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One

Cadel Piggott was just seven years old when he first met Thaddeus Roth.

Dr. Roth worked in a row house near Sydney Harbor. The house was three stories high, its garden shrouded by a great many damp, dark trees. There was moss growing on its sandstone window ledges. Curtains drawn across all its windows gave it a secretive air. Its front fence was made of iron, with a spike on top of each post; beside the creaking gate was a brass sign bearing Dr. Roth’s name and qualifications.

“That’s it,” said Mrs. Piggott. “Number twenty-nine.”

“Well, we can’t stop here,” her husband replied. “No parking.”

“I told you to park back there.”

“It doesn’t matter. We’ll try down this street.”

“Stuart, that’s a one-way street.”

“Dammit!”

“I knew we’d never find a space. Not around this area.”

“Just shut up for a minute, will you?”

Mr. and Mrs. Piggott were not Cadel’s real parents. They had adopted him when he was not quite two years old. Mrs. Piggott was thin and blond, Mr. Piggott fat and gray. They almost never agreed about anything, but that didn’t matter because they almost never met. Their busy schedules kept them away from home, and one another, a good deal of the time.

At the suggestion of the police, however, they had both agreed to attend this interview.

“We’re going to be late,” Mrs. Piggott warned her husband after they had circled the block four times in Mr. Piggott’s big, gleaming Mercedes-Benz. “Just let us out, for god’s sake.”

“I’ll park here.”

“Stuart, you’ll never fit in there!”

“Watch me.”

Cadel said nothing. He sat on the backseat, dressed in his good brown cords and a lamb’s-wool sweater, staring out the window at Dr. Roth’s house. He didn’t like the look of it. He thought it had a murky, ominous appearance.

“I don’t want to go,” he said flatly when Mrs. Piggott got out and opened the door beside him.

“I know, honey, but we have to.”

“No we don’t,” Cadel retorted.

“Yes we do.”

“There were no formal charges,” Cadel pointed out, in his high, clear voice. “It was just a suggestion.”

“That’s right,” said Mr. Piggott, yanking Cadel out of the back of the car. “And when the police make a suggestion, you always follow it. Rule number one.”

“Be careful, Stuart, you’ll wreck his clothes.”

Cadel was so small—even for a seven-year-old—that he didn’t stand a chance against Mr. Piggott. Though he dragged his feet and hung off his adoptive parents’ hands like a sack of melons, he was forced across the street and through the front gate of number twenty-nine. The path beyond the gate was mushy with wet leaves. There was a rich smell of decay. The door knocker was a ring in the mouth of a snarling lion’s head, painted black, like the rest of the ironwork.

Cadel noted with interest the switchboard near the door. It was obviously ancient, full of porcelain fuses and dial meters. The Piggotts’ own house was only three years old, with a state-of-the-art electrical system, so Cadel was fascinated by this dusty old relic.

But he was not permitted to gaze at it for long.

“Come on,” Mr. Piggott barked. “The door’s open.” And he pushed against it, causing it to swing back and reveal a long, dark hallway carpeted with dingy Persian rugs. About halfway down this hallway, a staircase the color of walnut swept up to the next floor. There were several doors to the right of the front entrance, but only the closest stood ajar.

“Hello!” said Mr. Piggott, marching straight through it. He wasn’t a man who normally waited for anything. “We’ve an appointment with Dr. Roth. For ten thirty.”

Gripped firmly around the wrist, Cadel had no choice but to follow Mr. Piggott. He found himself in a reception area: two rooms divided by a pair of folding mahogany doors. There were two marble fireplaces and two chandeliers. Cadel noticed cobwebs on the chandeliers.

A woman sat behind an antique desk.

“Good morning,” she said calmly. “What name, please?”

“Piggott,” Mr. Piggott replied, in pompous tones. “Stuart, Lanna, and Cadel.” He looked surprised when the woman rose, revealing herself to be almost as wide and as tall as he was. She had a broad, square face and small blue eyes. She was wearing a suit the color of dried blood.

“I’ll just go and tell Dr. Roth that you’ve arrived,” she declared, before lumbering out of the room. Cadel didn’t watch her go. He was more interested in the computer that she’d left behind, with its alluring glow and contented hum. The screen saver was one that he’d never seen before: a pattern of falling dominoes.

“Don’t even think about it,” Stuart rasped when he realized what was attracting Cadel’s attention. “Sit down. Over there.”

“Look, honey, there are toys for you to play with,” Lanna said, nudging a large basket with the toe of her expensive Italian shoe. Sulkily, Cadel eyed the basket’s contents. He was used to the broken activity centers and torn books offered for the amusement of younger patients at his local doctor’s office and wasn’t hopeful about the distractions provided here.

But to his astonishment, he quickly spied an old voltmeter, together with a book on flies, a plastic human skull (life-sized), a Rubik’s Cube, and a Frankenstein mask. Further investigation uncovered a dead spider embedded in a resin paperweight, a shark’s tooth, a Galaxy Warrior complete with Thermopuncher torpedoes, and a very curious fragment of puzzle bearing the picture of a staring, bloodshot eye over a set of claw marks.

He was puzzling over this macabre image when the sound of heavy footsteps reached his ears. It seemed that Dr. Roth’s receptionist was returning, clumping down the stairs like someone wearing ski boots. Lanna, who had flung herself onto an armchair, immediately jumped to her feet.

Stuart glared at the door.

“Dr. Roth will see you now,” the receptionist announced when she finally appeared. “You can go straight up.”

Stuart and Lanna exchanged glances.

“Are you sure?” Lanna objected. “I mean, does he want to discuss things in front of Cadel?”

“Oh yes,” the receptionist declared firmly. Something about her voice made Cadel look up. He studied her with care, from the top of her permed head to the soles of her brown shoes. She smiled in response, and the Piggotts all recoiled.

Her mouth looked as if it belonged to an older, harsher century.

“Why are your teeth black?” Cadel wanted to know.

“Why are your teeth white?” the receptionist responded, wending her way back to her desk. Lanna snatched at Cadel’s hand and hustled him out of the room. She and her husband whispered together as they climbed the stairs, which creaked and groaned beneath them.

“Stuart, what was the matter with . . . ?”

“I don’t know.”

“Do you think this is a good idea?”

“Course it is.”

“But what about that woman? Her teeth?”

Stuart shrugged. They had reached a landing, but it wasn’t the right one. From above their heads, a voice said, “Up here.”

A man was draped over the second-floor banisters. He was tall and thin and wore a tweed jacket. His thick, dark hair was going gray.

“That’s the bathroom,” he remarked in a soothing voice with a cultured English accent. “I’m afraid my office is at the top, here.”

“Dr. Roth?” said Stuart.

“Yes, indeed.”

“We’re a bit late,” Lanna offered a trifle breathlessly. “No parking.”

“You should turn that front yard of yours into a parking lot,” Stuart added, climbing the last flight of stairs. Gracefully, Dr. Roth moved to push open the door of his office.

“I would,” he said, “if the local council would let me. Heritage listing, I’m afraid.”

