off the scanning electron microscope.

The pressure came then, too. The pressure to perform, to make the next stride. And then the next. Given the choice, he wouldn’t go back. Not a chance. But Pierce liked to remember the moment for all that he didn’t know then. There was nothing wrong with that.
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The lab elevator descended so slowly that there was no physical indication it was even moving. The lights above the door were the only way to know for sure. It was designed that way, to eliminate as many vibrations as possible. Vibrations were the enemy. They skewed readings and measurements in the lab.

The door slowly opened on the basement level and Pierce stepped out. He used his scramble card to enter the first door of the mantrap and then, once inside the small passageway, punched in the October combination on the second door. He opened it and entered the lab.

The lab was actually a suite of several smaller labs clustered around the main room, or day room, as they called it. The suite was completely windowless. Its walls were lined on the inside with insulation containing copper shavings that knocked down electronic noise from the outside. On the surface of these walls the decorations were few, largely limited to a series of framed prints from the Dr. Seuss book Horton Hears a Who!


The secondary labs included the chemlab to the left. This was a ‘clean room’ where the chemical solutions of molecular switches were made and refrigerated. There was also an incubator for the Proteus project which they called the cell farm.

Opposite the chemlab was the wire lab, or the furnace room, as most of the lab rats called it, and next to it was the imaging lab, which housed the electron microscope. All the way to the rear of the day room was the laser lab.  This room was sheathed in copper for added protection against intruding electronic noise.

The lab suite appeared empty, the computers off and the probe stations unmanned, but Pierce picked up the familiar smell of cooking carbon. He checked the sign-in log and saw that Grooms had signed in but had not yet signed out. He walked over to the wire lab and looked through the little glass door. He didn’t see anyone. He opened the door and stepped in, immediately being hit with the heat and the smell. The vacuum oven was operating, a new batch of carbon wires being made. Pierce assumed Grooms had started the batch and then left the lab to take a break or get something to eat. It was understandable. The smell of cooking carbon was intolerable.

He left the wire lab and closed the door. He went to a computer next to one of the probe stations and typed in the passwords. He pulled up the data on the switch tests he knew Grooms had been planning to conduct after Pierce had gone home early to set up his phone. According to the computer log, Grooms had run two thousand tests on a new group of twenty switches. The chemically synthesized switches were basic on/off gates that one day could — or would — be used to build computer circuitry.

Pierce leaned back in the computer seat. He noticed a half full cup of coffee on the counter next to the monitor. He knew it was Larraby’s because it was black. Everybody else in the lab used cream but the immunologist assigned to the Proteus project.

As Pierce thought about whether to continue with the gateway confirmation tests or to go into the imaging lab and pull up Larraby’s latest work on Proteus, his eyes drifted up toward the wall behind the computers. Scotch-taped to the wall was a dime. Grooms had put it up a couple years earlier. A joke, yes, but a solid reminder of their goal. Sometimes it seemed to be mocking them.  Roosevelt turning the side of his face, looking the other way, ignoring them.

It wasn’t until that moment that Pierce realized he wasn’t going to be able to work this night. He had spent so many nights working in the confines of the lab suite that it had cost him Nicole. That and other things. Now that she was gone, he was free to work without hesitation or guilt and he suddenly realized he couldn’t do it. If he ever spoke to her again, he would tell her this. Maybe it would mean he was changing. Maybe it would mean something to her.

Behind him there was a sudden loud banging sound and Pierce jumped in his seat. Turning around and expecting to see Grooms returning, he saw Clyde Vernon come through the mantrap instead. Vernon was a wide and husky man with just a fringe of hair around the outer edges of his head. He had a naturally ruddy complexion that always gave him a look of consternation. In his mid-fifties, Vernon was by far the oldest person working at the company. After him Charlie Condon was probably the oldest at forty.

This time the look of consternation Vernon carried was real.

‘Hey, Clyde, you scared me,’ Pierce said.

‘I didn’t mean to.’

‘We do a lot of sensitive readings in here. Banging the door open like that could ruin an experiment. Luckily, I was just reviewing experiments, not conducting any.’

‘I’m sorry, Dr. Pierce.’

‘Don’t call me that, Clyde. Call me Henry. So let me guess, you put out a “be on the look out for” on me, and Rudolpho called it in when I came through. And that made you come all the way in from home. I hope you don’t live too far away, Clyde.’

Vernon ignored Pierce’s fine deductive work.

