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Chapter One
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Lacey Buck had wanted to be an astronomer since a teacher in middle school showed pictures from the Hubble Space Telescope. Those glorious, sprawling, colored images tinted her imagination and never faded. She’d felt connected to the stars and planets since that day. 

Unfortunately, tuition being what it is, she didn't end up getting training as an astronomer. But she did find a position as a research assistant in the SETI Institute. She was one of the data jockeys who monitored software that analyzed astronomical surveys. The SETI Institute didn't get much scope time, but it had access to oceans of astronomical data that could be searched for signs of alien life. 

The SETI Institute at UC-Berkeley was just a cluster of offices in the astronomy department. The university provided the office space, but private philanthropy and government grants funded the Search for Extraterrestrial Intelligence. The Institute wasn't even officially part of the university system. It served as a public outreach for the Astronomy Department, offering a website and public lectures and books that drew a wide range of interested people. Some of them went on to enroll as astronomy students. Others got excited about life on other planets and responded to requests for donations. Who doesn't love little green men from outer space? 

Lacey operated a monitoring program that filtered information in the radio frequencies of 20 kilohertz to 300 gigahertz, an enormous spectrum, considering that all the stations on an FM radio cover only a razor’s-edge sliver of that range. Space is thick with signals in the radio range, though when you listen to space radio, you don't hear music or talk shows. Stars, quasars, black holes: all kinds of cosmic objects give off radio noise when they spin, pass each other, and explode. When those radio waves are converted to the audible range, it sounds like the hiss of static, white noise. Lacey loved it. 

When the software flagged something that stood out from the background hiss, she logged the alert and routed it for further examination. You never knew if a blip was just a blip or a message from the stars. She thought of her job as tuning a car radio in the country, dialing through the static to find a clear station. 

Four large video screens stood in a semicircle around her cubicle's desktop. Three displayed live graphs of radio noise from outer space in colored, flowing lines. The fourth had multicolored columns of numbers scrolling upward like the spinning wheels on a slot machine. They only stopped when the software found something strange. 

The program could shunt oddities to other computer systems for in-depth analysis. But no algorithms were as good as a human brain for catching subtle deviations, quirks of aesthetics, hints of meaning or symmetry. Lacey was not looking for unusual spikes. The software could do that far better than she could. She watched her graphs for an unexpected desert in a forest or a forest in a desert. She listened for a harmony.

She wore headphones that played translations of the graphical data into sounds. The music of the cosmos, she called it. She could switch between white noise and discrete tones corresponding to isolated frequency or amplitude peaks and valleys. She could stretch the time scale of her music to produce weird melodies or compress it to create odd rhythms. If the music of the stars seemed to match an odd graphical flow of sky-data on her screens, she could hit a red, round-topped button and mark the spot. It was a subtle aesthetic judgment that a computer could not make. 

She loved hitting the red button. Every time she did, she felt a slight shiver. This could be them, she thought. This could be the day the aliens contact Earth. She didn’t doubt there was intelligent life in the stars capable of communicating with humans. She also knew the odds were against catching a message. Why would they communicate with us? Earth was a tiny dirtball in a little solar system in an undistinguished galaxy. It was about as significant as she was, which was not at all. Aliens would have no reason to suspect she was standing by, waiting for their call. 

There were problems of distance and time, anyway, she knew. Even if intelligent aliens were next-door neighbors in a nearby galaxy, and they rang up one day, it could take millions of years for the signal to get here. That's a long time to wait for someone to pick up. She often thought about some little green alien sitting in front of a screen, looking for a radio signal from space just as she was. The alien would wonder if anyone was out there. But the two of them would probably never connect. Only six million years ago, human ancestors were still swinging in the trees. The aliens might have given up on our patch of the sky long ago. 

Still, Lacey's imagination never diminished, and she watched her screens and listened to her cosmic music, waiting for the signal she believed was definitely on its way. Most of the time, when she hit the red button, it did turn out to be a real signal, but the only aliens she had heard from were the Hollywood kind. Astronomers picked up a lot of stray radio and TV shows that bounced off the ionosphere, reflected from the moon, or ricocheted off the cloak of satellites around the planet. Earth is noisy in the radio frequencies. Even so, she was never discouraged. It was a genuine signal, she'd think. It could have been a real alien message. Next time, it will be. 

She was thrilled, then, when one afternoon she spotted a big, fat, juicy anomaly and slammed the red button. She marked the potential signal on one of the graphical screens with a yellow highlight and sent it off for further analysis. It was a big block of data, and it seemed to have a lot of internal structure. It could be a radio program or TV show, but it had a pattern that looked different. 

When the analysis report came back, she gasped. It was a text message. Radio and TV broadcasters did not send text messages. Printed, it was only one page, densely filled with letters and numbers in random gobbledygook. She took it to her boss. 

Dr. Jeff Goldfarb was the Director of the SETI Institute. He'd hired Lacey two years earlier, and they got along well. He didn't seem to mind being interrupted. 