Stuart grunted. Lanna smiled a meaningless social smile. They both passed into Dr. Roth’s office ahead of Cadel, who stopped on the threshold. He gazed up at Thaddeus.

“Why does she have black teeth?” Cadel inquired.

“Wilfreda? I’m not sure,” Thaddeus replied. “Poor dental hygiene, I should think. Her parents had very strange ideas about diet and doctors. Maybe they didn’t believe in toothbrushes, either.” He cocked his head. “So you’re Cadel.”

“Yes.”

“Come in, Cadel.”

Dr. Roth’s office surprised Cadel, because it was full of modern furniture and computer equipment. There were a number of glossy cabinets, some full of filing drawers, some with cables running out of them. Cadel’s eyes gleamed when he spotted those cables.

“Sit down, please.” Dr. Roth gestured at a cluster of couches placed between his desk and a pair of French doors. Lanna chose the crimson couch, settling down onto it very carefully, her bare knees drawn together. Stuart dropped into his seat like a stone.

“We brought this referral . . .”  said his wife, passing an envelope to Dr. Roth. Thaddeus opened it, removed a folded sheet of paper, and smoothed the paper flat without taking his eyes off Cadel, whose attention was fixed on a modem attached to an inline filter.

“The police suggested we arrange some counseling for Cadel,” Stuart explained. “They also suggested that he shouldn’t be allowed to use a computer except under supervision. Responsible supervision.”

“He’s far too young to understand,” added Lanna, smoothing down her short skirt. “His emotional maturity hasn’t caught up with his intellect.”

“He has a genius IQ,” said her husband gruffly. “We had him tested.”

“It’s not his fault. We would have said something if we’d known what he was up to.”

“He’s not a bad kid.”

Thaddeus raised an eyebrow. By this time he was glancing through the referral, nodding to himself. When he had finished, he refolded the paper and tucked it into his jacket pocket. “Right,” he said, then cleared his throat. “Cadel? Would you like to use my computer?”

Cadel whirled around. Stuart and Lanna both gasped.

“But he can’t!” Stuart spluttered.

“He’s not allowed!” Lanna cried.

“Oh, I think he’ll be all right,” said Dr. Roth. “I’ll be interested to see if he does make a nuisance of himself. There’s some very tough security software installed on that computer.” He smiled indulgently at Cadel. “Knock yourself out, kid.”

While Cadel scuttled over to the desk, his adoptive parents looked at each other in dismay. Dr. Roth sank into the couch opposite them, his long, bony hands pressed together under his beaky nose. “So,” he began, “Cadel has been hacking into high-security computer networks, is that it?”

“The power grid,” Stuart interrupted. “And a bill-paying service.”

“He likes the challenge,” said Lanna, sounding worried. “I’m sure that’s it. He’s bored at school.”

“He knows he shouldn’t have,” Stuart growled, “but I don’t think he’s aware—”

“That it’s against the law,” his wife interjected, at which point Stuart turned on her.

“I was going to say that he’s probably not aware of the full implications, if you’d let me get a word in edgewise,” he snapped. “It’s not against the law—not when you’re seven years old. That’s the whole point. You can’t charge a kid of his age.”

“But the police thought that measures ought to be taken in any case,” Dr. Roth remarked smoothly. “I understand. And may I ask whether you’ve discussed these matters with the school he attends? What’s it called?”

“Elphington Grammar,” Lanna supplied. “We live on the North Shore, you see.”

“They’ve expelled him,” Stuart said flatly. “Don’t want him there. Too much like hard work, designing special programs for a genius.”

“So we’ve enrolled him in Jamboree Gardens. They believe in small classes, and they nurture potential on an individual basis.”

“It’s one of those tree-hugger schools,” Stuart concluded, without much enthusiasm.

Again Thaddeus nodded. In the brief silence that followed, the click-clack of a hardworking computer keyboard filled the room. Cadel sat perched on Dr. Roth’s chair, his small feet dangling, his gaze fixed.

“Can you tell me anything else about your son that might be useful?” Thaddeus said at last, and Lanna leaned forward.

“We’re not his birth parents,” she revealed in a low voice. “If that matters. He knows, of course.”

“This wouldn’t have happened if his nanny hadn’t left.” Stuart sighed. “No supervision.”

“Why did his nanny leave?” Dr. Roth queried, whereupon Stuart rubbed the back of his neck in obvious discomfort.

This time Lanna’s voice was so low that it was barely a whisper.

“He used to charge things to her credit card. She used it so much that of course he picked up on it.”

“He’s a funny kid,” Stuart admitted. “He’s not normal.”

“Stuart!”

“Well, he’s not. You can’t pretend he is.”

“Shhh!”

But Cadel didn’t seem to be listening. He was peering at the computer screen, his lips pursed, his brow furrowed.

“You know what he said to me the other day?” Stuart continued. “Lanna and I had been arguing—”

“We don’t often argue,” his wife broke in, smiling nervously at Thaddeus. “You’re giving Dr. Roth the wrong idea, honey.”

Stuart snorted. “Yeah, well, whatever you say. Anyhow, he looked me straight in the eye, and he said, ‘You’re like a malfunctioning modem with her. You need to locate the right initialization string.’” Stuart blinked. “Can you believe that?”

His wife tittered. “Oh dear,” she said. “That is so Cadel.”

“He carries the strangest things around with him,” Stuart went on. “Not yo-yos or rubber frogs or stuff like that. He carries circuit boards and thermostats and ignition coils. God knows where he gets them.”

“Out of my computer.” Lanna grimaced, her face falling suddenly. “That’s where he gets them. Or he dismantles the security system.”

“We have a circuitry room,” Stuart confessed. “It controls the security system and the phone system and the air-conditioning—”

“We can never get him out of there.”

“Half the time, when you turn on the television, the garage door opens.”

“Whatever kind of lock you put on that damned circuitry room, he always cracks it sooner or later.”

“Like you said, Lanna, he can’t resist a challenge.”

All three adults turned their heads to study Cadel, who ignored them. He looked just like a little angel, with his huge blue eyes, chestnut curls, and heart-shaped face.

“We were wondering if he was a bit autistic”—Lanna sighed—“but he’s not. We checked it out. He’s just not very interested in people.”

“Especially other kids,” said Stuart. “Well, what other kids anywhere near his age are going to be interested in information protocol settings?”

“Quite,” said Thaddeus. “And what do you hope to gain from having Cadel visit me here, Mr. and Mrs. Piggott?”

“Well . . .” Lanna cast a hopeless glance at her husband, who shrugged.

“We’re just doing what we’re told,” he mumbled. “So this whole business won’t happen again.”

“Perhaps you can teach Cadel some social skills?” Lanna proposed brightly. “Help him to understand that he can’t do whatever he wants just because he’s smarter than everyone else?”

“Because he thinks he’s smarter than everyone else,” Stuart amended. And he narrowed his eyes, his jaw muscles working.

Thaddeus surveyed him thoughtfully.