‘We need to talk,’ he said instead. ‘Did you get my message?’

They were in the early stages of getting to know each other. Vernon might be the oldest person working at  Amedeo, but he was also the newest. Pierce had already noticed that Vernon had difficulty calling him by name. He thought maybe it was an age thing. Pierce was the president of the company but at least twenty years younger than Vernon, who had come to the company a few months earlier after putting in twenty-five years with the FBI. Vernon probably thought it would be improper to address Pierce by his first name, and the gulf in age and real-life experience made it difficult to call him Mr. Pierce. Dr. Pierce seemed a bit easier for him, even though it was based on academic degrees not medical ones. His real plan seemed to be to never address him by any name if possible. To the point it was noticeable, especially in e-mail and telephone conversations.

‘I just got your e-mail about fifteen minutes ago,’ Pierce said. ‘I was out of the office. I was probably going to call you when I got finished here. You want to talk about Nicole?’

‘Yes. What happened?’

Pierce shrugged his shoulders in a helpless gesture.

‘What happened is that she left. She quit her job and she, uh, quit me. I guess you could say she quit me first.’

‘When did this happen?’

‘Hard to tell, Clyde. It was happening for a while. Like slow motion. But it all sort of hit the fan a couple weeks ago. She agreed to stay until today. Today was her last day. I know when we brought you in here you warned me about fishing off the company dock. I think that’s what you called it. I guess you were right.’

Vernon took a step closer to Pierce.

‘Why wasn’t I told about this?’ he protested. ‘I should’ve been told.’

Pierce could see the color moving higher on Vernon’s cheeks. He was angry and trying to control it. It wasn’t about Nicole so much as his need to solidify his position in the company. After all, he didn’t leave the bureau after so many years to be kept in the dark by some punk scientist boss who probably smoked pot on the weekends.

‘Look, I know you should have been told but because there were some personal issues involved I just ... I didn’t really want to talk about it. And to tell you the truth, I probably wasn’t going to call you tonight, because I still don’t want to talk about it.’

‘Well, we need to talk about it. She was the intelligence officer of this company. She shouldn’t have been allowed to just waltz out the door at the end of the day.’

‘All the files are still there. I checked, even though I didn’t need to. Nicki would never do anything like you are suggesting.’

‘I am not suggesting any impropriety. I am just trying to be thorough and cautious about this. That’s all. Did she take another job that you know of?’

‘Not as of the last time we spoke. But she signed a no-compete contract when we hired her. We don’t have to worry about that, Clyde.’

‘So you think. What were the financial arrangements of the separation?’

‘Why is that your business?’

‘Because a person in need of finances is vulnerable. It’s my business to know if a former or current employee with intimate knowledge of the project is vulnerable.’

Pierce was beginning to get annoyed with Vernon’s rapid questioning and condescending demeanor, even though it was the same demeanor he treated the security man with on a daily basis.

‘First of all, her knowledge of the project was limited. She gathered intelligence on the competitors, not on us. To do that, she had to have a sense of what we’re doing in here. But I don’t think she was in a position to know exactly what we’re doing or where we are in any of the projects. Just like you don’t, Clyde. It is safer that way.

‘And second, I’ll answer your next question before you ask it. No, I never told her on a personal level the details of what we are doing. It never came up. In fact, I don’t even think she cared. She treated the job like a job, and that probably was the main problem with us. I didn’t treat  it as a job. I treated it like it was my life. Now, anything else, Clyde? I want to get some work done.’

He hoped camouflaging the one lie in verbiage and indignation would get it by Vernon.

‘When did Charlie Condon know about this?’ Vernon asked.

Condon was the company’s chief financial officer, but more important, he was the man who had hired Vernon.

‘We told him yesterday,’ Pierce said. ‘Together. I heard she’d made an appointment to talk to him last before she left today. If Charlie didn’t tell you, there is nothing I can do about that. I guess he didn’t see it as necessary, either.’

That was a shot, reminding Vernon that he had been left out of the loop by his own sponsor. But the former FBI man shook it off with a quick frown and moved on.

‘You didn’t answer before. Did she receive a severance?’

‘Of course. Yes. Six months’ pay, two years’ medical and life insurance. She’s also selling the house and keeping all proceeds. Satisfied? I hardly think she’s vulnerable. She should clear more than a hundred grand on that house alone.’

