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AUTHOR’S NOTE

The Cyclades is a chain of Greek islands sat on the wine dark Aegean Sea and is in effect the eye of a great storm that has been raging for over three thousand years. If you trace the coast of the Mediterranean that runs concentric to the Cyclades you find Greece, Turkey, Syria, Lebanon, Israel, Egypt and Italy. You find Crete and you find Troy. You find that Western history has been shaped by what has happened around the Cycladic circle, almost as though history were the hands on the Cycladic clock; the Trojan War at midnight, the Crusades at 3 a.m. and all the way through until dawn. Even now what happens around the Cyclades dictates the focus of the world. The world’s youngest power, America, is drawn to this region it calls the Middle East. Ancient Babylon remains the beast. It is as if we have come full circle - yet the enemies have remained steadfastly the same. Thus is the nature of a clock. The nature of man. The nature of Cyclades, with whom we journey.

Gene is an historical fantasy. Where possible the history and the figures presented within it are real, but on occasion elements have been purposely altered to fit the needs of the story. My characters interact with them, or at times are them, though of course my tale is simply a new weave made from their tapestry.

New York City, too, has been shaped for my purposes. Many aspects are real, but sometimes I have altered them, the size of buildings, for example, or a little geography. I hope the people of NYC can forgive me; I do this with genuine respect and affection. New York Police Department procedures have also been altered intentionally where required, but only a real cop should notice and it is out of respect to the NYPD and the work that they do that I mention this.

Thanks go to William Belmont, Director of Operations at Pinkerton Consulting & Investigations, W. Mark Dale, Director of the NYPD Crime Laboratory, NYPD Detective Peter Dzik (retired), NYPD Detective John Cornicello (retired), Steven Pinker, who did not have to answer my questions on his excellent book The Blank Slate, Jim B. Tucker, MD, Assistant Professor of Psychiatric Medicine, University of Virginia, Gary A. Wasdin at the New York City Public Library, Jon Thorpe, MSc, Dr Andrew Holder, James Sprules, Louis and Christina Pavlou, Alex Franke, MA and Carol Anderson. Where artistic concerns necessitated I ignored them all completely and add the caveat that any mistakes that I have made as a result are mine alone.

A very big and special thank you for their enormous help, advice and support goes to Maureen Pavlou and Rowland Wells. Thank you also to my editors John Jarrold and Ben Ball (may his nerves recover) and my agents Sophie Hicks, Jeff Graup, Alex Goldstone and Linda Seifert, all of whom do an enormous amount of backroom work which is difficult to describe and hard to live without.

Last but by no means least, thank you Lise, who kept me sane through all of this, who picked me up when I was down, who encouraged me when I just wanted to walk away. I started this book for me; I finished this book for you.


for Dad

PAUL PAVLOU
1928-1999
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FORETELL THE FUTURE
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CYCLADES IN THE
UNDERWORLD

I remember the day I died.

The details are a fog now. A haze distinct enough only for the nightmare. I remember the scything sounds of metal on metal, the shrill creation of bloody carnage upon a canvas. The bloodlust. The rivulets of sweat running down the channels of my arms. Dirt and animal fat smeared in a marble glaze. The smell of burning flesh. Like strips of rancid swine all crackling and spitting on a split wood fire. Juices oozing. Blood flowing like wine. The human animal makes a fine sacrifice.

They said the horse had worked. I do not know why I remember that. The horse had worked. But that was the way it was. I remember I killed, with my own hands. One I ran through as quickly as one might sneeze and on instinct guard the nose. I remember I took one man’s face in my hands as though to caress him and instead gouged out his eyes with my thumbs, until they were sunk deep up to the knuckle. I do not remember if he screamed. I suppose he must have. It’s all a blur now. All part of that carnival of terror that ended with my belly sliced clean, and my bowels spilling out like the flowering ribbons of a child’s toy.

I remember I was at the top of another blow when the dull thump of a side swipe caught me unguarded, and away flew my hand. End over end. Tumbling in the dust, my bloody fingers still grasping my sword.

What happened next I do not know. The details are a fog now. A haze distinct enough only for the nightmares. Perhaps it is for the best. The horror I witnessed I do not wish to remember, though I know that I met evil that day and was not man enough to stop it.

I returned in time for the darkness, pulled back by much tugging at my clothing. Perhaps they assumed I was carrion. My moaning soon put paid to that. I was dragged through the streets, and loaded on to something, I know not what.

Later there was dripping. An occasional splattering of filthy water caught up in snatches by the feeble flame of cavern fires. I lay, slipping in and out of my stupor for I know not how long. Only she would know. That wild-haired bitch with her hungry eyes and need to see me choke. Wafting the smoke of her strange concoctions, holding me fast so that I could not look away, but was forced to consume her vile magicks.

She perused my innards as though I were a prophecy. As though the meats of my self could tell the future. I do not know what she saw, for there was no future here. I was beyond restoration. But she smeared me in honey nonetheless and patched me with cloth. She fed me berries and brews and the strips of bark and forced every morsel down my withered throat. She recited her incantations and as the flames began to dance, as the cavern began to swim, she hitched up her garments and exposed the thick black hair of her moistened furrow. She squatted down on me, and, much to my surprise, had more control over my parts than I. She writhed and cursed and spat at me to deliver to her my seed. She struck at me with balled fists. And all the while the flames and smoke of the fires rose up around her, a crescendo to her wild hair and her hungry eyes. Until at last I released into her what she sought.

And when she was satisfied she snuffed out the fires and left me to squalor and starvation. And as I lay there, my nostrils filled with the rotting, bilious stench of my dying carcass, she led him in and claimed she had saved me for him. He took up his blade and drove it into my temple.

And as I died I looked deep into those hungry eyes and knew.

I remember the day I died. It was the day I bore witness to my own conception.

My name is Cyclades. And this is my story.


THE SEVEN TRIALS
OF
CYCLADES
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BOOK ONE

KNOW THYSELF

PLATO


NEW YORK CITY

He stabbed the first visitor at precisely 10.23. They determined this later when they pulled the time code from the security tape.

It happened like this: he wandered into the Great Hall wearing a plain grey sweatshirt, harmless looking, a regular guy. He passed through the metal detector without tripping the alarm. He loitered under the imposing glass domes of the entrance hall for ten minutes. Didn’t take a map from the help desk. Didn’t ask for directions.

He watched the staff change the flowers, a continuing donation from Lila Acheson Wallace, for almost three minutes, made a move towards the staircase up to the next floor, changed his mind, turned left away from the stairs, and walking the thirty or so feet towards the Greek sculpture exhibit, never stopping to pay the voluntary entrance fee at either of the two booths, entered the Belfer Court looking – lost. Though not like a tourist. This was something else.

This was when he started to weep.