“Ye-e-es,” said Thaddeus. “I see.” All at once he surged to his feet, taking Mr. and Mrs. Piggott by surprise. “Well, thank you very much for that input,” he remarked pleasantly. “You’ve been most helpful. I’ll keep it in mind when I talk to your son—it might be interesting to have some more tests done, but I’ll discuss that with you later. Could you give me, say, twenty minutes? Twenty minutes alone with Cadel? It should be enough for today.”

“You mean now?” said Stuart.

“If that’s all right with you.”

“Well, I . . .  I guess so.”

“If it’s all right with Cadel,” said Lanna. “Cadel? Honey? Do you mind if we step outside for a few minutes? Dr. Roth wants to talk to you.”

There was no reply. Cadel didn’t appear to have registered the fact that Lanna was addressing him.

“He won’t even notice we’re gone,” her husband muttered. “You watch.”

“We’ll be right downstairs, honey. We won’t be far.”

“You’d think he was deaf,” Stuart complained. As he nudged his wife from the room, she threw Dr. Roth a toothy smile.

“He’s not deaf, actually,” she assured the psychologist. “We’ve had tests done . . .”

Bang! The door slammed shut. Thaddeus waited until he could no longer hear the tramp of feet on stairs before strolling over to where Cadel sat in the typist’s chair. Cadel ignored him. Suddenly, Thaddeus yanked at the chair, making it spin around until it was pointing toward him. Then he grabbed each armrest and leaned into Cadel’s face.

Cadel’s hands jumped up in a startled reflex.

“I’ll make a deal with you, Cadel,” said Thaddeus. “Can you keep a secret?”

Solemnly, Cadel nodded.

“Good. Then this is what we’ll do. If you don’t tell your parents about it, I’ll let you use my computer whenever you come here. Does that sound good?”

Again, Cadel nodded.

“And all I ask in return is this.” The corner of Thaddeus’s mouth rose, revealing one yellowish, pointed canine tooth. Through the lenses of his spectacles, his eyes were as black as a snake’s. His voice dropped to a throaty whisper. “Next time,” he murmured, “whatever you do, don’t get caught.”




Two

Cadel Piggott had a very special sort of mind. He could picture systems of all kinds in three dimensions, with perfect accuracy. He loved systems: phone systems, electrical systems, car engines, complicated traffic intersections. When he first saw a map of the Sydney rail system, pasted on the wall of a suburban train, he was enchanted.

At Jamboree Gardens, the teachers understood the scope of his intelligence. They moved him up to fourth grade but would not accelerate his learning program any further. They told Mrs. Piggott that although Cadel’s intellect was highly developed, his social skills were no better (and in some respects were poorer) than those of any other child his age. They did not believe that he would be comfortable socializing with children older than nine.

“We’ve developed a series of additional math and literacy units that our teacher’s assistant will take Cadel through,” one of the teachers told Lanna. “We think they’ll help to keep him happy and interested, along with our art and music programs. You know we place great emphasis on creativity in this school.”

But Cadel was neither happy nor interested. He was impatient with silk-screen printing and books about riding bikes to the park. His obsession was with systems, and he tended to ignore everything else. So he sometimes scored badly on reading-and-comprehension tests, though at other times the teachers at Jamboree Gardens would find him poring over books like From Eniac to Univac: An Appraisal of the Eckert-Mauchly Machines.

It was very hard to keep him off the school computers.

“He’d spend all day on them, if we let him,” the principal told Lanna. “And when we don’t, he becomes quite uncooperative. To be frank, we don’t like him messing around with them, because half the time no one here can understand what he’s doing. We can’t supervise him responsibly if we don’t know what we’re supervising. It’s very difficult.”

“I know,” said Lanna in gloomy tones.

“I really think he should be encouraged to focus his energies away from computer science,” the principal continued. “A fully rounded person must diversify, or his intellect becomes narrow and blinkered. I think we’ll have to institute a very strict timetable for Cadel. Make him understand that there’s more to this world than computers.”

She was successful, to some degree. Forbidden computers both at home and at school, Cadel turned his attention to the Sydney Rail network. He obtained every timetable for the entire system. He rode every line, over and over again, though not unaccompanied: a part-time nanny usually came with him, because the Piggotts often employed nannies, none of whom stayed for very long.

Occasionally during his sessions with Thaddeus, Cadel would even abandon the psychologist’s computer and acquaint Thaddeus with his latest discoveries about gauges and signal boxes. When that happened, Thaddeus would put aside his newspaper and listen intently.

One day he said: “Do you think you understand the system now?”

Cadel pondered this question for at least half a minute.

“Yes,” he replied at last.

“Because there’s only one way to find out if you do,” Thaddeus went on. “You can only tell whether you’ve mastered a system if you isolate and identify its weakest point. If you knock that out and the whole system collapses, then you know you’ve got a handle on it.”

Cadel absorbed this advice silently. Across the room, Thaddeus watched his pale little face grow perfectly still.

Satisfied, Thaddeus once again picked up his newspaper.

For the next five months, Cadel worked and waited. Every spare moment was spent riding the rails, and at last, one afternoon in May, he spied a particular signal light being repaired. He got out at the next stop, and while his nanny was buying mints at a newsstand, he phoned Sydney Rail with the news that there was a bomb planted in a certain subterranean station. Then he went home to watch TV, which was full of stories about terrible rail delays affecting the entire Sydney network. Though no one had been hurt, on some lines commuters had been forced to wait for up to five hours.

The next day, Thaddeus asked Cadel if the train chaos had had anything to do with him.

“No,” said Cadel.

“Are you sure?”

“I’m sure.” Cadel had a very small mouth and innocent eyes. Although he was now eight years old, he hadn’t grown much. Thaddeus looked at him thoughtfully for a while before nodding.

“You should never admit to anything,” he said. “Denial is the second rule after ‘Don’t get caught.’ You must always remember that, Cadel.”

Cadel didn’t even nod. He was being cautious.

“One way of making sure you don’t get caught is by leaving the scene of the crime,” Thaddeus continued. “If you keep concentrating on the railways, somebody’s going to make a connection one day. You realize that, don’t you? You’re going to have to get interested in something else.”

Cadel blinked.

“After all, you’ve proved your mastery,” Thaddeus pointed out. “What else can Sydney Rail possibly give you? Nothing. You should move on to another challenge. The road system, perhaps.”

Cadel’s eyes narrowed. Previously, he had accepted Thaddeus as being simply part of his life. Now, for the first time, he questioned the psychologist’s motives. What exactly was he up to?

“Do you tell Stuart and Lanna about anything we say in here?” Cadel asked.

“Of course not.” Thaddeus spoke dismissively. “Why should I?”

In response, Cadel gazed at him until Thaddeus uttered a short laugh.

“Of course, you’re free to doubt me on that,” Thaddeus conceded. “I wouldn’t trust me, either, if I were you.” Whereupon he resumed his reading, leaving Cadel to turn things over in his head.

The following week, after much thought, Cadel asked Thaddeus another question. “Are you really a psychiatrist?” he wanted to know.

“A psychologist,” Thaddeus replied jovially. “Yes, I really am. Haven’t you seen all my degrees? I specialize in ‘troubled youth.’”