"It is odd," he said, looking at a computer screen that showed Lacey’s analysis. "The data were pattern-matched for audio, video, and language. The highest probability is that it's a language text, so that's what you've got here, language." 

Lacey leaned over his shoulder at the computer screen, her head close enough to his that she could smell his hair. He used something like juniper on it. 

"But it's nonsense," she said quietly next to his ear.

"Anything's nonsense if you can't understand it. It could be military, something we're not supposed to see, coming to us from a satellite. Try running it through decryption." 

"Do you think it could be extraterrestrial?" 

"Not if it's language." 

"Aliens would use language." 

Goldfarb swiveled as she stood up. 

"What are the chances that an alien language would be anything like an Earth language?" 

"We have no samples of language except from Earth," she said. "All language is Earth language, as far as we know. We have no choice but to assume alien language might be something like ours." 

"Imagine that rocks have a language, but we've never noticed because rock-language is nothing like what we would expect. In the same way, we might not recognize an alien language even if we saw or heard one. That's what I'm trying to say. When our computers identify a signal as language, they're using our assumptions about what a language should be. An alien language might not look anything like ours." 

Lacey pointed at the printed copy of the message she held.

"It would look like this." 

"I have to admire your single-mindedness," Goldfarb said with a smile. "Tell you what. After you run it through decryption, look up where it came from. It might have a narrow directionality. If so, we could make some guesses about its content based on where it came from."

"Okay." 

Lacey hurried back to her cubicle, elated from having a serious conversation with the head of the Institute. 

She sent the sample out for further analysis, and the result was good news and bad news. She brought her findings back to Goldfarb. 

"From what we can determine," she said, "it’s more like language than like any other kind of content." 

"And the bad news?" 

"It originates from Reno, Nevada." 

"I've been there," Goldfarb said. "It's like Las Vegas, but without the sophistication."

Lacey smiled.

He continued his little joke. "I saw some pretty alien-looking characters there in Reno. The place could be overrun, and who would know?" He grinned. 

"This particular alien signal," Lacey said, "seems to have bounced off a satellite. I wrote the range of Earth-based GPS coordinates for where it came from.” She pointed. “Here at the top. Should I send it out to our military contacts for comment?" 

"I think you should file it. There are no extraterrestrials in Reno, by definition. If it’s military, it’s none of our business. Good work, Lacey." 

"Aren't you curious to know what it says?" 

"No." 

"Oh." Her enthusiasm faded. "Okay, then. Next time for sure." 

"For sure." Goldfarb returned his attention to his work.

Lacey walked back to her cubicle.
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Chapter Two
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Standing at the stove in his narrow kitchen, Lou Buck scrambled his morning eggs and tried to ignore the smell of garlic fried chicken from Val's dinner only ten feet away. His stomach turned. Garlic and morning were incompatible. But Lou understood that "morning" was relative. He knew Val bought her smelly dinner on the way home after a long graveyard shift while he was still in bed. For her, six in the morning was dinnertime. She would get ready for bed soon. You had to be flexible. Lou shook black pepper generously onto his eggs, making his smells stronger than hers.  

He glanced over his shoulder toward the semicircular drop-leaf table at the end of the kitchen corridor. The sight of her lifted his heart. The first light of dawn came through the window, brightening her dyed-blonde hair. She was still a looker, he thought, even pushing forty. Some women can fight off age, some can't. Men were hopeless. He knew his beard would be salt-and-pepper if he let it grow. Val, though, she kept herself up and retained her youthful figure, which he appreciated. They'd been together two years, and he hoped for more.

"Remember Fiona Jackson?" she said into her meal. "She works at the warehouse. I told you about her." 

"Yeah, the new girl. How's she doing?" 

"Not so good. We were having lunch last night, and she collapsed."

"Fell down?" 

"She fainted on the cafeteria table. Her face landed on a donut. I thought she was asleep, but I couldn't get any response out of her, so I called the company's ProCare Services." 

"What did they say?" 

"They put me on hold. So I called 911, and the ambulance came and took her away. She never did wake up."

Lou scraped his eggs onto a plate and turned to face Val.

"What was wrong with her?" 

"I'm not sure. She'd been telling me she had aches and pains all over even though she was popping the free Tylenol and Advil from the ProCare office. She couldn't stand the pain, she said. She wasn't in great shape." 

"Warehouse work is more demanding than people realize. It takes a while to bulk up." 

"That's what I told her. It's like working out, I said. But she was depressed. Said we were like horses on a farm, work-animals being driven to death. She wanted to quit but couldn't afford to. She has a little girl." 

"That's exactly where they want us, the bastards. Hanging over a barrel. Their barrel."

He added two half-slices of toast to his plate and carried it over to the table and sat. He got up again and poured a cup of coffee, returned to the table and sat. 

"What really bothers me though," Val said, "is that right before she fainted she took some pills." 

Lou looked up from his food. "What pills?" 

