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  APRIL




  

    THE TRICK WOULD be to slip in the side door and get the box up the back stairs without making a sound. The house was two hundred years old and you

    could hardly take a step without a flurry of creaks and groans. Abbey Straw eased the back door shut and tiptoed across the carpeted hallway to the landing. She could hear her father puttering

    around the kitchen, Red Sox game low on the radio.


  




  Her arms hugging the box, she set her foot on the first step, eased down her weight, then the next step, and the next. She skipped the fourth step—it shrieked like a banshee—and put

  her weight on the fifth, the sixth, the seventh. . . . And just as she thought she was home free, the step let out a crack like a gunshot, followed by a long, dying groan.




  Damn.




  “Abbey, what’s in the box?”




  Her father stood in the doorway of the kitchen, still wearing his orange rubber boots, his checked shirt stained with diesel fuel and lobster bait. His windburned brow was creased with

  suspicion.




  “A telescope.”




  “A telescope? How much did it cost?”




  “I bought it with my own money.”




  “Great,” he said, his gravelly voice tense, “if you never want to go back to college and stay a waitress the rest of your life, blow your paycheck on telescopes.”




  “Maybe I want to be an astronomer.”




  “Do you know how much I spent on your college education?”




  She turned and continued up the stairs. “You mention it only five times a day.”




  “When are you going to pull yourself together?”




  She slammed the door and stood for a moment in her tiny bedroom, breathing hard. With one arm she swept the bedcover free of stuffed animals, set the box down on the bed. She flopped on the bed

  next to the box. Why had she been adopted by white people in Maine, the whitest state in the union, in a town where everyone was white? Hadn’t there been a black hedge-fund manager somewhere

  looking for kids? “And where do you come from?” people would ask her, as if she’d recently arrived from Harlem—or Kenya.




  She rolled over in bed, gazing at the box. Sliding out her cell phone, she dialed. “Jackie?” she whispered. “Meet me down at the wharf at nine. I got a surprise.”




  Fifteen minutes later, cradling the telescope, Abbey cracked the bedroom door and listened. Her father was moving about the kitchen, washing the dishes that she was supposed to have washed that

  morning. The game was still on, turned up, Dave Goucher’s obnoxious voice barking out of the cheap radio. By the sound of her father’s occasional swearing she figured it must be a

  Sox–Yankees game. Good, he’d be distracted. She crept down the stairs, stepping gingerly, trying not to creak the old pine boards, slipped past the open kitchen door and in a moment was

  out and into the street.




  Balancing the tripod over her shoulder, she darted past the Anchor Inn toward the town wharf. The harbor was as calm as a millpond, a great sheet of black water stretching to the dim silhouette

  of Louds Island, the boats lined up by the tide like white ghosts. The peppercan buoy marking the channel at the mouth of the narrow harbor blinked its light, blink, blink, blink. Above, the

  heavens swirled with phosphorescence.




  She angled across the parking lot, past the lobster co-op, and headed onto the wharf. The strong smell of herring bait and seaweed drifted on the damp night air from a stack of old lobster traps

  at one end of the pier. The lobster joint hadn’t opened yet for the summer season and the outdoor picnic tables were still turned up and chained to the railings. Back up the hill she could

  see the lights of the town and the steeple of the Methodist Church, a black spire against the Milky Way.




  “Hey.” Jackie stepped out of the shadows, the red glow of a joint bobbing in the dark. “What’s that?”




  “A telescope.” Abbey took the joint and inhaled sharply, with a crackle of burning seeds. She exhaled and handed it back.




  “A telescope?” asked Jackie. “What for?”




  “What else is there to do around here but look at the stars?”




  Jackie grunted. “How much was it?”




  “Seven hundred bucks. Got it on eBay, a Celestron six-inch Cassegrain, automatic tracking, a camera and everything.”




  A low whistle. “You must be getting some good tips over at the Landing.”




  “They love me over there. I couldn’t get bigger tips if I was giving out blow jobs.”




  Jackie burst out laughing, wheezing smoke and coughing. She passed the joint back and Abbey took another long hit.




  “Randy’s getting out of Maine State,” said Jackie, lowering her voice.




  “Oh God. Randy can sit on a lobster buoy and rotate five times.”




  Jackie muffled a laugh.




  “What a night,” Abbey said, staring at the immense bowl of stars. “Let’s take some pictures.”




  “In the dark?”




  Abbey looked over to see if she was kidding, but there was no wry smile on those lips. She felt a wave of affection for her dim, lovable friend. “Believe it or not,” Abbey said,

  “telescopes work better in the dark.”




  “Right. That was stupid.” Jackie knocked on her own head. “Hello?”




  They walked out to the end of the pier. Abbey set up the tripod, making sure it was anchored on the wood planking. She could see Orion hanging low in the sky and aimed the telescope in that

  direction. Using the computer starfinder attached to the telescope, she punched in a preset location. With a whirring of worm-gears, the telescope slewed around to point at a patch at the bottom of

  Orion’s sword.




  “What’re we going to look at?”




  “The Andromeda Galaxy.”




  Abbey peered into the eyepiece and the galaxy sprang into view, a glowing maelstrom of five hundred billion stars. She felt her throat constricting with the thought of the immensity of it, and

  her own smallness.




  “Lemme see,” said Jackie, sweeping back her long, unruly hair.




  Abbey stepped back and silently offered her the eyepiece. Jackie fitted her eye to it. “How far away is it?”




  “Two and a quarter million light-years.”




  Jackie stared for a while in silence, then stood up. “Think there’s life out there?”




  “Of course.”




  Abbey adjusted the telescope, zooming out, increasing its field of view, until most of Orion’s sword was visible. Andromeda had shrunk into a little fuzz-ball. She pressed the cable

  release and heard the faint click as the shutter opened. It would be a twenty-minute time exposure.




  A faint breeze came from the ocean, clanking the rigging of a fishing boat, and all the boats in the harbor swung in unison. It felt like the first breath of a storm, despite the dead calm. An

  invisible loon called from the water and was answered by another one, far away.