“Then why are you letting me use your computer when I’m not meant to?”

“Because I think it’s good for you.”

“Better than talking?”

At this, Thaddeus cast aside his newspaper. He was sitting on the crimson couch, his long legs stretched out in front of him. Folding his hands across his stomach, he fixed Cadel with a bright and curious look.

“Why? What do you want to talk about?” he inquired softly.

“I dunno.” Cadel had watched enough television to understand that certain things were to be expected in a psychologist’s office. “Shouldn’t I talk about my parents?”

“Who aren’t really your parents.”

“No,” Cadel agreed.

“Does that bother you?”

“No.”

“Why not? Because you despise them?”

Cadel lowered his chin a fraction, as he always did when he was feeling defensive. He looked warily at Thaddeus from beneath his fringe of curls.

“I don’t despise my parents,” he said flatly.

Thaddeus smiled. With a cracking of joints, he rose to his full height, which was considerably more than Cadel’s.

“Don’t bother lying to me, Cadel.”

“I’m not.”

“Do you think I don’t know contempt when I see it? I’m very, very familiar with contempt, believe me.” Turning suddenly, Thaddeus crossed the room to the French doors, where he stood with his back to Cadel, gazing out over the treetops. “Have you ever wondered about your real parents?” he said at last.

“I guess . . . ,” Cadel replied. He was growing extremely uncomfortable.

“You must have tried to find out who they are,” said Thaddeus. “Someone like you. With the Net so close at hand.”

“I tried,” Cadel admitted. In fact, he had tried very hard. He had dug through the Piggotts’ family archives (such as they were) and found a birth certificate that listed his father as Daryl Poynter-Chuffley and his mother as Susan Jones. Unfortunately, he had got no further. There were no Poynter-Chuffleys to be found on the Internet—not even on various births, deaths, and marriages sites—and as for Susan Jones, well, that was a name too common to be traced. He could find no hospital records, because his birth had apparently taken place at home. And the home in question no longer existed, according to his research. It had been torn down to make way for a shopping mall.

Furthermore, he could find no trace of himself on the Internet. No online birth certificates. No online adoption records. So far, the only thing Cadel had learned was that his first name meant “battle” in Welsh.

It was all very peculiar.

Thaddeus spun around. He walked slowly back to where Cadel was sitting, then stood with his hands clasped behind him, contemplating his young client.

“What if I told you who your father is?” he said at last.

Cadel gasped.

“My—my real father?” he stammered.

“That’s right.”

“You know who my real father is?”

“I’ve always known,” Thaddeus said calmly Placing his hands on the armrests of Cadel’s chair, he bent at the waist until his head was almost level with his client’s. “I work for him, you see. He employs me to keep an eye on you.”

“But—”

“He can arrange these things. He has a lot of influence, despite the fact that he’s been in prison for the last five years or so.” Thaddeus’s gaze bored into Cadel like an ebony drill-bit. “His name is Darkkon. Dr. Phineas Darkkon. You might have heard of him.”

Mutely, Cadel shook his head. He was overwhelmed. For a long time, he had worked hard to suppress all interest in his real parents. Having been unable to trace them, he had come to the conclusion that fretting about them would be pointless; it would ultimately drive him mad.

And now, all of a sudden, he was being offered the truth. After so many years, he wasn’t sure if he could handle it. He was almost afraid.

“Your father was sentenced to life imprisonment,” Thaddeus explained. “You were taken away from him, but he swore that he would never lose sight of you and that you would come to know from whose blood you sprang. Therefore, despite the American government’s best efforts to keep you ignorant and unaware, your father has triumphed. Once again.” Thaddeus pushed himself upright, so forcefully that the back of Cadel’s wheeled typist’s chair struck the rim of Thaddeus’s desktop. “The Piggotts know nothing of this, naturally.”

Cadel drew his knees up under his chin. In a breathless voice, he said: “Are you lying?”

“No.”

“Truly?”

“Truly.” Thaddeus folded his arms. “Though you’re right to doubt me, of course. You should always doubt everyone.”

“What about my mother?”

“Ah.” Thaddeus took a deep breath. His tone softened. “Your mother died, Cadel. I’m sorry.”

Cadel swallowed. He didn’t know if he was sorry or not. “How?” he croaked.

“It was an accident, I’m afraid. Very unfortunate.” A pause. “Your father was devastated.”

“What did he do?”

“Do?”

Cadel lifted his head and looked Thaddeus in the eye. “What did he do wrong? Why is he in jail?”

At that moment there was a knock on the door. Thaddeus glanced at his watch with a frown.

“Your next client is here,” Wilfreda announced from out on the landing.

“Thank you,” Thaddeus replied. He smiled at Cadel. “Time’s up, I’m afraid.”

“But—”

“Do some research, Cadel. Phineas Darkkon. Look him up and see what you can find before you visit me next. It shouldn’t be hard.” The smile widened until it became a jagged grin. “As long as you don’t tell the Piggotts, of course.”




Three

The day after Thaddeus dropped his bombshell about Dr. Darkkon, Cadel went to the library with his current nanny, Linda. Linda was English. She had blond hair and a slouch, and she sighed every time she spoke. She sighed when she asked Cadel how long he was going to be. She sighed when he replied that he didn’t know. “I’ll wait over here, then,” she sighed and slumped into a seat at one of the reading desks, where she sat noisily sighing, and flick-flick-flicking through magazines about movie stars and soap operas. (Her acrylic nails were so long that she had trouble getting a good grip on the shiny paper.)

Cadel went first to the computer catalog. From there he moved to the reference section, the biography section, and the shelves devoted to biochemistry. A few old news magazines, one or two scientific journals, a book called Gene Crime, and another book on famous fraudsters were all that he needed. After trawling through these, he had a pretty good idea of who his father was.

In fact, he couldn’t believe that Phineas Darkkon had never attracted his notice before.

Phineas Darkkon hadn’t always been Phineas Darkkon. He had been christened Vernon Bobrick and had kept the name until he was well into his sixties. By that time, he was a famous geneticist, who had made a great deal of money developing “synthogenes”—artificial genes cobbled together out of genetic material not already patented by big research companies. Vernon had bought himself several mansions, an island off the coast of Australia, and a huge laboratory complex in California. He had used this complex to study what he called “human potentialities,” namely, the possibility that some people possessed “supergenes.”

According to Vernon, while most humans were the equivalent of junk DNA, a very few were genetic gold mines. He had been investigating something called “spontaneous combustion”—a concept widely regarded as a myth—and had come to believe that the strange phenomenon of people suddenly bursting into flame, for no apparent reason, was related to a rare childhood skin disorder. Vernon argued that an extremely small portion of the human race was pyrogenic. “Pyrogenes” (as he called them) allowed some people to light fires using only their body heat. Most of these people were unaware of their hidden talent. Indeed, most were unable to harness it properly, with the result that they spontaneously combusted.

Hmmm, thought Cadel.

“Hello, dear,” said a female voice, shattering Cadel’s concentration. It was one of the librarians. She knew Cadel because he was a regular at the library. She was always asking him questions about the books he borrowed. “How are you today?”