Vernon seemed to calm a bit. Knowing that Charlie Condon had been in the loop eased things for him. Pierce knew Vernon viewed Charlie as being the practical business side of the company while Pierce was the more ephemeral talent side. And somehow Pierce’s being on the talent side lowered Vernon’s respect for him. Charlie was different. He was all business. If he had signed off on Nicole James’s departure, then it was going to be okay.

But then again, if Vernon was satisfied, he wasn’t going to say so to Pierce.

‘I am sorry if you don’t like the questions,’ he said. ‘But it’s my job and my duty to maintain the security of this firm and its projects. There are many people and companies whose investment must be safeguarded.’

He was alluding to the reason he was there. Charlie Condon had hired him as a showpiece. Vernon was there to placate potential investors who needed to know that the  company’s projects were safe and secure and, therefore, that their investments would be safe and secure. Vernon’s pedigree was impressive and more vitally important to the company than the actual security work he performed.

When Maurice Goddard had made his first trip out from New York to be shown around the place and receive the initial presentation, he had also been introduced to Vernon and had spent twenty minutes talking about plant security and personnel with him.

Pierce now looked at Clyde Vernon and felt like screaming at him, letting him know how close they were to running out of significant funding and how inconsequential he was in the scheme of things.

But he held his tongue.

‘I understand your concerns perfectly, Clyde. But I don’t think you have to worry about Nicole. Everything is cool.’

Vernon nodded and finally conceded, perhaps sensing the growing tension behind Pierce’s eyes.

‘I think you’re probably right.’

‘Thank you.’

‘Now, you said you were selling the house.’

‘I said she’s selling it.’

‘Yes. Have you moved yet? Do you have a number where you can be reached?’

Pierce hesitated. Vernon had not been on the A-list of people who had gotten his new number and address. Respect was a two-way street. While Pierce viewed Vernon as capable, he also knew what had gotten the man the job was his FBI pedigree. Of his twenty-five years in the bureau, Vernon had spent half in the L.A. field office on white collar crime and corporate espionage investigations.

But Pierce viewed Vernon largely as a poseur. He was always on the move, charging down hallways and banging through doors like a man on a mission. But the bottom line was that there wasn’t a whole lot to the mission of providing project security to a firm that employed thirty-three people, only ten of which could get through the mantrap and inside the lab, where all the secrets were kept.

‘I’ve got a new phone number but I don’t remember it,’ Pierce said. ‘I’ll get it to you as soon as I can.’

‘What about the address?’

‘It’s over in the Sands on the beach. Apartment twelve oh one.’

Vernon took out a little notebook and wrote down the information. He looked just like a cop from an old movie, his big hands crowding the small notebook as he scribbled.  Why do they always have such small notebooks? It was a question Cody Zeller had once posited after they’d seen a cop flick together.

‘I’m going to get back to work now, Clyde. After all, all those investors are counting on us, right?’

Vernon looked up from his notebook, one eyebrow raised as he tried to gauge whether Pierce was being sarcastic.

‘Right,’ he said. ‘Then I’ll let you get back to it.’

But after the security man had retreated through the mantrap, Pierce again realized he could not get back to it. An inertia had set in. For the first time in three years he was unencumbered by interests outside the lab and free to do the work. But for the first time in three years he didn’t want to.

He shut down the computer and got up. He followed Vernon’s wake through the mantrap.
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When he got back to his office Pierce turned the lights on by hand. The voice-recognition switch was bullshit and he knew it. Something installed simply to impress the potential investors Charlie Condon walked through the place every few weeks. It was a gimmick. Just like all the cameras and Vernon. But Charlie said it was all necessary. It symbolized the cutting-edge nature of what they did. He said it helped investors envision the company’s projects and importance. It made them feel good about writing a check.

But the result was that the offices sometimes seemed to Pierce to be as soulless as they were high-tech. He had started the company in a low-rent warehouse in West-chester, having to take readings on experiments in between takeoffs and landings at LAX. He had no employees. Now he had so many he needed an employee relations officer. He drove a fender-dented Volkswagen Beetle then — the old kind. And now he drove a BMW. There was no doubt, he and Amedeo had certainly come a long way. But with increasing frequency he would drift off to memories of that warehouse lab beneath the flight pattern of runway I7. His friend Cody Zeller, always looking for a movie reference, had once told him that ‘runway 17’ would be his ‘Rosebud,’ the last words whispered from his dying lips. Other similarities to Citizen Kane notwithstanding, Pierce thought there was a possibility Zeller might be right about that.