  “Time for another doobie.” Jackie began rolling a joint, licked it, and put it in her mouth. A click and flare of the lighter illuminated her face, her pale, freckled skin, green

  Irish eyes, and black hair.




  Abbey saw the sudden light before she saw the thing itself. It came from behind the church, the harbor instantly as bright as day; it streaked across the sky in utter silence, like a ghost, and

  then an immense sonic boom shook the pier, followed by a blast-furnace roar as the thing blazed over the ocean at incredible speed, disappearing behind Louds Island. There was a final flash of

  light followed by a cannonade of thunder, rolling away over the ocean distances into silence.




  Behind her, up in the town, dogs began barking hysterically.




  “What the fuck?” Jackie said.




  Abbey could see the whole town coming out of their houses and gathering in the streets. “Get rid of the pot,” she hissed.




  The road up the hill was filling with people, jabbering away, voices raised in excitement and alarm. They began moving down toward the piers, flashlights flickering, arms pointing skyward. This

  was the biggest thing that had happened in Round Pond, Maine, since a stray cannonball went through the roof of the Congregational Church in the War of 1812.




  Suddenly Abbey remembered her telescope. The shutter was open and still taking a picture. With a trembling hand she found the shutter release and clicked it off. A moment later the image popped

  up on the telescope’s small LCD screen.




  “Oh my God.” The thing had streaked through the center of the image, a brilliant slash of white among a scattering of stars.




  “It ruined your picture,” said Jackie, peering over her shoulder.




  “Are you kidding? It made the picture!”
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  THE NEXT MORNING, Abbey shoved through the door of the Cupboard Café with a stack of newspapers under her arm. The cheerful log-cabin diner

  with its checkered curtains and marble tables was almost empty, but she found Jackie sitting in her usual place in the corner, drinking coffee. A damp morning fog pressed against the

  windowpanes.




  She hustled over and slapped The New York Times down on the table, exposing the front-page article below the fold.




  

    

      Meteor Lights up Maine Coast




      

        Portland, Maine—At 9:44 p.m. a large meteor streaked across the skies of Maine, creating one of the most brilliant meteor displays seen over New England in decades.

        Witnesses from as far as Boston and Nova Scotia reported seeing the spectacular fireball. Residents of Mid-coast Maine heard sonic booms.




        Data from a meteoroid tracking system at the University of Maine, Orono, indicated that the meteor was several times brighter than the full moon and may have weighed as much as fifty tons

        when it entered the Earth’s atmosphere. The single track reported by witnesses suggests the meteorite was of the iron-nickel type, as those are the least likely to break up in flight,

        rather than the more common stony-iron or chondritic type. Its speed, tracking scientists estimated, was 48 kilometers per second or about 100,000 miles per hour—thirty times faster

        than a typical rifle bullet.




        Dr. Stephen Chickering, professor of planetary geology at Boston University, said: “This isn’t a typical fireball. It’s the brightest and biggest meteor seen on the East

        Coast in decades. The trajectory took it out to sea, where it landed in the ocean.”




        He also explained that its journey through the atmosphere would have vaporized most of its mass. The final object that struck the ocean, he said, probably weighed less than a hundred

        pounds.


      


    


  




  Abbey broke off and grinned at Jackie. “You read that? It landed in the ocean. That’s what all the papers are saying.” She settled back and crossed her arms, enjoying

  Jackie’s wondering look.




  “Okay,” said Jackie, “I can see you’ve got something on your mind.”




  Abbey lowered her voice. “We’re going to be rich.”




  Jackie rolled her eyes theatrically. “I’ve heard that before.”




  “This time I’m not kidding.” Abbey looked around. She slid a piece of paper out of her pocket and unfolded it on the table.




  “What’s that?”




  “It’s the data printout of GoMOOS Weather Buoy 44032, between 4:40 and 5:40 GMT. That’s the instrument buoy out beyond Weber Sunken Ledge.”




  Jackie stared at it, crunching her freckled brow. “I know it.”




  “Look at the wave heights. Dead calm. No change.”




  “So?”




  “A hundred-pound meteorite slams into the ocean at a hundred thousand miles an hour and doesn’t make waves?”




  Jackie shrugged. “So if it didn’t land in the ocean, where did it land?”




  Abbey leaned forward, clasped her hands, her voice dropping to a hiss, her face flushing with triumph. “On an island.”




  “So?”




  “So, we borrow my father’s boat, search those islands, and get that meteorite.”




  “Borrow? You mean steal. Your father would never let you borrow his boat.”




  “Borrow, steal, expropriate, whatever.”




  Jackie’s face darkened. “Please, not another wild-goose chase. Remember when we went looking for Dixie Bull’s treasure? And how we got in trouble digging in the Indian

  mounds?”




  “We were just kids then.”




  “There are dozens of islands out there in Muscongus Bay, tens of thousands of acres to cover. You’d never search them all.”




  “We don’t have to. Because I’ve got this.” She pulled out the photograph of the meteor and laid it on top of a chart of Muscongus Bay. “With the photo, you

  can extrapolate a line to the horizon and then draw a second line from that point to where the photo was taken. The meteorite must have landed somewhere along that second line.”




  “I’ll take your word for it.”




  Abbey pushed the chart toward her. “There’s the line.” Her finger stabbed a line she had penciled across the chart. “Look. It intersects just five

  islands.”




  The waitress approached with two enormous pecan sticky buns. Abbey quickly covered up the chart and photograph and sat back with a smile. “Hey, thanks.”




  When the waitress had gone, Abbey uncovered the chart. “That’s it. The meteorite is on one of these islands.” Her finger thumped on each one in turn as she named it:

  “Louds, Marsh, Ripp, Egg Rock, and Shark. We could search them in less than a week.”




  “When? Now?”




  “We have to wait til the end of May, when my father’ll be out of town.”




  Jackie crossed her arms. “What the hell we gonna do with a meteorite?”




  “Sell it.”




  Jackie stared. “It’s worth something?”




  “Quarter million, half a million. That’s all.”




  “You’re shitting me.”




  Abbey shook her head. “I checked prices on eBay, talked to a meteorite dealer.”