Not a sudden outburst. If it had been, perhaps one of the blue-blazered attendants might have come to assist him, realizing something was wrong. Instead he made his way over to the Cubiculum from Boscoreale – frescoed walls and a mosaic floor assembled as a room from a Roman villa – where Mrs Margaret Holland (a history teacher from Scarsdale High School who was at the museum as part of a group) remarked, he looked like that boy at her last school who’d smoked all that crack in the student library.

She knew enough to get out of his way.

At the Grand Sepulchral Vase over on the right he traced his finger over the pictures of the prone black corpses depicted on its terracotta surface. He touched a number of other objects until he reached the middle of the court.

Surrounded on all sides by marble statues of gods and kings, the young man’s attention was drawn to the figure in the centre – Volneratus Deficiens, the Wounded Warrior, a depiction of Protesilaos, destined to become the first Greek to die at the battle of Troy, but shown here raising his spear arm, preparing to kill.

Lauren Bergen, a 21-year-old Art History major from NYU, explained that she had been making sketches of the Wounded Warrior when the man suddenly appeared by her side and spoke to the statue. Puzzled, she asked him if he was familiar with the work. He replied that he was not familiar with the work but familiar with the man.

At this point, Lauren Bergen decided to leave the Belfer Court.

It was as she did so, and as the man tried to follow her, that he appeared to notice the special exhibitions gallery through the doorway under the sign: The Greek Achievement. Inside, artefacts from the Trojan War to the first Olympic Games had been placed on display in celebration of this summer’s games. Hoplons, spears, pots, bowls, coins. But it was the swords that interested him the most.

The swords and the skulls.

Lauren Bergen said that she wished she had never struck up conversation with the man. Perhaps then he wouldn’t have done what he did next.
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At 10.23, the young man picked a three-thousand year old bronze short sword off the museum wall and in the same movement slashed the arm of Richard Scott, the only other visitor in the room. In seconds he had hacked down the room’s attendant, and the attendant from the next room who attempted to intervene, both blows of practised ease. The sword seemed still solid and sharp. There was a lot of blood.

Swinging the bronze sword above his head, he brought the ancient weapon crashing down on display case number 43. Inside were a helmet and broken skull.

His hand studded with glass fragments and running rivers of red, he reached inside the case and plucked out the objects.

And then, just as suddenly as his fury had erupted, he began to hyperventilate. The security tape later showed the confusion written across his face as he studied the bleached white human bone and then collapsed in a heap.

For several minutes he remained on the floor, ranting in a language nobody could understand.

He pressed the skull to his chest.

And he wept.


NORTH

The mid-August morning was hot and oppressive, an asphyxiating New York broiler that left the air thick and charged, drenched with the naked fumes of the gasoline and diesel engines crawling down Fifth Avenue like sweat.

Parked behind three oily Scarsdale school buses idling at the sidewalk, North chewed over Bruder’s report. He marked up the doer’s location on a tattered blue and white museum ground plan before peeling it off the hood of his dark blue motor-pool Impala.

‘When does ESU get here?’ he asked.

The Emergency Service Unit was the NYPD’s tactical branch. Negotiators and SWAT. As a catching detective from the Fourth Precinct, North didn’t work hostage – they must be short-handed.

Patrolman Don Bruder’s swollen features, about three minutes short of heat stroke, bulged with agitation as the chaos on the steps of the Metropolitan Museum of Art continued to unfold relentlessly. Patrolmen were marshalling the public out the exits. Morbid crowds of tourists pooled around the hot-dog vendors and picture sellers. And though he could hear more sirens trying to squeeze out of the 86th Street Transverse just a block away, so far only two squad cars had made it here ahead of North.

It was now 10.41.

‘It’s your call,’ Bruder replied.

‘You’re the first officer on the scene. Did you put a call in for ESU or not?’ North asked sharply, throwing open the trunk.

‘Central didn’t tell you?’

‘Tell me what?’ North fished his heavy body armour out and secured the fastenings over his sweat-soaked T-shirt.

‘Ah, Jesus,’ Bruder trembled. ‘ESU’s your call.’

‘Why?’

‘ ’Cos the mope’s asking for you by name.’

North slammed the trunk shut. Cold sweat beaded down his clammy forehead. He could feel the black city grime thick on the back of his neck as he shook his head.

‘Asking for me?’

‘Detective James North. That’s what he keeps saying. Think maybe you pissed someone off?’

North marvelled at the understatement. ‘I’m a cop,’ he said. ‘Listen, call up Central Park, tell them to get their asses in gear and send more guys to quarantine this area,’ he ordered. ‘You locked down inside?’

Bruder thumbed at the crowds still fighting each other to exit the building. ‘You kidding me? There’s over three thousand people in there, and a little kid trapped with this nut. They said it could take up to half an hour just to empty out.’

North watched as a couple of Met staffers were helped out by paramedics to the only FDNY EMS ambulance to breach the midtown gridlock. One held a blood-soaked cloth to his face. Another had a T-shirt wrapped around his hand.

If he’s touched that kid...

North reached to check his piece but the cloud crossing Don Bruder’s face spoke for him. ‘I wouldn’t want to be you right now.’

‘Trust me, we all want to be someone else.’

‘Central gave the order: no gunfire inside the museum.’

North was stunned. ‘Excuse me?’

‘Someone called up the Mayor’s office. Said they’d made a three-thousand year old donation to the exhibit. Next thing I know, dispatcher’s coming back with the order it’s worth more than whoever goes in there.’

North didn’t answer. He checked the action then holstered his Glock 21 .45. Eight rounds. Hollow point. All cops knew a full metal jacket pierced the target and went in and out. But a hollow point opened up inside like a lead flower. Its damage was vicious; its stopping power absolute. And there was no risk it would emerge from its target to hit anyone unfortunate enough to be standing right behind. The gun was going in.

‘I didn’t see you do that.’

North didn’t care. ‘Anything else you want to tell me?’

‘Yeah,’ the young uniform said as he surveyed the steps up towards the imposing columns of the vast imperious stone building. ‘We found the little kid’s mom.’

‘Matthew Hennessey,’ she kept saying over and over. ‘Matthew Hennessey.’ But it was just one of a jumble of names that were swimming around inside North’s head. Amos Arreilamo, Louis Rosario – he put Louis away for burglary. Was he out already? Michael Francis Duffy was in for double homicide. No way he was out. What about Denni? She looked like Dennichola Martinez’s wife. He nailed Denni for grand larceny.

The trouble with being a catching detective was they put you where they needed a pair of hands most. He could know the guy in the museum for any number of reasons, from racketeering to jay-walking.

‘Do you hear me?’ she was saying in utter desperation. ‘Do you hear what I’m telling you?’

North lied and said that he did.

‘He has asthma,’ she sobbed, her hands shaking, tears staining her cheeks, proving that the five-dollar make-up she was wearing didn’t like the wet. She clawed at her Costco clothes, that were old but otherwise immaculate. This woman knew how to make money stretch.

She had another kid with her. A little girl in a pale yellow cotton dress. There was no father around.

