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For Kenneth Meany—


     Mentor.


     Evil genius.


     Grouch




While in theory randomness is an intrinsic property, in practice, randomness is incomplete information.


—NASSIM NICHOLAS TALEB, 


The Black Swan: The Impact of the Highly Improbable


We are all in the gutter, but some of us are looking at the stars.


—OSCAR WILDE,


Lady Windermere’s Fan
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The Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum,
 New York City


Dana Goldrich wondered how many this made. Five? Eight? Not that it really mattered, because this was it—her last drink. Well, not the last one. But the one that would nudge her from not tipsy enough to almost perfectly drunk. It was a fine line of demarcation—one that had taken thirty years of golf tournaments, charity auctions, five-figure-a-plate galas, endless corporate events, and months of homebound COVID-19 boredom to perfect—and she enjoyed the exercise.


But she didn’t want to drink so much that she embarrassed herself; her father had taught her that there was nothing worse than a sloppy drunk. So this was it—the final sip at the fountain. And in order to make sure things didn’t go south, she needed to make a pledge, so she called up the biggies: Scout’s honor; pinkie swear; honest Injun (was that one allowed anymore?); cross my heart and hope to die.


The cross my heart one ticked the most boxes. It had conviction bolstered by the romantic notion of death being preferable to dishonor.


Cross my heart.


She crossed her heart.


And hope to die.


She hoped to die. But left out the part about the needle—there was no need to tempt fate.


In crossing her heart, Dana spilled a little of her drink, which she found hilarious for some reason. She licked the vodka off her thumb and decided to head up the ramp.


Everyone else was amusing themselves talking shop, which meant one of two things tonight—the Big Rs (Reduce, Reuse, Recycle, Repurpose, Revive) or stock tips. Dana found this particular mix of eco-corporate-dot-com people a hissy fit waiting to happen. Inevitably, one of the natosexuals would insult one of the venture capitalists, things would heat up, and someone would end up with a drink in their face. Maybe get cussed out. But she doubted anyone would throw a punch—as brutal as the Wall Street types liked to think of themselves, they weren’t physical people. And the carbon-footprint-obsessed folks? They believed in group hugs, not gang fights.


Her husband, Sheldon, was mingling with some of his hedge-fund buddies somewhere in the atrium below. Dana scanned the sea of evening wear, but there were an easy five hundred people in here, half of them wearing dinner jackets, including the waiters. Throw in that Shelly was not particularly tall and it was like looking for a diamond in an ice bucket. Which was ultimately fine with her; Dana wasn’t interested in hearing him pitch another of his funds—this time it was foreign annuities, mostly Saudi backed.


Of course, everyone was talking about the company hosting the event—Horizon Dynamics. Shelly was excited about a rumor circulating among his buddies that they were expecting a big announcement tonight—the kind that would make everyone involved a lot of money when the IPO went live tomorrow morning. And there had to be some truth to the rumor because Dana had already heard a few of the guests discussing various ways to circumvent the tax man.


She moved up the corkscrew gallery with slow, deliberate steps that indicated her blood alcohol ratio was somewhere near perfect. She had read up on this once—it was a matter of basic biology: ethanol passing the blood-brain barrier hijacked balance because humans inherited their inner ear from sharks. It was so simple you almost tripped over it. Which she did. But caught herself on the railing. And spilled a little more of her cocktail.


Dana ran into the wife of one of the account execs in Sheldon’s office, a woman with one of those saccharine finishing school nicknames that she could never remember—Muffy or Missy or something. She was with a friend who was rocking the Cruella de Vil look, complete with a two-tone marcel wave.


When Muffy/Missy saw Dana, she squealed and did an excited Pomeranian foot stamp. “Dana! What a lovely surprise.” Her facial muscles barely moved, but she was still able to pull her lips into what most people could figure out was supposed to be a smile.


Dana leaned forward, careful to hold her drink to the side, and they metronomed air kisses. “How nice to see you,” she said, trying to remember the woman’s name.


Muffy/Missy introduced her friend, but the name was lost in the noise. She displayed the same taxidermy procedures—and her mouth looked like an overbaked pizza pocket.


More air kisses.


Muffy/Missy asked about the kids (which Dana didn’t have), and wondered when she and Sheldon (only she called him Shelbon) were going to come out to the beach for another fabulous weekend (they had never been there).


Dana indicated a vague spot up the ramp. “I’ll be back in a few minutes,” she lied. “I promised someone I’d talk to them about an internship for one of their children. I’ll see you back downstairs.”


That seemed to satisfy Muffy/Missy, and she and Cruella continued their downward trajectory.


As Dana worked her way up toward the skylight and confetti machines, she ignored most of the art on display. The decor—which was all it really was—was a mix of Ansel Adams’s iconic photography of the natural world interlaced with Andy Warhol’s prints of mass-produced landfill. The Wall Street guys were throwing terms like juxtaposition, negative space, and rampant consumerism around as if they understood—or cared—about them. Dana worked in the art department at Christie’s, and she knew advertising when she saw it. When you looked at Warhol’s soup cans beside one of Adams’s Sierra portraits, it was impossible to miss the message: too much garbage, not enough forethought. Which was why they were all here: Horizon Dynamics was going to change the world. Or so the seven-story foil banners hanging from the ceiling declared in a classic ad agency focus group slogan: Today’s Solutions for Tomorrow’s Problems!


All of Warhol’s work looked like T-shirt art to her. Sure, it was popular. Sure, you immediately knew what you were looking at. Sure, it was a time stamp from an important cultural period. But so what? When Dana looked at the posters and silk-screen portraits, all she saw was a guy who had bothered to show up.