"I don't know. White tablets. She said she got them from her boyfriend. For the pain, she said." 

"That's not smart. Street drugs, you don't know what you're taking." 

"She was almost crying. I don't know from the pain or just the situation at the warehouse. It's lonely there all night, and that got to her. She complained about not being able to have music because we have to listen for the robots sneaking around, and we have to listen to the announcements on the PA system. I saw her sometimes in the same aisle as me, and I'd wave to her, but you can't stop your barcode scanner or the computer marks you as off duty. I think that's what got to her, that sense of isolation. Not everybody can take it."

"We packers have it easier than you stowers. Near the belts, I have people around me, and I have earbuds in all the time. Put the wire under my shirt."

"You'll get fired if they catch you." 

"I keep the music low so I can still hear what's going on."

"Well, Fiona didn't do that, and she couldn't take it, and I can understand why. It's not a normal workplace. It's like working on an alien spaceship." Val bowed to look at her meal and shook her head. "I don't know."

"Tell me if you're ever feeling like Fiona because I don't want you even thinking about taking some random painkiller. That's just stupid." 

"I know, Lou. I wouldn't. You know I wouldn't." 

They ate in silence for a few moments, absorbed in thought. Lou knew that Val understood his warning. He'd once been awash in the stuff, and as a narcotics detective, it had been easy to start using. He'd told himself he did it to be authentic for the undercover work. You couldn't get inside a drug gang as an abstainer. The work was full of stress, life-and-death moves, and he used pain-relievers to stay calm. He also needed a supply of dope to pay off informants. This and that, la, la, la. Any addict can justify his bullshit. He didn't think of himself as an addict then, but that's what he'd been. 

He tried to turn his thoughts away from the darkness. Even during those years, he'd gotten righteous convictions, more than most detectives in Narco. His brothers in blue respected that and looked the other way when they had to. He had expected to be a cop forever. The lieutenant hadn't managed him properly; that was the trouble. The supervisory committee was supposed to monitor the hell out of everyone working narcotics. The temptations were strong, and they all knew that, so everyone watched everyone's back. Except his. He was too good, too smart, too fast. You didn't need to worry about Lou Buck, no, sir. Lou Buck was golden. Except after it was too late, and then Lou Buck was shit.

He hadn't even seen it coming. Nothing announces that your brain has changed: Hey, I'm on drugs now. Life continues as before but improved by the jolt of chemicals. The molecules slither silently into your brain, and your window on the world becomes tinted and narrow without you even noticing. You don't feel like a demon has possessed you. Your interest in getting more drugs is logical. Demanding the world conform to your wishes is reasonable. Having no feelings for anyone is practical. Your mind and soul are captured from within, but you still think you're in control. Unlike the werewolf who dreads the full moon at midnight, you have already become the beast without knowing it.

It was only when his partner, his so-called partner, Simpson the snake, dimed him to internal affairs that the balloon popped. He was charged with planting evidence, filing false reports, possession with intent to deal, and a truckload of other offenses. He pleaded out to most of it but got two years' hard time.

Lou closed his eyes briefly and opened them again on the beautiful vision of Val finishing her meal, and he felt calmer. He was past all that, he told himself again, as he did almost every day. It's like it happened to somebody else. He was a new man with a new life and a good woman and a smart daughter. He went to Narcotics Anonymous, helped other guys get straight, and held down a job. He'd been clean for three years and was proud of it. He'd patched things up with Lacey, all grown up now, and she was the center of his life, the reason he kept going to the soul-sucking meetings and the stinking job. Lacey and Val both. He needed them both to get through each day. 

"From KUFO AM in Sacramento, it's the Ben Benaldi show!" 

Startled, Lou jerked his head toward the retro portable radio Val kept on the windowsill, the 'transistor' radio, she called it, though he'd told her it had been a long time since there was any other kind. 

"Sorry," she said, seeing him jump. She reached over and turned the volume down on the black plastic box. "It's my favorite show, Ben Benaldi. It's only on early in the morning." 

"That can't be his real name." 

"Shh," she whispered. "Listen." 

"Today we're talking about what happened to Malaysia Airlines Flight 370. What do we know? In February 2015, a huge Boeing 777 disappeared without a trace. Is that reasonable? This is a huge airplane, people. It disappeared with no wreckage, no bodies, nothing. That's what we're told. But that is just not plausible. What is the truth?"

"It sank in the ocean," Lou said. 

Val ignored him and stared out the window above the tinny-sounding radio as Benaldi continued. 

"The media and politicians are covering up the most likely reasons the plane went missing. Now, years later, there’s still no sign of it whatsoever. It’s time to think outside the box. Could the whole plane been captured by an alien UFO and taken away for study?" 

"No," Lou said to the radio.

Val brushed fingertips at him to be quiet. 

"Secrecy is a set of nested boxes, one inside the other. The heart of the secret is at the center, but we'll never get close to that. The real truth could be in the hands of only five people, probably private defense contractors. The government uses contractors to circumvent freedom of information requests."