‘Mrs Hennessey,’ North said gently. ‘Is he a good kid?’ She wasn’t listening. She was freaked. ‘Mrs Hennessey. Your son, what’s his name?’

‘I told you, Matthew. His name is Matthew.’

Jesus Christ, North, get a grip. ‘How old is he?’

‘Eleven.’ Her eyes were wandering.

North had to steer her attention away from the situation. He touched her arm. ‘Mrs Hennessey, listen to me. All right? Look . . . look at me.’ North was all confidence as she made eye contact. ‘We’re gonna get your son out of there, okay? But I’m gonna need your help.’

She nodded that she understood.

‘You said he has asthma. Is he on medication?’

‘His inhaler. He has a plastic inhaler.’

‘What triggers it? Does he have panic attacks?’

‘No. No, it’s medical.’

Well, that’s something. ‘Does he have it with him?’

It was a simple question but one this distressed mother just couldn’t answer. She was shaking again, incapable of a coherent response. She tugged at her faded blonde hair tied up in the back, held in place by a ribbon. She couldn’t have been more than a few years older than North. Mid-thirties at a push, even though the faint trace of burst blood vessels around her nose suggested otherwise.

‘He put it in her purse . . .’ the daughter offered. ‘He hates carrying it around. It makes him look goofy.’

North turned his attention back on the mother. ‘Do you have it?’

She fished around indecisively in her crammed purse until she came up with the small blue plastic device. She handed it over to North. The label on the pre-loaded canister read: Albuterol.

North recognized it immediately. His sister’s kid used Albuterol. But this canister was empty and way past its use by date. North smiled, he hoped reassuringly. Little Matty didn’t have asthma at all. He was playing his mom, for reasons known only to himself.

‘I’ll make sure he gets this.’

The sweltering, grease-slicked orange clouds were pregnant with the promise of rain, but North didn’t believe them. He would go on sweating.

Heat did strange things to a man’s head. Could make him boil to the point of irrational, make him lash out without fear of consequence. Heat interfered with a man’s ability to reason.

North had two choices as he entered the museum against the heavy tide of panic-stricken visitors still surging down the main staircase trying to get out: he could either have the air conditioning turned way up and hope the perp came to his senses or shut it down and let the heat go to work on him. Make him sluggish, easier to apprehend but dangerously unpredictable.

How to pacify a hornet?

‘What’s he doing now?’ North joined the next uniform, huddled behind one of the ticket booths.

‘Sharpening his sword.’

‘Ah, Jesus.’ North peered around the corner to take a closer look but there was nothing to see. Instead he could hear what sounded like a stone, slowly, very slowly, being run down the length of an ancient blade.

‘Where is he?’

The cop pointed to a side gallery. ‘He keeps moving in and out of there. There’s an exit the other side.’

North checked the museum plan. He felt the muscles in his jaw flex in frustration. There weren’t enough cops, there were still too many visitors. He tucked the map away with dismay. ‘This is too fluid.’

At the other end of the Belfer Court a lone uniform directed the confused visitors emerging from the café and the Americas exhibit to head down the stairs, past the coat room and out the 81st Street exit. He had his back to the court. He had no other option. There were no internal doors to lock down, no bars that had magically appeared. The museum prided itself on freedom of access.

The perp had to change his mind just once about where he wanted to be and this whole situation would be turned on its ear.

The sharpening continued. A tangy smell of metal drifted from the side gallery. ‘He been doing this long?’

‘About ten minutes. The museum people said it’s a genuine sword from Troy.’

North had to think. ‘Upstate?’

‘Ancient Greece.’

Oh. ‘Guess it’s worth a lot of money.’

Bruder came up beside him. ‘Not any more.’

North sized up the exits. ‘Has he made a move on the kid?’

‘I don’t even think he knows he’s there.’

But North had no doubt. ‘Trust me,’ he said. ‘He knows.’

Bruder didn’t like all this waiting around. His fingertips were white from gripping his radio. ‘So what’s the deal on ESU? Do I put in the call?’

North chewed it over. ESU would be the primary response if the situation were not contained. But it was, for now. Hostage situations in the city averaged around a hundred a year. The NYPD Hostage Negotiation Team had a ninety per cent success rate talking the desperate, the suicidal and the crazed out of acting on their unfathomable impulses. It wasn’t for nothing that they had ‘Talk to Me’ emblazoned on their equipment.

‘Put in a call for HNT,’ North ordered. But no sooner had he said it when the situation began to spiral. The crowd at the far end began to surge past the lone uniform and spill out into the court, right where North didn’t want them – right through the hostage situation.

North didn’t think. ‘Get back!’ he yelled, running at them. ‘Go back!’ Before he knew it he was in the middle of the court. The visitors were bewildered. They dithered. North waved them away desperately.

Back by the ticket booths, Bruder and his partner were forced to direct the sea of visitors streaming down the staircase, away from the situation and out the exits.

‘Get away!’ North pleaded.

And that was when the first girl saw the perp standing just a few feet inside the Special Exhibitions Gallery and screamed.

At around five feet ten inches, maybe a hundred and forty pounds, with close-cropped, light-coloured hair, he stood with his back to his audience, his arms clearly splattered with thick, dark red blood.

The visitors hurried back the way they had come but already the stranger was turning on North.

He was younger by more than a couple of years. He was maybe twenty-five, twenty-six. North worked out but this guy looked like an athlete. He was going to be quick and agile.

North marvelled at his own stupidity. Guess they were right. Guess seven years really was the shelf life of a New York cop.

He clutched the blue inhaler tightly in reflex and tried to work out his next move. He was in the doer’s domain now.

And North didn’t know him at all.


GENE

The chilling sound of the slow deliberate strokes of the whetstone against the cold, hard metal of the ancient blade continued to echo from wall to wall. Now North could hear that they were accompanied by the rasping of laboured breaths forced through the stranger’s dry, constricted throat.

Was he asthmatic too, or was he ill? Was that a trace of pneumonia North could hear; a bronchial infection? Or was the man with the sword just beyond category, save for unbalanced?

Nearby, behind a large marble statue of some long forgotten, long dead, Greek god, stood Matthew Hennessey, sobbing, so terrified he had a puddle at his feet, a deep indigo stain running down his jeans. He’d piss himself some more if he had anything left.

North was too far away to snatch him and run – the perp would hack him apart before he could get there. The boy tried to meet North’s gaze for some comfort, but North couldn’t afford to give him that reassuring look that he craved. He had to keep this man’s attention off the boy, no matter what.

The stranger’s feet shuffled as he turned to see Bruder directing the anxious, curious visitors back to the exit, all the while sharpening his blade. North watched his peculiar, faltering gait. What was he on? PCP? Crack? Something new? He could afford it. His clothes were expensive. Designer pants. Two-hundred dollar tennis shoes. His fingers were neatly kempt and callus free. He wasn’t just white collar, he was successful white collar.

