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1. IN AN ABANDONED
INDUSTRIAL BUILDING
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A tall, wiry white man aged around thirty, with light-brown hair, wearing a summer suit without a tie and a pair of soft shoes, was sitting fastened to a chair, his mouth sealed with duct tape.

He tilted his head and raised an eyebrow skeptically.

The two burly men flanking him, of Mediterranean appearance, dressed in dark suits, frowned.

Leaning her ass wrapped tightly in a pair of dark-blue pants against a desk, a middle-aged brunette with features reminiscent of Italian movie stars of the black-and-white era held a phone and a yellow envelope in her hand as she gazed upon the bound man with glum pensiveness.

She said: 

“Mad Vinnie is out in six months. Did you know that, pig?”

The captive nodded.

The brunette continued:

“Till then, I’m still in charge. Are you aware of that?”

He nodded again.

She went on:

“Did you imagine a chick would be easier to manipulate? Or maybe you thought pinning two murders on me and tossing my ass in jail would turn the power over to my nephew?” She paused. She wrinkled her nose. “He’s a spineless fool, you know, my nephew.” She furrowed her brow. “Did you think I was merely a figurehead, and do you suppose mocking me has no consequences?”

The captive shook his head, saying:

“Mmm.”

The Brunette:

“Exactly.” She paused again. “Just so we’re clear, my people had nothing to do with Gerbil’s demise. Oh, and Rice Eater’s early exit? That wasn’t us either. All this ...” 

She placed the phone on the desk and pulled out two pages with some text and photos from the envelope.

“... is bullshit. All of it. Okay?”

She showed the sheets to the captive.

He said:

“Mmm-mmm. Mmm?”

“Pardon me?”

“Mmm!”

She motioned to her associates. One of them ripped the duct tape from the captive’s mouth. 

The captive said: 

“Shit ... I knew you didn’t kill Gerbil.” 

The brunette stood upright. 

“Really?”

“Well, yeah.” 

“What about the other pigs? Do they believe we’re responsible?”

“The evidence is insufficient, but it’s obvious you weren’t involved. It’s not your style, it doesn’t fit.”

“I see. No, I don’t see. Elaborate.”

“Whoever killed him left the body in the apartment, along with the murder weapon, which was, curiously, a kitchen knife. They left two whiskey glasses on the kitchen counter, one of them half-full.”

“Amateur hour.”

“Other than that being a cliché, that’s correct.”

“Yeah? ... Hmm ... Okay. And Rice Eater?”

“Still working on that one.”

“How would bumping off Rice Eater benefit me?”

“That’s what I was going to ask you when these two peasants pounced on me.”

One of the associates raised a hand to strike him, but the Brunette intervened:

“Hey! Knock it off. I’m not paying you to show initiative.” 

The associate lowered his hand.

The Brunette said: 

“Stupid hacks ... Fact-checking seems to be a lost art, doesn’t it? ... Speaking of the Rice Eater affair: what’s your take on corruption?”

The captive:

“Please clarify.”

The Brunette:

“Is it a means to an end, or do you find the idea repulsive and believe it should be eradicated at all costs?”

“That depends.”

“I’m glad you think so. Can we expedite the investigation? Or are you under pressure to lock me away?”

“No pressure.”

“None?”

“I turned in my badge two years ago. I’m just a consultant now.”

“You’re an interesting character, I must say, considering.” 

“Do tell.”

“Hmm ... I mean, why can’t you just enjoy your country mansion, live off your grandfather’s money, and all that? That’s what a normal person would do.” 

The captive:

“Yes. Absolutely. Listen, would you mind? ... My hands are numb.” 

The Brunette:

“... Fine. Untie him.” 

The associates exchanged glances. The Brunette winced, saying:

“Relax, my hearties. He won’t bite you. Besides, we can always shoot him.”

One of the associates said: 

“Boss, you said he was special forces once.”

“So? Oh, no. You should be ashamed of yourselves. Two against one, and he’s unarmed. Let the man stretch his legs before he dies. Untie him.” 