"He said we should think outside the box, but now he's talking about nested boxes," Lou said.

"Don’t be literal. Lou. He's raising a valid point that nobody else will talk about. The plane could have been abducted." 

"By aliens?" 

"We don't know. It's as reasonable as any other explanation." 

Lou stared at her. It was fruitless to argue. He watched her blank gaze slide to the radio as Ben Benaldi blithered. Val had been a UFO enthusiast since he met her. She was a member of an online club of alien nuts. At first, he thought it was a charming quirk, a kind of childlike silliness he enjoyed in her. He'd learned over time how serious she was about it, and it came to grate on him. How could a full-grown person believe such nonsense? 

As a cop, he'd dealt with scumbags who were about as alien as you could imagine. He didn't need to be looking for flying saucers to see aliens. Val didn't know the world of violence and greed, though, and he was glad of that. Civilians don't need to know how bad it is. Her imaginary aliens were harmless by comparison.

Still, it bothered him that she took the UFO thing so seriously. When he criticized it, she'd argue, and if he kept it up, she'd get angry, which was no good. He needed her companionship. He'd learned from the meetings that he wasn't the tough guy he used to be or thought he was. He was still tough, yes, but he was also someone who needed a smiling and cheerful Val, not a sullen, angry person. 

Lacey told him she'd read that belief in aliens might be a subconscious longing for caring parents, but that sounded a little deep to him. Lacey believed in aliens herself, so what did she know? The two most important people in his life were UFO nuts. You couldn't explain people, he had concluded long ago. You had to take them as they were, so he tried to let the aliens have their space.

A crackly voice came on the radio, snapping Lou out of his thoughts. It was a caller, Carl in Texas, as if that mattered. He remarked on the large number of Earthlike planets that had been recently discovered within fifteen light-years of us and wondered if aliens could be visiting from one of those. 

"Why do you think they would come from a planet like Earth?" Lou said quietly. "They're friggin' aliens." 

Val glanced at him but didn't say anything and turned her attention back to the radio.

Benaldi pronounced Carl's speculation "interesting," and affirmed that whatever the case, he would be staying with the UFO issue for the long haul. 

What issue? Lou thought. There is no issue. 

As if he'd heard Lou, Benaldi explained, "This current period of uncertainty is moving us to the next phase of our existence as a species." Electronic music swelled from the background as Benaldi signed off.

"Unbelievable," Lou said quietly. 

"I know," Val said. "It's breathtaking to think about, isn't it?" 

She clicked off the radio. 
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Chapter Three
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Lou carried his second mug of coffee to the living room and planted himself on one of the two white plastic chairs facing the sliding glass door. The sunrise glowed behind dark pines on the other side of the freeway, black silhouettes hiding whatever world lay beyond that horizon. Traffic flowed silently as if it was a movie scene. Below the narrow balcony and over a chain-link fence was the view, as they called it, a sprawling lot of Penske rental trucks illuminated by security lights on tall, thin poles. The big orange beasts were still asleep. Val sat in the other chair, holding a cup of weedy-smelling tea. 

"Aren't you going to be late for work?" she said. "It's nearly seven." 

"I'm not going in today," he said.

"Are you sick?" 

Lou sipped his coffee. 

"I told the super I'm sick, but I'm fine." 

She put her cup down on the armrest and looked him over with a worried eye.

"What's wrong?" 

"I have to go to Oakland. I can't get hold of Lacey. Haven't heard anything in two days."

"Can't it wait until Saturday?" 

"We talk every day. Two days is a long time for her to be out of touch. I know something's wrong."

"I'm sure she's fine. I think it's wonderful the way you two have become so close. It's very sweet, the way you look after each other."

"Half the time, I think she's just making sure I'm going to my meetings." He tilted his head back. "But she hasn't shown up for work. I called yesterday. They said she didn't report sick. She doesn't answer her phone. I know something's wrong. She could be lying dead in her apartment right now." 

"Lou, honestly. She is not lying dead in her apartment. She's probably taking some personal time." 

"She would have told me. She would have told Goldfarb, her boss. She wouldn't just turn off her phone. I'm going. Take me three hours max to get there."

"Are you sure it's necessary?" 

"She's my daughter." He frowned, daring her to argue with that fact.

"Okay, okay. I can tell your mind is made up. Call me when you find out something. I'll be awake. I'm sure everything will be alright."

Lou stared into his cup. 

*
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AS SOON AS HE PASSED UC-Davis on I-80, Lou relaxed a little. He turned the radio off, getting immediate relief because it had to be played at full volume to overcome the road noise from his beat-up, two-door Jeep Wrangler. He had the skills to keep an old machine running, although it took most of his spare time. The small vehicle was only a two-person car, with a narrow bench seat in back, although people had ridden back there and survived. It was a gas hog too, but he liked its military khaki color and the ability to remove the hard top and the doors to make it recall its World War II ancestor. The tires buzzed relentlessly on the pavement as he worried about Lacey. 