What possessed him to rage amid the smashed display glass and crushed human bone littered with earthy modelling clay, artist’s materials and glass eyes, strewn all across the hard marble floor? Was that a clay facial reconstruction he’d stomped into the ground, its eyes bulging from the explosive hatred unleashed upon it?

So many eyes. Even North could feel the eyes, the glare of the gods lining the gallery bearing down on him, as though they were watching him. Judging him. Is that what set him off; he didn’t like to be looked at? North knew men who’d killed over less.

Do I just say: hi, you were asking for me? No. Then he’s got all the cards.

North took the blue inhaler, shook it violently, making sure the small ball bearing inside rattled loudly, and pretended to take a deep hit of Albuterol.

‘I get nervous,’ North announced without apology.

No response. If the perp had heard anything at all he wasn’t letting on. Just continued like a chef grinding a knife on his steel.

North had to take the initiative somehow. Become this man’s focus. Do something unexpected but non-threatening that would give him the upper hand.

He noticed a heavy brown leather jacket lying on the floor, abandoned by a fleeing visitor. North waited a moment before slowly reaching for it.

‘Hey, is this yours?’ he asked, despite the stranger’s sweatshirt; anything to start a conversation. Cautiously he picked it up, never taking his eye off the stranger. ‘Here, let me get this for you,’ he offered with reassurance.

Still nothing but the excruciating scream of stone against cold metal.

The jacket was not cheap and too heavy to be comfortable on a day like today. Habit would have made someone bring it. North ran his fingers quickly over the lining just to make sure, but the pockets were empty.

He tried again. He had only one gambit left. ‘My name’s James,’ he said. ‘James North.’

The stranger brought his sharpening abruptly to a halt. His chest heaved as he struggled to take another laboured breath. Was he thinking through a response? It was hard to tell. North could hear he was muttering to himself, though he couldn’t understand the language. It sounded perhaps Middle Eastern, North wasn’t sure.

How to proceed? ‘You want me to set this down over there next to you?’

The stranger brought his curious punch-drunk eyes up to level them on North.

That’s right, that’s right. Look at me . . .

Yet the man’s look revealed a familiarity that North couldn’t quite place. A peculiar, circular shaped birthmark sat back from his right eye. North did not stare too hard – he was quick to look away again, quick to show deference to the dominant. He tried to sound pliant. ‘Call me Jim,’ he said, offering the man his jacket back even though the sword played lightly in the perp’s hand. ‘You?’

The man thought long and hard. How difficult could it be? Eventually he replied softly: ‘I am Satan’s Oath.’

North didn’t even want to think about what that meant. Was he pushing buttons or did he mean it? Forget it. Steer it back. He replied mildly, ‘That’s not your name though, is it?’

The stranger contemplated this revelation. ‘Gene . . . They call me Gene.’

Whoever they were, North was sure that wasn’t all they called him. He let his expression soften a little. ‘Hi, Gene. You don’t want your jacket back?’

Gene smirked. He was almost sheepish in his reactions, as if he were simple-minded. ‘It’s not mine,’ he replied modestly. ‘You like my sword?’

North went cold, well aware of the blood on the blade and soaked all the way up his T-shirt. Be careful with the answer. Don’t talk about anything substantive to the situation. Those were the rules. Get the guy’s trust. Keep his trust. But nothing substantive.

‘These jackets are expensive.’ All the time, steer it back. ‘I had one, left it on the subway. Three hundred bucks for a new one. I don’t know about you but three hundred bucks is hard to come by.’

Gene didn’t care. He ran his finger along the newly sharpened glinting edge of the broken blade. It had a thick green patina encrusted across much of its surface. It appeared extremely brittle. It should have shattered with its first strike but it was as though the sheer will of its wielder had held it in check.

Gene’s fingers danced warmly over the Bull’s horn pattern embossed on its surface. ‘I haven’t seen this in many years.’

North took the opportunity to keep the conversation friendly. ‘You come to the museum a lot?’ He sucked again on the empty inhaler. It gave him time to think, while it gave the perp something else to focus on.

Gene shook his head. ‘No,’ he said, disturbingly matter of fact. ‘This is my first time.’ He raised the sword up and swept it through a crescent, a rehearsed move. Blood spat from the blade and splattered across the marble floor in a pattern of heavy droplets only inches from North’s feet.

‘You, uh, you from around here, Gene? My folks are from Brooklyn, born and bred. What about you? Where you from?’

Gene hacked at the air in reply, thrusting into unseen targets. Parrying an invisible attack. ‘Here and there,’ he said eventually, but the curiosity alive in his eyes was reserved only for testing the balance of the weapon.

He repeated the action. Dropping his shoulder to whip around, light on his feet, his reactions sharp, sudden. It was in stark contrast to how he had acted only minutes before.

‘I know all about you,’ Gene said.

‘You do?’ North glanced back down the gallery towards Bruder, his mouth dry with dread and resignation. What’s the situation? HNT in five minutes. May as well be five hours.

‘Where, uh, where do you think you know me from?’

‘I don’t think. And you don’t remember.’

‘What makes you say that?’

‘You have to stop this.’

‘Stop what, Gene? You’re the one doing this. Don’t you think you’re the one in a position to stop it?’

Gene stopped his sword patterns. His nostrils flared, his eyes widened, his voice trembled. ‘You don’t understand.’ He hammered at his head. ‘Only you can make this go away. Help me.’

‘How?’

Gene wouldn’t answer.

North watched the glinting edge of Gene’s sword swing with menace. Spinning on his heel in a finely practised move, the blade an extension of his arm, his lunge an extension of his reach, Gene’s swordplay probed his surroundings with a deftness of touch and a grace of motion that defied his state of mind.

He twisted again, lost in the moment. And he didn’t see the jacket coming.

North was swift. He yanked the heavy brown leather down over Gene’s head, aware of, yet totally unprepared for, the younger man’s poise and explosive strength. Gene’s elbow slammed into his gut like a steel piston, but with momentum on his side North followed through on his launch with a heavy boot to Gene’s lower back, propelling the man headlong into what was left of one of the display cases.

In an instant North switched his attention to Matthew Hennessey, but the boy was so confused by events he took a step back, just as frightened of the detective. Undeterred, in two easy strides North grabbed him by the collar in one fist and the belt in the other, and desperately hurled the startled kid down the court towards Bruder.

Matthew Hennessey screamed as he landed heavily and skidded across the marble to be gathered up into the arms of the waiting cop.

But that moment was all North got before Gene regathered himself, flinging the jacket to the ground. He struck North hard with the flat of the blade, pounding into his back with such ferocity North collapsed in a heap, gasping for air, still clutching an inhaler that was of no use to anyone.

Only the uniform near the 81st Street exit had the presence of mind to stop it going further. ‘Freeze!’ he barked, taking aim at a perp who had no idea he was under orders not to fire.

Gene faltered as if momentarily brought to his senses, while North wheezed at his feet.

