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Chapter 1

 


 


Max Dedge perched his body in the
boughs of the great ash tree like some kind of mountain cat,
providing the mountain cat ate Slim Jims. Max always kept a few in
the pocket of his leather jacket for jobs like this one, when he
wasn’t entirely sure how long he’d be in the tree or when he would
be able to make his way back to his car.

He sat there and chewed the disgusting
treat, looking through the business end of his phone and waiting to
earn his money. His phone was a Velocity 3200, which would be the
most powerful phone available if it was actually on the market. A
bit bulkier than most, perhaps, it suited Max. And, while Max
didn’t exactly care about the phone’s specifications, his Velocity
3200 included one feature that he remembered above all others: an
advanced artificial intelligence routine that Max referred to as
“Sylvester.”

Max was startled by a familiar chirp in
his earbud, as if Sylvester knew he was in Max’s thoughts. In less
than a second, Max heard Sylvester’s familiarly genteel voice
announce, “Your wife, sir.”

“Ex-wife, Sylvester,” Max
muttered.

“Ex-wife, sir,” Sylvester
corrected.

The way Sylvester deferred to Max’s
judgment, it was easy for Max to forget that Sylvester had been
designed by a few people Max knew who lived underground in the
forests outside of Montreal. They were so far off the beaten path,
physically, organizationally, mentally, but none of that mattered
to Max once he found Sylvester.

“Put her through,
Sylvester. But keep your lens focused on the inside of that
window,” Max said. Inside that window, just a half dozen yards away
in the dark, sat the bedroom of Lorraine Simmons. Max was waiting
to see what her plans were for the night…and with whom.

“Thank you for picking up,”
Max heard Lily say as he adjusted his boom mic on the house. While
the Velocity 3200 came standard with an impressive array of
features, the addition of the boom mic made for a fine accessory on
jobs like this one.

“You’re welcome,” Max
replied quietly, adjusting his weight on the branches. He didn’t
care what the snagging bark and earthy dirt did to his jeans, white
dress shirt, and sneakers. They were a business expense. “What did
you need?”

“The same thing I needed
the last time I called you, Br –”

“Max,” Max corrected,
interrupting his ex as he had promised her he would do every time
she got his name wrong.

“Really?” Lily asked, her
voice rich with sarcasm. “You’re still doing this?”

“For three years now,” Max
whispered.

“You really think that’s
going to make any difference?” she asked.

“The amount of difference
is significant,” Max said. “And I’d give you a list if I had the
time, but I don’t. As it is, I’m only talking to you right now
because I’m tired and bored. Now,” he said, taking another bite of
the potentially meat-laden product, “what did you need?”

Lily sighed into Max’s ear. “I have the
divorce papers…Max. They’re here for you to sign.”

For a moment, Max was distracted by the
sound of an interior door. Someone was entering the house in front
of him and Max needed to turn his full attention to the job at
hand. “You’re still in that apartment in Signal Hill?” he
asked.

“No,” came Lily’s
exasperated tone. “I told you I moved to Culver City just before
Christmas to be closer to work. Why can’t you remember
that?”

The sound from the boom mic was getting
clearer and flooding over the volume of the phone call. Sylvester
was sending both feeds through the same earbud just as Max had
asked him to do. It wasn’t Sylvester’s fault that Lily had bad
timing, as she always did.

“Sorry,” Max said. “But
it’s not like we talk that much anymore. I guess I have a hard time
remembering stupid decisions.” Fumbling footsteps found the stairs
within and two people – two obviously drunk people – were kissing
noisily as they ascended. Max muttered, “If you want to be closer
to your douchebag attorney –”

“My employer,” Lily
interrupted. “He’s my employer now.”

“Fine, Lily,” Max grumbled,
realizing too late that he should have kept his mouth shut. “But
some of us are self-employed and working right now, as we
speak.”

“We wouldn’t have to speak
if you would just –”

“We don’t have to speak at
all,” Max said, his voice growing louder. “I’ll sign them
on…Sunday,” he decided. “How’s Sunday sound? That’s just a couple
of days away, right?”

“No,” Lily told him. “It’s
Wednesday.”

“Fine,” Max said. “You know
what I mean. I was close.”

“Wednesday is not close to
Sunday,” she told him.

“I’ll be finished with this
job by then and run by your place on Sunday, Lily. Goodbye.” Max
tapped his earbud, disconnecting the call. “Sylvester,” he
whispered, “I don’t want any more calls from her.
Understood?”

The computerized assistant replied
promptly, “Understood, sir.”

From inside the house came a loud thud.
“What was that?” Max asked. “Did someone just get knocked against a
wall or was something knocked over?”

“I believe that was the
bedroom door, as it was accompanied by the telltale squeak of a
door hinge,” Sylvester reported.

Max looked at the phone before him,
removing his focus from the screen. “Good ear,” he complimented.
Still, the display showed only darkness. “Whatever they’re doing in
there, they’re doing it in the dark.”

“Would you prefer I shift
my focus ever so slightly into the infrared, sir?” Sylvester
asked.

Max couldn’t believe what he was
hearing. “Can you do that?” he asked.

“Not at present, sir. There
is, however, a firmware upgrade available that allows it to be
done. I’m sorry to say that it is accompanied by the usual
fee.”

Max smiled at the computer’s apologetic
voice. You don’t buy software from a bunch of hackers and expect it
to be cheap. “Fine,” Max said. “Pull it from my account. How long
will it take?”

“Firmware upgrade will be
complete in just under three minutes, sir.” Sylvester told
Max.