What if she wasn't in her apartment? He didn't know that much about her habits. He'd lost touch with her when he'd been in Folsom. She hadn't visited him, not even once. She'd been disgusted. Fair enough. He'd been disgusted with himself, disgraced and convicted of corruption. That was bad enough for a cop, but when it came out that he was also an addict, it was too much for her. She'd turned her back.

He'd been angry at first, but hell, she was young, and what does anybody know at twenty-five? You think you know everything, but you know nothing, especially not about how very, very easy it is to lose your way, to get so lost you don't even know you're lost. In the joint, he realized that he couldn't blame her. 

Vacaville Premium Outlets elongated on his left, a contradiction if ever there was one. Premium was not a word that went with Vacaville, Cowtown, in Spanish. He wondered what they were "letting out" of these so-called outlets. Should be able to smell it. 

He pulled into an asphalt parking lot in need of repair and parked at a blue, wooden apartment building that might once have been a motel. It still had a unit marked "Office." He stood beside the Jeep for a moment and stretched his legs in the warming mid-morning sun. He noted that Lacey's car wasn't in the lot. Patting his badge wallet in a hip pocket, he headed for the office. 

The badge and the ID card were fake, but perfect fakes. Lou knew what a Sacramento PD detective badge looked like and had taken care to get his wallet right. He wasn't technically a cop anymore, but it was not wrong to carry the ID. Being part of the brotherhood was a lifetime commitment. You could be kicked off the force, but being a cop was in your blood no matter what. You couldn't lose that. He didn't wear the badge, and he certainly didn't carry a gun. He wasn't trying to be a cop impersonator. The ID wallet just facilitated asking questions.

The landlady grumpily gave him a key after he showed his ID. She hadn't seen Lacey in two days, she said, and she saw just about everything. The security camera at the front door of the building fed a monitor in her living room.

Alone in Lacey's apartment, he looked without touching. The place was bewildering. It was the opposite of his living space, which was spartan. He liked bare floors, not much furniture, no pictures. He didn't even turn the heat on in the winter. Living simple, he called it. It reminded him just enough of life in a cell, and that he wasn't anybody special, just a guy. Val was not keen on his interior design choices, and he knew she adapted for his sake. 

Lacey's apartment was something else. It was choked with so much stuff you could barely walk around. Upholstered high-back chairs flanked a puffy sofa floating on the dizzying design of an oriental carpet. All that was in a space Lou judged was only big enough for four wooden chairs. A dozen pillows filled the curved-back pink sofa. Where was a person supposed to sit? 

The narrow spaces between big pieces of furniture were home to floor lamps with shades featuring tassels or beads whose purpose he couldn't guess. Books covered one whole wall, he noticed; his girl was smart. No TV. Pictures, posters, and framed mirrors dotted the walls. Little tables, too small to be useful, stood throughout the apartment, holding stuff like silk flowers in a painted vase, things to knock over when you were in a hurry. 

He struggled to understand the room. There was so much to see that his eyes got stuck on one colorful pattern then the next. He noticed a shiny brass telescope on a tripod in one corner. Probably an antique. It didn't look like the ones you saw for sale in catalogs. Lacey loved astronomy, always had, but he'd never been able to buy a telescope for her. This one looked more decorative than practical. She probably had all the real telescopes she needed at her job. 

He waded into the kitchen and began opening drawers and cabinets, looking for a diary, a list, a notepad, anything. The kitchen was clean; floor swept, all the dishes washed and put away. His daughter had always been a neatnik, which he admired. But he knew it also meant she hadn't left suddenly. She'd cleaned up after a routine morning and had gone out, presumably to work. She just didn't come back. He'd already determined that her car wasn't outside. 

He found a calendar taped to the inside of a cabinet door, but it showed no useful information, just preprinted holidays and phases of the moon. One hand-written note in the square for the previous Friday said, Sam. No phone number. He remembered her talking about a boyfriend named Sam, but that's all he knew. He realized that despite their daily phone chats, he didn't know many details of his daughter's life. She was still keeping herself back from him. His stomach contracted. These things take time, he told himself. 

Inside the refrigerator, a quart-carton of milk stood alone on the top shelf. He lifted it out. It smelled fresh. A half-dozen eggs, half a loaf of bread, cottage cheese, orange juice, none of it rotten. If she had been going on a vacation, she would have cleaned that out. Again the signs pointed to a routine exit from the apartment, nothing forced or panicked. 

The bedroom and bathroom were in a similar state, clean with everything put away. Her clothes were still in the closet. The bed was made up. He marveled at the idea of someone who lives alone making their bed before going to work. No trace of a computer or a phone or a notepad or anything containing personal information. The apartment was like a model unit that nobody lived in.