Wheeling around, struggling to get back up, North fumbled for his gun. He could hear the spiel loop over in his head, but his lungs just wouldn’t let him read the man his rights. He gritted his teeth, finally yanked out his piece and took aim, only to find that Gene was gone.

North looked to the dithering uniform, who indicated the direction in which Gene had fled, away through the special exhibitions, heading for the rear of the building towards Central Park and certain obscurity. North stumbled to his feet, waving Bruder away to the other end of the court. ‘Get that kid to a medic.’

Bruder did as he was told. The other cop took the route through the Arts of Africa, Oceana and Americas exhibits. North picked his way along the route Gene had taken.

He probed the shadows, searching, flitting, restless, his Glock trained on everything his eye rested upon, his left hand steadying his right wrist. Glass shards crunched underfoot. What’s that smell? Pungent and all pervading. Flowers? Perfume. A sticky puddle of it, pooled around several glass eyeballs like some macabre soup.

He pressed on, his neck prickling at the unrelenting stone gaze from the gods of the gallery, until he emerged into a space dedicated to exquisitely ornate French furniture. Writing tables, commodes and the ‘Merovingian’ armoire. But no Gene.

Which way did he go? There’d been work going on at the museum. The direct route through the long, vast European sculpture court was blocked. North pictured the ground plan and tried to remember the exits. He kept moving, searching for a short cut through.

At the end of the European sculpture court was a café and a locked revolving door out to the park. To the left of that the Modern Art exhibit, a stairwell – and an emergency exit.

North ran between the tapestries, porcelains and intricate walnut marquetry, bursting out into a dark ochre corridor by a deserted souvenir stand, piled high with guide books and T-shirts.

To his left, back down the hall, the dark foreboding wooden effigies of African Art. In front, the incomprehensible paint flecks and dribbles of Jackson Pollock; and all around him the impenetrable silence of a trail quickly going cold.

North crept further towards the emergency exit, whirling, probing for movement, a fleeting shadow, a distant voice. There were no footfalls. Is he out already, or hiding?

The door to the stairwell swung back and forth, somebody was in there. North moved in tighter, closer, and heard the faint scratching sound of metal scraping against metal. It came from inside. Behind the door? Up the stairs? He levelled his Glock, moved in and took aim.

A standard issue semiautomatic stared him between the eyes.

North aimed off as the venom of disgorged relief and guilty panic percolated through his every nerve. The cop from the 81st Street exit was clutching his throat, bright frothing red blood gushing between his desperate fingers. He tried to speak but all he managed was a bloody gurgle.

The cop lowered his weapon and collapsed against the heavy door. North launched at him to cradle his fall and yanked the uniform’s Motorola radio to life. ‘Get me a bus! Right now! Officer down!’

He barked their location for the paramedics, his sudden outburst startling someone further off deeper into the museum. Chairs and tables clattered to the ground in the direction of the café. Gene.

North had seconds.

Boiling with frustration he ran back to the souvenir stand and grabbed a T-shirt, pressing it to the cop’s neck, forcing it under his rigid fingers. But the blood wouldn’t stop. Had the artery been severed? North had no idea where else to apply pressure.

‘You’ll be all right,’ he said. But the shameful truth was he had no idea if he was lying or not.

Down the hall he could hear glass smashing as the appalling seconds ticked by like hours. North craned his neck. Why the café? Why hadn’t he used this exit? North shoved the door: it was chained shut. Awaiting repair. Gene had been doubling back when he encountered resistance.

North was desperate. I can make that run, I can get him. But he couldn’t leave the scene. Officer down. That officer must be administered to. But he’s right there! Where are the paramedics? Maybe he could rip the laces out of his shoes and tie the T-shirt to his neck? Think! You’ll just end up strangling the guy!

North reached a bloody hand into his back pocket and fished out his Nextel, switching it over from cellphone to radio mode. ‘Bruder! Where are you?’

But no harried or breathless response came; instead the consuming silence of quiet recrimination and anguish began to wrap both men in its worn and tattered blanket.

North clutched desperately at the cop’s neck, feeling the man’s grasp go slack, watching his hot blood bubble up between his own fingers only to trickle away again. A crimson brook spilling over his craggy knuckles and down into the growing slick at his feet.

He pressed harder, jamming the T-shirt deeper into the wound despite the overwhelming sense of futility.

God, he didn’t even know the man’s name.

The heavy clatter of booted paramedics charged down the hall. Bruder was with them. ‘North! Which way’d he go?’

A swift and surly paramedic peeled North’s fingers away from the wound with routine efficiency.

North wiped the blood from his hands on to his dark body armour. Mopping the sweat from his mouth with one greasy palm, he could do nothing to mask that he was shaken.

‘North?’

But North had already set off down the hall for the café without saying a word. All Bruder could do was follow.

Thick glass separated the café from the park outside. Steeply angled windows offered a view of Cleopatra’s Needle peeking up behind dark trees on the edge of Turtle Pond.

Tables and chairs and heavy wooden counter tops lay uprooted and overturned in a glinting path through the café that led directly to the widely splayed feet of a triumphant bronze archer.

North picked his way through the debris with care, alert to the possibility of ambush. But he knew in his gut that Gene had already moved on. Knew even before he laid eyes on the gaping hole the man had ferociously smashed through one of the toughened panes.

North picked up the pace. ‘Radio all units, he’s in the park.’

Bruder complied, quick to keep step, but North was already jumping through the hole on to the grass.

Another vic lay sprawled out on the sweating asphalt of East Drive. Slumped face down. Black leather riding boots and a distinctive yellow triangular patch on his upper arm; it was a cop from the Mounted Unit.

Tell me he doesn’t have the horse.

North rushed to the cop’s aid as Bruder came barrelling out behind him. ‘Get going! I got it! I got it!’

But which way should he go? Central Park Precinct was off to his left a few blocks. Not that way. Alice in Wonderland was to his right. Gene had no other option; he was going through the park.

North sprinted up the embankment straight ahead to the thwacking sounds of rubber and cork smacking against white ash, echoing from tree to tree – softball on the Great Lawn.

He darted between the trees, holstering his Glock. There were too many people around. Too many chances for things to go wrong.

On the far side of the needle, he could smell horse and followed the fermenting aroma of fresh dung until he could hear chatter; the soothing, intimate discourse between rider and mount.

Gene stood in the cool shadow of the stone needle on the far side of the horse – a chestnut brown bay, sixteen hands high – rubbing the gelding’s sensitive white velvet muzzle with easy confidence.

He seemed mildly puzzled that the tack included two bits, and was clearly nonplussed with the stirrups, which he had tied up under the belly.

North didn’t even have time to plan his next move before the gelding heard him, instinctively pricking his ears back at the heavy footfalls of the approaching cop. It gave Gene all the alarm he needed.

Gene swept up a dark messenger bag at his feet, a bag North was sure he didn’t have before. He must have left it here – he must have known he’d be coming this way. He planned this! He has a route! North broke into a run.