But as an investment? Warhol was a touchstone for both the nascent collector and the uninformed alike; he had brand recognition. It didn’t matter if it was a Brillo box, a portrait of Jagger overlaid with camouflage, or one of his early shoe sketches—they were all known commodities. Looking up a Warhol piece at auction was so much easier than going through the mental anguish of trying to understand how a small painting could be worth more than a large one. When you purchased a 1969 Campbell’s Soup II, signed in ballpoint and stamped with its series number, all you had to be able to do was read a catalogue.


But Adams was the real deal—an American giant. That his work was hanging here beside Warhol seemed like a snide remark to Dana. But she understood that not everyone got Adams—the biggest obstacle she faced when speaking to clients was getting them to equate his oeuvre to other art forms. It was sad how he had lost some of his relevance to an age where everyone who carried a cell phone camera fancied themselves a photographer. But to Dana, Adams’s work was like reading Whitman—and you either got it or you didn’t. And most people didn’t.


She was halfway through the final turn around the ramp when she realized that her glass was empty. And since she had spilled half of it, she was entitled to one more. But that would be it—a single drink. Then it was quits for the night. Cross her heart.


Dana looked over the railing to the atrium below. The bar was too far away to make in these heels. And she wasn’t in the mood for running into Muffy/Missy and Cruella on the way down to discuss children she didn’t have and trips she wouldn’t take.


She looked around for the elevator just as the lights began to dim. She steadied herself on the railing and looked down into the atrium far below.


The string section began a playful little composition that sounded like birds chirping.


Then foil confetti began to snow from the machines hanging beneath the skylight—fluttering down in a thick, mirrored swarm. The lasers punched into the cloud and it pulsed, developing a heartbeat. It looked alive, playful.


The atrium erupted in applause.


Holograms blossomed from the floor, sprouting up toward the falling foil—three-dimensional tree trunks that grew in accelerated time lapse, branches reaching toward the skylight. The outstretched holographic limbs contorted as they rose and touched the falling foil confetti, and the transformation was complete.


For an instant, the Guggenheim was a lush translucent forest, heavy trunks of computer-generated old-growth trees ascending into the thick canopy of foil foliage overhead.


The gentle chirps generated from the violinists changed pitch and turned into the calls of exotic birds, each voice different.


The room disappeared, and Dana was transplanted to an ancient point in time, before man began to tiptoe toward the happenstance of evolution.


She began to clap with the rest of the partygoers.


Then—


Dana’s mind had time to register the flash.


And the initial instant of the explosion.


But everything disappeared when she was destroyed by the shock wave.
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Montauk, New York


Lucas Page was out on the deck, turning things over in his mind. It was past two A.M. but he had lost track of time to one of those warm fall nights that made him feel like winter might never arrive. He sat in the big cedar chair with a cup of coffee that had passed peak-consumption temperature hours ago. His beaten leather mail bag was on the deck under his chair, filled with term papers that he needed to go through, but his attention was focused on the broad misty strip of the Milky Way. The rhythm of the surf scratched at the beach and he suspected that this was as close to meditation as he could get—something the doctors, in the vague but polished nomenclature of their profession, had tried to convince him could be a useful tool during times of stress. But when the voices started up, there was no convincing them to be quiet; they operated on their own schedule. And the hour he spent watching network news earlier gave them all the excuses they needed for a little emotional mischief; there was nothing like a flashback to start the voices chattering.


His head was back on the big deck chair and he focused his good eye on the stars. Out here, beyond the visual noise of the city, he could get a pretty good view of the sky if the weather was in a giving mood. The telescope was out, but it was really for the kids, part of his oft too-aggressive attempt to teach them a little more about the universe. They had taken turns peeking up at the cosmos after supper, but Lucas was still thinking about the explosion back in the city, and the kids had eventually drifted back into the house. Evidently he was no fun to be around when he wasn’t paying attention to them.


Lucas preferred the human eye over the telescope out here because it pulled focus and let him take in the Big Picture without zeroing in on details—a hard-wired problem with his thinking since childhood. His attention wandered from star to star, constellation to constellation, unconsciously and automatically mapping the movements as the minutes ticked by. He was staring at the Seven Sisters and could see five of the girls—not bad with the naked eye at this time of year—when Erin came out.


She sat down in his lap, careful to put her weight on his good leg. “Hey, Mr. Man. I thought you might have gone for a swim.”


He smiled into the dark; the water out here was never warm, but this far into October it would be at hypothermia temperatures. Also, with or without his prosthetics, Lucas had all the hydrodynamics of a cast-iron sewing machine. “Can’t sleep.”


“So you’re staring up at the sky?”


“I am.”


She nodded over at the telescope. “Why aren’t you using your fancy coatrack?”


“That’s for the kids. I don’t like it. Too much chromatic aberration.”


“Of course. Chromatic aberration. Silly me.”


He smiled and leaned forward, putting his face in the thick red hair that fell over her chest and the blue Wonder Woman T-shirt. She was warm and smelled of that Bvlgari perfume that was a big part of the mental snapshot he carried around. “I’m just thinking about things.”


They had both been involved in a silent dialogue from the moment they saw the news, and even though things was not much of an answer, it was enough.


“How long will we be hiding out at the beach?” She leaned her head back on his shoulder and followed his line of sight up to the sky.


He reached over to the other chair and took the blanket off the back with his right hand, doing a decent job of covering her. “We’re not hiding out.”


“Okay.”


“We’re waiting. Events like this often come in multiples. Right now I’m more comfortable out here, where statistically there isn’t much of a chance of our children being blown up.”


Their silence indicated that they agreed on that one point.


Erin pulled her feet up onto his lap under the blanket. “The hospital hasn’t called, which means we didn’t get any of the survivors.”


“That’s because there weren’t any.”


By the way she stiffened, he could tell that she hadn’t thought of that as an option. “How do you know?”


The cell phone footage aired on CNN and the telephoto shots of the Guggenheim on Fox had provided the broad strokes: the skylight and front doors had been blown out, but there was relatively little damage to the outside of the building. When you factored in more than five hundred victims so far, it meant that the blast had been designed to affect soft bodies, not hard surfaces. And there was only one kind of explosion that provided those two very specific data points. “Trust me.”