Max gave the display screen another
look. “Well, we’re not getting anything this way. Go ahead and
perform the upgrade.”

Sylvester gave a gracious, “As you
wish, sir. Oh, and you have another call coming
through.”

“Really?” Max grumbled, his
thoughts turned to his soon-to-be ex. He should have realized she
wouldn’t let him alone. She never was a fan of his lifestyle. “Put
her through, I suppose. I’ve got three minutes to set her
straight.”

“Very well,” Sylvester
said.

Before Lily could say a word, Max
launched into a lecture he was sure would shut her up. “Now,
listen. This isn’t anything you have to deal with any more. We’re
separated. We’re almost divorced. Hell, even our names are changed
to protect the guilty. What else do you want from me,
anyway?”

A cough came from the other end, and
Max knew immediately that it wasn’t Lily’s. “I’ve reached Max
Dedge, haven’t I?” the gentleman’s voice asked from the other end.
“I was given the impression I was calling a private detective, a
very private –”

“Yes,” Max said. “My
mistake. I thought you were someone else.”

“You told me not to put her
through,” Sylvester reminded him.

“Who was that?” the voice
on the line asked.

“Who are you?” Max asked.
“And how did you get my number?”

“How I found your number is
only a trifle concern, Mister Dedge,” the voice told him. “As for
who I am, let’s just say I’m an interested party. My name is Edward
Cazwell.”

Quickly, Max checked the visual display
on his Velocity 3200 for the firmware download. With nearly two
minutes to go, he shut off the boom mic and focused on the call.
“And what can I do for you, Mister Cazwell?”

“If your reputation means
anything, Mister Dedge – and a reputation like yours is a difficult
thing to confirm – you may be able to do quite a lot,” Cazwell
said. “For one thing –”

“Hey!”

Max peered out of the corner of one eye
far down to the sidewalk below and saw a large shadow standing down
there. Though he was sure it was the shadow who bellowed, he hoped
it would leave him alone for just ten more minutes.

And Cazwell continued, “Do you still
have that rigid disposition against guns?”

“When you’ve been shot by
enough of them, you develop a distaste. I know I have,” Max told
him.

“That’s too bad,” Cazwell
said. “Because I’m going to need someone with a talent for taking
care of themselves, perhaps even in the most dangerous of
conditions.”

Max wondered what was going on inside
the window across from him. The light inside still hadn’t been
turned on and Max was sure clothes were already in the process of
being removed. He didn’t want to miss his shot. He was being paid
to take it.

“If you’re as familiar with
my background as you say you are,” Max replied, “then you’ve heard
of the fatwa against me. I still can’t travel within a hundred
miles of Syria or Jordan, and even stepping into Europe can be
dangerous.”

Cazwell grunted a laugh. “That wasn’t a
fatwa, Mister Dedge. That was just you pissing off too many
people.”

“Either way, the result is
the same,” Max said. “I’m still walking and I never let that stop
me.”

“My sources tell me you
haven’t worked outside of the states in several years, anyway,”
Cazwell said and Max had to give him credit for knowing that much
about him. The man did seem to do his research.

“Why should I?” Max asked
dismissively. “When there’s plenty of work here?”

“Hey! Get out of that
tree,” the shadow below shouted again.

Max was sure if the shadow grew any
louder, his hiding spot would not remain hidden. “Mister Cazwell?
Can I put you on hold for a moment?”

“Hold?” Cazwell asked.
“What for?”

Max was looking for a darker corner of
the tree. “If you have to know, I am working at the moment and what
I thought was going to be a quiet night is turning out to be not so
quiet after all.”

“You, pal! I’m talking to
you,” the shadow shouted, putting one foot against the tree as if
tempted to climb.

“Firmware update completed,
sir. Infrared engaged.” Sylvester’s familiar and reassuringly calm
voice was accompanied by a sudden shift on the display screen.
Through the window before him, Max could now see
everything.

“This might be an
interesting opportunity to observe how you work, if remotely,”
Cazwell offered, thoughtfully. “I’ll tell you what. I’ll wait with
patience but do not put me on hold. I’d like to hear
this.”

Max wanted to reply but found himself
distracted by what was easily the most acrobatic lovemaking he’d
ever observed, which is not to say he’d observed very many. Of
course, there’s always the Internet, but anything on display there
usually has the benefit of a director.

“You coming down or am I
coming up there?” the shadow bellowed again.

“Sylvester?” Max asked.
“Can you give me a thickness on that glass?”

There was a momentary pause. “The
window, sir?” Sylvester asked.

“Yes,” Max said. “The
window.”

Sylvester didn’t take a second to
think. “Not with any accuracy, sir.”

“How about the type? Can
you tell if it’s insulated? If it’s a storm window?” Max
asked.

“Understood. Accessing
Internet source,” Sylvester said.

“Okay, asshole! I’m coming
up.”

Max looked down and saw that the shadow
hadn’t hesitated and was already halfway up the tree. “Hold on,”
Max hissed down at the surprisingly agile shadow.

In Max’s ear, Sylvester reported,
“Window found. It is a Fit-Tite brand exterior window, model number
A67-555-ovuo-2. Constructed of clear quarter sawn Douglas Fir,
featuring an Ogee pattern on the exterior face and kiln-dried to
nine percent moisture –”

“Sylvester,” Max hissed.
“What about the glass?”

“Okay,” the shadow told
him. “Are you going to tell me what you’re doing up
there?”