Gene moved quickly, but calmly. He threw himself up into the saddle, tugging on the reins to steer the horse around to face North. He held the sword out at his side.

And he charged.
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The thundering dervish of hooves violently collapsed the distance between them.

As horse and rider bore down, North took refuge between the trees. The ancient sharpened bronze sliced through the air mere inches from his head, its cold breath upon his neck a ghostly reminder of what might have been.

North darted behind another trunk before making a bid to outflank him, but Gene was not coming around for another attack – he began to cut through the trees, heading west across the park. He tucked the sword away into his bag and urged the horse on, jabbing with his heels.

North ran after him, knowing full well that he had no hope of keeping up with a horse and rider at full gallop.

He burst from the shade of the trees, the naked flame of the summer swelter filling his lungs with burning air. Rivulets of saline sweat cascaded down his face, stinging his eyes.

His chest heaved against his tightly bound body armour, but North refused to give up. Barely capable of speech, he reached again for his Nextel.

‘Ten eighty-eight! Perp – heading west . . . ! Delacorte Theater . . . !’

‘Say again?’

No, I can’t say it again!

He stumbled past a couple of tourists and sprinted hard along the asphalt footpath towards the wooden horseshoe-shaped theatre where the grass dipped away. He’d been here before too many times to count. There was a crossroads at the foot of the small depression; a recreation lane.

He could see the tail of the horse swish and bob as Gene’s experienced horsemanship brought the gelding down to a canter. Small clusters of concerned park dwellers broke up quickly to allow them passage, a few making gestures of admonition, as they disappeared over the rise.

By the time North arrived the dizzying heat had worked its oppressive effect. He pulled up sharply, clutching his right side as the excruciating spasm of a stitch squeezed the breath from his lungs. He drew his next breath deeply, trying to control the trembling that seized him, and gazed down at the crossroads through a crimson haze.

North forced himself to keep moving, pushing through the throng in spite of the pain, changing his breathing so that he exhaled every time his left foot hit the ground, taking pressure off his right side, where his liver sat banging into his diaphragm.

Which way now?

The recreation lane was inches deep in fine soil. Horse tracks had cut deep and led in both directions. Overlapping. Confused.

There were two dappled grey ponies trotting under the leafy canopy in the direction of Uptown. More people milling around, spilling down from Central Park West, taking an early lunch break.

North heard a whinny from the direction of the road and quickly jogged up the slope to the kerb outside the park.

Gene was across the other side making the horse pick its way through the bumper-to-bumper gridlock. For a moment, North wondered whether Gene wanted him to catch up. With a horse, he should be miles away by now.

A thin young man, a messenger in black spandex shorts and yellow T-shirt, was preparing to push off on his mountain bike when North flashed him his badge and explained who he was. ‘Sir, I really need your bike.’

The cyclist hesitated, but the chaos unfolding in Gene’s wake spoke for itself. The messenger quickly handed over the bike and North was gone.

It had been years since North had ridden a bike and this thing had more gears than he knew what to do with. He shot between the closely packed vehicles, narrowly avoiding a collision as the traffic shunted forward. A yellow cab honked angrily at him when his passing allowed a car from another lane to steal the space in front.

North kept his head down and just kept moving. There’s a gap! He surged forward, dodged a truck and collided headlong into the front end of a gleaming silver Chrysler Sebring Sedan.

Slumped across the hood, North looked angrily up at the driver through the windshield. A striking woman with long, deep auburn hair and wearing designer sunglasses glared back at him. She’d been trying to take the turn into West 81st herself.

North shook himself off the hood and bitterly snatched the bike back up. Where’s that horse?

Jamming his foot down on the pedal, he kicked off before he lost them for good, weaving in and out of the traffic while trying to keep his gaze above head height. There!

Why did Gene need to reach this side of town? Where was he going? Was Gene the type of man to live on the Upper West Side? Was he a lawyer, a doctor? Did either of those labels fit?

Where’s he going now?

Gene tugged on the reins, pointing the horse south on to Columbus Avenue.

South? What’s he looking for south of here?


HELL’S KITCHEN

On the tourist maps they called it Clinton, but everybody else still knew that at its heart it would always be Hell’s Kitchen.

North pedalled hard. The sticky, exhaust-saturated air made his skin burn and crawl. But no matter how hard he tried, for block after block, he just couldn’t seem to make up any ground. Gene was too fast. The traffic too heavy. Why was it beginning to feel like he’d spent his entire life chasing this one man?

Gene glanced over his shoulder as if he just knew that North would be there and spurred the horse on to a gallop.

The streets had an air of calm from the gentrified veneer of ex-East Village writers and artists, but North, like any cop, knew that scratch the surface and the darker core remained. Inviolate. The writers were nothing but frauds, looking for the next good story to leech. Amid the designer apartment blocks refurbished from nineteenth-century slaughterhouses and glue factories, tiny dishevelled food shops and restaurants still sat on the doorstep of crumbling tenements. It was a powder keg of affluent white mixed with ethnic poor.

And Gene seemed to know the area well. He jumped the gelding up on to the sidewalk, and cleared the barrier to a small parking lot.

North blasted through the tiny gap at the side of the barrier and rode swiftly through the side alley. He shot out on to the next street where the porn industry had taken up residence ever since they’d been moved out of Times Square.

If ever there was a place that defined the city’s true nature, it was Hell’s Kitchen. They’d tried to Disneyfy it. They’d done a good job, too. But like a grotesque wearing a cheap Mickey Mouse costume, the smile proved false reassurance, because underneath the costume the demon remained. Sharpening his claws. Biding his time. Perhaps the demon had taken to painting his portrait. Perhaps the demon had painted Gene.

Where the sidewalks grew busy with sad individuals shuffling in and out of seedy gilded dollar peep shows, North heard the screams from further down the street as people struggled to get out of the way of the madman on horseback.

The Lincoln Tunnel was a few blocks away – if Gene wanted to make it out of the city and into New Jersey, that was the way to go. In Manhatten a man on a horse would always be conspicuous. But still, it didn’t make sense. There were easier routes than this one. Was Gene a stranger to the city?

Without warning two squad cars suddenly screamed out of a side exit, lights and sirens whirring. Gene leaned back so hard the horse reared up on its hind legs.

Ignoring a patrolman’s order to stop, Gene turned the horse around and kicked at the gelding to get moving. He looked up and caught North’s eye.

The two men were now speeding relentlessly towards each other.

This is it. North’s pulse quickened. I can take him. He was exhausted, yet his legs pumped furiously. Gene reached into his bag. Reach for the sword! Go on, just do it!

The horse bucked his head and pricked back his ears in protest at the relentless pace. His hooves slipped on the asphalt. Gene pressed him on; drawing back his arm.

North leaped from the speeding mountain bike and ploughed into the younger man on horseback. Together they tumbled off the rear of the frightened bay and landed heavily in the road.