The other associate used a knife to free the captive’s feet. After some hesitation, he freed his hands as well. The first associate kept his gun trained on the prisoner. 

The latter stood up, spread his shoulders, and started to rub his wrists. He asked: 

“Are you sure you want to kill me? Can’t we come to an agreement, perhaps?” 

The Brunette: 

“I got no choice, honey. Tongues would wag. I wouldn’t want my people to suspect I cut a deal with you and your colleagues.”

The prisoner:

“That’s a valid point. May I remind you, though, that, Gerbil and Rice Eater aside, there’s still a ton of stuff the official investigators could pin on you? Think about it. It’s only a matter of time.” 

“Oh, Prince, honey, come on! Blackmail, really? Spare me. By the way, who gave you that nickname? Prince?”

“I don’t recall.”

“You’re an Ivy League graduate, aren’t you?”

“Yes.”

“Which school?”

“Princeton. Why? Does your son need a recommendation?”

Ignoring the wisecrack, she said:

“Let’s see. You’re about thirty, single, childless, and enjoying your allegedly vast inheritance. Old money, is it? Robber barons and all that?”

“At the risk of not sounding elitist: what the fuck business is that of yours?”

“Indulge me.”

“Must I?”

“I’m just trying to lighten the mood. Princeton graduate: a family tradition, I take it? ... Followed by some kind of law school? Hmm ...”

“Whence this unbridled interest in my biography, may I ask?”

“I’m trying to figure out what makes you tick. Call it idle curiosity. Or ... what’s that word?”

“Otiose.”

“There you go. Otiose. So, well-off and carefree, and then, out of the blue, you drop everything to enlist in the army. One tour, followed by the Police Academy, making detective in record time ... Okay, back to the original topic: even your dumbass supervisors realize my nephew isn’t the next boss. Am I right?”

“Yes.”

“Why would they want to lock me up, then? I’m at a loss here. Help me out, why don’t you.”

“I honestly don’t know. Did you sleep with someone you weren’t supposed to?”

One of the associates cocked his pistol. Prince turned around, saying: 

“Hey, peasant, put that away immediately, or I will shove that thing up your ass.”

The Brunette intervened hastily:

“Paulie, you take the initiative one more time, I’ll stick it up your ass myself, you retard. Give me that.” 

Paulie complied. She pointed the gun at Prince. 

“So, Prince ... Who’s this person I shouldn’t have slept with, any idea?”

“I haven’t had a chance to pull on that thread yet. Would you like me to?” 

“Careful, honey. I do have a temper, and I am impulsive. Life expectancy for those who disrespect this broad isn’t very long. I hope you’re aware of that.”

“I am, Lucrezia.”

“I’m not so sure. Paulie, bring the van over. You’ve got the chains and cement, I take it?”

“Yes, boss.” 

“Go.” 

“But, boss ...”

“Just dump him in the bay. I’ve had enough games for now. Pete, you might want to snap some pictures. On second thought ...”

She examined the printout again, bit her lip, and showed it to Prince once more.

“Any idea who’s behind this?” 

Prince glanced at it before saying: 

“Let me guess. The QVA??”

“Well, yeah. The question is – how did they get it? Here’s my ex on the spread, along with the highlights of his biography and the list of morons he’s been greasing – who’s feeding them all this?”

“Well, they’re the QVA.”

“Yes, but even the QVA wouldn’t have taken such delightful liberties a year ago. And now they’re promising parts two and three, in which my own name is sure to pop up.”

Prince, sarcastically:

“They wouldn’t!”

Lucrezia, playing along:

“I know: the nerve! ... What I’d like to know is whose penmanship this is, and who allowed it to be published.”

“What would you do if you knew?”

“I’d want to have a chat with them.” 

“Before tossing them in the bay?”

“That’s always an option, hoss, if not the default position.”

She switched the safety back on and handed the gun over to the associate.

She said, addressing both her associates:

“All right, I’m off. Give me an hour to secure an alibi. And no torture. He hasn’t harmed us in any way.”

The sound of a small engine was heard.

Lucrezia and her crew became apprehensive.

She motioned to them. One of the associates ran to the window to investigate. He turned around. 