He surveyed each room once more and left, locking the door. He'd found nothing, but even nothing is something. He'd learned that Lacey had left in an unhurried way, out for an ordinary day. Whatever happened to her did not happen here.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Four
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Lou sat in an armless chair in a hallway, like a schoolboy waiting for the principal to come out and chastise him for goofing off. He stared at the multicolored confetti of announcements pinned to a framed corkboard across from him. Nibbling the edges of official announcements were appeals for ride-sharing and offers of piano lessons. A colorful Hubble shot of the Crab Nebula backgrounded a poster for "Star Talks" on Tuesday afternoons in the auditorium. It all seemed overly serious to Lou, like a bulletin board in a police station. He looked at his watch. His appointment was four minutes ago.

The wooden door flew open, and Jeff Goldfarb, the SETI Director, burst into the hallway full of apologies. He shook Lou's hand and ushered him into his small office. He was a tall, slim fellow, Lou noted as he followed him in and took a seat. Early forties, black hair, and a five-o'clock shadow at noon. He was friendly but businesslike, saying he could give Lou a half hour. Upon questioning, he said he knew Lacey but referred Lou to personnel. All he could say was that she hadn't been there for a couple of days, didn't phone in; nobody knew anything about her absence. 

"Did she have close friends on the staff," Lou asked, "a boyfriend maybe? Was there any reason she might have been frightened at work?" 

"I don't know anything about your daughter's personal life, Mr. Buck. She's a good researcher, meticulous and thorough. We all like her." 

"What does she do here?" 

"She monitors the software that filters telescope data for signals. Pretty routine stuff, but she's a solid addition to our staff. We do miss her. I hope she shows up soon."

Goldfarb straightened up and looked at Lou directly. 

"The point being, Mr. Buck, aside from a frisson of excitement now and then from our work, there's nothing going on here at the SETI Institute that would send Lacey into hiding. It's a safe and calm workplace." 

Lou didn't know what a frisson was, but the meeting seemed to be over. Goldfarb had nothing to add and sat there, staring. Lou took the cue and stood. 

"Thank you, Dr. Goldfarb. I appreciate your valuable time. I'm sure Lacey will show up soon." 

He turned toward the door then turned back just as Goldfarb stood. 

"One more thing. Do you have video surveillance of your parking lot?" 

"Good question. You'd think so. We watch the four corners of the universe for aliens, so we should know what goes on in our parking lot, right? Ha! You can ask at the desk for security. They would know." 

Goldfarb was frowning but smiling at the same time, presumably at the irony Lou's question had raised. 

"Okay, then. Thanks again." 
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THE ANSWER WAS NO. The astronomy building did not have video surveillance of its parking lot. Discouraged, Lou began walking the length of each row of cars in the lot, starting closest to the building and working his way back to the road. He passed his Wrangler in the visitors' section and kept going. 

He saw Lacey's blue Toyota in the third row, near a shade tree but not under the tree. He'd taught her not to park under trees because of the fine mist of sap that trees sprayed, corrosive to car paint. The parking slot on Lacey's driver's side was vacant. 

Lou walked around his daughter's car. No flat tires, no broken glass. He lifted the door handle, and to his surprise, it was unlocked. He stuck his head in. No keys, nothing odd, except her purse was on the floor on the passenger side. It was upside-down as if it had been tossed there. Alarm bells went off in Lou's head. He climbed in and sat in the driver's seat and leaned to pick up the purse. Pawing through it, he confirmed it was Lacey's. Her wallet, with money and driver's license, was there. She did not forget her purse in an unlocked car. Something had happened, but not a burglary.  He stared into the bag and concentrated. It's hard enough to see what's in front of you, harder to see what's not. What was missing in this picture? No phone. He searched the purse again. No phone. Why would someone leave behind money, credit cards, keys, and ID but take the phone? 

Lou got out of the car, put the purse on the seat, and pulled the lever for the trunk. He felt himself tighten as he reached to lift the trunk lid. He suppressed gruesome images that wanted to fill his mind. But it was just an ordinary trunk space. An umbrella, a sun hat, a few polyester shopping bags, a bungee cord. He exhaled as he thumped it shut. 

He got down on his knees and looked under. Nothing. With a grunt, he got up again and searched around the vehicle, including the grass strip separating the rows. What had happened here? Next to the curb at the front tires, on the driver's side, he picked up the frame of a pair of crushed sunglasses. They looked like they'd been stepped on then whisked out of the way toward the curb. Parking-lot trash or clue? 

Squatting, Lou picked up all the pieces of the sunglasses. He opened a handkerchief and deposited the shards into it. Most of the wire frame was intact, with several bits of cracked and broken plastic lenses, one separated earpiece. The frame was too big to be Lacey's, and it was not her style anyway. It was an aviator design. She'd have something fashionable. He folded the cloth over the collection and walked out to the space behind the row of cars.

He closed his eyes and imagined. Lacey comes to work early in the morning. The lot is practically empty, but she parks in the third row, away from the crazies who execute high-speed parking stunts near the building. She parks near the tree but not under the tree. Probably where she parked every day. She gets out of the car, her purse in one hand, keys in the other, and... what? 