“Is that why you’re sitting out here, looking up at the sky that you seem to prefer over us humans much of the time?”


He could tell that she had reached the end of her rehearsed dialogue, which meant that she would either go back inside or ask him what she had been trying not to.


She rested her head on his shoulder. “You think they’ll call you?”


And there it was.


“I don’t do terrorists. At least not this kind.”


“Are you sure this was terrorism?”


“I’m not certain of anything at this point other than a lot of people were killed.”


“What humanity needs is a little more humanity.”


“What humanity needs is to finish what it started and go extinct.”


“Don’t be a cynic. I can live with your sarcasm, because a lot of the time it’s funny. But you’re too kind to be a cynic.”


“They’ll mobilize the entire American intelligence community to nail these people down. They might pull everyone out of mothballs, but this isn’t my field. This particular subset of people has a pretty standard operating procedure, and they’re not that smart—it’s just a matter of time until they get caught. The office might ask me to look at a few things. If that happens, I want you and the kids to stay here.” That was as honest as he could be.


“So how about we go to bed?” She got up slowly, using his aluminum leg as a pushing-off point. She held out her hand. “Choose your response wisely.”


They went inside, leaving the telescope pointed up at the night sky.
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The Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum


Brett Kehoe, FBI special agent in charge of Manhattan, paced the length of the Blue Bird command vehicle, overseeing his people as they coordinated with the men on site. But Kehoe was in another dimension, one where nothing—not even the command vehicle—existed; all there was, all he saw, were the video feeds of his team culling the debris inside the building.


The wall of monitors looked like HD cams broadcasting an archaeological dig from the bottom of the ocean. The Quasar task lighting threw focused beams through swirling dust that resembled silt being stirred up. The men in the specialized safety gear could have been deep-sea divers, their chemical respirators not dissimilar to heliox helmets, their movements slow and deliberate. All that was missing were bubbles.


The departments involved—the NYPD, the FDNY, and the FBI—wasted no time wondering if the explosion had been accidental; the Guggenheim was one of the high-visibility soft targets on the FBI’s anti-terrorism list and was a well-known quantity regarding accident probability. The building’s infrastructure offered no possibility of an event resembling the explosion.


What worried Kehoe was that the creative types tended to compound malice with all kinds of bonus bad ideas: biological and chemical weapons topped the list, followed by the big bogeyman of radioactivity. And if they lacked the funding or smarts for any of those, even the minimally talented could plan secondary events to bolster their branding: kill a bunch of people, wait for first responders to arrive, then set off more carnage.


Their efforts to reverse engineer the explosion were not going well because not a single cell phone or camera inside the building had survived. Even the high-speed security cameras in the museum hadn’t recorded anything other than a single blip of white before going dead, their final instant of usefulness stored on the cloud before they had been cooked by the blast.


A couple of surveillance cameras from the park had provided some context. But even when they slowed down the footage, all they had recorded was the skylight and front doors blowing out. Right now all anyone could agree on was that the Guggenheim might as well have been the inside of a volcano.


While the hazmat and explosives crew scoured the site, the bureau did what it did best and went after information. The digital teams were immersed in all manner of social media necromancy, combing message boards, profiles, websites, and accounts. The bureau proper had reached out to the Department of Justice, who were tag teaming with the Department of Homeland Security in search of any group or individuals whose temperament fit the psychological, political, or religious parameters of what had just happened. Email was being sifted; texts and phone calls retrieved from data vaults; passenger arrival lists and recently purchased plane tickets scoured. All in the name of Big Data, which, Kehoe understood, already had these people on a hook.


The Horizon Dynamics gala had 594 registered attendees, a combination of the rich investor variety and the wealthy eco-friendly Don’t-eat-tuna-if-it-comes-in-cans crowd. Which meant that a good percentage of Park Avenue’s wealth had just been redistributed through inheritance. There would be teary church services and flowery obituaries and new Bentleys up and down the island.


They had located 32 of the attendees who had left early. Which left 562 souls still unaccounted for. Another 60 victims had worked for the catering company, along with 42 museum employees. Add to that the people by the entrance outside who had been cooked by the burst of flames, along with the pedestrians who had been moseying down the sidewalk and ended up eating the plate glass doors, and the body count was at 702.


The wealthy hung out with the wealthy, and the phone calls had already started. Kehoe had fielded conversations with the mayor, the governor, and the attorney general, all topped off by a very terse exchange with the vice president. The cameras were rolling and the investigation would be a very public display of concern. A bus full of kids on the way to xylophone camp goes in the river, and people light candles and hold vigils; a bunch of rich white people get blown up, and the entire continent mobilizes. This one would show good old-fashioned American priorities at their finest, which, when filtered through the prism of irreducible complexity down to the fewest moving parts, translated to worship the money.


Kehoe swallowed the last of his tea and threw the cup into the wastebasket just as Calvin-Wade Curtis, the head of the forensic explosives unit, came in. Curtis had spent three tours with a bomb disposal squad in Afghanistan, where he had become fascinated by the mechanics of detonation. This experience, bolstered by a degree in molecular chemistry, brought him to Kehoe’s attention.


Curtis was a small man who looked twenty years younger than he was, mostly owing to his size and bushy blond hair. His time out in the world had done nothing to soften the country boy twang that made him sound like he was always trying to sell you something. But he was smart. Didn’t talk too much. And knew more about explosives than anyone Kehoe had ever met. He was also a consummate blues guitarist—a skill he pulled out from under the bed every Thursday night at a bar down on Houston Street. His only bad habit was a nervous smile that he pulled out at the most inappropriate times. Like now.