“Fine,” said Cadel, cautiously.

“You didn’t come on your own, did you?” she asked, and Cadel pointed at Linda, who had her feet on a chair and was unwrapping a stick of gum.

“Oh dear,” said the librarian, before hurrying off to have a word with Linda about rules and regulations.

Cadel returned to his books.

It appeared that most respected scientists had laughed at Vernon’s views. Then they had become alarmed when some of his experiments resulted in the deaths of two university students. Vernon’s research was outlawed and driven underground. Meanwhile, Vernon was pursuing another theory about UFO sightings and alien abductions. It was Vernon’s opinion that such experiences were hallucinations, accidentally caused by other people—people with psychic powers.

Once again, however, he wasn’t taken seriously.

It angered Vernon Bobrick that so many of his fellow scientists were blinkered and stubborn. He wanted to prove his theories, but to do that, he required even more money. First he engineered a fake gene-patent scam, which robbed thousands of eager investors of their life savings. Then he quietly established a franchise of faulty vending machines, all of which swallowed money without vending anything. He was behind a handful of miracle cures that cured nothing at all. Finally, and most importantly, he started an organization called GenoME.

Very few people realized that Vernon had anything to do with GenoME, which claimed that its trained GenoME “potentializers” could map your exact genetic code and tell you where you were going wrong in life. By knowing exactly what potentials were contained in your genes, you could see where you were pointlessly fighting against your very nature. GenoME’s motto was “Messages in matter are messages that matter.”

It cost a lot of money to get your genes mapped, and even more money to have the map analyzed by experts. Soon GenoME was enormously successful, with offices and members all over the world. “GenoME changed my life” was a remark often bandied around in the GenoME advertising. It was almost like a religion.

If Vernon Bobrick had simply sat back and enjoyed the profits that rolled in from GenoME and his other business interests, he would have been left alone. But Vernon was a man with a vision—a vision that he intended to pursue at all costs. He changed his name to Phineas Darkkon, pointing out to everyone who would listen that it meant “Dark Lord.” Then he produced from his secret laboratory a person he named Doel the Disruptor. Doel, he said, possessed the power to make other people hallucinate. To prove his point, Dr. Darkkon made Doel concentrate his disruptive energies on an English politician, who collapsed in a gibbering heap, screaming about giant spiders. Phineas warned that if a sum of $500 million wasn’t paid directly to him, a whole army of disruptors would be unleashed on the world, at his command.

Actually, Phineas didn’t have a whole army of disruptors at his disposal. He only had Doel. And when the world’s politicians called his bluff, his entire plan collapsed. (A great many powerful people were convinced that the shrieking politician had simply been drunk.) When Doel was arrested, it was discovered that his powers—if they existed—only worked in controlled laboratory conditions. Poor Doel ended up in a mental hospital.

Meanwhile, Phineas Darkkon vanished. When Interpol began to pursue him, he moved from hideout to hideout, waging a very peculiar war against the scientists whose lack of vision, he thought, had condemned him to life on the fringes. He contaminated gas pipelines with a curious kind of molecule. He corrupted computer systems across the world with a new strain of computer virus called “Darkkon.” And he developed a vicious little retrovirus, which he threatened to release so that he could wipe out all the “junk human beings” who had hijacked mankind’s destiny. Only those with “supergenes,” he said, would be immune to the effects of this retrovirus.

That was when he hit the top of Interpol’s Most Wanted list.

Shortly afterward, he was arrested while buying a box of tissues at a gas station in Colorado. He received a life sentence, at his trial. After attempting a couple of jailbreaks, he was put in a top-security prison, where he seemed to lose his fighting spirit. No one had heard much about him for several years, though rumors continued to fly concerning the whereabouts of his multimillion-dollar fortune. While much of it had been traced and confiscated, a good portion was supposed to be hidden away in various tax havens around the world. No one had yet identified Dr. Darkkon’s mysterious accountant, who was believed to hold the key to the Darkkon Empire.

There was no mention of a son. No mention of a wife, or even a girlfriend.

Cadel examined the photographs of Phineas Darkkon. They showed a Yoda-like figure in his late seventies, squat and bald, with large ears, huge eyes, and a grayish complexion. Failed plastic surgery had left him with an almost nonexistent nose. Though he claimed to have stalled his own aging process with genetic manipulation and antioxidant flushes, Cadel saw no evidence of it.

He also saw no trace of himself in that strange-looking face.

Studying it carefully, Cadel turned various questions over in his mind. Why had there been no mention of Darkkon’s family? If Cadel was a Darkkon (and why should Thaddeus lie?), then who had his mother been? When had she died? According to Cadel’s calculations, he had been just under two years old at the time of Darkkon’s imprisonment. Had his mother died before then? Was that why he had been sent to Australia—because one parent was dead and one was serving a life sentence? If so, where had the information on his birth certificate come from?

Cadel glanced around him. There weren’t many people in the library, though all the computers were being used. No one was looking his way. The librarian had finished admonishing Linda and returned to her desk. Linda was scowling as she flipped viciously through a magazine about hairstyles.

Cadel slid his own magazine under the desk in front of him. Then, slowly and carefully, he tore out the article on Phineas Darkkon while pretending to read the book about GenoME that lay on top of his desk. Having folded the three-page article into a small, thick square, he tucked it into his pocket.

He did the same to the chapter about Phineas Darkkon in Gene Crime, and to the piece about synthogenes in one of the scientific journals. Then he got up, returned all his reading materials to their proper places, and left with Linda, who sighed with relief when they emerged into the sunlight.

During the next couple of days, Cadel pored over his stolen texts, in private. He couldn’t leave them alone; he was unable to think about anything else. Yet he told no one about them. This was partly because Thaddeus had warned him against it, partly because he had no real friends, and partly because he wasn’t sure that he wanted the world to know who his real father was. On the one hand, Phineas might have been a man of vision and genius, embittered by ill treatment. On the other hand, he might have been a loony. It was hard to tell from the media reports. They were so very incomplete.

“I couldn’t find anything about my mother,” he remarked when he was next in Thaddeus’s office. This time he hadn’t even approached the computer; he was sitting on the crimson couch.

Thaddeus sat facing him, legs crossed.

“No,” Thaddeus replied. “It wasn’t widely known that your father had a girlfriend. He tried to keep it a secret.”

“Why?”

Thaddeus shrugged. “Less chance of anyone trying to get at him through your mother—or you. Of course the police found out. You were bundled off quick smart when they arrested him. I suppose they decided to hide you away in Australia so that Phineas would have a hard time trying to locate you.” A soft laugh. “Although he did, of course. At least I did.”

Cadel thought for a minute. “Are you a GenoME person?” he finally asked, whereupon Thaddeus winced.

“Cadel, please,” he protested. “That garbage? Give me some credit.”

“So where do you fit in? Are you his accountant?”

“I’m merely his right-hand man.”

“Then why haven’t you been arrested?”

