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  -1-


I  stared into a light so bright  I could see nothing else. A white-hot fire leaving only itself visible.
I heard a man’s voice.
“Read any good books lately?”
“You’ve got some nerve,” I said, “asking me that. I suppose you think that’s funny. Who are you?”
“Oh, Leonard, you know very well who I am.”
“No, I don’t.”
“Yes, you do, or you wouldn’t have started this conversation.”
“I didn’t start it.”
“You most certainly did. You wanted to speak with me so I could tell you something. Something very important.”
I could not imagine what that might be. And I didn’t much care. The light—the fire—was hurting my eyes.
“What is this?” I said. “A dream or something?”
“Or something.”
“Well, I’ve had enough of it. I’m going to wake up.”
“I wouldn’t count on that,” he said.
“Why?”
“Because you don’t want to wake up. And very possibly, you never will.”
“That’s ridiculous.”
“You may think that. But don’t say I didn’t warn you.”
“Are you honestly trying to tell me that I’m going to be having this supposed dream forever?”
“I didn’t say that. I just said you may never wake up. You’ll think you’re awake, but you won’t be.”
I could not close my eyes to the fire; I could not turn away. “Look, I’m tired of this. If you have something to tell me—something I actually want to hear—get to it.”
“All right, then. But I advise you to listen very closely. And you must remember everything I say. Because I am only allowed to say it once. Only once. Now, I am going to give you the key to the Paisley Codex.”
“What? My god! How do you know that?”
“Someone told me.”
“Who?”
“I am not allowed to say.”
“But how could anyone possibly know the key to the Paisley?”
“Perhaps, in time, you will learn the answer to that. But for now, listen. And remember.”
I listened. I hung on his every word.
Then I promptly forgot the whole damn thing.

      [image: image-placeholder]I heard a slew of hard, fist-pounding knocks on a metal door. Lying on my back, I pushed up to a sitting position to find myself on a bed in a cheap hotel room, the drapes drawn against the light of day, the walls and furnishings veiled in shadows.
I did not know this place. Could not remember coming here.
The knocking continued. I threw off the covers and crept to the door. Through the peephole, I saw Ed on the other side.
I cracked the door. “What’s going on?”
“Let me in,” he said, shoving his way into the room. “We need to get goin’.”
“Where?”
“To see the Judge. He’s expectin’ us.”
“Oh, lord, anybody but him.”
Ed glanced around the room, taking on a foul expression. “Jesus, they’re gonna have to fumigate this place,” he said—an allusion, no doubt, to my rather conspicuous lack of hygiene.
I let the remark pass and sat down on the end of the bed, trying to make sense of things.
“I don’t get this,” I said. “Where are we and how did we get here?”
“We’re in a fleabag, asshole.”
I swept the long, knotted hair from my eyes. “I can see that.”
“We came here after the party. You know, the one where you got shit-face drunk?”
“I don’t remember getting drunk.”
“Take my word for it, you got that way. We both did.”
“But why aren’t we at your place?”
“Man, how many brain cells did you kill? Those boys from out of town were watchin’ my apartment. Remember?”
I shook my head. “Boys from out of town?”
“The ones I owe the money to,” he said, loud and very slow, as if I were dense. “But they had to catch a train. By now, they’re long gone.” He kicked me in the meat of the calf. “Come on. Get your ass dressed. We gotta move.”
My pants lay on the bed. I checked the pockets, finding only a couple of bills and some change.
I panicked. “Where the hell is my money?”
“Those drinks didn’t buy themselves. You spent that lettuce, sonny boy.”
I had? I certainly hadn’t had what one would call a life-changing amount of cash—just enough to make it another few days. Yet I had blown it all but a pittance?  On nothing but booze?
I had to wonder.
I looked at Ed suspiciously. “Where did you stay last night?”
“A couple of floors down,” he said. “And just so you know, we gotta watch ourselves when we leave. My room happened to come with a real curvy blonde whose husband might be lookin’ for me.”
“That figures.” I got up and searched for the rest of my clothes. “So how am I paying for this?”
“You’re not. I took care of it.”
When had Ed ever been so generous?
“How?” I asked.
“Credit card.”
“You don’t have a credit card.”
“Yes, I do,” he said.
“Since when?”
“Since last night.”
“And whose name appears on that card?”
“Well . . .” He laughed.
“Oh, my god.”
He shrugged. “Sorry, man. It’s what I do.”
I had recovered one shoe and was looking for socks when I remembered that I had none.
“This is a nightmare.”
“If it is,” he said, “it’s yours. Me, I’m havin’ quite a time.” He found my shirt under the bedding and tossed it in my face. “Let’s go, douchebag. The Judge awaits.”

      [image: image-placeholder]For a long while we moved through the dank city, the sky covered in gray. In places, the streets narrowed beyond reason, cobblestone lanes where the smallest of vehicles could pass but one at a time. The sidewalk too was often wide enough for only one person, constraining us to move single file against the centuries-old stone buildings.
And of course, Ed led the way.
I hated Ed. He was constantly trying to talk me into doing something unscrupulous, and I was forever trying to talk him out of doing something rash. But while I was loath to admit it, the fact was that he looked and dressed and carried himself as I wished I could. And so, even while despising him, I found myself at times wanting to be like him—though only if I could do so without actually having to be him. That was where I drew the line.