Curtis was back in office clothes, but still had a red line around his forehead and nose where the hazmat suit and respirator had suction-cupped to his skin while he performed chemical archaeology amid the charred Sheetrock and human remains inside. Curtis slammed the door, poured himself a coffee from the onboard machine, and dropped into the only empty Aeron in the space.


Curtis took a deep breath and nodded at Kehoe. “Chawla sent me over to talk to you.” Samir Chawla was the special agent that Kehoe had put in charge of the investigation proper. “None of the filters, swabs, cultures, badges, or spectrometers picked up anything radioactive, chemical, or biological. There are a few exotics that will take a little more time to test for, but I think we’re good.” He took a sip of coffee, then reached into his shirt pocket to take out an evidence bag. He held it out. “But I did find this.” His nervous smile was tired, but still out of place.


Kehoe held the envelope up to the light. All he saw was what looked like a tiny amount of cigarette ash.


Curtis ran a hand through his hair, then wiped it on his pants. “I sent samples off to the lab, where we’ll run it through a mass spectrometer, but under the field scope it looks like a metastable intermolecular composite. I think it was disguised as confetti.”


When Kehoe shifted focus from the little envelope to Curtis, the explosives expert continued, “An MIC is a nanothermite—a nanofuel.”


“Which means?”


“Which means that this wasn’t a detonation; it was a thermobaric, or an aerosol, explosion.” Curtis ran a hand through his hair again. “The roof, windows, and front doors didn’t blow out—they were pushed out by the pressure. That’s what that initial flash was in the surveillance footage. The people inside had their eardrums, eyeballs, and lungs crushed by a shock wave that sucked all the air out of the room, then used that air to create a pressurized firestorm. Since the airborne fuel deflagrated but didn’t detonate in a traditional sense, most of the vics inhaled burning fuel. And since the initial shock wave would have caused very little damage to brain tissue because it’s protected by relatively thick bone, it’s very probable that many of the victims stayed alive for several seconds—or even minutes—after they were cooked.” His smile eased off a little with that last bit. “Not a nice way to go.”


Kehoe considered it a point of pride that he never allowed himself to show emotion at work and even though he was tired, he didn’t break character when he said, “Good work.”


The building had suffered very little damage—at least compared to the people inside—but it would be closed for months while construction crews tried to reset the clock on the damage. The fenestration had all blown out, and a few of the interior walls had been pushed in, but it was still recognizable as one of the city’s most prominent landmarks. Which was more than you could say for the victims—they looked like castings from Pompeii.


Less than an hour after the bombing, two representatives from the museum’s insurance underwriters showed up, asking for a tour. Kehoe didn’t bother letting them begin the chest-thumping, he simply told them to leave his command vehicle. But not before showing them the remains of a young woman who looked like a melted tire.


They wouldn’t be back.


Kehoe handed the envelope back to Curtis and nodded at the door; he needed some fresh air.


Kehoe and Curtis stepped out into the fall morning, and the light wind was in direct contrast to the humid, cramped environment of the command vehicle. It was state of the art, but when you piled more than the recommended 8.6 human bodies inside (which they had exceeded by 22.4 individuals), the space quickly became a humid closet that smelled of people. Kehoe hit the asphalt and took a deep breath, surprised that the air out here tasted as fresh as it did with a building full of pressure-cooked human beings mere yards away.


They had closed all traffic in the immediate vicinity—from 87th up to 90th, and from Fifth Avenue right across to Park—which meant the sounds of the city were somehow less intimate. Any cars in the zone had been towed, and the only foot traffic allowed inside the wire were residents—which was presenting its own particular set of problems with the NYPD as they checked IDs. Kehoe was proud to be a New Yorker (if only by transplant) because the citizenry were more good than bad. He had seen it during 9/11 and the big power outage of 2003—people donated blankets, handed out free sneakers for the bus and tunnel crowd, and gave away ice cream. But this time things felt different, as if the whole island could go feral. Kehoe (and the analysts he paid to do the thinking) believed that social media was responsible in that it was continually etching lines of demarcation between every discernible demographic, cutting the social fabric into smaller and smaller swatches. And things were getting worse as people started seeing the world in terms of us versus them.


Samir Chawla, the special agent in charge of the investigation, came up, coffee in hand. Curtis pocketed the evidence envelope, delivered the prerequisite I’ll keep you posted through the still-present nervous smile, and disappeared without shaking hands.


“Anything?” Kehoe asked his SAIC.


Chawla was a thin, fit man who ran on caffeine and salad. “With seven hundred and two victims, our people are buried under enough information to choke Google. I requested additional agents from the federal pool, and a few from Vermont, Jersey, and Mass have already arrived. We’re expecting a hundred more. One of the empty floors is being outfitted with workstations; the math on this one will be considerable.”


Kehoe looked up the street. The crowds were not pushing at the fencing, but they were making a lot of noise. The nutjobs had started arriving last night, holding up bristol board placards denouncing the attack as a false flag operation that had been orchestrated by the government. Some wore red ball caps, some wore QAnon T-shirts, some wore Nazi T-shirts, and some were dressed as Muppets. With Halloween a few days off, there was no shortage of costumes in the crowd, which presented its own set of security concerns. Kehoe wondered just when, specifically, postliteracy had morphed into complete stupidity. He wanted to feel sorry for these people, which he resented because they didn’t deserve the emotional space. What really bothered him was that they worked tirelessly to connect a bunch of unrelated dots when assembling a working model of even the most basic facts seemed to be impossible for them. Why was it that whenever there was a mass casualty event, the stupid gravitated en masse toward the assumption of conspiracy? Kehoe was not a pessimist—his job precluded that particular muscle—but every now and then he got tired and was tempted to give in.