  Jackie leaned back, a grin slowly spreading over her freckled face. “I’m in.”
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  MAY




  

    DOLORES MUÑOZ CLIMBED the stone steps to the professor’s bungalow in Glendale, California, and rested a moment on the porch, her large

    bosom heaving, before inserting the key. The scrape of the key sounding in the lock, she knew, would trigger an explosion of yapping as Stamp, the professor’s Jack Russell terrier, went

    berserk at her arrival. As soon as she opened the door the ball of fur would shoot out like a bullet, barking furiously, whirling about the tiny lawn as if to clear it of wild beasts and

    criminals. And then he would make his rounds, lifting his little leg on each sad bush and dead flower. Finally, his duty done, he would rush over, lie down in front of her, and roll on his back,

    paws folded, tongue hanging out, ready for his morning scratch.


  




  Dolores Muñoz loved that dog.




  With a faint smile of anticipation she inserted the key in the lock, giving it a little rattle and waiting for the eruption of excitement.




  Nothing.




  She paused, listening, and then turned the key, expecting joyful barking at any moment. Still it did not come. Puzzled, she stepped into a small entryway. The first thing she noticed was that

  the side-table drawer was open, envelopes scattered on the floor.




  “Professor?” she called out, her voice hollow, and then, “Stamp?”




  No answer. Lately the professor had been a later and later riser. He was one of those types who drank a lot of wine with dinner and snifters of brandy afterward and it had been getting worse,

  especially after he stopped going to work. And then there were the women. Dolores was no prude and she wouldn’t have minded if it was the same girl. But it never was, and sometimes they were

  ten, twenty years younger than he was. Still, the professor was a fine, fit man in the prime of life who spoke excellent Spanish to her using the Usted form, which she appreciated.




  “Stamp?”




  Maybe they had gone out for a walk. She moved into the front hall and peered toward the living room, suddenly drawing in her breath. Papers and books were scattered over the floor, a lamp was

  overturned, and the far set of bookshelves had been swept free, the books lying in jumbled heaps below.




  “Professor!”




  The full horror of it sank in. The professors car was in the driveway and he must be at home—why didn’t he answer? And where was Stamp? Almost without thinking, her plump hand

  fumbled the cell phone out of her green housedress to dial 911. She stared at the keypad, unable to press in the numbers. Was this really the kind of thing she should get involved in? They would

  come and take down her name and address and check her out and the next thing she knew, she would be deported to El Salvador. Even if she called anonymously from her cell, they would still track her

  down as a witness to . . . she refused to complete the thought.




  A feeling of terror and uncertainty seized her. The professor could be upstairs, robbed, beaten, injured, maybe dying. And Stamp, what did they do to Stamp?




  Panic took hold. She stared about wildly, breathing heavily, her large bosom heaving. She felt tears spring into her eyes. She had to do something, she had to call the police, she couldn’t

  just walk out—what was she thinking? He might be hurt, dying. She had to at least look around, see if he needed help, try to figure out what to do.




  Moving toward the living room, she saw something on the floor, like a crumpled pillow. Unbearable dread in her heart, she took a step forward, then another, placing her feet with infinite care

  on the soft carpet, and gave a low moan. It was Stamp, lying on the Persian rug with his back to her. He could have been sleeping, with his little pink tongue lolling out, except that his eyes were

  wide open and clouded over and there was a dark stain on the rug underneath him.




  “Ohhh ooohh” she said, the involuntary sound coming out of her open mouth. Beyond the little dog lay the professor, on his knees, kneeling almost as if praying, almost as if

  he were still alive, oddly balanced so it looked like he should topple over, except that his head was hanging to one side, halfway off, like a broken doll’s head, and a coil of wire wrapped

  around two dowels of wood dangled from the half-severed neck. Blood had sprayed like a hose over the walls and ceiling.




  Dolores Muñoz screamed, and screamed again, knowing vaguely that deportation lay in those screams but somehow unable to stop and no longer caring.
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  WYMAN FORD ENTERED the elegant confines of the Seventeenth Street office of Stanton Lockwood III, science advisor to the president of the United

  States. He remembered the room from his previous assignment: the power wall, the pictures of the wife and towheaded children, the Important Washington Power Broker antique furnishings.




  Lockwood came around the desk, silver haired, his blue eyes crinkling, footfalls hushed on the Sultanabad carpet. He grasped Ford’s hand in a politicians shake. “Nice to see you

  again, Wyman.” He reminded Ford of Peter Graves, the white-haired man who played the leader of the Mission Impossible force on the old television series.




  “Good to see you, too, Stan,” Ford said.




  “We’ll be more comfortable over here,” he said, gesturing toward a brace of leather wing chairs flanking a Louis XIV coffee table. As Ford settled in, Lockwood seated himself

  opposite, giving the knife-edge in his gabardine slacks a little tug. “What’s it been, a year?”




  “More or less.”




  “Coffee? Pellegrino?”




  “Coffee, thanks.”




  Lockwood signaled his secretary and leaned back in the chair. The old trilobite worry stone appeared in his hand and Ford watched him roll it about pensively between thumb and forefinger. He

  bestowed a professional Washington smile on Ford. “Any interesting cases lately?”




  “A few.”




  “Time for a new one?”




  “If it’s anything like the last one, no thanks.”




  “Trust me, you’ll like this assignment.” He nodded to a small metal box on the table. “They call them ‘honeys.’ You heard of them?”




  Ford leaned over and peered through a thick glass window in the top of the box. Inside winked a number of deep orange gemstones. “Can’t say I have.”




  “They appeared on the Bangkok wholesale market about two weeks ago. Going for big money—a thousand dollars for the cut carat.”




  A serving man came in wheeling a fussy little sideboard with silver coffeepot, lump raw sugar, cream and milk in separate silver pitchers, and china cups. The little tray rattled and squeaked as

  it was pushed along. He parked it next to Ford.




  “Sir?”




  “Black, no sugar, please.”




  The man poured. Ford sat back with the steaming cup and took a sip.




  “I’ll leave the pot here in case the gentleman wants another.”