“Some fat dickshit on a scooter. He’s taking off his helmet.”

“I see. Give me that gun back. What are you waiting for? Go say hi.”

The associates headed for the exit. 

Lucrezia: 

“You okay, champ?” 

Prince:

“I think so.” 

Lucrezia: 

“I’m sorry about all this. Really, I am. You’re an interesting person, I’ll give you that.”

Prince:

“I hope that’s a compliment.”

Lucrezia:

“Really? Okay. It’s a compliment. Am I an interesting person?”

Prince:

“Reasonably so.”

Lucrezia, suspiciously:

“What do you mean by that?”

“You do have some admirable qualities.”

Lucrezia:

“But?”

Prince:

“Your occupation is a turn off, at least for me.”

Lucrezia:

“I see.”

The associates ushered in a chubby, benevolent-looking balding blond man, about twenty-five years old, dressed in sneakers, jeans, a t-shirt and a jacket. One of the associates was holding his helmet.

Lucrezia, to Prince: 

“Sit down.” Then, to the newcomer: “Horatius, what the fuck are you doing here?”

Horatius smiled, replying:

“Good afternoon, Signora. I was just passing by when suddenly it occurred to me that I might find you here, torturing someone – call it a hunch? A good thing, too, since I need to talk to you anyway.” And, turning to Prince, who had resumed his seat: “Good afternoon, sir.”

Prince:

“Salutations.”

Noticing the printout on the desk, Horatius perked up: 

“Wow! Look at that! That’s partly why I’m here, in fact. The rascals spin quite a tale about your late husband, am I right, Lucrezia? Must be very upsetting for you. The audacity!”

Lucrezia:

“Don’t fuck with me, Horatius, I’m not in the mood. Did you follow us? Did any of my morons tip you off? Shit.”

Horatius:

“I just might have something to ease your concerns, my lady! A word in private?”

“Uh ... Yeah, okay.” 

They stepped aside.

“What do you want, Horatius? Make it quick.”

“I take it seeing that publication was not a source of joy for you?”

“It wasn’t.”

“There’s been quite a few of those lately, wouldn’t you say? Stories? Exposés with photos?”

“I don’t pay much attention to the media.”

“Specifically, the Quod Vere Accidit?”

“Some liberal venture, I would imagine.”

“I doubt it. I suspect the old Quod is as much of a thorn in everyone else’s side as it is in yours and mine. Anyway, it got me thinking, and I could use your advice.”

“I’m listening.” 

“I’ve made inquiries, but, as you know, I don’t trust official sources, nor do I have many friends in law enforcement.”

“Get to the point.”

“I’m looking for a private investigator. Someone discreet and, at the same time, competent. Any idea where I could find one?”

She inclined her head, pretending to consider this. Horatius smiled again:

“I see you do know someone. Well?”

She adjusted her hair and straightened her jacket before saying: 

“See that asshole on the chair?”

Horatius stopped smiling, turned around, and raised his eyebrows. He asked:

“What about him?”

“He might be worth a shot.”

“You’re kidding.”

“I can’t believe I’m going to say this. Here goes: he’s sharp, thorough, and ... unfortunately for some people ... completely incorruptible.” 

“Indeed? Could you elaborate?”

“You can’t buy him off. Trust me, I’ve tried.”

“Oh?”

“Yes.”

“Was your offer sufficiently generous?” 

“He comes from money. Not just any money, either: old money.”

“How intriguing. Really sharp, did you say?”

“Resourceful, too. Earlier, he arranged for my imbeciles to tie him up and stick him in the voiture – just to have a chat with me without witnesses. Who even does that anymore? Plus, he’s about to do me a favor, I think.”

“You mean ...”

“Yeah, those two. The competition got to them. He knew that before I did.”

“You said he was about to do you a favor.”

“Yes.”

“That kind of favor?”

“Yes.”

“He doesn’t strike me as a killer.”

“There’s no need to eliminate them. I just want to find out who their new employer is.”

“And the old money fellow ...”

“He’ll extract it from them one way or another. He’s got his methods. Special ops and all that.”