Besides the rubberneckers, the media was making his life miserable. Every news network on the planet had one—if not several—crews at ground zero. Which translated to almost two thousand individuals from the entertainment corps on site. They had tents set up in the park, but they were being kept away for now. The bureau had yet to issue a comprehensive statement, other than they were in the initial stages of an investigation into what had all the earmarks of a terrorist attack. This concise and factual statement proved to be too complicated for the journalists, and they did what they did, placing blame on either Muslim or right-wing extremists, depending on the source.


But right now Kehoe had problems other than dealing with people who made things up. He crossed the street to the site proper and two of his men eased up on his flanks, doing bodyguard duty. Kehoe stopped in front of the museum and wondered what kind of a human being—or beings—were able to justify cooking 700-plus innocent people. Thirty years of trying to outthink society’s broken spokes had done nothing to assuage the repulsion he felt at times like this.


Even though all the workers wore matching white coveralls, Kehoe had no problem telling his team apart from the medical examiner’s: the bureau people were picking through the rubble, looking for evidence; the medical examiner’s minions were carting the dead out of the dust and placing them in vans that had been in constant rotation since last night. Two white-coveralled people from the ME’s office were rolling another body out, and as Kehoe watched, he was upset that he was thinking in terms of numbers, not lives.


The ME had two floors of offices and labs downtown, but nowhere near the capacity to handle this many bodies. A temporary facility had been set up in a warehouse earmarked for just such an emergency, where technicians would spend the next month sorting out which body went with what name.


“So what do you need that you do not have?”


Chawla didn’t spend any time thinking about the question. “I need more analysts. And more programmers. People who are good with numbers.”


There was some sort of a disturbance in the space behind Kehoe, and he turned, his men stepping to his front flanks in a protective measure.


A man in a red ball cap was corralled by two carbine-carrying policemen near the park wall across Fifth. The civilian had a GoPro mounted on his cap, and he kept pointing at it. The cops were shaking their heads as he screamed that he knew his rights.


One of the officers reached out and put a hand on Red Cap’s elbow and he crossed the threshold from angry to enraged. He spit on the cop and Kehoe knew that signaled the end of the argument—which the officer demonstrated by reaching around to the zip-tie cuffs hanging off his belt.


But Red Cap wasn’t interested in complying, and he faked left, then ducked right, scooching between the two policemen like a wiry little monkey.


Up the street the crowd let loose with a roar punctuated by whistles and applause. They began chanting, “Go! Go! Go! Go!”


Red Cap ran toward a stretcher being loaded into one of the vans. “False flag! False flag!” He swung a yellow utility knife.


By this time the two officers were on his six, and he was tackled as he slashed at the body bag, screaming, “It’s a dummy!”


But he had made his mark, and the cooked corpse spilled out.


“False flag!” Red Cap screamed again as the cops wrestled him to the ground.


He grinned triumphantly as the corpse’s skull impacted with the morning street beside him. “Proof! It’s a dum—” The sentence ended when the corpse’s skull shattered, spilling cooked brain out on to the ground, splattering him with blood and bits.


Red Cap threw up as the cops cuffed him.


Up the street, the crowd roared.


Kehoe was impressed that the cops hadn’t put a bullet into the guy. But their luck wouldn’t hold out indefinitely, not with people like that allowed to walk around. Eventually someone was going to get shot—either deservedly or not. And the best way to stave off an accident was to solve this crime.


Kehoe turned back to Chawla, who was shaking his head. “You need more computational firepower?” Kehoe asked.


“Yes, sir.”


“Then get Whitaker to meet me at the helicopter pad.”
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Montauk, New York


Lucas was fucking around with the leaf blower, and his prosthetic hand was useless with the pull cord. He had given it a few halfhearted yanks with his good hand, but all he had done was pique the curiosity of the dog, who stood at the door examining him as if he had sprouted feathers. Lucas was about to pitch the contraption through the garage window when he decided that a walk on the beach would be healthier than messing around with yard work that he neither enjoyed nor cared about. As far as he was concerned, they could pave the entire property and paint it green—everyone would be better off. Besides, they had a guy that took care of these things. His name was Mr. Miller and he was about the same age as most of the rocks on the property. He showed up precisely every ten days (rain, shine, or hurricane) to wrestle an ancient gas-powered mower out of the bed of his rust-eaten Ford. Then he mowed over everything on the property—grass, weeds, flowers, shrubs, and the occasional children’s toy. Lucas had a strong suspicion that they were Mr. Miller’s only clients.


His effort to keep his focus away from the bombing in the city yesterday would have to be directed elsewhere, so he put the blower down on the floor beside the station wagon. But he gave it a kick, spinning it into the rim of the front tire, which caused the dog to step back, out onto the driveway.


“Well, dummy? How about a walk?”


Lemmy made a noise that was neither all dog nor all human.


“I’ll take that as a yes.” He closed the garage door and headed around back.


Erin had the big double doors open and the curtains were doing that fall thing they did where they reached into the kitchen as if they knew winter was coming. The kids were off upstairs, no doubt gobbling up data on their devices (they were permitted half an hour each morning on the weekends), Laurie and Alisha probably playing with the dollhouse Lucas had bought them at a garage sale up the road on the Fourth of July weekend.


The house wasn’t as large as many of the beachfront monstrosities that dotted the coastline, and every inch of available space was taken up by the kids and their crap. But Lucas was grateful for the weekend home—no matter how he looked at it, they were lucky. The layout had initially been a two-bedroom design, but they had split up the largest room and adapted the attic into a space for the boys. With the two youngest girls in bunk beds in one of the rooms, they were able to keep all five kids relatively happy. Lucas had spent a chunk of his childhood in foster homes, including a six-month stint where he slept in a bathtub, and he still marveled at all the space they had here. The kids were good about it, even when their friends showed up and they were forced to pull out the sleeping bags.


Erin was in the small office off the kitchen, remotely managing her duties at the hospital on her laptop. “Done with the leaves?” she asked, doing a bad job of hiding the ridicule in her voice; it was no secret that Lucas and lawn care had nothing in common but alliteration.