Eventually our path led to the Judge’s favorite café. The Judge, as far as I knew, had no present judicial appointment, though I assumed that at some time he had held such a position. In any event, it was clear that he had vast experience in presiding over matters of human deportment. Of conduct to be praised or condemned.
His honor had seated himself at his usual table near the back. Ed waved off the maître d’ and I followed him through the crowd.
The Judge was sipping an espresso, pretending, as we stood before him, that we did not exist.
“You rang, your majesty,” Ed said. “So what the fuck is it?”
The Judge continued to all but ignore us. His manner, as usual, was meant to intimidate.
“You,” he said at last, his voice booming, “the both of you, are a disgrace.” He snapped his head toward Ed. “You are a reprobate. I want nothing to do with you. Ever! You are the worst of humanity. You would defile a nun. You would steal the last crumb from a starving beggar. You are a pig.”
“So tell me how you really feel,” Ed returned.
Alarmed at Ed’s insolence, nearby patrons and waitstaff stopped themselves and looked over; the entire establishment marked a short beat of nervous silence.
“Sit down, you troglodyte,” the Judge commanded.
Ed did. Quickly. He knew when to push the Judge, and when not.
“And you, Stavros,” the Judge said to me as, quietly, I also took a chair, “you have done nothing to rein in this animal. Made no effort whatsoever to control this . . .” He shot Ed a seething glance. “. . . this lower life form.”
“I’m sorry,” I said. “I’ve done a bad job.”
“You’ve done a horrible job!” he roared. “You have let him control you rather than vice versa. And that was not our arrangement. You were supposed to do otherwise. You were supposed to do the right thing. But you have not. And what excuse do you possibly have?”
His glare was unrelenting.
I stared at the floor.
“Your honor, honestly, it’s just that I’ve been so focused on other matters,” I said. “I’m trying to get my life back to . . .” I did not know how to finish that sentence. “Because I lost so many years trying to . . .” I did know the conclusion to that thought, but found it too painful to state.  “. . . trying to figure out . . . to decipher . . .”
My eyes were tearing. I could not hold it back.
“The Paisley Codex,” the Judge said wearily, adding the words I could not.
Big drops ran my cheeks.
“Pussy!” Ed said.
“Shut up,” the Judge told him, his gaze remaining on me. “Perhaps,” he chided, “you did not work hard enough. Perhaps you might have given a better effort.”
Yes, I thought, perhaps I might have. Perhaps. But how? I had worked every waking hour. For nine years. Attempting to extract some semblance of meaning from a seven hundred year-old hand-written manuscript inscribed with an enciphered message incomprehensible to every person on the planet.
A career lost. A wife lost. All finances lost.
A life lost.
And I had failed to unravel even a single word. But then, countless others had tried. And with the same result. The thing was uncrackable. Eternal gibberish to the human mind.
I wanted no more of it. The mere subject was too painful to contemplate.
Yet leave it to the Judge to give a down man an extra kick.
He regarded me with an air of bland revulsion.
“You are positively hideous,” he said. “You know that, don’t you?”
I did? Hideous? Even Ed, back at the hotel, had not been that direct.
But there I sat, my hair a greasy, tangled thicket that covered my face and fell to my shoulders like clumps of seaweed, my bedraggled beard permeated with putrid specks of food and spittle and forming a long, filthy bib across my chest. And no less indecent, my clothes—the only clothes I owned—were fraught with tears, gaping holes, and off-putting stains in various stages of maturity. I had a particularly noticeable rip in the seat of my threadbare khaki pants which, with no underwear beneath, left my naked butt-skin on display. And what had once been a polo shirt now survived only as a remnant of frayed cloth, the jacket I wore above it so soiled and tattered it looked as though it might have been retrieved from a garbage disposal. My footwear was equally pathetic—mud-soaked canvas sneakers with the soles worn smooth and peeling away, one shoe absent laces and secured to my bare foot with a twist tie from a bread sack.
And beneath it all—though still largely evident to the unfortunate viewer—lay sunken eyes and a physique that could have passed for that of a concentration camp resident.
Then too, of course, there was the stench (which Ed had noted)—that, I am sure, being worse even than my appearance.
So—hideous . . .
Yes, I was all of that.
Positively.
“I have no money,” I said.
“That can be remedied.” The Judge glanced down at his coffee—then up.  “I have come into possession of a manuscript.”
“I don’t want to hear about it.”
“Oh, I think you will,” he said, taking an advisory tone. “This will be something different for you. Something to get your mind off of the other book. And I would venture to say, it will almost certainly be easier.”
“What is it?”
“As I said, a manuscript. Another book. Something I have recently acquired.”
“From where?”
“Irrelevant,” he said with a finality foreclosing further inquiry on the question.
“Is it old?”
“It may be. As yet, though, it is undated.”
“And does this book have a name?”
“None that I know of. But if you can tell me what it says, I’ll let you put any name on it you wish. Even your own.”
A slight smile creased his face. The Judge did not make such promises lightly. Clearly, to him this was something of great consequence.