“Really!”

“Yes. I’ll give you his number.”

Horatius smiled again:

“Don bother, Signora. Give him to me now. I mean, right now.”

“I can’t.”

“Please. Someone else could make the turncoats talk.”

“I don’t know. Can’t you wait a couple of days?”

“It’s urgent. You owe me, remember?”

“Yes, yes. Well ...”

“We’ll call it even.”

“Wrong.”

“Okay. I’ll owe you now.” 

“That’s better.”

“Have them tie his hands for me.”

“Sure.”
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2. ON THE ROAD LEADING BACK TO CIVILIZATION
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Horatius pushed his scooter along, gripping the handlebars, as he and Prince, whose hands were zip-tied behind his back, walked down the road.

Horatius asked:

“Mind telling me your real name, sir?”

“Gilgamesh.”

“Uh ... what?”

“Scipio?”

Horatius chuckled, and said: 

“You’re a detective. Some people say you’re brilliant. Is that your opinion as well?”

“I pay people to say so.”

“Got it. Why aren’t you asking what I want from you?”

“That’s pretty obvious, Mr. ... uh ... Horatius, is it? Uh ...” 

“There are more things in heaven and earth.” 

“How long have you known Lucrezia, Mr. Horatius?” 

“Five or six years.”

“You’re not part of her circle.”

“No, of course not.”

“But you asked, and she agreed.”

“It’s in her best interest.” 

“And now you expect me to take your case, whatever that may be, and view it as a privilege, or a great opportunity for me, or something of that nature?”

“There’s no case yet. I was just looking for an honest man, and Lucrezia recommended you.”

“She did?”

“Yes, sir.”

“How thoughtful of her. What’s in it for me?” 

“You’ll know as soon as you hear me out, Mr. Prince ... Prince? Seriously, what’s your real name? Calling you Prince ... I mean ...”

“Oh, and Horatius is any less garish?”

“Touche. Still, what is it? Your name, I mean?”

“Tomas de Torquemada?”

“Right. Okay, this is far enough, I think. Let me untie you.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes. Why?”

Horatius looked over his shoulder. Prince showed him his hands. Horatius smiled happily.

“Wow! Special ops: she wasn’t kidding. Navy Seals?”

“A secret Jesuit school, actually. Training grounds.” 

“Good for you. Let’s use the scooter.”

“No.” 

“Why not?” 

“Two grownups on that putt-putt? Thanks, I’m good.”

“It’s a four-mile walk ...”

“A stroll would do you good, Horatius. I could call a cab.”

“The scooter wouldn’t fit in a cab.” 

“I meant for me.” 

“Okay. You really should hear me out, Mr. Prince.” 

Prince stopped, stuck his hands in his pockets, glanced at the sky, and said:

“Go ahead.”

Horatius:

“I report to no one.”

Prince:

“That’s not true.”

Horatius:

“What makes you say that?”

Prince:

“You don’t strike me as a particularly serious person, Horatius, and you’re lazy.”

“Is it really that obvious?”

“It is to me.”

“And what does it have to do with ...”

“You struck a deal with folks who could make your life unappealing if you turned them down, and you’ve been doing their bidding ever since – which is a while.”

“That’s not entirely accurate, but ...”

“Tell me I’m good.”

“You’re good.”

“That is the word on the street, but I’m actually better that just good.” 

“I’m aware of that. I’m counting on it.”

“Do I come off as someone who needs external validation?”

“Not particularly.”

“Very well. We’ll need some ground rules.”
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3. AT PRINCE’S APARTMENT
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The apartment turned out to be a loft on the third floor of a former factory, originally built in the Nineteenth Century and remodeled during the deindustrialization era.

[image: image]

The bedroom was separated from the rest of the loft by a decorative screen. The larger, sun-drenched part consisted of the living room, library, study, and kitchen. 

A casually dressed homely girl of about twenty lounged on the kitchen counter, sipping white wine, her bare feet swinging. At the sight of Horatius and Prince she appeared to be embarrassed, jumped down, and spoke with a Spanish accent: 

“Oh, hey. I was just taking a break. Been cleaning all morning. We’re almost out of detergent.” 