“Total thickness: one
inch,” Sylvester told a relieved Max. With any luck, he wouldn’t be
heard.

“Listen, pal. I’m just
doing my job. Okay?” Max said to the shadow below him.

“Job?” the shadow asked,
his voice bearing the irate tone of a middle-aged man. Probably a
supervisor of some kind, not calm enough to be a boss. “What kind
of job?”

Max looked back at his display, still
pointed at the window. Within, the long-haired darling Max had been
following for nearly a week was clearly visible in greens and reds,
the distorted colors of the infrared image. Behind her, a
surprisingly scrawny gentleman was going at it with more energy
than Max would have guessed.

“Are you recording all of
this, Sylvester?” Max asked.

Sylvester promptly replied, “Video
recording began when you engaged the camera.”

“Fine,” Max whispered. “I
can edit it together later.”

“Hey,” the shadow yelled
again, getting Max’s attention.

“Listen, pal. I’m a private
detective. Okay? I was hired to get the goods – probably hired by
the poor slob who’s married to that vixen in there,” Max told
him.

After a moment of hesitation, the
shadow asked, “What are you talking about?”

“None of your business,
okay?” Max answered. “I’m just working for some idiot who suspects
his wife is cheating on him – and boy is he right. Let me tell
you…” On the display, Max could see the couple move from the bed to
a conveniently-located rocking chair. Dead center in the window,
the couple progressed and Max thanked the camera gods for his
magnificent shot. “This guy ain’t never gonna trust his wife
again.”

“Mister Dedge,” Edward
Cazwell offered. “I’ve been listening to your exchange and have
something to offer that you might not have surmised.”

“That’s my wife in there,”
the shadow screamed, hitting the tree so hard that Max’s perch
shook.

Max clutched his Velocity 3200. “What?”
he asked, busy holding on to the tree.

The shadow climbed closer and Max could
see a very unhappy face approach. It was clearly the visage of a
betrayed husband and it growled, “I live there, asshole. That’s my
wife.”

For just a moment, Max felt on uneven
ground. Then, he realized that his ground being in the branches of
a tree would get even more uneven as the husband came closer. Max
was perched two floors above an asphalt driveway. He didn’t like
the thought of a sudden landing.

“Hold on. Hold on,” he
said. “Are you telling me you didn’t hire me?”

“Of course, I didn’t hire
you,” the husband shouted. “Why would I hire you?”

Max pointed at the window. “To find out
about the…”

And this took the husband’s attention
momentarily away from Max. At this point, Max had a lot to
consider, not least of which was the potential client on the line.
Above all, Max was using this diversion to look for a way out. But
trees aren’t very helpful in those moments.

“You mean you don’t know
who hired you?” the husband cried out with sudden
clarity.

“Good point,” Cazwell
agreed in Max’s ear.

“Listen,” Max told them
both. “Occasionally, I take cases of a rather…sensitive nature,
which I think we can all agree that this is, now that I know I
wasn’t hired by the husband – er, I mean by you. Right?”

The husband’s response was not exactly
what Max was hoping for; he reached out with a big hand and tried
to grab Max as he climbed closer.

“Hold on,” Max shouted.
“You’re going to bring down the whole tree.”

“And all the rats in it,”
the husband growled.

As the husband made another irrational
grab for Max, Max took the only way out he could see. He bounded
across to another branch, which ascended higher even as it put Max
dangerously close to the window. Still, Max realized his priorities
had gone from preventing detection to preventing a beating some
time ago.

Max landed on the branch and climbed,
even as he realized it was bowing further than his previous perch.
As if by instinct, he shoved the Velocity 3200 in his
pocket.

“Should I disengage the
camera, sir?” Sylvester asked.

But Max was too busy to answer. The
husband was also taking to Max’s branch and bringing them both
down.

Cazwell sighed in Max’s ear. “It would
seem you’re not as good at taking care of yourself as your
reputation suggests, Mister Dedge.”

Out of the corner of his eye – the rest
of it was taking in the approaching ground – Max caught an
approaching eave. It dropped stylishly and impractically from the
second floor but Max held nothing against it – but himself. He took
a Hail Mary leap and clutched the eave with his arms and legs.
Behind and below him, he heard a branch crack and a body fall with
a loud and painful thud.

So much for the
husband, Max thought. I’ve still got a job to do.

“I seem to have lost the
feed, Mister Dedge,” Cazwell insisted in Max’s ear. “Where are you
and what has become of the husband?”

“On the roof,” Max grunted,
trying to get his knees on something solid. As he scrambled up, he
looked carefully around. Then, he shimmied back to the edge and
looked down. He didn’t need a reminder of the husband but if his
ears hadn’t been fooling him, the husband should be down on the
concrete with a sprained ankle or a broken…

Not there.

Perhaps, Max thought, he’s hiding in the
shadows. The poor quality of the
streetlight washing over the house wasn’t helping him
any.

Max pulled his phone out of his pocket
and asked, “Sylvester? Can I get a tight spot, please?”

Immediately, a bright beam of light
shone from the Velocity 3200 and Max pointed it down to the
pavement below. There was one broken branch, there was another, and
there was…no husband.

Any thought Max had of getting off the
roof suddenly changed course. Max looked up along the wide roof to
its apex.

“Not important,” Max said,
hoping to quiet Cazwell’s questions. “How about I ask you
something? What is it you’re calling for, exactly?”

“Ah, to the point,” Cazwell
said. “Very well. Let’s take a break from your activities for a
moment, then. What have you heard about the recent bombings in San
Francisco?”