A big SUV, no, a minivan with a sliding side door pulls into the space under the tree. Lacey is surprised. It's discourteous and dangerous for someone to roll in next to her. A decent person would have waited a moment or picked another space. Maybe she starts to protest, maybe not, but the door of the van slides open and a guy, no, two guys, jump out and grab her. Big guys. She struggles, but one has a hand over her mouth; the other picks up her feet and zip, like that, she's in the van. There's another guy inside there to tie her up. 

In the struggle, one of the assailants gets his sunglasses knocked off. He emerges from the van, steps on his sunglasses, swears. He has her purse. He tosses her keys into it. He takes her phone out unless she'd had her phone in her hand. Either way, he took her phone. He opens her car door and throws the purse inside. 

That's a lot of time-consuming detail for a kidnapper. Take phone, leave keys, toss the bag. An amateur would have just taken everything and gotten the hell out of there. It was not an amateur operation. It was a targeted kidnap, not a robbery. They didn't want the purse, the money, or the car, and they didn't care how the scene would look after the snatch. They just took what they wanted, Lacey and her phone. The rest could be left behind like a candy wrapper.

Why waste precious seconds retrieving the phone from the bag instead of just taking the whole bag? They wanted the phone. They wanted her contact list. They had no interest in her money or ID, her bank account, her house. They had probably been watching her for days because they executed the kidnap in seconds. Flawlessly, except for the sunglasses. Unless that was just random trash in the parking lot and had nothing to do with anything. 

Lou walked around the car again, looking for anything else, the tiniest thing out of place or missing, re-visualizing the scene he had imagined. Lacey could have met a friend in the parking lot and taken a ride somewhere. Skipping work. Forgetting her purse but taking her phone? Forgetting to lock her car that had her purse inside? Logically, that could have happened, but it made less sense than a kidnap. She was a responsible person. She wouldn't jump into a friend's car and disappear. She would have gone into the building first or called her boss. No, Lacey was kidnapped. 

Lou took Lacey's purse, locked the car, and went back to his Jeep. He sat behind the wheel and thought. Why? Anybody who had taken the trouble to target Lacey that carefully would have discovered there was no money in the family. You don't kidnap the daughter of an ex-con who is barely getting by. You snatch the children of wealthy people. That's how it works. Were they incompetent? He didn't think so. 

The bad guys weren't looking for ransom. They wanted something else. Lacey was good-looking, but if you're after a sex slave, there were easier pickings than a full-grown woman on her way to work. And why do a federal crime just to get a phone? They must have wanted her, physically, and her phone. It made no sense unless she was mixed up in something he had no clue about.

Lou pulled his own phone from his pocket and was about to call the police when he paused. He knew exactly what would happen. They'd take his information and ask him to file a missing person report. A lot of good that would do. Five thousand missing reports are filed every year in Alameda County, he knew. Ninety-five percent were children, the vast majority runaways. Most were soon spotted on the streets, or they slunk back home on their own. Same story for the two or three thousand missing adults, although more of those were eventually "found" in jail. 

Hardly anybody ever got kidnapped. Kidnapping is not a practical crime. It's high risk, difficult to do, and leads to complications. You might not get paid, you have to threaten violence, and if you get caught, the penalties are severe. The police would assume "runaway." Even adults walk away from their lives when the pressure gets to be too much. The police didn't have the resources to investigate a potential kidnap, anyway. It would be a waste of time for him to file a report. 

Besides, he didn't want to talk to any police for any reason. He could find Lacey himself.
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Chapter Five
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Lou was back home by three in the afternoon, tired from a long day of driving. Val was asleep. He showered, ate, and made coffee. Tired as he was, he couldn't sleep. Lacey was missing. 

He spread out his handkerchief of shards on the kitchen table. The pieces of the broken sunglasses could be laid out like a puzzle. He bent the wire frame into an approximation of its original shape and placed pieces of brown plastic inside the eye circles to get an overall impression. He picked up the frame. The wire was light, maybe titanium. Expensive, but not trendy. Aviator style, which nobody wore anymore, except maybe a young person striving for a retro look. That indicated male, eighteen to thirty-five. After thirty-five, you'd realize that nobody cares about your choice of sunglasses. 

He retrieved a magnifying glass from a kitchen drawer and looked closer. The lenses were a dark tint. Too dark for Oakland or San Francisco, where road glare was the problem, not direct sunlight. Of course, the owner could have been a real aviator. A pilot might use glasses like this. 

Lou 

picked up a largish section of plastic, held it up and looked through toward the kitchen window. Distorted. These were prescription lenses. Interesting. He put the piece down and continued examining the frame. On the attached earpiece, up near the hinge, he made out a tiny inscription. CT0117 Avionics - China. That was a clue. An expensive, custom, titanium frame for prescription lenses. That should be traceable. 