  The gentleman would want another, thought Ford, draining the tiny china cup with one gulp and refilling it.




  Lockwood worried the stone in his hands. “I’ve got a team of geophysicists at Lamont-Doherty in New York working on what they are. The stones are unusual in composition, with an

  index of refraction higher than a diamond, specific gravity thirteen point-two, hardness nine. The deep honey color is almost unique. A beautiful stone—with a twist. They’re laced with

  Americium-241.”




  “Which is radioactive.”




  “Yes, with a half-life of four hundred thirty-three years. Not enough radiation to kill you right away but enough to create long-term exposure problems. Wear a string of these around your

  neck and you’re liable to lose your hair after a few weeks. Carry a pocketful of these around for a couple of months and you might sire the monster from the black lagoon.”




  “Lovely.”




  “The stones are hard but brittle and easily pulverized. You could take a few pounds of these gems, grind them up, pack them in C-4 in a suicide belt, detonate it in Battery Park when the

  wind is from the south, and you could loft a nice radioactive cloud over the financial district, wipe out a few trillion dollars of U.S. market capitalization in half an hour and render lower

  Manhattan uninhabitable for a couple of centuries.”




  “Nice work if you can get it.”




  “Homeland Security is freaking out.”




  “Do the Bangkok dealers know they’re hot?”




  “The reputable wholesalers won’t touch ’em. They’re being funneled through the dregs of the gem market.”




  “Any idea how these gems formed?”




  “We’re working on it. Americium-241 is not an element that exists naturally on Earth. The only known way it can be made is as a by-product of a nuclear reactor producing

  weapons-grade plutonium. These ‘honeys’ might well be evidence of illicit nuclear activity.”




  Ford finished his second cup and poured himself a third.




  “All indications are that the stones are coming out of a single source in Southeast Asia, most likely Cambodia,” said Lockwood.




  Draining the third cup, Ford leaned back. “So what’s the assignment?”




  “I want you to go undercover to Bangkok, follow the trail of these radioactive honeys back to the source, locate it, document it, and come back out.”




  “And then?”




  “We make the problem go away.”




  “Why me? Why not CIA?”




  “This is sensitive stuff—Cambodia is an ally. You get caught, we need deniability. It’s not the kind of operation the CIA does well—small and quick, in and out. A one-man

  job. I’m afraid you won’t have Agency backup on this one.”




  “Thanks for the offer.” Ford set down his cup and rose to leave.




  “The president’s approved the op personally.”




  “Excellent coffee.” He headed for the door.




  “I promise, we won’t hang you out to dry.”




  He paused.




  “It’s simple: go in, find the mine, get out. Do absolutely nothing. Don’t touch the mine. We’re still analyzing those gemstones—they might be extremely

  important.”




  “I have no interest in going back to Cambodia,” said Ford, his hand resting on the doorknob.




  “It does no service to your wife’s memory to keep running from your past.”




  Ford was startled at this unexpected and painful insight from Lockwood. He sighed and folded his arms.




  “The moneys good,” said Lockwood, “the CIA won’t interfere, you’ll be in control, in charge of your own people. You have the backing of the Oval Office—what

  more could you want?”




  “What’s my cover?”




  “Crooked American black-market gem wholesaler.”




  Ford shook his head. “Won’t work. A wholesaler wouldn’t care about finding the source—he’d be content to buy from middlemen. I’ll be a get-rich-quick schemer

  looking for a one-time killing—the kind of guy who thinks he’ll get a better price by bypassing the wholesalers and going directly to the source.”




  “Is that a yes?”




  “Give me a rap sheet with an arrest for smuggling cocaine, dismissed on a technicality.”




  “You want to get killed?”




  “And two brutal murder charges, acquitted. That’ll make ’em think twice.”




  “If that’s the way you want to play it, fine.”




  “I’ll need some gold to throw around. American eagles.”




  “Will do.”




  “I want translators standing by, twenty-four/seven, fluent in the common Southeast Asian languages, especially Thai. There are a couple of high-tech devices I’ll need.”




  “No problem.”




  “If I fail, bury me in Arlington Cemetery, twenty-one-gun salute, the works.”




  “I’m sure that won’t be necessary,” said Lockwood, his thin lips tightening into a mirthless smile. “Does this mean you’re in?”




  “What’s the compensation?”




  “A hundred thousand. Same as last time.”




  “Make it two, so I can pay my secretary’s health insurance.”




  Lockwood extended his hand. “Two.”




  They shook. As Ford left the office, he noticed the worry stone going a mile a minute in Lockwood’s manicured hand.
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  MARK CORSO ENTERED his modest apartment and shut the door. He stood there for a moment, as if seeing it for the first time. The crying of a baby came

  through the walls and a heavy smell of fried bacon permeated the stale air. The air-conditioner unit, which took up a third of the window, thumped and shuddered, issuing a feeble current. The faint

  sound of sirens penetrated from outside. In front of him, the picture window looked out over a busy intersection with a car wash, drive-thru burger joint, and a used-car lot.




  For the first time, Corso took a grim satisfaction in the general seediness of the apartment, the paper-thin walls, the stains on the rug, the dead ficus in the corner, the soul-crushing view. A

  year ago he had rented the apartment long-distance, suckered by the glowing description on a Web site and a raft of artfully shot photographs. From Green-point, Brooklyn, it had seemed like pure

  California dreaming, a large one-bedroom “drenched” with light, with a private garden, swimming pool, palm trees, and (best of all) a parking garage with his very own assigned

  space.




  Now, finally, he could say good-bye to this dump.




  The past few months at NPF had been crazy, with his old professor and mentor Jason Freeman getting canned—followed by his freakish murder in a home invasion and robbery. That had shaken

  Corso up like nothing since the death of his father. Freeman had been going downhill for a while, coming in late to work, blowing off staff meetings, arguing with colleagues. Corso had heard rumors

  of women and heavy drinking. It distressed him deeply because Freeman, his undergraduate thesis advisor back at MIT, had been the one who brought him into the Mars mission at NPF.