Max knew better than to answer
honestly. Honestly, he hadn’t heard anything about San Francisco in
as long as he could remember – let alone about any bombings. Max
wasn’t the kind of guy who read the news, not unless it pertained
to his next paycheck. “Same as anyone else,” he answered.
“Bombings. San Francisco. What of it?”

“What of it?” Cazwell
replied. “Only that there have been three mysterious bombings in
less than a month with no indication where they came from or where
such an explosion might occur next. Mysterious because in two cases
the only way in was locked and in one case the explosion blew all
the doors off on a single floor. Mysterious, too, because no fire
accompanied the explosion. And mysterious, lastly, because not one
hint of explosive was found on the scene – as if no explosion had
happened at all.”

“So…” Max replied as he
stood on the roof. “Mysterious.”

“To reduce it to a single
word is to boldly display your complete lack of understanding,”
Cazwell began to say.

But Max was getting tired of his voice.
“So, what’s your part in this?”

“My part?”

Max climbed to the top of the roof and
looked around. “Why’s any of this important to you?”

“Oh. I see,” Cazwell said.
“Somehow, in the most recent of the bombings, an image was captured
on a security feed showing what some have suggested was a person
who bore a resemblance to myself.”

Something was making Max feel very ill
at ease and he wasn’t entirely sure it was the conversation with
Cazwell. Still, he replied, “So, you want me to clear you. Is that
it? Find out who did it and clear your name?”

“Precisely,” Cazwell
answered.

“Where can I find you now?”
Max asked. He heard something coming up the first floor roof, just
what he had been expecting.

“I am safe for the moment
in an undisclosed location,” Cazwell told him.

Max shook his head. “That won’t work. I
need to see you, need to talk to you before –”

Cazwell cut him off, “All you require,
Mister Dedge, is to get yourself to San Francisco. Find out who
perpetrated these bombings before the authorities pin it on
me.”

“Who’s to say you didn’t do
it?” Max asked him.

“Would a guilty man hire a
detective before he was caught to find the real criminal? I am
giving you the freedom you need to solve this case; that alone
should exonerate me.”

Max tried to listen to Cazwell’s
reasoning but he was also turning his attention on the approaching
footsteps. If he could just buy another minute. “And what about my
fee? You should know I get paid –”

“I know all about your fee,
Mister Dedge,” Cazwell insisted. “But let me suggest an alternate
payment plan.”

“There you are, you son of
a bitch.” Just as Max had feared, the husband had climbed onto the
roof and was only about a yard away.

Cazwell continued despite that. “I will
release to you the fee of twenty thousand dollars, should you find
the person or persons behind these bombings and stop any more from
occurring. How does that sound?”

“Hold on,” Max shouted,
which had the benefit of stopping Cazwell and also freezing the
husband in his tracks.

“What?” the husband
asked.

“Seriously?” Max asked
after a moment of disbelief. “Twenty thou–?”

“I’ll send all the
pertinent data to this number if that suits you,” Cazwell
offered.

The husband took a step forward but Max
put a hand out. “Wait,” he said. “Just a second.” He ran Cazwell’s
offer through his head as quickly as he could but still found
himself caught on a single point. “Seriously? Twenty
thousand?”

“Twenty thousand?” the
husband asked, confusedly.

Cazwell replied, “I shall have my
account information forwarded to verify my sincerity. Do we have a
deal?”

“Yes,” Max answered without
hesitation. “Of course, we do.”

“I shall expect a report
within a week,” Cazwell told him. “Now, unless I’m mistaken, you
have other business to wrap up before coming out to the coast. I
shall bid you a good evening.” And, with that, Cazwell disconnected
the call.

It left Max rather surprised – but not
so surprised he didn’t see the husband lose the last of his
patience. Now, he held out both hands. “Wait. Just a
second.”

“What?” the husband
shouted.

“I get it,” Max said.
“Having second thoughts? Don’t like what we’re doing here? Maybe
you decided you don’t want to pay?”

“I don’t like anything
that’s going on here,” the husband shouted, his arms flailing like
an angry ape. “You on my roof. Taking pictures of – of my
wife!”

“Now, hold on,” Max told
him, backing cautiously. “I sent you everything you asked for. Each
night. Fully edited video. Hell, I even upgraded my camera tonight
to get you everything in infrared – that’s beyond the call of duty,
sir.”

“Infra –” the husband
gasped. “Video?”

“Now, listen,” Max
continued. “I won’t charge you extra for the upgrade. Hell, it
might come in handy later on, if you know what I mean. And I
understand your anger. She’s been boffing that guy – or multiple
guys, after all I only saw tonight’s guest in the infrared – all
week long. Am I right?”

“What are you,” the husband
gasped. Another sentence tried to come out but Max could only make
out grunts and snorts; this guy wasn’t pleased.

“Listen,” Max told him. “I
get it. That long, silky blonde hair. That toned ass. Those subtle
hips. The ample breasts. You are one very lucky guy.”

Apparently, the husband didn’t really
see that as a compliment. He charged forward and Max had to duck
back, falling onto the shingles and stopping himself
mid-plummet.

“All right. That’s it,” he
said, rising to his feet. Before him, the husband looked ready to
charge. Like a rhino, the husband’s nostrils flared and his eyes
bulged in the flickering streetlight. “You want to welch on me? Is
that it? You agreed to pay for a job and I expect payment, pal.
Now, look…” Max removed his Velocity 3200 and held it up and he
advanced on his dangerously violent client. “I’m going to send
tonight’s video to you uncut, unedited, and un-touched up. No more
bells and whistles. And when you get it on your phone – as agreed –
you will send me tonight’s payment and I am going to leave. You can
forget about tonight, about the party and about the sex in the park
down the street. Just forget it. I film indiscretions for people
looking for closure, for people who want to move on with their
lives, and not for perverts – which is what you are.”