“If it’s a known script, I can translate it,” I said.
“And if it isn’t?”
I looked at him warily. “What are you saying?”
“I’m saying that I don’t know what it is—although the text may well represent a cipher of some kind.”
“Then it’s no different than the Paisley,” I said angrily. “And I don’t have another nine years to waste. Not for you or anyone.”
“Do not take that attitude with me,” the Judge cautioned.
“Go ahead,” Ed goaded me. “You tell him.”
“And you keep quiet!” the Judge instructed Ed—then leaned in my direction. “Stavros, I will pay you handsomely for this. Forget the Paisley and all the trouble it has caused. Find the secrets of this book—this new and most important book—and when you do,” he said, raising his now cold espresso in something like a toast, “you may at last find peace.”
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By training and education,  I am, among other things, a linguist and a mathematician. I am also, by gift of nature, a hyperpolyglot—that is, a person capable of learning an extraordinary number of languages. I can, at present, fluently speak, read, and write in twenty-one tongues, and in most others I am proficient enough that one could drop me nearly anywhere in the world and I could hold a respectable conversation in the native speech. I am likewise highly skilled in computer languages—skilled to the point that I am (or at least once was) as accomplished in the encryption and decryption of cyber data as anyone on the planet—although I find the spoken word far more interesting.
For a short time after university, I taught in and otherwise occupied the world of academia. The work was not terribly challenging. I was then called to service by a rather shadowy government agency (an agency, let us say, within an agency, within an agency, etc.) whose job was to intercept and interpret seemingly garbled messages generated by other governments and foreign organizations, such communications intended to be understood only by persons associated with the originating parties. And thus, assigned to a certain Eastern European embassy, I became a cryptanalyst—or to use a description more familiar to the layman, a codebreaker. But as I must make clear, to persons in my former line of work, the word code is a term of art. Another such term—often confused with code, but which means something else—is cipher. And the truth is, I did not often break codes. For the most part, I broke ciphers.
Now, to be precise, when we speak of a code, we are essentially referring to the use of one or more symbols, words, or even gestures that work as a kind of shorthand for the purpose of secretly conveying a complete thought, observation, or set of instructions. For example, one wishing to dispatch a coded message might simply transmit the number 6, and to another person knowing the code, this could mean “I’ll meet you at noon.” Note how the import of the entire communication is expressed by a single digit. This is how code works.
Cipher, though, is quite different. In its most rudimentary form, a cipher does one of two things: it either replaces each character of the plaintext (that is, the actual message) with a different character—a method known as substitution cipher; or it rearranges the plaintext characters in a way to make the message unrecognizable—a system known as transposition cipher. In the modern world of cryptology, extremely complex algorithms applying either or both of these techniques (as well as other methods too convoluted for lay discussion) are regularly used to encrypt and decrypt electronic communications and store sensitive information.
But ciphers have been around for thousands of years and have not always been so sophisticated. For instance, in the ancient encryption technique known alternately as Caesar Cipher or Caesar Shift (a substitution cipher supposedly used by Julius Caesar to outwit his adversaries) each letter of the plaintext is replaced by a different letter some set number of positions up or down the alphabetic line—meaning that if the shift were two positions to the right, in order to encrypt a message, A would be represented by C, B would become D, and all other letters shifted accordingly. So, using this method—again, with a shift to the right of two positions—if Caesar wanted to say “CROSS THE RUBICON,” he would have transmitted “ETQUU VJG TWDKEQP.” And that’s pretty elementary. Caesar’s use of it notwithstanding, it’s a cipher that is easily broken—just as many ciphers of other types are, likewise, easily broken.
And by me, codes and ciphers alike were broken. Easily.
But then came something that was, well, not so easy.
Then came the Paisley Codex.
It has been said that the Devil takes many forms. And I don’t know whether Satan truly exists. But if he does, then he presented himself to me in the unimposing shape of a book roughly ten inches long, seven inches wide, and two inches thick. A book with a plain and uninscribed leather cover, heavily degraded by its age, and inside, handwritten in iron gall ink, page upon page of characters drawn flawlessly in the script of the medieval Arabic, Greek, and Latin alphabets—the Latin done in capital letters, the Greek in lower case. All such letters being uniformly spaced and ordered line after line in a seemingly arbitrary manner. With no punctuation. No paragraph breaks. No diacritical marks. And never forming a single identifiable word in any language.
The manuscript stretches on, incoherent, for 252 unnumbered pages. The pages themselves are of vellum—that is, calfskin—and have been carbon-dated to the early fourteenth century. So presumably, that is when the book was written. Though of the Paisley Codex, it is folly to presume anything. The book is the embodiment of mystery itself. And to that mystery it offers no transparent clues.
In fact, as far as anyone knows, the book does not even have a formal title. Rather, its working moniker is derived from the location of its discovery during the late fifteenth century at Paisley Abbey, Renfrewshire County, Scotland—a monastery far older than the manuscript that now bears its name. A historical work published in 1668, McDougall’s Chronicles of the Western Scots, recounts that the Codex was found at the abbey in a place “most obscure an’ leery” (that is, suspicious) by a friar associated with the entourage of the visiting Earl of Argyll. Thinking the book valuable, the Earl removed it to his library at Castle Campbell. Not long after the Earl’s death in 1493, the next Earl (a son to the previous) sold the manuscript to an Irish collector who, it is said, took it to the European continent.