The surrounding vehicles screamed to a halt while the horse ran on.

North threw the first punch. His fingers so tightly clenched his hand had gone numb before it had even connected with Gene’s face. There was an almighty crunch of bone.

Gene’s fingers loosened around the bronze sword. North saw his chance, and hammered on the man’s forearm until the sharpened metal tumbled away.

He kicked at it with one foot. It slid across the asphalt as he reached for his gun. Yet Gene was quicker. He pulled his other hand from his dark messenger bag and plunged a flashing metal object deep into North’s thigh.

The cop grunted in supreme agony, bursts of white light exploding behind his tightly clenched eyes.

Gene threw him off and staggered to his feet. The patrolmen from the two squad cars were running towards him, pulling out their guns.

North recovered and reached for his Glock. Again Gene was quicker. He instinctively kicked the gun from North’s hand and dived between two parked cars. Peering between the windows, out of range of the patrolmen, he looked for an escape route. Spotting a dumpster-filled alleyway no more than a few yards away, he ran.

North was up and hobbling after him, trying to ignore the excruciating pain in his upper thigh. When Gene approached the corner, brick dust exploded above his head as the patrolmen took aim and fired. Hysteria swept down the sidewalks.

North raced through the waves of panic, pushing aside the bodies that got in his way, yet the more he struggled against the tide the more black clouds and rolling thunder filled his senses and obstructed his better judgement. He careened around the corner, his hunger to find this man and capture him once and for all so absolute he gave no thought to what might be waiting for him at the rear of the building. If Gene wanted to be found, North was happy to oblige.

The shadows that were cast across his path seemed to shimmer and move. The deafening roar of bloodlust filled his ears in a cacophony of raging confusion. Like the disconcerting pops of old fashioned flashbulbs, distorted and blurred images accompanied a displaced jumble of sensations in a relentless assault on his mind’s eye. The pressure in his skull throbbed with every pulse of his constrained blood vessels.

North ran out into the rear yard to find Gene desperately tearing at bags of putrid, filthy garbage. Access to the alleyway was blocked. Foul smelling dumpsters were crowded against a far wall, but the bags were not allowing him to climb to freedom.

‘Freeze!’

Gene tore at another bag. It spilled open as he flung it distractedly in North’s direction. Small black ceramic ashtrays, caked in foul ash, rolled across the ground. With the smoking ban throughout the city they had become useless objets d’art.

North grabbed one and palmed it like a discus.

Gene stared contemptuously back at him. ‘I am Satan’s Oath!’

How could he respond to that? What could North say when all he could see was the vision of a bull standing before him, its hot breath billowing from its nostrils, defiant rage written across its brazen face?

North looked away in confusion. I’m losing my mind. He stumbled in sheer disbelief as the Bull dipped its horns. ‘You have the right to remain silent.’

The Bull dug its hoof into the ground.

‘You have the right to an attorney.’

The Bull took a step towards him.

‘Stop right there!’

But the Bull continued to advance.

North retreated, weighing the ashtray in his hand, without being fully aware of what he was doing. He spun on his heel like the athletes of old and launched the weapon at his charging enemy.

The ceramic ashtray exploded above the Bull’s right ear in a cloud of fluttering butterflies, its sweat-soaked hide ran dark with blood as it burst upon North, its horn rending a savage blow to North’s left shoulder.

North whirled around, his mind and vision clearing momentarily from the fog. Gene stood before him brandishing the broken haft of a mop like a sharpened spear. Then he lunged without warning, plunging the stake into North’s aching gut, but the body armour would not give.

Gene ploughed him into a trash can, his gritted teeth clenched with fury. ‘Submit!’

North grabbed the lid of the trash can and smashed it down on the weapon, flipped it up and used it like a shield to deflect the blows.

Spots of rain struck his eyes, the first strikes in a heavy summer downpour. Fat droplets lashed against both their faces as they circled each other, the spray becoming a torrent. The torrent became a deluge. Thunder rolled across the sky.

The channels of rainwater cascading down Gene’s face started to writhe and spit, and rise up like snakes. They peeled away from his cheeks and hissed at North with venomous hatred. North cowered. What’s happening? This couldn’t be real. He had to be hallucinating.

A car horn rang out somewhere off beyond the wall. Did I just hear that?

Gene cocked his head. Yes!

North took the distraction and grabbed the weapon; Gene countered by surrendering it to him.

The surprise of Gene’s move caused North to slip as he yanked his arm backwards, allowing Gene free passage to escape. Running at the nearest dumpster, he leaped up on to it, scrambling over trash bags until he vaulted over the wall.

North threw down his shield and tried to emulate Gene’s agility. He failed. He was exhausted. He had no sense of distance, no sense of balance. Everything washed in and out of his mind like waves lapping at the shore. Winded, he collapsed in a heap, his only company the sound of the distant car idling away, and the lashing of the black, greasy rain.

After a moment, North heard a car door open and a deadened voice say, ‘I can help you. Get in.’ He heard footsteps. The door closing. The car driving away. He heard all that. But was it real? He couldn’t see the car. He barely knew where he was.

He knew what he had to do, yet he had neither the energy nor the willpower to do it. He just sat in the wet, trying to catch his breath, destroyed and defeated, until the throbbing pain in his leg wrenched him back to reality.

Through his mind’s troubled haze, he gazed down at a thin silver spike protruding from his leg.

North reached for it but found that he was disturbingly dissociated from his actions; he had no sense that the hand he saw moving belonged to him at all. Persisting, he felt around the spike for a moment before he tugged it roughly from his aching flesh.

He brought the flashing metal close to his eyes. He hadn’t been stabbed at all. The spike was a needle from a large syringe. Gene had injected him. What did he put in me? Four inches of cold hollow metal, bathed in his rapidly congealing blood. It was a pernicious parting gift.


SCRATCHING THE SURFACE

Thu-thump.

Not safe. Not safe here. It’s coming.

Thu-thump.

Gotta go. Gotta. Now.

North staggered to his feet. His fingers numb. His balance in spasm. A confusing mishmash of tinnitus and gurgling roars punctured the silence only in flashes.

Where are my feet?

The heavy rain lashed his face. He looked up into the chasm of the sky and felt the full force of nature.

Can’t breathe. Can’t breathe. Air.

He tore at the fastenings on his body armour. Stumbled out into traffic.

Hooooooooooooooonnnnkkk!

Thu-thump. Thump. Thump.

Not that way. It’s waiting.

He melted into the crowd, cowered and stooped. Avoiding the it. Staying away from the it. But he could feel its hot breath on his back. Feel it gathering pace, feel it pawing the ground. He was the hunted. He was the prey. He clawed at the crowd in desperation. The ignorant and the blind who danced with death.

Watch out! Move! It’s coming!

The crowd refused to part. He pushed and shoved. Jostled and clawed.

Thu-thump! THU-THUMP!

A thousand directions. A million choices. Infinite paths.