Max took a breath and whispered,
“Sylvester, please send tonight’s video to the client. Thank
you.”

“Sending, sir,” Sylvester
said into Max’s ear.

“There,” Max told the
welcher. “Now, pull out your phone and let’s watch the video come
in together. How about that. Come on. Pull out your
phone.”

Breathing steam into the night, the
husband pulled out his phone.

“And, come on, turn it on
so we can see the file come in,” Max told him.

Angrily, the husband switched on his
phone.

…nothing
happened.

“Sylvester? Has the file
been sent?” Max asked.

“Yes, sir. Transfer was
completed two seconds ago,” Sylvester’s calm voice assured
him.

“Okay,” Max said. “So, you
should be receiving the file in just a…just a second…” Max looked
at the husband’s angry face and then back at the phone. “That’s
strange. You should be getting it. Did you switch phones by any
–”

Before Max could say anything else, the
husband grabbed him and lifted him up. His next sensation was the
unique feeling of plummeting through a roof. One layer after
another of roof and ceiling broke beneath Max and he came down with
a thud on the edge of a bed and then to the floor.

Beside him, someone was
screaming.

Max clutched his back, which was
feeling none the better for his recent trip, and tried to adjust
his eyes in the dark. All he could hear was a woman screaming
something about her husband and a man telling her to calm down in
the most hysterical voice Max had ever heard.

Then, a light came on with a loud
click.

Max stood to find himself in the middle
of the ugly side of a French farce. The husband stood at the
bedroom door, his face bloody and his fists in the air. The wife,
naked and better looking in real life than in the pictures, tried
unsuccessfully to cover herself as she shouted. And rounding out
the cast stood the nerdiest Don Juan Max had ever seen.

While on one hand Max wondered, “What’s
the attraction,” on the other he said directly to the husband,
“This is definitely the same guy. So, you know, it could be
worse.”

“What the hell are you
doing?” Don Juan shouted. “You’re supposed to be out there filming
this!”

And that’s when the entire room went
silent.

Max realized with a sudden appreciation
just who the client was. The husband turned like a cannon from Max
to Max’s client. And the wife appeared to go through all the
questions from “Who is this man who came through the roof?” to “He
was paying someone to film me cheating on my husband with him?” And
then, she turned on him, too.

Max had had enough. “Okay, then. I
don’t appear to be needed any longer. If you’ll excuse me.” And he
walked as fast as his feet would take him past Don Juan, past the
wife, and past the future homicide suspect.

He found the hallway outside of the
bedroom, which led to the stairway and the front door. “Good
night,” Max muttered, as the second floor exploded into tomorrow’s
news.

“Sylvester,” Max asked.
“Can you book us a flight to San Francisco?”

“Tonight, sir?”

Max made his way around to the side of
the house and found the wreckage of the huge branch. He also found
his boom mic down there. “Let’s make it first thing tomorrow
morning,” Max said, walking down the street towards his rental car.
“But make it early, will you? Wisconsin is full of crazy
people.”

 



Chapter 2

 


 


Just a few hours later, the sun was
coming up on the tarmac at Green Bay, where Max waited in the
terminal for his flight to begin boarding. He would have preferred
more sleep but he wanted to get out of Wisconsin as quickly as
possible and on to a good-paying job, for a change.

Twenty thousand dollars would pay for a
lot of long weekends. He could catch up on his sleep then. As
promised, Sylvester had booked Max on the earliest flight to San
Francisco, had woken him in the chilly darkness of his hotel room,
and had reminded Max that he hadn’t scheduled in enough time to
return his rental car – but he would have to do that,
anyway.

Sometimes, Sylvester was no better than
a nagging wife. Max spent the entire morning ten minutes behind
schedule. Now, sitting in the terminal, having arrived late, he
still had to wait for his flight.

As cutting edge as his technology might
be, Sylvester still wasn’t much of a conversationalist.
Fortunately, Max had a real wife – soon to be ex – who he could
call. So, he did.

“What time is it out
there?” Max asked by way of a “Hello.”

He could hear Lily’s first stirrings of
the morning, a sound he always missed from their five years of
marriage. “Mmmm…” Lily grumbled. Then, she whispered, “Why are you
calling me at this hour?”

“What hour is that?” Max
repeated.

There was a momentary delay and Max
could imagine Lily checking her clock. “It’s after four, you
idiot,” Lily moaned. “Where are you, anyway?”

“Austin Straubel,” Max
said, staring at the other passengers who milled around, waiting
for the San Francisco flight. “It’s the big airport in Green
Bay.”

“Green Bay?” Lily asked,
sounding disoriented. “You’re in Wisconsin?”

“I shouldn’t be,” Max told
her. “The flight was supposed to leave nearly four minutes ago and
we’re still waiting to board.”

“Where are you headed to
this time?” Lily asked with that knowing tone of hers. Max harbored
no illusions about Lily’s attitude towards his career. He knew full
well that, in the end, it was what had broken them up.

“We want to announce first
boarding call,” came a friendly voice over the speakers. Max could
see the attendants at the gate and was relieved to see he’d be
boarding soon. But, unlike the rest of the passengers, who stood
impatiently as they waited their turn to board, Max remained in his
seat and told Lily all about his night, his previous client, and
the mysterious Edward Cazwell.