There is no further surviving record of the book’s whereabouts until the late eighteenth century, when Swiss historian Gottlieb Emanuel von Haller remarked in one of his diaries that “an altogether strange and incomprehensible book found long ago in the renowned Abbey at Paisley,” resided at the library in Bern, where “innumerable great and learned men have attempted to solve its riddle.” Over two hundred years would then pass before the next extant mention of the Codex, when, some two and a half decades after the fall of the Berlin Wall, it was announced to have resurfaced in the dusty bowels of the Library of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences in Budapest. How and when the Academy acquired the book is not understood, but accompanying the manuscript was a note referencing both its emergence in Scotland and its time in Bern, confirming that it was indeed the same book described by Haller. And since then, medieval bibliophiles, professional cryptanalysts, linguists, and rank amateurs of every variety have made endless attempts at its decipherment. All for nothing.
Now, as I’ve said, the Paisley Codex is not explicitly written in anything like an actual language, but, with inconclusive results, computer analysis has been repeatedly run on the text to determine whether some or all of its letters appear with a frequency that would demonstrate a representation of some real but hidden language. A language whose message is perhaps concealed by the use of alphabetic characters that are intended to signify letters other than those they objectively depict. Or, in the alternative, a message written in the very Arabic, Greek, and Latin characters that appear in the book, but with the letters of that message having been in some way transposed to evade comprehension.
And in case you haven’t noticed, I’m talking again about something I mentioned earlier. I’m talking about one of my specialties.
I’m talking about a cipher.
Yes, most certainly, the Paisley Codex is written in cipher. One of the most ingenious ciphers, I would say, ever designed. I believe that within every neuron of my brain—although neither I nor anyone else has been able to definitively prove as much. And the fact is, many researchers have stopped looking for such proof and declared the book to be either the nonsensical work of a madman or an equally nonsensical hoax created by some fourteenth century swindler intent on pawning it off as a document of esoteric import. Yet such claims are pure supposition. Theories without a grain of support. For of the Paisley Codex, all that is truly known is that all remains unknown. The identity of its author, its place of origin, the very reason for its existence: None of these questions has answers.
When I started with the Paisley, I knew nothing of its history, its infinite complexity. Nor did I care. It was merely a puzzle to be solved, and I was content to examine it via computer. Of course, one might think that given my eventual obsession with the book, I would, at some point, have made a request to the Hungarian Academy for an audience with the actual manuscript—which, by virtue of my position with the agency (that is, when I had such a position), undoubtedly would have been granted. But I never took that step.
And so to this day I have never seen the book in the flesh. And I hope to god I never will. Because to find myself in the physical presence of the Paisley Codex would surely be the end of me.
It has that power.
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For all of my animosity  toward him, Ed was nevertheless an old acquaintance and the only person I had left to turn to. For the time being, he was letting me stay at his place. And when we left the café, that is where I thought we were heading. But he soon veered off course, picking up his pace as he led me across a street against the light, the both of us dodging traffic.
“Where are we going?” I asked.
“You’ll see.”
“But Ed . . .”
He was moving so fast, I almost had to jog to keep up. It was that way for three blocks—until we came to a building in which I knew the Judge had a suite of rooms.
“Ed, come on,” I said. “What are we doing? The Judge lives here.”
“So he does.”
Without further discussion, he took the main entrance. Reluctantly, I followed.
Just inside was a small foyer with a security camera, several rows of locked mailboxes, and a door to the building's interior guarded by a ten-digit code pad. Ed hit four numbers and the door relented.
I was amazed. “You know the code?”
“I know a lot of shit,” he said, arrogantly happy. “Let’s go.”
We bypassed the elevator and took the stairs to the second floor, where we found a dark and quiet corridor with three doors both left and right. Ed went to the last door on the left. It bore, in gold, the number 12.
“This is his.” He jiggled the knob.
“Ed, there was a camera where we came in.”
“I wouldn’t worry about it.”
“Ed, let’s get out of here.”
“Just hold your horses.”
“Ed, it’s useless. It’s locked.”
“Oh, really?”
With a smug expression, he produced from his pants pocket a shiny key that, when inserted in the lock and given a turn, tickled all the pins and drivers.
He opened the door and hit the lights, disclosing shiny wood floors, Persian rugs, and walls covered with prints of fine art. Works by Picasso, Rembrandt, Monet. Something too, it appeared, by Pollack—a thing of incomprehensible paint drizzles.
I was so nervous, I thought I would throw up. “Ed, what the hell are we doing here?”
Leaving my question unanswered, he moved ahead. I trailed behind, and within a short time had discerned the whole of the Judge’s apartment: a spacious living room, a well-appointed kitchen, a dining area, two bedrooms, a couple of baths, and a large study. In every room, every item was placed with purpose and precision, and every inch of every room lay impeccably clean. The Judge did not permit disorder, least of all in himself.
We came to a halt in the study. A room with shelves from floor to ceiling—books, some new, some ragged, tightly filling every row. Ed looked along each line of volumes with a furious glare, not finding what he wanted.