“I went with the ‘less is more’ approach.”


Erin took off her glasses and put them down on the keyboard. “And by less you mean what, exactly?”


“In this particular case, less means none. Besides, it’s all relative. My less is more than someone else’s more and my more is less than a third party’s less. I can argue semantics all day.” He came over and leaned on the edge of the desk beside her. “And I can even do it under the guise of quantum mechanics.”


Lemmy went to his bowl by the fridge and rudely slurped down almost as much water as he spilled on the floor.


Erin reached out and touched Lucas’s thigh—the original one. “You want to go for a walk on the beach?”


He wondered how she was able to read his mind. “I don’t know—that leaf blower looks like a lot of fun. Or it would be if I could figure out how to turn it on.”


Erin snorted her goofy little laugh. “You don’t turn a leaf blower on, you start it up.”


“Once again I’m happy to go with the ‘less is more’ approach, and a big yes to a walk. You think the kids are interested?” He realized that there was very little ambient noise in the house. “Are they even here?”


“They’re doing homework. And Alisha is playing with her dolls. I think they’re worried that you’re going back to work.”


“Kids?” He yelled into the void. “Who wants to go for a walk?”


Half an hour later, they were below Bluff Lookout. Lemmy led the group, his pack mentality not letting him venture more than twenty or thirty yards ahead before bounding back. Stevie and Hector hunted for Montauk monsters down near the water, their sneakers soaked through and their jeans wet to the knees. Hector had found a sun-bleached crab shell that he insisted was the skull of an alien. Laurie and Alisha collected stones that they socked away in the big canvas tote that Erin had somehow been talked into carrying. Maude and Lucas closed up the rear.


Lucas put two of his real fingers in his mouth and let loose with a sharp whistle, signaling that it was time to turn around; the tide was coming back in and Turtle Cove would soon be full of fishermen in waders and floats, all sporting ten-foot rods, in search of stripers. Sometimes he and the kids fished the tides, but mostly for whiting or mackerel off the beach in front of the house. Lucas hadn’t been brought up on outdoor sports and tended to learn along with the kids. But they all stayed away from the weekend fishermen, who came out from the city in hundred-thousand-dollar SUVs and outdoor clothing sporting expensive labels—those guys were wound way too tight.


As they turned, Lucas swiveled his head, focusing out at the ocean with his good eye. “You have to admit, even with all the summer people, this can be a charming place.” Mrs. Page had summered out here her whole life, and she had introduced Lucas to the place when he was six. They had managed to spend ten summers on the point before her money ran out, and they relied on the invitation of friends for the occasional sybaritic weekend from then on. Later in life, when he and Erin had had the opportunity to buy the place out here, it had been like coming home. They used the house on weekends and holidays for three seasons a year, renting it out most of the summer, which helped pay a lot of the expenses.


Maude shrugged. “I guess.” As much of a young woman as she was turning into, she reverted to the surly teenager act when it suited her. “Are you going back to work for those people?” She had on jeans with no knees and a homemade T-shirt that stated Eric Clapton Sucks!


By the way she said those people, Lucas knew that she had been talking to Erin. “Not right now. I’m only useful for a very narrow bandwidth of problems, and what happened yesterday—”


“The explosion at the museum?”


“Yeah, the explosion at the museum. That isn’t my field at all. I can’t see being of much use to them. At least not like last time.”


“Did terrorists do this?”


Lucas shook his head. “I don’t know. No one does.”


“The people on the television seem pretty convinced.”


“There’s misinformed and there’s uninformed, and the problem is that most people don’t let either of those things get in their way when they have an audience—just look at the internet.”


Lucas loved all the kids, but he and Maude had some kind of a special bond that he wasn’t able to understand. Maybe it was because he’d had to work so hard to gain her trust, or maybe it was because she reminded him most of Erin (which had no basis in genetics, since all their children were adopted), but he had an easier time talking to her than the other kids, as if maybe he understood her a little better.


Maude stopped and picked up a stone that looked as if it might be perfectly round. She handed it to Lucas and said, “So?”


He glanced at it and shook his head. “Elliptical.”


Maude took it back and examined it skeptically for a few seconds.


“It’s three inches, twenty-three thirty-seconds on the longest axis—three inches, eleven-sixteenths on the shortest.”


Maude scrunched up her nose. “If you say so.”


“You can measure it if you want,” he offered, smiling. But he was never wrong. Not with numbers. And certainly not with measurements.


Maude pitched it out at the water. “How do you do that?”


“It’s just a stupid human trick. Like being able to turn your eyelids inside out.”


She made her gross-out face. “No it’s not; you don’t have to be smart to flip your eyelids.”


Lucas shrugged again; he had met plenty of what he thought of as stupid smart people, especially in academia. “Maybe.” He stopped walking. “Have you figured out what you’d like to do about school?” The school she was at now had succumbed to the classic trade-off between arts and commerce and there was very little in the way of right-brain stimulation—which was where her true interests lay. Everyone concerned knew she’d be better served attending another institution. They had interviewed at a school with an advanced arts program, and they were waiting for her to decide if she wanted to make the switch.


“Am I allowed to have an opinion?”


“Have we ever asked your opinion and not taken it?”


She thought about that for a moment. “I guess not.”


“So?”


They had gone through the interview process, and after seeing her portfolio, the school had agreed to enroll her. But time was no longer an abstract concept—they had to decide before Friday morning. The decision was causing her a lot of stress, and Lucas suspected that she was looking at it as an ending instead of a beginning. “You’ll probably have to work much harder than you are now, but it’s less likely you’ll get tired as fast.” And he stopped—she knew all of this and it was time to stop selling her. She had to make up her own mind. “But you know all this.”


“You said I had until Friday.”


“You do.”


“But you’re probably going away and—”


“We don’t know that.”


She squinted as she smiled up at him. “We don’t?”