“Because I’ve kept a low profile.” While Thaddeus’s foot flicked back and forth, the rest of him remained absolutely still. He didn’t even blink as he watched Cadel. He was like a cat with a twitching tail. “One thing your father has learned, since his arrest, is that you don’t draw attention to yourself. He’s a brilliant man, Cadel, but that was his error. He knows better now.”

“Does he?” Cadel was confused. It didn’t seem to him that Phineas Darkkon had been all that smart. In some ways, yes—but not in others. The business with Doel the Disruptor . . .  Cadel wasn’t sure about that at all.

“Your father has certain ideas about the world, Cadel,” Thaddeus remarked. Twitch, twitch, twitch went his foot. “Not many people share them, because not many people understand them. Not many people have made the mental leap. He had to find his own money to fund the research to support those ideas, and in doing so, he simply exploited the stupidity of others. You see, there are two types of people in this world, Cadel—”

“I know, I know,” Cadel interrupted. “I read about it. Two types of people, like two types of DNA. But I wouldn’t like to lose money in a soft-drink machine.”

“Cadel, you wouldn’t.” Thaddeus spoke patiently. “If you ever set your mind to it, you’d never have to pay money into a vending machine ever again. You’re the sort of person who would develop a means of getting the drink without paying the money. You have a supergenetic blueprint, Cadel—just like your father. The world is going to hell precisely because the junk DNA of stupid and talentless people has been swamping the potential of the human race. Think about it, Cadel. Think about what you have to put up with. It’s as if you’ve been dragging invisible shackles around, isn’t it? No one wants you to spread your wings. You’re regarded as a problem, not a solution. Everywhere you turn, people want to rein you in. Stop you from doing what you want.”

It was true. Cadel stared in astonishment.

“Have you heard about Galileo?” said Thaddeus. “Galileo was scorned and imprisoned because of his views, which were ahead of their time. One day, Cadel, your father will receive the recognition he deserves.”

Cadel wondered. He wasn’t completely convinced. But he was interested. After a long time, he said, “Do you know what I like about you? I like the way you talk to me. No one else talks to me the way you do. People treat me like . . .  like . . .” Words failed him, briefly.

“Like an eight-year-old?” Thaddeus suggested, with a smile.

“Like I’m stupid,” said Cadel. “Like I don’t understand.”

“Which isn’t an error I’m likely to make.”

“You’re the only one who doesn’t expect me to be stupid.”

“As to that, I should point out two things,” Thaddeus replied. “Firstly, most adults would find it impossible to admit that a child is smarter than they are. Secondly, your father is not among this group of people.” Thaddeus narrowed his eyes. “He would very much like to speak to you, Cadel. If you have no objection.”

Cadel had been swinging his legs. He froze. He stared, then swallowed. “On the phone, you mean?” he asked warily.

“I think not. Your father is under constant surveillance. He’s had to find alternative methods of contacting me.”

“How?”

“Via transmitter.” A slow smile spread across the psychologist’s face. “As a matter of fact, it’s hidden in his arthritis bangle.”

Cadel blinked.

“His first transmitter was in his wristwatch,” Thaddeus continued, “but they took that away.”

“It must be a pretty small transmitter.”

“It’s wired with DNA.”

Cadel caught his breath.

“It’s what?”

“You heard me.” Thaddeus winked. “Someone was bound to master the technique sometime, and Dr. Darkkon has the obvious background.”

“But . . . but . . .” Cadel’s mind was working furiously. “But DNA is a bad conductor. Unless it’s a substrate for metal plating, and that’s so much work.”

Thaddeus lifted a hand. “Don’t ask me for details,” he said firmly. “Your father’s the one who understands—your father and his nanotechnology department.”

“There’s been no news.” Cadel could hardly believe his ears. “Nothing. Not on the Internet or in the papers.”

“Of course not. If no one knows it’s even possible to hide a transmitter in an arthritis bangle, why would anyone think to look?” Thaddeus surveyed Cadel over the top of his clasped hands. “Well?” he drawled. “What do you say, Cadel? A fifteen-minute conversation during our next session together. How does that sound?”

“Fine,” said Cadel, but his voice was flat. Experience had taught him to be cautious, and he still didn’t know how he felt about his father. Only about Thaddeus.

He trusted Thaddeus, and admired him. If Thaddeus thought he should speak to Dr. Darkkon, then he would—no matter how nervous the prospect made him.

Besides, how else was he going to get a look at that DNA-wired transmitter?




Four

When Cadel turned up for his next appointment, he discovered a curious little screen mounted on Dr. Roth’s desk. The screen was attached to a very small box of circuitry, which trailed an array of fine wires. Thaddeus directed Cadel to a chair in front of the screen and began to fiddle with connections and adjust frequencies. Cadel watched him with the motionless attention of a leopard waiting to pounce.

After about five minutes, a crackling noise issued from the plastic box. Thaddeus said, “Ah,” and rubbed his hands together. The screen in front of Cadel filled with light.

A face appeared, then broke up again. There was a roar of static.

“Damn,” muttered Thaddeus.

“Are there relay stations?” Cadel wanted to know. But before Thaddeus could answer, the shredded signal coalesced once again, and Cadel saw his father’s face on the screen.

It was quite a shock.

“Good god,” croaked a disembodied voice.

“Are you reading us?” Thaddeus demanded. “Dr. Darkkon?”

“I can see him,” the fuzzy voice continued. “It’s Cadel, isn’t it?”

“That’s right,” said Thaddeus, nudging his client. “Say something, Cadel.”

Cadel, however, was struck dumb. Reception wasn’t perfect, and the color was poor; his father’s face looked blue. It hung on the screen like a big blue balloon, bobbing and weaving with every breath that Dr. Darkkon took. Cadel saw first one eye, then another, each embedded in a nest of heavy creases. Dr. Darkkon had a frog’s mouth and liver spots. His expression was hungry, his breathing loud.

“Cadel,” he crooned. “Cadel. I can hardly believe it. You really are the image of your mother. Thad, can you believe it? He’s the spitting image.”

“Mmm,” said Thaddeus.

“How are you, Cadel? Thad says you’ve been having a lot of fun lately.” A sly grin. “Playing with trains and so forth.”

Cadel swallowed. Then he nodded and licked his lips. He didn’t know what to say. (This man was his father!)

“Mucking around with computers,” Dr. Darkkon added. “You like computers, don’t you?”

Cadel cleared his throat. “They . . .  they won’t let me use them,” he stammered. “Not the way I want to.”

“I know. I’m sorry.”

“I don’t even have one of my own anymore!”

Dr. Darkkon shook his head and clicked his tongue. “It’s a shame,” he murmured.

“Can you buy me one?” Cadel asked hoarsely, deciding not to beat around the bush. His father owed him a computer, after so many years of missed birthdays. It was the least he could do. “I’ve heard you have a lot of money.”

“Well, I do, but—”

“Can you give me one with DNA wiring?”

“Cadel, it’s not as simple as that,” Dr. Darkkon said softly. His face lurched about on the screen. “I wish I could give you a computer, but if I did, the Piggotts would wonder where it came from.”

“I could hide it. If it was small enough. If it had DNA wiring.”