From the living room, he retrieved the laptop computer he shared with Val. As it came to life, he had a thought. Where was Lacey's computer? Not in her apartment, not in her car. If he could find her laptop, he might be able to use it to locate her phone and if he had her phone, bingo. The bad guys might have taken her computer. Or maybe it was at her desk at work. Find-the-computer went on the to-do list. 

A search of sunglasses companies yielded little result. Millions of sunglasses are for sale by thousands of companies. He gave up, exhausted, and staggered to the living room and stretched out on the couch.
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VAL CAME INTO THE LIVING room, and he sat up. 

"Did I wake you?" she said. She sat next to him, and they hugged. "Why didn't you come to bed?"

"I wasn't really sleeping. Just resting after all the driving."

She cocked her head, showing skepticism. 

"What did you find out?" she said.

He told her what he'd learned. She seemed more upset than he was about the apparent kidnapping. 

"You have to call the police," she said. 

"I am the police." 

"No, you're not. Well, you know what I mean. You have to report it. It's a crime. Someone might have kidnapped your daughter. Be sensible, Lou."

"Yeah, okay, you're right. But the police wouldn't do anything until seventy-two hours after the incident anyway. I'll give it one more day."

Val frowned but said nothing further. They came to a truce on that topic and agreed to drive back to Berkeley on Saturday to retrieve Lacey's car and give Lou another shot at searching her apartment and asking at her workplace about her computer.

Val went in to take a shower, and after a couple of minutes, Lou joined her. 
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SATURDAY, LATE MORNING, they talked over coffee.

"I found three shops in this area that sell prescription sunglasses in aviator titanium frames made in China," he said. "They'll have customer information."

"Only three. I'm surprised," Val said as she prepared breakfast for them both.

"One's in the outlet mall near Vacaville. There's also a snooty sunglasses shop in Berkeley and a custom optician's too. If I can identify the frames, I might get lucky and find who owns the prescription lenses. That would be my list of bad guys right there." 

"Unless somebody just dropped their sunglasses in the parking lot." 

"You gotta think positive, Val. Follow the hunches. That's how you do it. I figure I can visit these three shops tomorrow when we go." 

"Sure. It'll be fun," she said without enthusiasm. "Have you called the police yet?" 

"Not yet. I'll be doing that soon." 

Val didn't say anything. 

"These sunglasses will be the key to finding her," he told Val. "I might have something from one of her assailants here in my hands right now. I'm that close." 

"Nobody's going to tell you they lost their sunglasses during a kidnapping." 

"But this narrows the pool of suspects. I've gone from everybody in the world to maybe thirty people. That's something, don't you think?" 

"I guess so. What about the police? Are we going to the Berkeley police office today?" 

"Yeah, alright." 
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THE POLICE STATION, just west of the university campus, was not far from Lacey's apartment on Oxford Street. Lou presented himself as average Joe Citizen concerned about his missing daughter. He revealed as little as possible about himself and didn't talk about his kidnap theory. He had no clues, could offer no motives. He gave Lacey's home and work addresses and a description. He handed over a small, faded-color picture of her that he carried in his wallet. The interviewing officer could not suppress a deep sigh as he made notes on a computer. 

Lou knew that sigh. Nobody's missing, the officer wanted to say. Everybody's somewhere. You just don't know where. You're the problem. But the young officer didn't give that speech and Lou was glad of it.

The officer asked Lou to fill out a form, and handed him off to a low-level clerk, not even a uniformed officer, who interviewed him for a further ten minutes, basically reading his own information back to him. That was it. They'd contact him "as soon as they learned anything." It was what Lou had expected, but he'd done his duty as a father and a citizen, and it got Val off his back. 
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FROM HIS LIST OF SUNGLASSES shops between Berkeley and their apartment in East Sacramento, Lou used his fake ID to bully some customer names and phone numbers out of clerks and proprietors. Back home, late that afternoon, he and Val were fatigued. Val didn't want to get off-cycle as Lou had, so she took a nap. He was beat and jumpy at the same time and couldn't rest. His body was mixed up. He started calling the names on his sunglasses lists. 

He started calling the names on his sunglasses list, representing himself as an employee of the sunglasses maker, offering people a lifetime replacement if their sunglasses had been lost or damaged. Seven people signed up for a free replacement. They should allow six to eight weeks for delivery, he advised. 

He ended up with a list of twelve possible suspects, including the eight people he couldn't reach. He felt good about his progress in the case. But sitting there, looking over the list again, a moment of cold police logic came over him. It was only a pool of suspects because he assumed the sunglasses belonged to one of Lacey's kidnappers. That was a questionable leap of faith. And he had to further assume that this kidnapper bought the sunglasses somewhere between Sacramento and Berkeley, not in St. Louis or El Paso, and not online either. And that this incompetent, sunglasses-losing kidnapper still lived in the area and had the same phone number as when he bought the sunglasses. It was the slimmest of leads. Pure nonsense is what it was. He had nothing. He closed the computer. 
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