“No. We don’t.”


She eyed him suspiciously. “Well, a few more days won’t change anything. So okay. I’ll do it. I’ll go to LaGuardia.”


Lucas turned around and waved at Erin with his prosthetic. “Maude’s transferring to LaGuardia,” he yelled.


The whole family cheered.


Their voices were still hanging in the air when Hector yelled, “Hey, a helicopter’s landing in front of our place!”


Lucas looked down the beach, and the breakers flipped on in his head as a navy blue Jet Ranger touched down, three big yellow letters on the side. It conjured up a cloud of dust and sent subsonic shock waves out over the water.


Lucas swung around to catch Erin in his line of sight. She gave him a soft smile filled with a million sad little meanings.


He turned back to the helicopter. The doors opened and two standard-issue FBI copies emerged, one large, one an XXXL. When they had taken up positions on either side of the bird, the unmistakable form of Brett Kehoe came down the steps.


He was sure the clown car routine was finished, but a fourth figure emerged from the aircraft, a tall black woman who even from two hundred yards out exuded the appropriate mix of pheromones denoting her as a force of nature—Special Agent Alice Whitaker. She was no doubt here as a prop for Kehoe’s attempt at emotional leverage.


Beside him, Maude said, “Our day is F-U-K-T.”


“Hey, kiddo, what have I told you about that?” He put his hand on her shoulder. “Don’t be lazy—use the correct spelling.”
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By the time they got back to the house, Kehoe and Whitaker were on the patio. Three decades slumming with the FBI hadn’t smoothed out any of the old-money DNA that was as much a part of Kehoe as the charm, manners, and menace. He had updated his haircut since last time they had been in a room together but he still looked like a spokesperson for some expensive lifestyle product. He wore one of his tailored suits with the pick-stitched lapels he favored, and even out here on the beach he appeared comfortable.


Whitaker’s white linen shirt contrasted with her dark skin and darker eyes, and even in the Ralph Lauren duds, she looked like she could kill a pack of wolves with her bare hands. Like Kehoe, she had changed her hair, and she sported a tight ponytail of Predator braids that could have been designed by a satellite engineer. She wasn’t quite smiling, but Lucas could see that she was happy to see him and he grudgingly realized that he felt the same—old war buddies were like that.


Lucas and Whitaker had been paired up last winter during his first stint back at the bureau in almost a decade. She was a field agent, and even though Lucas liked to think that he had chosen her to help him, he knew the truth was Kehoe had set him up—he had intentionally put them in the same general vicinity and let physics pull them together. They had begrudgingly liked each other from the beginning, and quickly developed a weird kind of chemistry that brought out the best in both of them. She was smart and not given to pain-in-the-assery—and she didn’t suffer his bullshit, which was a rare trait. They had gone the distance together and she had been added to the very short list of people he trusted with his life—which in a way made her family.


Kehoe’s two other men went out front to deal with the twin Southampton police SUVs that arrived with the chopper. The entire performance was dramatic, especially for Kehoe, who was not generally given to theatrics. Or an unnecessary demonstration of force.


Lucas sent Erin and the kids inside. The children ran upstairs, but Erin stayed in the kitchen, leaning against the island, arms crossed, intently watching them through the big window. Lucas wondered if lipreading was part of the superhero plan she was was enrolled in.


The sun-bleached joists of the pergola cast weird rectangular shadows, turning Kehoe into a composite of several portraits, none of them happy. The ever-present Mark Cross briefcase sat on the seat beside him, conveying a sense of significance. Everyone wore sunglasses and looked like they would rather be someplace else.


The pilot was on a folding chair down on the beach, grabbing a few bits of vitamin D and reading a paperback. Kehoe’s two extra men were back at either corner of the property, on the edge of the grass overlooking the beach, and the sheriff’s men had taken up positions on the other side of the house, up near the road.


Lucas and Kehoe examined each other for a few silent moments, and it was Whitaker who finally cracked the frost with “Nice hair.”


Maude had talked Lucas into bleaching his hair as a test run for her Halloween costume—she wanted to go out as Sting and the blond hair was a must. It was supposed to wash out, but that had been three days ago and he still looked like a punk-rock Frankenstein in expensive sunglasses.


Lucas tried out a smile, and by the way that Kehoe shifted in his seat, he knew that his face was doing that scar tissue Karloff thing that scared the natives. “Thank you,” he said.


Whitaker shook her head and smiled.


Kehoe filled the empty space by answering a text—the twelfth since sitting down.


The complicated nature of their relationship was no secret. There had been a ten-year span in which they hadn’t spoken. Both of them had used that decade to generate a little forgiveness for what had happened—for the things they had both lost. The Event, as Lucas called it, had recalibrated his life from the molecular level up and, in some lateral way, had no doubt done the same for Kehoe. But it was still there, in the background, like a deep space magnetic wave that was hard to detect but impossible to pretend didn’t exist.


The Event had almost destroyed Lucas physically, and he spent the next few years discovering the new and improved Dr. Lucas Page. When he walked out the other end—with his body cobbled together with all kinds of experimental hardware, his first marriage in the shitter, his job gone, and no friends—he found a man that he didn’t recognize but could be proud of. He met and married Erin. They started putting a family together—with children who could not find a place out in the world. He accepted a job at Columbia. Accidentally wrote a book that put him on bestseller lists. And forgot that he had ever worked for the FBI. Until that night last winter when Kehoe had come calling, dragging all the old monsters along with him.


Erin brought out a wicker tray with two mugs of coffee and a cup of tea. She placed it down on the table and went back inside without saying anything.


After Erin was back inside, Kehoe went into lecture mode with his patented poetic cadence. “We won’t know the final toll for a few more hours, but right now we’re at seven hundred and two victims, including museum personnel, catering employees, and a few unfortunate pedestrians who happened to be walking by when things went south.” Kehoe lifted the porcelain cup of tea from the tray and took a sip.