  That morning, Corso had learned he was going to be promoted to Freeman’s place. It was an enormous step forward, with a new title, more money, and prestige. He wasn’t even thirty

  yet, younger than most of his colleagues, a rising star. Nevertheless, his good fortune built on the back of his beloved teacher’s failure filled him with conflicting feelings.




  He turned from the window and pushed the sting of guilt out of his mind. What happened to Freeman was tragic, but it was random, like being struck by lightning, and Corso had done all he could.

  He’d supported Freeman among his colleagues and had tried to warn him about what was happening. Freeman seemed in the grip of some reckless obsession or force larger than life that was

  dragging him down, despite all Corso could do.




  The promotion meant he’d finally have the money to break his lease, kiss his security deposit good-bye, and find something better. No problem there; Pasadena wasn’t like Brooklyn and

  there were thousands of other apartments for rent. Having been there a year, he was familiar enough with the area to know where to look and which areas to avoid.




  In the middle of these thoughts a timid knock came on the door. Corso turned from the window, peeked through the eyehole to see the building super standing with something in his hand. He opened

  the door and the rotund little man stuck out a hairy arm with a small cardboard box. “Package.”




  He took it, thanked the man, shut the door. Something from Amazon, it seemed . . . but then he looked more closely and felt a sudden freezing of his spine. The box had been reused; the package

  was from Jason J. Freeman.




  For a crazy moment Corso thought maybe Freeman wasn’t dead after all, that the old reprobate had gone to Mexico or something, but then he noted the cancellation date, which was ten days

  old, and the media mail stamp on the box. Ten days . . . Freeman had mailed the package two days before his murder and it had been in transit ever since.




  His heart racing, Corso took a paring knife from the kitchen and slit open the box. He removed wadded newspaper to expose a letter and, nesting underneath, a high-density hard drive stenciled

  with the Mars mission logo. As he lifted it out, he saw, with a sudden feeling not unlike nausea, that it was classified.




  

    #785A56H6T 160Tb




    CLASSIFIED: DO NOT DUPLICATE




    

      Property of NPF




      California Institute of Technology




      National Aeronautics and Space Administration


    


  




  With a trembling hand Corso placed it on the coffee table and slit open the envelope with his fingernail. Inside was a handwritten letter.




  

    

      Dear Mark,




      I’m sorry to burden you but there’s no other way. I don’t have much time to write, so I’ll be blunt. Chaudry and Derkweiler are arrant fools, they are political

      animals through and through, and they’re incapable of understanding the significance of what I’ve discovered. This is huge, unbelievable. I’m not about to hand it to those

      bastards, especially after the way they’ve treated me. It’s a serpent’s den over there at NPF with all those self-important hemorrhoidal shit-encrusted assholes. Everything is

      political and nothing’s about science. I just couldn’t take it any longer. It’s impossible to work there.




      To make a long story short, I saw the writing on the wall, so before I was fired I smuggled out this drive.




      Someday I’ll tell you all about it over a brace of martinis but that’s not why I need your help now. My last week at NPF I did something really stupid, really compromising,

      and because of that I’ve got to park this drive with you. Just for a while, as a precaution, until things cool off. Do this for me, Mark, please. You’re the only one I can

      trust.




      Don’t contact me, don’t call, just sit tight. You’ll hear from me sooner rather than later. In the meantime, I’d love to have your thoughts on the gamma ray data

      in here, if you get a chance to look at it.




      Jason


    


  




  And then, scrawled at the bottom almost as an afterthought, was the password to the drive.




  For a moment Corso couldn’t even think as he stared at the letter, until he realized it was rattling in his trembling hand.




  This was a disaster. A catastrophe beyond belief. A breach of security that would stain everyone involved. This would fuck up everything. Not only was it highly illegal for the classified hard

  drive to be outside the building, but the fact that Freeman had even managed to smuggle it out would cause an uproar. Security of classified information had been drummed into them from day one.

  Zero tolerance. He remembered the scandal back at Los Alamos in the nineties when a single classified hard drive went missing. The news made the front page of The New York Times, the

  director was forced out, and dozens of scientists fired. It was a bloodbath.




  He sat down, his head in his hands, clutching his hair. How did Freeman get it out? These drives had to be wrapped with a security seal every night, logged, and locked in a safe. They were

  encrypted up the wazoo and physically alarmed. Every use of the drive was recorded on the user’s permanent security record. If the drive were moved more than a certain distance from its

  approved server, alarms would go off.




  Freeman had somehow evaded all that.




  Corso rubbed his eyes with the palms of his hands, tried to calm himself down. If he brought this to the attention of NPF, it would cause a scandal, cast a dark cloud over the whole Mars

  mission, and taint everyone—especially him. Freeman and he went back years. Freeman had brought him in, mentored him; he was known as Freeman’s protégé. He had tried to

  help Freeman during his free fall over the past few months.




  But of course he had to do the right thing and report it. No choice. He had to.




  Or did he? Was it better to do the right thing or the smart thing?




  He began to understand why Freeman had sent it to him via media mail instead of by some other means. Untraceable. Nothing to sign for and no tracking number.




  If Corso destroyed the drive and pretended he never received it, nobody would be the wiser. Eventually they might discover the drive was missing and that Freeman took it, but Freeman was dead

  and that’s where it would end. They’d never trace the drive to him.




  Corso began to feel calmer. This was a manageable problem. He would do the smart thing, destroy the drive, pretend he’d never gotten it. Tomorrow, he’d drive up into the mountains,

  go for a hike, bust it up into pieces, burn, scatter, and bury them.




  He immediately felt a wash of relief. Clearly that was the correct way to handle this problem.




  Standing up, he went into the kitchen and got himself a beer, took a frosty pull, came back into the living room. He stared at the drive, sitting on his coffee table. Freeman was excitable, a

  bit crazy, but he was also brilliant. What was this big thing, this gamma ray thing? Corso found his curiosity aroused.