“Ed,” I said desperately, “he’s  probably on his way. He was done with his coffee when we left. We can’t get caught here.”
“We won’t,” he said with his typical load of confidence.
Dismissing the many books within sight, he turned his gaze to a print hanging on the wall near the back of the room—a crude medieval depiction of two knights riding the same horse, both with tunics and shields displaying a red cross on a white background. Symbols I knew to be of the Knights Templar.
The print seemed irrelevant to me. Yet Ed seized upon it. 
“Here!” he said, springing toward the picture and pulling it from the wall to reveal a safe with a combination lock. In the next instant, he began working the dial, slowly turning it next to his ear.
“Ed,” I whispered, too scared to speak louder, “he’s coming.”
He remained oblivious to my concern. And seconds later, I heard a click; he opened the safe.
He reached in and pulled out a red, cloth-covered clamshell box with a length and width slightly less than a standard sheet of copy paper. A box custom-made to harbor a rare book.
He opened it just enough to look inside. 
“Bingo,” he said. “Get one of his briefcases.”
“Ed, dammit, what are you doing?”
“Get it, butthead.”
I looked around. The Judge had cases of all varieties. I chose a nice black attaché.
“Ed, now tell me, what’s this about?”
“Do you have some kind of fuckin’ brain disease?”  he said, ripping the briefcase from my hand. “It’s pretty obvious, ain’t it?” He held the box aloft, waving it like an evangelist with a Bible. “I’m gonna take this book.”
This was what I had feared from the moment we approached this place. And if Ed could not be dissuaded, the Judge could be counted upon to deal with me in a manner most harsh.
“Now, Ed, why would you want to do such a thing?”
“Man, you are as dumb as the ass your head fits in. You just don’t get it. I’m gonna sell this thing. People pay good money for shit like this.”
“Well,” I said, “maybe. But at this point, we don’t know what it says. And it may just turn out to be somebody’s idea of a joke. Then it would be worthless.”
“But it’s not a joke, right?” He came close to me, his breath in my face. “Because you’re gonna tell me what it says. And it’s gonna say somethin’ real good. Got it, bitch?”
God, how I hated him. But right then, and only right then—and despite what I have said before—I so wanted to be him.
Or anyone.
Instead of me.
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Ed had gone off  to do whatever he did when he did those things he wanted to do without me. And like a babysitter, I sat in his rundown flat with his latest plunder: the Judge’s book, in its protective box, now in repose on the cracked laminate of the dusty and condiment-stained kitchen table.
I considered opening the clamshell, but didn’t. I picked it up and shook it gently, feeling the weight of the object inside. I did not detect the least amount of sliding or other movement. The manuscript was obviously quite snug in its container. And it struck me that if the dimensions of this box—its length, its width, its thickness—were indeed those of the object it held, then the proportions of its contents were extraordinarily similar to those of another book I knew all too well.
The book that had ruined my life.
The Paisley Codex.
But then, of course, there was only one Paisley, and it lay elsewhere, under lock and key. This book, whatever its attributes, was no doubt very different. Perhaps just as maddening as the Paisley, but different.
Knowing the Judge and his conscientious manner, I thought it probable that he planned to arrange (or perhaps had already arranged) for this presumably fragile document to be placed somewhere with temperature and humidity control superior to his wall safe. In any case, however, for the purpose of my efforts, he had never intended to allow me access to the actual book. Rather, he had been going to provide me a copy on a flash drive. But clearly, since I was now an accomplice to the theft of the manuscript itself, it was all but certain that neither the flash drive nor the work (and desperately needed money) it was to represent would be forthcoming.
I had once had a copy of the Paisley on a flash drive. I had lost it, I thought, at the hospital. Or perhaps they had just taken it away. Or someone had, somewhere. But until it went missing, I had kept it for all those nine years. Nine years that had started with a friendly wager, but that were ultimately filled with a suffocating obsession.
I was well into my time at the agency when news of the Paisley began to circulate. Its discovery in Budapest was covered in various academic journals and, in light of what my colleagues and I did for a living, it was only a matter of time until we agreed to commit to a small pot of cash that would go to whomever among us managed to break the supposedly unbreakable Codex.
At first, for me, the challenge was a mere recreation. But in no time, the fire began to burn. The manuscript was available online, and I downloaded it and placed it on that flash drive—which I carried everywhere, plugging it into any computer handy. Perusing. Surmising. Learning the intricacies of the document. A thing—a cipher—of seemingly unique construction.
I would get it, I thought. I would get it and, in doing so, demonstrate my brilliance to the world at large. Interviews, a book deal, and a speaking tour would follow, all of which would generate a large and enviable sum of income.
Yet I could not get it. No one could. But that did not matter. I would get it. I, the very best in my profession. A master linguist and cryptanalyst. A codebreaker. A cipher breaker. I would get it. And my coworkers agreed: They all said that I would be the one to crack it.
But still, I did not. Days. Weeks. Months. Years. They all passed as I discerned nothing from the text—as did no one the world over. Nonetheless, I continued. It is so humiliating to say, but the book came to dominate my entire life. And I do mean my entire life—or, that is, what little life I had.