“All I’ve been able to find
out about him so far is that he was listed as number
one-eighty-five in the Forbes top two-hundred a few years back.
So…you know. He’s got the money to back it up,” Max
said.

“Sure, Max. But
twenty-thousand dollars? Are you still working for a few hundred a
pop?” Lily asked.

“A day,” Max corrected.
“And, anyway, that can change depending on the client.”

Max heard his row called and stepped
into the line. He pitied the other passengers with their laptops
and business carry-ons; his Velocity 3200 fit nicely in his pocket
and he never kept more clothes than would fit in a single
suitcase.

As he walked onto the plane, Lily
persisted, “The point’s still the same, Max. You don’t work for
that kind of money.”

“So, what are you saying,”
Max asked, taking an aisle seat and hoping the middle seat between
him and what he could only guess was a farmer would remain empty.
“Are you saying I’m not worth that kind of money?”

“Worth?” Lily asked. “I
guess you’re worth it if you figure it out. I just don’t think
you’re qualified.”

“Qualified?” Max replied, a
bit hurt.

But Lily continued, “Well, let’s face
it, Max. This ain’t normally your gig. You’re more suited for
tracking down deadbeats or catching cheating husbands.”

Or filming cheating
wives, Max thought. Still, he kept his
response light. “What’s there to know, Lily? Bombs go boom – that’s
lesson number one.”

“Don’t you think you should
know more than that?” Lily asked, her tone growing intense.
Yep, Max thought.
She’s awake now. This
was the tone that had led to their impending divorce. Back then,
Lily was only tired of patching up Max’s bruised body. She’d never
had to face what happened when Max dealt with bombs.

And Max figured it was time to get her
off the phone. “Listen, hon. They’re asking us to shut off our
phones now.”

“Just listen,” Lily
insisted. “Why is this guy sending someone to look into bombs who
doesn’t know anything about bombs? Doesn’t that strike you as a
little suspicious?”

“I’ve got a reputation for
dealing with jobs other professionals are maybe too cautious to
handle,” Max told her.

“Too smart to handle, you
mean,” Lily replied.

“I’ve got to go,” Max
repeated.

“Don’t you think you need
to –” Lily began to say.

But Max didn’t want to hear it and he
disconnected the call before she could finish. “Sylvester? Let’s
not take any more calls from that number for the next…three days.
I’ll meet her on Sunday to sign the forms like I said. Got
that?”

“Yes, sir,” Sylvester
politely replied.

“Thanks.” Max rested his
head back and waited for the other passengers to finish
boarding.

“Sir?” Sylvester
asked.

“What is it?”

“Would you like me to find
Lessons Two and Beyond about bombs?” The way Sylvester asked, Max
almost felt like it cared.

He closed his eyes and said, “If you
can find them, I’d be happy to hear them.” Then, he took a deep
breath and imagined what twenty thousand dollars would feel
like.

 


 



Chapter 3

 


 


When Max’s plane landed in San
Francisco, the hour was already past noon and the temperature was
in the 70s. It was a relief from the chill off Lake Michigan, but
Max would have rather slept than spend the afternoon looking for a
bomber.

“Shall I reserve a car at
the Avis desk, sir?” Sylvester asked as he stepped off of the plane
and into the crowded terminal.

“No,” Max sternly replied.
“We tried that last time we were in the city and I could never park
the damned thing. We’ll take a cab.”

With all the cabs parked outside of the
terminal, getting a ride should have been no trouble. Once again,
however, San Francisco refused to cooperate. It took nearly half an
hour for Max to get his bag and get a cab. Soon, though, the cabbie
was speeding out of the terminal…only to slow to a miserable crawl
on the 101.

“God, I hate San
Francisco,” Max muttered so the driver couldn’t hear.

With a bit of time at his disposal, he
pulled out the Velocity 3200 and looked for more information on the
bombings. During his flight, Sylvester had read several articles to
him about the buildings and victims, with long, detailed
descriptions from every witness and eyewitness accounts of the
violence and gore.

Max had instructed the driver to take
him to the Russ Building first, site of the most recent bombing. An
explosion had ripped through the Russ Building’s 22nd floor at
three in the afternoon on Saturday, March 18th. According to
Sylvester, the 22nd floor had been home to three businesses: an
import/export concern called Baige Chamber Trade, Inc., an
immigration attorney’s office, and an environmental activist group.
If Max were to wager a guess, he’d say the bomb was meant for the
activist group. Though the attorney’s office was the obvious
choice, activists by their nature attract trouble and, besides, the
bomb could have been theirs to begin with.

As the cab pulled up in front of the
Russ Building’s stone façade, it occurred to Max that he’d gotten
things out of order. “Sylvester,” he asked as the cabbie took his
bag out of the trunk, “I’m going to need a place to stay. Could you
look for any weekend deals in the area?”

“It’s Thursday, sir,”
Sylvester told him.

“Shit. It is?” Max paid the
cabbie and found himself standing in the cold shadow of San
Francisco, holding the pull-handle of his bag. California might
have been warm and sunny but you’d never tell within the darkened
caverns of Frisco, where the towering man-made spires all but
blocked out the sun. “Okay,” he said. “Just find something close.
And cheap.”

Looking straight up at the building,
one floor on the Russ Building appeared the same as another. Max
couldn’t see any bomb damage from outside. He wondered if this was
all really that big of a deal.