  Before he got rid of the drive, he’d just take a quick look at it—see what the hell Freeman was talking about.
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  AT THE WHEEL, Abbey guided the lobster boat toward the floating dock, tossed out a fender, and neatly brought it alongside. See that, Dad? she

  thought, I’m perfectly capable of piloting your boat. Her father had gone to California on his annual visit to his widowed older sister and would be gone for a week. She’d

  promised to take care of the boat, check up on it, look into the bilges every day.




  That’s what she planned to do—on the water.




  She remembered those summers when she was thirteen, fourteen—when her mother was still alive—the mornings she had set off with her father to go lobstering. She worked as his

  “stern man,” baiting the traps, measuring and sorting the lobsters, tossing back the shorts. It galled her that he had never let her take the wheel—ever. And then, after her

  mother died and she’d gone off to college, he’d hired a new stern man and refused to take her back on when she’d returned. “It wouldn’t be fair to Jake,” he

  said. “He’s working for a living. You’re going to college.”




  She shook off these thoughts. The pre-dawn ocean was as still as a mirror, and since it was a Sunday, when it was illegal to fish, there were no lobster boats out. The harbor was quiet, the town

  silent.




  She threw a couple of dock lines to Jackie, who cleated the boat. Their supplies were piled on the dock: ice chests, a small propane tank, a couple of bottles of Jim Beam, two duffel bags, boxes

  of dry food, foul weather gear, sleeping bags, and pillows. They began stowing the gear in the cabin. As they worked, the sun rose over the sea horizon, throwing gold bullion across the water.




  As Abbey exited the pilothouse, she heard the backfiring of a car engine and the grinding of gears from the pier above. A moment later a figure appeared at the top of the ramp.




  “Oh no, look who’s here,” said Jackie.




  Randall Worth came strolling down the ramp, wearing a tank top despite the fifty-degree temperature, showing off his crappy jailhouse tats. “Well lookee here. If it ain’t Thelma and

  Louise.”




  He was tall and ropy with greasy hair to his shoulders, scabs on his face, stubble sprouting from his chin. He wore shitkicker leather motorcycle boots with dangling chains, even though

  he’d never been on a real motorcycle in his life. He grinned, showing two rows of brown, rotting teeth.




  Abbey continued to load the boat, ignoring him. She had known him almost all her life and she still couldn’t believe the self-induced catastrophe that had befallen the cheerful, dumb,

  freckled kid who was always the worst player at the Little League games but who never stopped trying. Maybe it was the inevitable nickname they coined from his last name, chanting it at the

  baseball games. Worthless. Worthless.




  “Going on vacation?” Worth asked.




  Abbey swung a duffle up on the gunwale and Jackie shoved it in the corner of the cockpit.




  “You haven’t visited me since I got out of Maine State. My feelings are hurt.”




  Abbey swung up the second duffel. They were almost done. She couldn’t wait to get away from him.




  “I’m talking to you.”




  “Jackie,” said Abbey, “grab the other handle of the ice chest.”




  “Sure thing.”




  They lifted the ice chest and were about to heft it over the gunwale when Worth stepped around, blocking them. “I said, I’m talking to you.” He flexed his muscles, but

  the effect on his wasted body was ridiculous. Abbey put the chest down and stared at him. She felt a sudden, huge sadness.




  “Oh, am I in your way?” said Worth, smirking.




  Abbey crossed her arms and waited, looking away.




  Worth stepped right up to her, leaning over, his face close to hers, the fetid B.O. smell enveloping her. He stretched his chapped lips in a crooked smile. “You think you’re going to

  dump me?”




  “I didn’t dump you, because there never was a relationship to begin with,” said Abbey.




  “Oh yeah? Well, what did you call this?” He wiggled his hips obscenely, moving them in and out and moaning in falsetto, “Deeper, deeper.”




  “Yeah, right. Should’ve saved my breath for all the good it did me.”




  Jackie burst out laughing.




  A silence. “What’s that supposed to mean?”




  Abbey turned away, all sympathy gone. “Nothing. Just get out of my way.”




  “When I fuck a girl, I own her. You didn’t know that, nigger?”




  “Hey, shut your fucking face, you racist asshole,” said Jackie.




  Why, why had she been so stupid to get involved with him? Abbey grasped the handle and lifted the cooler. “Are you going to move or do I have to call the police? If you violate

  parole, you’re back in Maine State.”




  Worth didn’t move.




  “Jackie, get on the VHF. Channel sixteen. Call the cops.”




  Jackie jumped into the boat, ducked in the pilothouse, and pulled down the mike.




  “Fuck you,” Worth said, stepping aside. “Forget the cops. Go ahead, I ain’t stopping you. I just got one thing to say: you don’t dump me.” His arm held high,

  he stabbed a finger down at her. “’Cause you’re dark oak. And you know the saying, If you’re looking to split wood, go for the dark oak”




  “Get a life.” Abbey, her face on fire, brushed past him and heaved the last ice chest up on the gunwale, stowing it in the cockpit. She took the wheel and laid her hand on the shift

  lever.




  “Cast off, Jackie.”




  Jackie uncleated the lines, tossed them in, and hopped aboard. Abbey threw the boat into forward, kicked out the stern, reversed, and backed it away.




  Worth stood on the dock, small, skinny as a scarecrow, trying to sound tough. “I know what you’re up to,” he called. “Everybody knows you’re looking for that old

  pirate treasure again. You’re not fooling anyone.”




  As soon as Marea cleared the peppercan buoy at the head of the harbor, Abbey swung to starboard, gunned the engine, and headed out to sea.




  “What an asshole,” said Jackie. “You see that meth mouth on him?”




  Abbey said nothing.




  “Racist jerk. I can’t believe he called you a nigger. White trash honky motherfucker.”




  “I wish . . . I was a nigger.”




  “What shit are you talking now?”




  “I don’t know. I feel so . . . white.”




  “Well, you are sort of white. I mean, you can’t dance worth shit.” Jackie laughed awkwardly.




  Abbey rolled her eyes.




  “Seriously, nothing about you seems black, really, not the way you talk, not your background or friends . . . no offense, but . . .” Her voice trailed off.




  “That’s the problem,” said Abbey. “Nothing about me really seems like me. I’m phenotypically black but white every other way.”