At the agency, I was heaped with accolades, given a corner office, made head of the division. Yet only months into my attempt at the Paisley I was sacked from my job for neglect of duty. And I did not care in the least. I did care (for a time, anyway) when I lost my wife. And I do care now, greatly—now that she is irretrievably gone and I have come to realize that I have, through my fixation with an old and inanimate object, surrendered everything I once valued and acquired nothing in return. But for years I had no such regrets. Only my blind fascination with the Paisley Codex.
As my downfall escalated, and without money, I engaged in a series of shameful hops between the residences of various acquaintances who pitied my circumstances, sleeping on any available couch, chair, or floor space while spending every other moment staring bleary-eyed at my laptop or scribbling possible interpretations of the text on note pads. Inevitably, though, I ran out of such accommodating persons and became homeless in the most extreme sense. I sold my laptop and had only a computer at the public library by which to continue my work. I ate in soup kitchens. I begged on street corners. I slept anywhere I hoped I could lie down without the police hassling me or being beaten or stolen from by hooligans or other vagabonds. This pathetic state of affairs went on and on like some interminable night terror, during which time reality lost all meaning. I shuffled through the city in a daze, insensitive to the world around, seeing before me only the Codex. Its pages eventually imprinting themselves on my mind so deeply that I no longer required any outside access to images of the book; the manuscript had affixed itself to my very psyche. But even then, it would not release its secrets. It would not speak to me.
Although I spoke to it: Why do you treat me like this? Why do you torment me? Who has revered you more than I? Who has sacrificed more? Do I not deserve some recompense?
Yet still, from those pages, not a word.
There was, however, laughter. Oh, yes, the book—that cruel, heartless tome—laughed at me. And the more I pled with it, the greater the joy it took in my suffering. Its cackles filled my head. They split my ears. And I screamed and cursed at the abomination—the monster—this thing had shown itself to be.
And that is how I was found by the authorities, late one night, under the bridge I had adopted as my temporary habitation. Shouting epithets into space, threatening violence as the Codex stood before me, as always, laughing mercilessly.
I spent many days in hospital, restrained and heavily medicated for the safety of myself and others. And following that came treatment. I am better now. Though I am still a vagrant, awash in filth. But I have ceased attempting to converse with the Paisley. And I have stopped hearing its laughter.
But here, in this clamshell box, was another book, and I could not help but wonder whether it might have the same vile disposition as its predecessor.
Or worse.
Then too, this was a book on which I could actually lay my hands. And if it were at all like the Paisley, might the mere touch of it deliver the death of a lightning strike? Or send me howling back to a mental ward?
There was only one way to know.
Go ahead, scaredy cat.
Ed, right on cue.
I set the box down. Slowly, I put my trembling fingers under the edge of the top lid.
I started to lift it.
That’s right. That’s it. You can do it.
I raised it further. I could almost see what lay beneath.
Yet the risk was too high.
I pulled my fingers away, letting the lid fall shut.
I could hear Ed berating me. I put my hands to my ears. Do not listen, I told myself. And do not sit before the thing in this box any longer. Do not even think of it.
Let the Judge read his own book.
I felt I had to get completely away from it, out of the apartment altogether, and was leaving when I heard a phone ring—Ed’s cell, in his bedroom. He had, as he often did, left without it.
I went back to check the display, afraid of whom the caller might be.
And I was right.
It was the Judge.
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I  did not answer that call. Eventually Ed and I would have to talk to him. There was no way around it. (That damn security camera!) But for the time being, I did not feel the need to subject myself to the predictable barrage of accusation and derision. To avoid even the smallest suggestion of it, I had run from the phone—and the apartment—before a message could so much as ping its arrival.
The day remained overcast, but the temperature had dropped. A chilling wind filled the narrow streets, and my shabby jacket was insufficient to ward off the cold. I thought of returning to Ed’s. However, it was late afternoon and I had yet to eat anything. I was famished. And whatever food Ed had was strictly off limits to me—as were most of his things.
I passed several restaurants, but they were all somewhat upscale. Their prices, I knew, would not be to my liking, and my appearance and odor would not be to theirs. I finally came, though, to a place that, to say the least, looked a bit less chic. It was small and weakly lit, with about a dozen tables scattered around a concrete floor, none of which were occupied. To one side was a bar, where three men sat drinking in silence. In the back, two others were playing pool.
I seated myself at a table, and from behind the bar (I had not seen her until then) came a woman carrying a paper menu. She was young and slightly built, wearing her thick, dark hair in a chin-length bob that hung straight down past her angular cheeks and, on both sides of her face, curved in precise symmetry under her jawline. In the dim light, much else was left to the imagination, but there was no question that she was very pretty.
“Hello, I am Nina,” she said, placing the menu on the table. “Would you like something to drink?”
She was obviously in the habit of using English with customers. There was a noticeable accent, and as with many non-native speakers, she was contraction-challenged. But her diction was otherwise very good.
I kept my head down. “Just water, thanks.”
“I am sorry?”
Her slender body in its tight sweater came closer to me, and with it, a scent like something from a garden of flowers.
Clearly, we did not belong in the same room.