Max quickly tired of guessing. Pulling
his bag behind him, he turned and walked inside. High, arcing
ceilings within created a lobby that boomed with style,
workmanship, and echoed footsteps. The interior was an architect’s
delight but a traveler’s nightmare. Max just wanted to find out
what had happened and leave but couldn’t find any sign of
organization.

Then, a loud bell rang from behind him
and Max realized it was the elevator. As others crowded aboard, Max
side-stepped in without a word.

“Twelve,” one passenger
called out.

“Fifteen” another
said.

Max realized that a
uniformed young man was operating the elevator and thought,
Now, there’s something you don’t see every
day.

Slowly, the elevator climbed up, past
the twelfth floor and past the fifteenth. Then, as the elevator
approached the twentieth floor, Max spoke as if just remembering
something he had to do. “Oh, um…twenty-two, please.”

“No, sir. I’m sorry,” the
operator said. Nothing more.

Max looked at the others on the
elevator. Only three were left now and, while Max was trying to
appear incredulous, they returned his gaze as if he’d missed
something important.

“Um, why not?” Max
asked.

“Are you a resident of the
building, sir?” the operator asked.

“The Russ Building is not a
residence but is an office building, holding over forty-six
thousand square meters of office space,” Sylvester told
him.

Max was thankful he set up that metric
in Sylvester’s programming…though he noted they were going to have
to work on brevity. “Well,” he said, “I, um, work here.”

Max knew immediately how well that had
worked. The operator cocked one eyebrow and tilted his head.
“Really? What floor?”

Max puffed himself up, hoping a little
confidence might help. “The twenty-second, at the Chamber
Trade.”

All cockiness fled from the elevator
operator’s face. “Oh. Uh, I’m sorry.”

“Sorry? Sorry about what?”
Max asked, finding his character. “I’ve been traveling for two
weeks. I can’t get my emails returned. And now, you’re sorry? Well,
what are you sorry for?” Come on,
Skippy, Max thought, giving the operator a
name. Tell me.

This time, his incredulity took. The
passengers all looked away and the operator asked, “You didn’t hear
about the…the bomb?”

“Bomb?” Max asked. “What
bomb?”

And then, Max got the whole story. He
had thought the three businesses on the 22nd floor were nothing
more than offices. He learned, though, that the three businesses on
the 22nd floor had employed nearly seventy people, all told. Those
who called in sick that day were lucky. After the blast, emergency
services had taken away more than forty dead or gravely
injured.

“What about – ?” Max asked
with the kind of shock he didn’t have to fake. “I have to get out
and see.”

“You can’t,” the operator
repeated. “That’s why I’m working here today. Security is very
clear on the issue of the 22nd floor. Nobody is allowed up there.
I’m sorry.”

No,
Skippy, Max thought. I’m sorry. I’m sorry I got dragged into this.

“Sylvester?” he asked as he
walked back outside in the gathering cold. “What’ve you been able
to find in a room?”

“We are in the Financial
District, sir. Nothing here meets your parameters,” the computer
answered.

“Nothing?” Max
replied.

“Nothing within three
blocks,” Sylvester replied.

“Okay,” Max sighed. “Book
it and point me in the right direction. Then, I want you to run a
search on the injured and dead from this bomb, cross-reference the
list to Edward Cazwell and tell me if you find any
connection.”

Three blocks later, Max was struggling
to pull his luggage any further. The crowded sidewalks were no
place to drag luggage, especially with all the people sleeping on
the busy pavement. But the Cornell Hotel was soon only a few steps
away. Max wasn’t sure if the sun was going down or if all the
buildings were just blocking it. Either way, he was tired and cold.
He wanted a warm shower and a hot meal.

Twenty minutes, and one room on the
third floor later, Max got his shower. He removed his earbud and
turned the Velocity 3200 on speaker-mode and spoke with Sylvester.
“So…nothing?” he asked.

“No connection to any
person,” Sylvester replied.

“What qualifiers did you
use?” Max asked as he rinsed off.

Sylvester listed, “Blood relation.
Extended family relation. Business relation. Relation by geographic
point of origin.”

“What’s that one?” Max
asked.

“Geographic point of
origin,” Sylvester repeated. “None of the victims were born in the
same city as Edward Cazwell.”

Max turned off the shower and grabbed
one of the thick towels. “And what would that be?”

“Edward Cazwell’s online
biography states his place of birth as Chambéry,
France.”

“Really?” Max asked.
“Didn’t he sound American to you?”

“His biography goes on to
state that he was educated in the United States – Foxcroft to
Yale,” Sylvester added.

“Okay,” Max said. “I guess
that explains it. Still…put a pin in that. Okay?” Max finished
drying and rummaged through his bag for another pair of jeans and a
clean shirt…that second one took him a while. “Find out if they
have a laundry service. Could you, Sylvester?”

Soon, Max was dressed and his laundry
was taken care of, but he still had to eat. “It doesn’t look like
we’ll be getting into the Russ Building right away, not as long as
they have someone working their elevators. What about the first
explosion? Where did that happen?”

After a slight pause, Sylvester
replied, “1398 Grant, in the Telegraph Hill district.”

Max looked at the Velocity 3200’s
screen and said, “Show me a picture.”

Instantly, Sylvester displayed a photo
taken shortly after the explosion. Ambulances and police cars
crowded the streets. “This three-story building, like many in the
area, features business space in the first floor with residential
space in the floors above.”

“So, the bomb went off in
someone’s home?” Max asked.

“Yes,” Sylvester replied.
“The home in question was the apartment of a Roland
Ashe.”