Dr. Darkkon laughed. Thaddeus said, “Too risky. Suppose they did find it? Word would get out. The computer companies would get interested. You’d have the world at your door, Cadel, and you don’t want that.”

“No, you certainly don’t,” Dr. Darkkon agreed. “If there’s one thing I’ve learned, Cadel, it’s that you must keep a low profile. You should never attract too much attention. Let Thaddeus guide you—he’s always been inconspicuous.”

“There’s an art to it,” Thaddeus conceded.

“But I want a computer!” Cadel protested. Tears sprang to his eyes. He had hoped that his father, by suddenly appearing, would be able to solve all his problems. “Why won’t you give me one?”

“Because I don’t need to,” Dr. Darkkon replied. He didn’t have a nice voice—not like Thaddeus. Dr. Darkkon’s voice was high and scratchy and nasal, made worse by the distortions of the transmitter. “Someone with your brains, my boy, shouldn’t have everything served up to him on a plate, even if it were possible. Think. Consider. Work your way through this. There isn’t anything you can’t get if you’re smart enough.” With a flourish that sent colors bouncing wildly around the screen, he added, “Just look at me. They tried to take my son away, and they couldn’t do it. I’m too clever to go without. Why should you be any different?”

“Because I’m not a grown-up,” Cadel replied, in sullen tones. “Because I’m not a billionaire. Because I’m not in charge of an international business empire.”

Dr. Darkkon chuckled. It sounded like water gurgling down a drain.

“Don’t worry, my boy,” he said, leering across the miles. “You’ll be all of those things soon enough. I guarantee it.”

And with that promise Cadel had to be satisfied. Dr. Darkkon steadfastly refused to give him a computer. What’s more, though Cadel tried very hard, he was never able to obtain even the most humble laptop for more than a day and a half, because his withdrawn behavior always alerted the Piggotts or his nannies. It was as if they could smell the electrodes firing.

But he did achieve all kinds of other things, thanks to the encouragement he received from Thaddeus and Dr. Darkkon. They opened up new worlds for Cadel. After that first conversation, there were many others. Cadel, Thaddeus, and Dr. Darkkon discussed all manner of interesting things, from gambling to international smuggling laws. Cadel’s various hobbies were thoroughly examined. His ambitions were applauded. Clever suggestions were made. In fact, it was thanks to Dr. Roth’s advice that Cadel began to take an interest in Sydney’s traffic flow—a far more complex, difficult system than the rail network, owing to its random and organic nature. Traffic jams in particular were a challenge to Cadel. He only gradually came to understand that a traffic jam is not the sum of the cars inside it. On the contrary, just as a human body can replace all its cells and remain a human body, so a traffic jam can have all its cars replaced by different cars, as some leave it and others join it, while remaining, in essence, the same traffic jam.

“Like my parents,” Cadel remarked to Thaddeus, on one occasion. “You could replace them with two different people, and they’d still be my parents.”

“Your adoptive parents,” Thaddeus corrected.

“Whatever.”

“Meaning they’re never around?”

“Hardly ever.”

“Just as well, don’t you think?”

“I guess.”

“If they were around more, they might notice how interested you’ve become in the traffic reports on the radio. Not to mention automotive engineering.”

Cadel grunted. Though he was used to rattling around in the Piggotts’ gigantic house, which had six bedrooms and five bathrooms and lay hidden at the end of a long, leafy driveway, he could never get over the feeling that he deserved more attention. Not necessarily from Mr. Piggott—who was just a corporate cog, uninterested in anything except asset securitization—but from Mrs. Piggott, who was supposed to be Cadel’s mother. Sometimes he wondered why she had decided to adopt a child at all, before remembering that all her friends had children (loathsome children, Cadel had discovered). It was possible that Mrs. Piggott, being an interior decorator, had also wanted to try her hand at a nursery in her own house. She had certainly lavished a lot of care on Cadel’s latest bedroom, covering the walls with storage boxes in shades of plum and mustard, designing a round “dart board” rug, and converting an old wooden dinghy into a wardrobe. She seemed more interested in Cadel’s bedroom than she was in him.

Cadel, who didn’t feel comfortable in the room, spent most of his time in the library, or in the little guesthouse on the south side of the pool. At least these spaces had sensible, adult color schemes and a calming arrangement of furniture. The colors in his bedroom made his eyes water, and all the PlaySkool soft cubes and sailing-boat bed linen set his teeth on edge. Cadel had never sailed a boat in his life. He never wanted to, either. It was as if his bedroom belonged to another boy.

Cadel’s interests were more unusual.

Over the next year and a half, Cadel amused himself in various ways as he mastered Sydney’s road network. Such mastery was hard-won for someone with no driver’s license and only limited access to a modem. He made do by asking his current nanny to drive him around town every afternoon and weekend; by plundering the Road and Traffic Authority’s information service; and by requesting several helicopter flights for his ninth-birthday present. These flights, needless to say, were always taken during the city’s rush hour.

He also kept a calendar, marked with events such as football matches, parades, races, festivals, and school holidays. He paid particular attention to beach suburbs when the weather was hot, and tried to monitor roadworks on arterial routes. Busy points like the Harbor Bridge and tunnel were often his chosen destinations when they were most likely to be jammed up; stuck in a gridlock, his nanny would pound the steering wheel and give vent to explosive sighs, while Cadel studied the tunnel’s electrical system or the bridge’s signal array.

Meanwhile, his teachers had begun to notice a curious pattern in his behavior. He would suddenly become intensely interested in a particular subject—mathematics, say, or chemistry—which he would pursue in great depth for several weeks before dropping it in favor of another subject. His teachers would find themselves dodging questions about the table of elements or modular algorithms, and once again the issue of Cadel’s promotion to high school would be raised at staff meetings. One teacher in particular was very impressed by Cadel; he had twice given the boy a lift home, and had been astonished at his knowledge of, and interest in, the car’s engine. But there were disagreements about Cadel among the teaching staff. Though he had a sweet little face, his mode of speech was very odd. He would calmly advise a teacher on playground duty that she was “paying insufficient attention to nodes of activity in the northeast sector.” He would station himself beside the playground equipment and carefully note down every accident or injury that took place on it, explaining that he was “interested in the energy flows.” When asked to write a composition about a class visit to Taronga Zoo, he produced a ten-page essay on the movement of visitors around its many meandering pathways.

“He shouldn’t be here,” his class teacher declared. “Cadel just doesn’t fit in. He never will.”

“You think he should be transferred to a state school?” the principal responded. “A gifted-and-talented program?”

“I think he should be sent off to Harvard University. MIT. Somewhere like that.”

“Somewhere far away,” another teacher said and, upon receiving a quizzical look from the principal, added, “I don’t like the way he hangs around the office at lunchtime.”

“He’s probably trying to grab a bit of time on someone’s computer,” the principal suggested. “Or he might not feel welcome in the playground. He doesn’t have many friends, you know.”

“He doesn’t have any friends.”

“It’s a problem,” the principal admitted. “But I prefer to regard problems as challenges. After all, it’s not as if Cadel has ADD, or a personality disorder, or learning difficulties. Imagine how rewarding we’ll find it, trying to unlock all his potentials.”