“Just water,” I said a bit louder.
“And something to eat?”
“Perhaps something small.” I glanced nervously at the menu, but in the shadows couldn’t see much. It didn’t matter. Even here, I knew there was little I could afford.
“Our special today is goulash. It is not bad.”
“Really?” I almost looked up.
“I think so,” she said. “I had some for lunch and I am still alive.”
I went on staring at the menu as she stood above me, waiting—and no doubt wishing to be anywhere other than next to the garbage dump that I personified.
“You know, I wonder . . .” I hesitated, wanting to sink below the table. “Do you have anything lighter? A bowl of broth, maybe?”
“Broth?” Her voice carried a hint of incredulity. But most certainly, she understood. “Yes, I think we have some chicken broth. Are you sure that is all you want?”
“Yes,” I said. “That will do.”
She walked off.
What a bitch, I thought. She knew damn well I could not afford her goulash. And deriding me about the broth? How typical of such a woman. A woman who looked so perfect. Smelled so perfect. Wore her sweater so perfect. She could go to hell.
She came back with my water. I stared at the wall as she set down the glass, but as she left, could not resist a look at her slender hips, wrapped in form-fitting pants and moving into the darkness with a dancer’s grace. So much like the kind of woman I would have once thought obtainable, and who, in my days of hubris, I might have engaged in a discussion meant to lead to something more. But I was no longer that man. I could scarcely remember him.
Soon, she returned again, bringing a steaming bowl, a paper napkin, and a soup ladle.
“Here you go,” she said, leaving quickly.
Even in the faint light, I could see that this was not broth. She had brought me the goulash, heavy with meat and vegetables and the smell of paprika.
I knew, of course, that the right and gallant thing was to correct this error. I looked over and saw her standing on the other side of the bar, talking to someone in the kitchen. But then her head turned slightly my way, as if she was furtively tracking me from the periphery of her black bob. And I began to think that this was no mistake.
And I was so hungry.
I delved into the bowl, and by its end was nearly breathless.
A moment later, I smelled again the scent of flowers.
“You did all right with that,” I heard, her soft voice beside me.
I sat back, embarrassed and still looking away. “I don’t know what to say.”
“Say nothing.” She took the empty bowl and put another full one in front of me. “Just eat.”
Overwhelmed by her generosity, I was about to do as told. But then, unable to deny myself any longer, I glanced up at her, meeting dark eyes and brows, and warm, glossy, smiling lips. On the whole, a quite beautiful face. But even more so, a friendly one.
She left me again and I finished the second bowl. I sat then for some time, waiting for her to return. But she stood forever at the bar, pouring shots for the three men. Checking the cash register. Looking everywhere but my way. She was done with me, I thought. Her act of goodwill was, to her, of no real import. A trivial gift to a charity case.
I got up and walked out, full in the belly but hating the rest of me. Outside, I lingered, facing the street but feeling vaguely unready to move on. In my dawdling, I spun back around and, quite by accident, saw my reflection, repulsive as it was, in the front window of the place where I had just eaten for free.
I nearly recoiled at my appearance. But looking through my image, I could see inside. And there I saw Nina, still at the bar. Watching me and waving kindly.
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I  went back to Ed’s flat. He wasn’t there, and his phone showed three more unanswered calls from the Judge.
I did not want this situation to become worse than it already was. With no phone of my own, I tried the Judge on Ed’s. He answered on the first ring.
“Just what do you think you’re doing?” he thundered.
“Returning your calls.”
“Stavros?” Expecting Ed’s voice, he was understandably confused (although at times Ed and I nevertheless sounded very much alike).
“Yes, sir. I see you’ve been trying to reach us.”
“I most certainly have! You have stolen my manuscript!”
“No, sir, I have not.”
“But you are doubtless an accessory. A stooge in the service of that mercurial miscreant. A Renfield to his Dracula.” The Judge took a long, fuming breath. “So where is he? And what has he done with my property?”
“I don’t know where he is. He’s not here. But the manuscript is. It’s safe.”
“It is not safe,” he said. “So long as he has any access to it, it is anything but safe.” Another fuming pause. “Now, you listen to me. You will bring the manuscript to me forthwith or I will have you both jailed for felony theft. Is that quite clear?”
“Yes, sir. I’m on my way.”
“You have one hour. No more.”

      [image: image-placeholder]I could not get my mind off of her. And a fool could see it was pointless. Like a fascination with a statue or a picture in a magazine. One cannot effectively love (or be loved by) such things. Nonetheless, the way she had looked at me, waving, giving me her full attention as I stood on the street. And that smile at the table when she had brought me that second bowl. A part of me had started to think that, in some way, she had felt something.
The Judge would not allow it.
You are delusional, Stavros. She was merely being nice—very nice—to a poor, miserable wretch far below her station. You must forget her. As she has, no doubt, already forgotten you.
And if so, who could blame her? Who would want to remember such a dreg of humanity? It must have been all she could do not to run from the sight of me.
I went into Ed’s bathroom and looked at myself in the mirror above the sink, meeting the same reflection that had greeted me from that window outside the bar. The very image—the disgusting image—she had seen. A figure suggesting an animal as much as it did a man. A creature absent even the smallest vestige of self-respect. How had I allowed myself to become like this? And to stay like this, for so long?