Lucas leaned forward, meshing the fingers of his left hand with those of his prosthetic; even in the warm autumn air, the aluminum fingers were cold against his skin. “I don’t see how I can give you any added value on this one, Brett.” Kehoe’s one unerring rule of management was that he tasked only the right people to a job. And since he was here, he had no doubt worked out all the aspects of his ask.


Kehoe took another sip and put his cup down. “With seven hundred and two victims, the math on this one is going to be a challenge. And then there are the rest of the unknowns: motive, suspect, ideology, logistics, and end game. Right now we don’t even have a starting point—no one has claimed responsibility.”


That was odd—an exercise this public had to have a purpose, and more than likely it was for PR. “Nothing?”


Kehoe quickly answered a text, then came back with “No one reliable. There were a few tweets from the usual suspects—two from factions of ISIS, one from Al-Qaeda, but it was obvious they had no idea what they were talking about. A few of the predictable nuts tried to get their fifteen minutes—anti-abortion groups, militia types, white supremacists, wrath-of-Godders—the usual dummies. But no official statement from a reliable organization or group.”


Kehoe was executing all the proper tactics of investigative warfare. “And the news? How are the networks treating this?”


Kehoe went back to another text and spoke as he typed out a response with his thumbs. “They were getting in our way ten minutes after the dust settled. I’ve got a good PIO on things, but she can’t tell them how to behave—they’re more concerned with entertainment than delivering facts, and they are going to be a very big pain in the ass on this one. More than usual, I expect.” He finished his text and put the phone back down, continuing without warranting so much as a semicolon in his dialogue stream. “And we have the added nightmare of the online digilantes and conspiracy people. Those hammerheads are making a lot of noise on social media, and they’re shaping public perception more than I am comfortable with. We hired a marketing firm to help us get in front of their static, but they are doing damage. Last night two Amish kids visiting the city from Pennsylvania were beaten into comas down on Bleecker because they were speaking German and someone thought they were Muslims. They had been tagged on Facebook as suspects because someone took a selfie in Central Park an hour before the bombing and they were in the background. Their photo circulated via social media and the message boards and the masses did what they do—misinterpret the data.” Kehoe took another sip of tea. “And there is going to be more of that kind of thing.”


Lucas had nothing to add—he was busy absorbing all the moving parts. “You have your hands full, Brett.”


“Which is why I’m here; very few people can guess the number of jelly beans in a jar like you can.” There was no emotion in his expression when he opened his briefcase and pulled out a brown evidence file that was as thick as a patio stone. He pushed it across the tabletop without opening it. “Just take a look.”


Lucas reached out and put his aluminum hand down on the file. He understood what Kehoe was doing but felt powerless to stop him. When he opened the file, there would be photos of the victims—charred, destroyed corpses that would stir up all the things he had tried so hard to put behind him.


Without meaning to, he opened the cover.


And there it was—a photograph of … of … what, exactly? It had the general dynamics of a human head, but the skin had been burned to a rippled tar and the only contrast against the burned flesh were white teeth that looked like they had been installed after the fact. It could have been a man, a woman, or a Hollywood mock-up of a demon. Lucas closed the cover without looking at any others—he didn’t need to download any more nightmares onto his hard drive. “And?” But Kehoe had him.


Kehoe took another sip of tea. “I need someone who can see patterns where there aren’t any. Or identify the correct ones when there are too many.”


At that, Whitaker said, “But if you want to sit this one out, no one would point any fingers.”


Lucas swiveled his head back out to the ocean and took off his sunglasses, taking in the HD image of the Atlantic. A couple of fishermen were walking the surf, life vests festooned with stainless steel tools, rods overhead. They were looking at the helicopter and the house, no doubt wondering if Snoop Dogg had come to the beach to smoke a little jazz cabbage and snack on Pop-Tarts. The world behind them looked like an old master come to life, heavy on the grays and blues, perfectly preserved with no cracks in the over-varnish. For an instant he wondered if the view held any less magic than when he had his old ocular setup.


Kehoe stood up and crossed into his field of vision. He looked like he was lifted out of a Life magazine photo shoot at the Kennedy compound, circa 1962; he had that well-heeled vibe that a lot of the people up here wore on their sleeves, earned the old-fashioned way—through an industrious ancestor. Kehoe was the black sheep of his family; he had turned his back on an agricultural empire in order to bring law to the lawless. “I just want you to do a walk-through and get a feel for what happened. Look at it as an exercise in basic physics and chemistry. That’s all—basic physics and chemistry. Then look at the data. At the victim list. See if there’s a there there. One day. Maybe two. Then you’re back here getting sand in your socks.”


Lucas looked up without moving his head and zeroed in on Kehoe with what he knew was his spooky stare, the one where his eyes didn’t align. He thought about the photo of the scorched partygoer. And about the other 701 victims. More than most, he knew what an explosion could do. And the ripple effect it had.


“And of course Whitaker here is your chaperone.” He paused and glanced at his watch. “So, are you in or did I catch you in one of your cranky moods?”


“Who did you put in charge of the investigation?”


“An agent by the name of Samir Chawla. He’s from the Los Angeles office, transferred in four years back.”


Lucas turned to Whitaker and was about to ask if this Chawla guy was smart, but she was already ahead of the question. “Very,” she said.


Lucas tried not to smile but it was difficult—he had forgotten about that little magic trick of hers, the way she preemptively answered his questions as if she had a Bluetooth connection to his brain. He looked back up at Kehoe. “Brett, you know I don’t play well with others. There is no I in team. I’m not being facetious, but I know my own weaknesses.”


“I don’t want you for teamwork.”


“Then what is it—precisely—that you do want from me?”


In an uncharacteristic display of camaraderie, Kehoe said, “Just do do that voodoo that you do so well.”
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