Pierce sat down at his desk and thought about calling Zeller and telling him he’d changed his mind about going  out. He also thought about calling the house to see if Nicole wanted to talk. But he knew he couldn’t do that. It was her move to make and he had to wait her out — even if it never happened.

He took the pad out of his backpack and called the number for accessing his home voice mail by remote location. He tapped in the password and was told electronically that he had one new message. He played it and heard the nervous voice of a man he didn’t know.

‘Uh, yes, hello, my name is Frank. I’m at the Peninsula. Room six twelve. So give me a call when you can. I got your number from the website and I wanted to see if you’re available tonight. I know it’s late but I thought I’d try. Anyway, it’s Frank Behmer, room six twelve at the Peninsula. Hope to hear from you soon.’

Pierce erased the message but once more felt the weird magic of secretly being inside somebody’s hidden world. He thought for a few moments and then called Information to get the number for the Peninsula in Beverly Hills. Frank Behmer had been so nervous while leaving the message that he hadn’t included the callback number.

He called the hotel and asked for Behmer in room 6I2. The call was picked up after five rings.

‘Hello?’

‘Mr. Behmer?’

‘Yes?’

‘Hi. Did you call for Lilly?’

Behmer hesitated before answering.

‘Who is this?’

Pierce didn’t hesitate. He had been anticipating the question.

‘My name is Hank. I handle Lilly’s calls. She’s kind of busy at the moment but I’m trying to reach her for you. To set it up for you.’

‘Yes, I tried the cell number but she didn’t call back.’

‘The cell number?’

‘The one on the site.’

‘Oh, I see. You know, she is listed on several sites. Do  you mind my asking which one you got her numbers from? We’re trying to figure out which one is most effective, if you know what I mean.’

‘I saw it on the L.A. Darlings site.’

‘Oh, L.A. Darlings. Right. That’s one of our better sites.’

‘That’s really her on there, right? In the picture?’

‘Uh, yes, sir, that’s really her.’

‘Beautiful.’

‘Yes. Okay, well, like I said, I’ll get her to call you as soon as I get ahold of her. Shouldn’t take too long. But if you don’t hear from either me or Lilly within an hour, then it’s not going to happen.’

‘Really?’

Disappointment tumbled off his voice.

‘She’s very busy, Mr. Behmer. But I’ll try my best. Good night.’

‘Well, tell her I’m just in town on business for a few days and I’d treat her real nice, if you know what I mean.’

Now there was a slight note of pleading in his voice. It made Pierce feel guilty about the subterfuge. He felt that he suddenly knew too much about Behmer and his life.

‘I know what you mean,’ he said. ‘Good-bye.’

‘Good-bye.’

Pierce hung up. He tried to put his misgivings aside. He didn’t know what he was doing or why, but something was pulling him down a pathway. He rebooted his computer and jacked in the phone line. He then went online and tried a variation of web configurations until he hit on  www.la-darlings.com and was connected to a site.

The first page was text. It was a warning/waiver form explaining that there was explicit adult fare waiting on the website. By clicking the ENTER button, the visitor was acknowledging that he or she was over eighteen years old and was not offended by nudity or adult content. Without reading all the fine print, Pierce clicked on the ENTER button and the screen changed to the site’s home page. Running along the left border was a photo of a naked  woman holding a towel in front of herself and a raised finger in front of her lips in a don’t-tell-anyone pose. The site titling was in a large purple font.


L.A. Darlings

A free directory of adult entertainment and services



Beneath was a row of red tabs labeled with the available services, ranging from escorts categorized by race and hair color to massage and fetish experts of all genders and sexual orientation. There was even a tab for hiring actual porno stars for private sessions. Pierce knew there were countless sites like these all over the Internet. It was likely that every Internet provider in every city and town had at least one of these sites — the equivalent of an online bordello — sitting in its chips. He had never taken the time to explore one, though he knew that Charlie Condon had once used such a site to hire an escort for a potential investor. It was a decision he regretted and never repeated — the investor was drink-drugged and robbed by the escort before any sex act even took place. Needless to say, he did not invest in Amedeo Technologies.

Pierce clicked on the BLONDE ESCORTS tab for no reason other than it was a place to start looking for Lilly. The page opened in two halves. On the left side of the page was a scrolling panel of thumbnail photos of the blonde escorts with their first names appearing under each picture. When he clicked on one of the thumbnails, the escort’s page would then open on the right — the photo enlarged for easier and better viewing.
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