I detested, as I had for days untold, the person I saw. But my animus for myself was worse now than ever. I had become a thing apart from humanity. Apart from anything that could be loved or even tolerated by anyone.
And in my loathing of myself, I assumed an entirely new breed of madness: I rushed to the kitchen, snatched a pair of rusty scissors, and, returning to the bath, began wildly, vindictively, cutting my hair and beard. Cutting without a plan. Without a care for the end result. Attacking myself like a lunatic who had discovered misspellings in a book, indifferent to ripping out every page in order to expunge the offending words.
I hacked and chopped and the sink grew high with the strands and clumps of a growth that had spread unchecked through all the years of my obsession and torment. It seemed I could not get enough of it. Of the release that came with watching each disgusting lock fall away.
At last, though, I stepped back, dropping the shears—and looked in the mirror at someone I had seen long ago, but in the time since, all but lost.
I felt my eyes tearing, just as they had that morning in front of the Judge. But these were not, as then, tears of shame and regret. No, I felt something else.
Elation. Ecstasy.
Rebirth.
Hurriedly, I found a can of shaving cream and one of Ed’s razors—which he would never have permitted me to use—and finished off my face, clean-shaven. Then, retaking the scissors, I resumed work on my hair, carving out a rough-done look that I thought (though definitely not traditional) could at least pass for fashion in the avant-garde.
And then I went even further: I took off my rags, turned on Ed’s shower, and jumped in with a bar of soap. (With Ed, a real taboo.) I lathered up from head to toe, rinsed, and lathered again. And again. I scoured myself more times than I bothered to count. But there finally came a point where I felt myself clean. Thoroughly and utterly clean.
I stepped from the shower and gave myself a double scrubbing with Ed’s toothbrush. (He would have gone berserk if he’d seen that.) I took a shot of mouthwash too, then gave my fingers and toes a good going-over with his nail clippers.
I dried myself with one of Ed’s towels, used one of his combs on my hair, used his deodorant under my arms, and gathered up my old clothes. Putting those clothes back on, however, seemed totally incongruous.
I dropped the rags and, standing naked, considered what to do.
Something occurred to me.
I went to Ed’s bedroom and, once there, to his wardrobe, opening the cabinet doors, then the drawers within. Pants, shirts, jackets, coats, socks, belts, shoes, and underwear (boxers and briefs) all presented themselves. And all were of a style that I myself would have chosen. These, I thought, could just as easily be my clothes.
And surprisingly—unbelievably—they fit. Fit me as if they were mine. Ed’s physique was so well formed. So full and healthy. Yet here I was, looking virtually the same. A transformation that completely shocked me.
But at once, another shocking thought: the Judge.
I glanced at the digital clock beside Ed’s bed. There was still time.
I grabbed the manuscript in its box from the kitchen table and tossed it in the Judge’s briefcase, pausing only long enough to slide myself into one of Ed’s nicer coats before charging out the door.
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Now wait, I thought.  The Judge was not a forgiving man. Would he so easily pardon a theft? To his own premises? And by the same logic, what reason did I have to believe that when I arrived with the manuscript I would not be met by the police?
Yet on further reflection, I knew there was a reason: The Judge was not lenient, but he was a man of his word. Unambiguously so. And he had said that legal action would ensue only if the manuscript was not returned within the hour. So an hour it would be.
Though as he had also made clear, not a moment longer.
Night was falling, the city darkening. For a while, I walked very fast, then switched to a jog, my feet, in Ed’s well-fitting dress shoes, moving nimbly over the streets and cobbled sidewalks. I passed shops closing their doors for the day. Restaurants welcoming the dinner crowd. Collections of persons blocking my way here and there. And then . . .
I came to a hard stop at a doorway open to a dark interior. From within came the smell of beef, vegetables, and paprika.
I could sense the clock ticking.
I went in.
Far different than before, the place was bustling, the tables nearly filled. I looked about for her—even as it occurred to me that in the rashness of this detour, I had failed to take something very important into account: If I were to speak with her, what would I say? That I was the beggar she had fed less than two hours ago? No, certainly not. I would need another story. But what? I would have to concoct something.
I hailed a waiter carrying a tray of beers. He ignored me and I lightly touched his arm.
“Is Nina here?”
He acted put out. “No.”
“When did she leave?”
“What’s it to you?”
I went back outside and paused near the entrance, realizing I had lost valuable time. But just then, down the block, I saw a woman moving away in the direction from which I had come. The same hair. The same hips. In an overcoat with a purse over her shoulder. I nearly called her name, but could not think of a pretext for doing so. And what good would it do anyway, I thought, to approach her on some false excuse? To appear as a total stranger imposing himself on her amid the shadows of a city street? What decent woman would take to that?
And in any event, I had somewhere else to be.
I took several steps in the direction of the Judge’s flat, then wheeled about and took a step back toward her. She was walking fast, probably needing to get somewhere, or wanting to get out of the cold. Or perhaps she just did not like walking alone this time of day.
Her form grew smaller and smaller as she increased the distance between us. I stood locked
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The ego is not master in its own house.
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