“I don’t know . . .” Cadel’s class teacher shifted uncomfortably. “It’s not so much his fads, or his questions, or even his manner. It’s just that sometimes when he talks to me, it’s as if he’s studying some form of alien life.” She shivered. “Have you seen Village of the Damned?”

“Oh, don’t be ridiculous,” the principal snapped, and the meeting moved on to other, safer topics.

Shortly afterward, school broke up for two weeks. On the first day of the new term, the teachers arrived back to discover that every pupil was absent—except Cadel. When the assembly bell rang, only Cadel appeared, a small figure standing in the middle of a vast stretch of gray concrete. The sleeves of his jacket fell over his pale hands. The hems of his trousers were puddling around his ankles.

The sight of him there roused his class teacher’s suspicions. While the principal and deputy principal made frantic phone calls, she approached him across the asphalt, arms folded.

“What’s happened, Cadel?”

He gazed up at her with innocent eyes.

“Nothing,” he said.

“Where are the other kids?”

He looked around. “I don’t know,” he replied, and shrugged.

“Did you tell them something?”

“What do you mean?”

“Cadel, how come you’ve turned up when no one else has?”

Cadel put a finger to his chin, scanning the grounds with a blank expression.

“Because I don’t have the flu?” he suggested.

Within an hour, the teacher discovered that a newsletter from the previous term had been tampered with. At the back, near the sports results, a notice had been inserted warning parents that the first day of the next term would be set aside for teacher training.

No one could ever work out how that notice had been slipped into the newsletter.

“It was on a disk I sent for printing,” the principal fretted. “Could someone have messed with the disk?”

“Probably.”

“But why? Because someone wanted an extra day’s holiday?”

“Which rules out Cadel as a suspect. He came to school.”

“Yes, he did. You don’t find that suspicious?”

“I don’t know. Do you?”

“I find it hard to see how anyone else could have pulled this thing off.”

Despite the concerns of the teaching staff, it was never proven that Cadel had sabotaged the newsletter. Of course the principal invited Cadel into her office and pressed him for the truth. She flattered him, reassured him, and finally threatened him—all to no avail. Cadel knew better than to admit to anything. Thaddeus had warned him against it, over and over again.

So he simply sat there smugly, his feet in their expensive running shoes dangling a good five inches off the floor.

Finally, the principal had been forced to shelve her suspicions. Three weeks later, she told one of her staff to do the same thing when he accused Cadel of siphoning the gasoline out of the tank of his Nissan Pulsar.

“I filled it up yesterday morning. It was full. But I ran out on my way home. I was on the highway, near my turnoff—”

“Could there be a leak in your tank?” the principal suggested.

“No! I always check for leaks! Someone stole my gas!”

“I see.” The principal frowned, drumming her fingers on the literacy reports. “And what makes you think it was Cadel?”

“Because I’ve been giving him lifts home! Because he borrowed my owner’s manual!”

“Still . . .”

“I know it was him. I know it was. This morning he asked me if I was stuck in yesterday’s traffic jam, like butter wouldn’t melt in his mouth.” The distressed teacher scowled at his boss. “After all these years, I think I know when a kid’s been up to something. It’s an instinct. Believe me—I know.”

The principal sighed. She, too, had been caught in the previous afternoon’s traffic jam, which had been of monstrous size. Almost three-quarters of the city’s main roads had clogged up, for just over three hours. Footage on the evening news had shown impassable intersections, trapped commuters—even a car left abandoned in a two-mile gridlock.

It occurred to the principal that running out of gas on the Pacific Highway certainly could not have improved matters. But she didn’t for one second connect Cadel with the chaos that had overtaken the city a few hours before.

Only Thaddeus knew who was really to blame.

“So,” he declared when he next admitted Cadel into his office, “I hope you realize that I was caught in your god-awful mess, young man. I was stuck in my car for three hours on Tuesday night.”

Cadel blinked sleepily, a smile twitching at the corners of his mouth. It was hard to conceal his own delight in what he’d done—the colossal feeling of satisfaction. But he tried.

“Oh,” he said.

“I was told by a friendly policeman that the Harbor tunnel was closed because of a bomb scare.”

“Really?”

“That’s why I couldn’t believe, at first, that you were responsible.” As Cadel’s smile faded, Thaddeus peered at him with hooded eyes. “A bomb scare? Another bomb scare? Cadel, have I told you what modus operandi means?”

Cadel stared, his expression somber.

“It means ‘method of operating,’” Thaddeus continued. “It’s Latin. Perhaps you haven’t come across the term. It’s a favorite way of establishing who might have done something. A modus operandi, Cadel, is like a signature. You might as well have spray-painted your name across the tunnel wall.”

“That’s not true,” Cadel muttered.

“It is true. Suppose someone connects the traffic-jam bomb scare with the rail-delay bomb scare? Have you thought of that?”

Cadel’s chin dropped, in a characteristic gesture.

“It worked before,” he replied.

“And it won’t work again. No more bomb scares, Cadel. They’re clumsy. Unimaginative.” Thaddeus surveyed the child in front of him. Cadel looked sulky; his bottom lip was sticking out in a way that made Thaddeus laugh. “Now, now,” he said. “Don’t be upset. The bomb scare might have been ill-advised, but the burst water main was good. The burst water main was very good.” Thaddeus cocked his head. “How on earth did you manage it? Did you amend some kind of online sewage-system record? Tap into a radio communication frequency? Were you waiting for something like that to happen? How did you know it had happened—you were stuck at school, weren’t you?”

Cadel, who had been pouting at the floor, glanced up. His scowl faded. His appearance couldn’t have been more disarming.

“I don’t know what you mean,” he said.

But there was a naughty twinkle in his eye.




Five

A few weeks later, Cadel was examining the cistern in a school bathroom stall when he heard some boys talking.

The boys were huddled near the hand dryers. They were older than Cadel, who knew only one of them—Jarrod—by name. They were talking about the railway detonators that Jarrod had found in his uncle’s shed.

“I exploded ’em,” Jarrod declared proudly.

“How?” asked his friend.

“I hit ’em with a pipe.”

“Cool.”

“Are there any left?” another boy inquired.

“Nah.”

“You should have kept one.”

“Why?”

“Because I’ve never heard a detonator. Are they loud?”

“Course they’re loud, you moron! They’re supposed to be loud!”

Silence fell as one by one the four boys became aware of Cadel’s presence. Having finished with the plumbing, he had drifted out of his toilet stall.

Jarrod scowled at him. “What are you staring at?” he said rudely. “Piss off.”

“Piss off, you girl,” his friend added.

Cadel looked from face to face. The contempt he saw on each of them made him reckless. He said, “You don’t need railway detonators to make a big bang.”

“Huh?” said Jarrod.

“You don’t need railway detonators to make a big bang,” Cadel repeated.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means that you can make explosives out of anything.” Cadel reeled off a list of bomb ingredients available in almost every storeroom, garage, laundry, or supply cupboard. Then, seeing how riveted his audience was, he explained how
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