“Any relations?” Max
asked.

“None found in the
parameters previously discussed,” Sylvester told him.

Max looked at the picture and let out a
long sigh. “Of course not.” Then, something caught his eye and he
pointed a single finger, touching the screen. “What’s
that?”

“That’s a Thai restaurant,”
Sylvester told him.

“Good,” Max said. “I’m in
the mood for Thai.”

 


 



Chapter 4

 


 


Dumond Thai was a well-reviewed
restaurant located beneath the shattered rubble of its upper floor,
north of San Francisco’s Chinatown. Even with the sun going down at
5:00 pm, Max could see the wreckage. Just as Edward Cazwell had
told him, there weren’t any signs of a fire. The building appeared
to have been struck by something big and vindictive.

Max was surprised to find the
restaurant void of any customers, even at this hour. After he was
seated and ordered some tea, Max asked Sylvester, “Have you been
able to find any references on how somebody might build a bomb that
didn’t require any fire?”

“Air pressure and
pneumatics appear to be the method most approved by experts,”
Sylvester said.

“How about a method not
approved?” Max asked. “I’m guessing anything the experts approve of
would be noticeable.”

“And impractical,”
Sylvester replied.

When the waitress returned to the
table, Max ordered a large pad thai and a hot and sour soup. “Find
anything?” he asked.

“The only other method is
highly cautioned against,” Sylvester told him.

“What is it?”

“A dry ice bomb,” Sylvester
said.

Max saw his soup coming and waited a
moment while he was served. Then, as the waitress left, he took a
sip and asked, “What’s a dry ice bomb?”

“It is a simple to build
bomb-like device that provides high explosive pressure but is
dangerously unpredictable and highly illegal.” Sylvester paused for
a moment and added, “The lack of reliability inherent in such a
device, combined with the level of damage recorded in the top floor
above would seem to suggest the use of such a device also highly
unlikely.”

Max mulled that over as he
ate his soup. Something Lily had said to him about being
unqualified nagged at the back of his head. Who would be qualified, Max
wondered.

Finally, as he finished his soup, he
asked Sylvester, “So, where does that leave us?”

“I don’t know what you
mean,” Sylvester replied.

And just like that, Max remembered he
was talking to a piece of software and not some kind of sentient
robot. Sylvester was indispensable most of the time. Max didn’t
know what he’d do without…him? But making intuitive leaps was not
Sylvester’s strong point.

Where does that leave
us? Max asked himself.

When the waitress came back to pick up
Max’s bowl, he asked, “Excuse me? Were you working the night all
that…” He pointed up to punctuate his sentence.

The waitress was a beautiful, young
girl with miles of silky, black hair and no interest in her job
whatsoever. This was repeatedly made obvious to Max by the way she
kept looking around. Looking outside, that’s what she was doing.
Max didn’t know if her disinterest encompassed the entire building
but she was worth questioning just the same.

Fortunately for Max, her disinterest
only went as far as her shift. She answered without hesitation.
“Oh, it wasn’t at night,” she said with no hint of an accent. As
Asian as she appeared, her dialect was more San Fernando Valley
than any Thai Valley. “That happened in broad daylight – broad
daylight!” Her repetition exploded, drawing the attention of her
co-workers behind the counter.

Max didn’t want to attract any more
attention so he dipped his head a little and signaled a little
hush. “You don’t say? What was up there?”

“Mister Leonard,” the
waitress told him, her tone lower now. “Why do you want to
know?”

“Honestly?” Max asked,
sensing that her question was more from interest than
caution.

“Yeah.”

Max gave a look around for effect. “I’m
an investigator working on the case for a Mister Cazwell. Every
hear of him?”

“Nuh uh,” the waitress told
him.

And it appeared sincere
enough. Max thought, there’s got to be
some way Cazwell is tied to this. Otherwise, why the
concern? Max decided he didn’t buy a
morsel of Cazwell’s story of a picture. Cazwell had to have another
angle. “Who’s Mister Leonard, anyway?”

“Some rich guy,” came the
wide-eyed response. “He owned the whole third floor. My mom said he
was into some big-time crime or something.”

Max looked at the old woman watching
the waitress from behind the counter, probably keeping an eye out
for Don Juans. The waitress was pretty enough beneath her apron,
after all. “Is that your mom back there?” Max asked.

The waitress turned and dismissed the
inspecting eyes with, “That’s my aunt – but it might just as well
be.”

“Anybody say anything about
why something like that might happen?” Max asked her. “Was Mister
Leonard an explosives expert or special effects –”

“Oh, no. Just an old man,”
the waitress said. “You don’t think he did it himself, do you? I
don’t know. Even with the door locked. Did you know it was locked?
It always was until the fire department broke it. Oh. Hold
on.”

Max watched the waitress dash away,
having been signaled by the big man at the counter. The chef, Max
guessed. But she hadn’t been called over for discipline. The
waitress had been summoned because Max’s pad thai was done. He
watched her lithe figure bring his food, watched the way her tight
dress hugged her figure, and reminded himself how she was easily
fifteen years younger than he.

“You want to know about the
explosion?” she asked him, putting down his plate. “You really
should ask about the sand. Nobody asks about the sand.”

“What sand?” Max
asked.

“It’s all up there. The
place is covered in sand. And I don’t know what it is. Nobody seems
to know what it is. And the police didn’t even seem to care but
that’s what I think did it.” She appeared confident in her
conclusion but Max had his suspicions.

“You think sand took out
the third flood?” he asked.

“Crazy
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