They found him in a convenience store two blocks away and half an hour later. In an aisle notable mostly for its canned goods, his body armour at his feet, his T-shirt off, he had a disposable nailfile and was using it to apply honey straight from the jar and on to his open wounds.

The honey oozed like a slow ribbon, entangling itself with tendrils of blood.

He was tearing his T-shirt into strips, using it like medical gauze to bind his arm, when the others arrived. The store owner stood with a few bemused customers at the entranceway holding a baseball bat, hoping he wouldn’t have to use it.

The cops were hesitant.

Bruder had a clear plastic rain cover over his hat and a poncho over his uniform. As he took the first step, the rainwater beaded down his body in a constant drip, drip, drip.

It made North twitch.

‘Detective?’

North didn’t respond. He smeared more thick golden orange blossom honey into a deep graze, and bound it tight.

‘Hey, man, you left the scene. You’re not answering your radio.’

‘Cleaning up.’

North said it as though what he was doing was perfectly natural.

With a uniform by his side, the store owner felt more confident. He raised his bat, complaining about the mess. Bruder laid a hand on the butt of his gun and held the other one up to the owner. ‘Sir, I got it. Okay?’

He moved cautiously down the aisle.

‘Why’d you leave? The Crime Scene Unit don’t even know if they put the grid in the right area. Everyone’s been looking for you.’

‘Things to do.’

North looked up, his eyes swollen and bloodshot.

‘Jesus.’

Bruder glanced back at the other patrolman in the doorway. Neither man really knew how to proceed when it was one of their own. Least he wasn’t violent.

North looked outside. ‘Did you find him?’

‘No, he got away.’

North just nodded to himself, or shook his head. He seemed to be having a whole conversation that no one else was privy to.

‘You gonna pay the man for his groceries?’

North stumbled over his words. The confusion of his predicament seemed, impenetrable. ‘I... I bought a bike.’

‘You bought a bike.’ Bruder scratched his head trying to make sense of the comment. ‘Okay, I’ll pay the man. You can owe me.’

‘Thank you.’

‘Wanna take a ride?’

North watched the heavy sheets of uncompromising rain. ‘Sure.’

They put him in the back of the squad car. A blanket draped around his shoulders. A haunted and perplexed shell of a man, docile behind the grille.

They drove him slowly past where the Crime Scene Unit was despondently working the area in windbreakers and rubber gloves.

The worst thing that could happen to evidence gathering was to have the rain wash it all away. They worked quickly.

They found the body of the syringe, filthy from where it had rolled under a dark blue, grime-encrusted dumpster.

There was a residue inside the glass, a deep red concoction. They dropped it into a paper bag; like all organic evidence it had to be able to breathe.

One of the Forensic Investigators came up to the car and showed the bag to North through the rear window, like a trophy, but Robert Ash’s satisfaction turned to concern when he saw the state North was in.

North didn’t even register that he was looking at the face of a man he had worked with many times in the past.

Ash addressed Bruder instead. ‘Did he touch this? He needs to get a blood test as soon as possible. God knows what he picked up.’

‘So nothing to worry about.’ Bruder cracked a friendly smile.

A paramedic came over and checked his signs. North appeared stable, he just needed to sleep it off.

North’s mind was elsewhere, his psyche swimming in a sea of confusion, barely registering the moving scenery when they drove him home to his third floor apartment in an old elevatorless brownstone in Woodside.

‘I called the Fourth,’ Bruder explained. ‘They’re gonna give you a couple days.’

How long would it really take to return from this darkness?

Alone in the apartment the flashbulbs popped again. Image after. Pop! Image. An assault with. Pop! No end in sight.

Pop.

Beads of sweat. Liquid ants. Cracks in the walls. Skeletal fingers. The branches of trees. Route maps to darker places fed by despair.

Thu-thump.

Thu-thump.

A searing pain arced across his head, temple to temple. His brain a kernel waiting to . . . Pop.

‘I got away. He doesn’t know I’m here.’

‘He doesn’t know?’

‘He’s on duty. We got all night. All night.’

He ripped at her clothes. Threw off her bra and devoured a mouthful of her fleshy breasts. Teased her nipples between his teeth and dug his clawed fingers into her hungry, soft white skin. Handfuls of rounded ass, drawing her in to meet his rage. A frenzy of hardened animal lust. Hammering at the gates.

A thousand grunts and screams, the sweet taste of bitter secrecy, the unbridled need.

And before the release, the closeness of the mutual crime, she, stroking the back of his neck, lost in his mysterious eyes, he, consumed with the familiarity of hers.

Yet even that did not stop him.

He released. A shudder so violent that she cried out.

He released into her. His mother.

North awoke sobbing and naked. Cocooned in his bed sheets. Drenched in a three-day-old sweat.

His mother.


PORTER

Samir Farouk swerved to avoid a mangy stray dog on the dusty road to Jbeil at around 8.30. It was Tuesday, 1 April 1997. He was driving an old Isuzu pick-up truck, its white battered paintwork severely scored and dented. Swollen blisters of rust sat feeding on the wings, right above the tyres. Its suspension was so feeble it could barely cope with the heavily laden cargo of spare parts for his small refrigeration business.

It was in no shape to negotiate the potholes sunk deep into the dirt on the edges of the worn-out road. When it hit one, the truck flipped almost immediately. Samir Farouk, at thirty-one years old, was catapulted through the windshield. His unconscious body landed in the path of heavy oncoming traffic. He was dead by 8.32.
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TTATCACCACCACCATCACCAACATCACCACCACCATTATCACCACCATCAACACCACA

ceec TTACCAG A
CCACCACAATC CTATCATC \CCAACACA
CCATCAT

CCA CATCATCATEACC/ T

TCGCCACCACCATGACCACCACCATCACAACCATCACCACCATCACAACCACCATCATA
CTATCGCTATCACCACCATCACCATTACCACCACCATTACTACAACCATGACCATCACA
CCATCACCACCACCATCACAACGATCACCATCACAGCCACCATCATCACCACCACCACA
CCACCATCACCATCAAACCATCGGCATTATTATTTTTTTAGAATTTTGTTGGGATTCAGT
ATCTGCCAAGATACCCATTCTTAAAACATGAAAAAGCAGCTGACCCTCCTGTGGECCCT
TTTTGGGCAGTCATTGCAGGACCTCATCCCCAAGCAGCAGCTCTGGTGGCATACAGGCA
cces TTGAGK CTTCCTCCAGEAGTTCCCTT
CTCAGCTGCTGTCCTTGGACTTGAAGAAGCTTCTGGAACATGCTGAGGAGGAAGGAAC
ATTTCACTTATTGAGTGGCCTGATGCACAACAGAGACCCAGCTGETTCACTCTAGTTCG
ACTAAAACTCACCCCTGTCTATAAGCATCAGCCTCGGCAGGATCCATTTCACATTTGTA
TNl i ot s 4 i s i et e et e i
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