  “Who cares? You are what you are, fuck the rest.” After an awkward silence, Jackie asked, “Did you really sleep with him?”




  “Don’t remind me.”




  “When?”




  “At that going-away party at the Lawlers’, two years ago. Before he got into meth.”




  “Why?”




  “I was drunk.”




  “Yeah, but him?”




  Abbey shrugged. “He was the first boy I kissed, back in sixth grade . . .” She looked at Jackie’s smirk. “All right, I’m stupid.”




  “Nah, you just have bad taste in men. I mean, really bad taste.”




  “Thanks.” Abbey opened the pilothouse window and the sea air poured in over her face. The boat split the glassy ocean. After a while she felt her spirits returning. This was an

  adventure—and they were going to be rich. “Hey, first mate!” She held up a hand. “High fives!”




  They smacked hands and Abbey gave a whoop. “Romeo Foxtrot, shall we dance?” She stuck her iPod into the dock of her father’s Bose stereo and dialed in the “Ride of

  the Valkyries,” cranking it up to full volume. The boat roared down Muscongus Sound, Wagner booming over the water.




  “First mate?” she said, “Make an entry in the log. Marea, May 15, 6:25 A.M., fuel 100 percent, water 100 percent, bourbon 100 percent, weed 100

  percent, engine hours 9114.4, wind negligible, sea state one, all systems go, heading sixty degrees true at twelve knots for Louds Island in search of the Muscongus Bay meteorite!”




  “Aye aye, captain. Shall I roll a blunt first?”




  “Capital idea, first mate!” Abbey whooped again, all thoughts of Worth vanquished. “It doesn’t get any better than this.”
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  FORD PAID THE cab driver and strolled down the sidewalk. The Bangkok gem district lay in a warren of side streets off Silom Road, not far from the

  river, a mixture of giant, warehouselike wholesalers mingled with the ugly shop fronts of the gem-scam operations. The street was choked with traffic, the narrow sidewalks blocked by illegally

  parked cars, the buildings on either side cheap, modern, and tawdry. Bangkok was one of Ford’s least favorite cities.




  At the corner of Bamroonmuang Road he came to a low building in dark gray brick. A sign above the door read PIYAMANEE LTD. and the smoked windows reflected his image.




  With a quick comb-through Ford slicked back his hair and adjusted the raw silk jacket. He had dressed like a drug dealer, silk shirt unbuttoned to the sternum, gold chains, Bollé shades,

  three-day stubble. Shoving his hands into his pockets, he sauntered in the open door and stood looking around. The interior was dim so the gems couldn’t be examined too well, and the air

  smelled faintly of Clorox. Glass counters with anemic lighting formed a giant open square. A young American couple, evidently honeymooners, was looking at a spread of muddy star sapphires laid out

  on black velvet.




  He was immediately rushed by two salesgirls, neither of whom could have been more than sixteen years old.




  “Sawasdee ! Welcome, special friend!” One of them held out a mango drink, with a flower and umbrella. “You come for last-day Thai government export special to buy gems,

  sir?”




  Ford ignored them.




  “Sir?”




  “I want to see the owner.” He spoke to the air about a foot above their heads, hands in his pockets, shades still on.




  “Gentleman wish welcome drink?”




  “Gentleman not wish welcome drink.”




  The girls went off, disappointed, and a moment later a man appeared from the back room, dressed in an impeccable black suit with a white shirt and gray tie, hands clasped together, making

  several obsequious half-bows as he approached. “Welcome, special friend! Welcome! Where do you come from? America?”




  Ford gave him a hard stare. “I’m here to see the owner.”




  “Thaksin, Thaksin, at your service, sir!”




  “Fuck this. I ain’t talking to a lackey.” Ford turned to leave.




  “Just a moment, sir.” A few minutes passed and a very small, tired man came out from the back. He was dressed in a track suit and he walked stooped, with none of the hurry of the

  others, bags under his eyes. When he reached Ford, he paused, looked him up and down with an inscrutable calmness. “Your name, please?”




  Without answering, Ford removed an orange stone from his pocket and showed it to the man.




  The man took a casual step back. “Let us go back into my office.”




  The office was small and covered in fake wood paneling that had warped and detached in the humidity. It stank of cigarettes. Ford had done business in Southeast Asia before and knew that the

  shabbiness of an office, or the poor cut of a man’s clothes, was no guide to who that person was; the most dilapidated office might be the den of a billionaire.




  “I am Adirake Boonmee.” The man extended a small hand and gave Ford’s a neat little shake.




  “Kirk Mandrake.”




  “May I see that stone again, Mr. Mandrake, sir?”




  Ford removed the stone but the man did not take it.




  “You may place it on the table.”




  Ford put it down. Boonmee eyed it for a long moment, moved closer, then grasped it, held it up to a strong point light shining from a corner of the room.




  “It’s a fake,” he said. “A coated topaz.”




  Ford feigned a moment of confusion, recovering quickly. “Naturally, I’m aware of that,” he said.




  “Naturally.” Boonmee placed it down on a felt board on his desk. “What can I do for you?”




  “I have a big client who wants a lot of these stones. Honeys. Real ones. And he’s willing to pay top price. In gold bullion.”




  “What has led you to think we sell this kind of stone?”




  Ford reached into his pocket and pulled out a stack of American gold eagles and let them fall to the felt, one by one, with a dull clinking. Boonmee didn’t even appear to look at the

  coins. But Ford could see the pulse in his neck quicken. Funny how the sight of gold did that.




  “That’s to open the conversation.”




  Boonmee smiled, a curiously innocent, sweet expression that lit up his small face. His hand closed over the coins and slipped them into his pocket. He leaned back in his chair. “I think,

  Mr. Mandrake, that we will have a good conversation.”




  “My client is a wholesaler in the U.S. looking for at least ten thousand carats of raw stone to cut and sell. I myself am not a gem dealer; I wouldn’t know a diamond from a piece of

  glass. I’m what you might call an ‘import facilitator’ when it comes to, ah, getting shipments through U.S. Customs.” Ford allowed a certain braggadoccio to creep into his

  voice.




  “I see. But ten thousand carats is impossible. At least, right away.”




  “Why’s that?”




  “The stones are rare. They’re coming out slowly. And I’m not the only gem dealer in Bangkok. I can start you off with a few hundred carats. We can work up from

  there.”




  Ford shifted in his seat, frowned. “You aren’t going to ‘start me off at all, Mr. Boonmee. This is a one-shot deal. Ten thousand carats or I walk down the street.”




  “What is your price, Mr. Mandrake?”




  “Twenty percent higher than the going rate: six hundred American dollars an uncut carat. That’s six million dollars, in case math isn’t your strong suit.” Ford gave an

  appropriately stupid grin.




  “I will make a call. Do you have a card, Mr. Mandrake?”




  Ford produced an impressive, Asian-style card on heavy card stock with stamped gold embossing, English on the front, Thai on the back. He handed it to Boonmee with a flourish. “One hour,

  Mr. Boonmee.”




  Boonmee inclined his head.




  With a final handshake, Ford walked out of the shop and stood on the corner, looking for a cab, waving off the tuk-tuks. Two illegal cabs came by but he waved those off as well. After ten

  minutes of pacing about in frustration, he took out his wallet, looked through it, and went back inside.




  He was immediately rushed by the salesgirls. Bypassing them, he went to the back of the shop. He rapped on the door. After a moment, the little man appeared.




  “Mr. Boonmee?”




  He looked at him, surprised. “A problem?”




  Ford smiled sheepishly. “I gave you the wrong card. An old one. May I—?”




  Boonmee went to his desk, picked up the old card, handed it to him.




  “My apologies.” Ford proffered the new card, slipped the old one into his shirt pocket, and hustled back out into the hot sun.




  This time he found a cab right away.
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  AMAZING HOW PLACES like this always look the same, thought Mark Corso as he walked down the long polished halls of the National

  Propulsion Facility. Even though he was on the other side of the continent, the halls of NPF smelled just like those at MIT—or Los Alamos or Fermilab for that matter—the same mixture of

  floor wax, warm electronics, and dusty textbooks. And they looked the same, too, the rippled linoleum, the cheap blond-wood paneling, the humming fluorescent panels spaced among acoustic tiles.




  Corso touched the shiny new identity badge hanging on a plastic cord around his neck almost as if it were a talisman. As a kid he’d wanted to be an astronaut. The Moon was taken but there

  was Mars. And Mars was even better. Now, here he was, thirty years old, the youngest senior technician in the entire Mars mission, at a moment in human history like no other. In less than two

  decades—before he was fifty—he would be part of the greatest event in the annals of exploration: putting the first human beings on another planet. And if he played his cards right, he

  might even be mission director.




  Corso paused at an empty glass case in the hall to check his reflection: spotless lab coat casually unbuttoned, pressed white cotton shirt and silk foulard tie, gabardine slacks. He was

  punctilious with his dress and careful to avoid any suggestion of the nerd. Gazing at his reflection, he pretended to be seeing himself for the first time. His hair was short (read: reliable),

  beard (unconventional), but neatly trimmed (not too unconventional), his frame thin and athletic (not effete). He was a good-looking guy, dark in the Italian way, chiseled face, big brown eyes. The

  expensive Armani glasses and tailored clothes reinforced the impression: no geek here.




  Corso took a deep breath and knocked confidently on the closed office door.




  “Entrez,” came the voice.




  Corso pushed open the door and entered the office, standing in front of the desk. There was no place to sit; the office of his new supervisor, Winston Derkweiler, was small and cramped, even

  though the team leader could have gotten himself a much bigger office. But Derkweiler was one of those scientists who affected a disdain for perquisites and appearances, his blunt manner and sloppy

  look broadcasting his pure dedication to science.




  Derkweiler eased himself back in the office chair, where his soft corpulance settled in, conforming to the chair’s contours. “Adjusting to the asylum, Corso? You got a big new title

  now, new responsibilities.”




  He didn’t like being called Corso, but he’d gotten used to it. “Pretty well.”




  “Good. What can I do for you?”




  Corso took a deep breath. “I’ve been going over some of the Martian gamma ray data—”




  Derkweiler suddenly frowned. “Gamma ray data?”




  “Well, yes. I’ve been familiarizing myself with my new responsibilities and as I was going through all the old data . . .” He paused as Derkweiler continued to frown

  ostentatiously. “Excuse me, Dr. Derkweiler, is something wrong?”




  The project manager was looking at him instead of the data printout that Corso had laid in front of him. His hands were folded pensively. “How long have you been looking at old gamma ray

  data?”




  “This past week.” Corso suddenly felt apprehensive; maybe Derkweiler and Freeman had had a run-in over the data.




  “Every week we have half a terabyte of radar and visual data coming in here, piling up, unlooked at. The gamma ray data is the least important.”




  “I understand that, but here’s the thing.” Corso felt flustered. “Dr. Freeman, before he, ah, left NPF, was working on an analysis of the gamma ray data. I inherited his

  work in the area and in going over it, I noted some anomalous results . . .”




  Derkweiler clasped his hands and leaned forward on the desk. “Corso, do you know what our mission is here?”




  “Mission? You mean . . .?” Corso found himself flushing like a schoolboy who’d forgotten his lesson. This was ridiculous, a senior technician being treated this way. Freeman

  had complained to him repeatedly about Derkweiler.




  “I mean—” Derkweiler spread his arms with a big smile and looked around his office. “Here we are in beautiful suburban Pasadena, California, at the lovely National

  Propulsion Facility. Are we on vacation? No, we are not on vacation. So what are we doing here, Corso? What’s the mission?”




  “Of the Mars Mapping Orbiter or NPF in general?” Corso tried to keep his face neutral.




  “Of the MMO! We’re not raising organic fryers here, Corso!” Derkweiler chuckled at his bon mot.




  “To observe the surface of Mars, looking for subsurface water, analyzing minerals, mapping terrain—”




  “Excellent. In preparation for future landing missions. Perhaps you haven’t heard yet that we’re in a new space race—this time with the Chinese?”
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