Prince said:

“Didn’t I leave you money for supplies? Anyway, I apologize for showing up early. Let me introduce you. This is Horatius, a man with a dark past; Horatius, meet Nancy, a villainous coquette, alcoholic, and incompetent part-time apartment cleaner. Nancy, darling, I see you’ve opened yet another bottle.”

He glanced around. He soon found it.

Nancy:

“I just wanted a quick drink. Just one.”

Prince:

“That bottle was a gift, dear, worth nine hundred dollars.”

Nancy, alarmed:

“I had no idea. I thought it was just regular sauvignon blanc. Nine hundred?”

“Bulk discount. Individual bottles run to fifteen hundred. That’s okay. You can head out now. Come back in a week to finish the job.”

“I’m so sorry.”

“As am I. Off you go.”

Nancy slipped on her sandals, grabbed her purse, and, pulling an apologetic face, left hastily.

Horatius asked:

“Is that true? About the wine?”

“Of course not. Keeping the help on their toes is a hobby of mine.”

“Oh?”

“Keeps them from slacking off. Coffee?”

“Sure, thank you.”
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4. AT PRINCE’S APARTMENT
TWENTY MINUTES LATER
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Sipping the coffee appreciatively, and even going, “mmm!”, Horatius remarked:

“At this point, we could really use a Claudia.” 

Prince:

“Does it have to be a woman?” 

“Yes.”

“Are you superstitious, Horatius?” 

Horatius, smiling:

“Depends.”

Prince:

“Did you expect me to have a list in my head?” 

“Given your skillset, yes.”

“Fine. And that’s the whole posse?”

“The preferred term is Contubernium.”

Prince smirked, saying:

“Really?”

Horatius:

“Yes.”

Prince:

“Well? Is that it?”

Horatius:

“There will be one more participant.”

Prince:

“Male or female?”

Horatius:

“Female.”

Prince:

“What duties or tasks will she be responsible for?”

“Numerous ones, Prince.”

“I see. Is she a Persuader?”

“Yes.”

“Thought so. Is that it?”

“Pretty much. Why?”

“Shouldn’t there be at least one muscle man?”

“Muscle man?”

“If what you’ve told me so far about the case is true, busting heads now and then is most likely in the offing.”

“Well, yes. But ...”

“You expected me to fill that role as well, I see. I’m sorry.”

“Why not?”

“It’s not my bag. You’ll need a genuine peasant.”

“Well ...”

“That’s not subject to debate.”

“All right. I’ll get someone.”

“You had me worried there for a second.”

“... How long will it take you to find a Claudia?”

“Six months.”

“Are you joking?”

“We could shorten it to a couple of days, provided you tell me what it is I’m signing up for, and be truthful.”

“I was just about to fill you in on some details.” 

“I’m all ears.”

After a moment of pondering, or pretending to ponder, Horatius said:

“Imagine a world in which no one can truly determine what is true and what isn’t. Picture a scenario where every conspiracy theory you’re aware of contain a kernel of truth: not in the way most people believe, but some degree of reality nonetheless.”

“Right. So?”

“Can you imagine a world like that?”

“Imagine? We’re living in it.”

“Good. Now imagine furthermore that there are people in this world bound together by ... hmm ... how should I put it? ...”

“Contracts, promises, favors, blood relations, sexual relations, religious considerations, political favors, class distinctions, education levels – did I leave anything out?” 

“Good, good. Now imagine that one of those groups ...”

“... whose distinguishing trait is longevity.”

“Yes ... I’m sorry ... What?”

“Aren’t you older than you appear, Horatius?” 

“I ... Wait a minute.”

“You seem to be twenty-four or twenty-five. And yet, all that bullshit you’ve been laying on me these past few hours is the kind normally spewed by much older individuals.”

“Uh ...”

“How long do you people normally live? I’ve always been curious.”

Horatius’ smile changed from serene to tepid. He said:

“I’m not sure I like your tone, sir.”

“I’m being tactful, Horatius.”

“You are?”

“Yes, and you should appreciate it.”

“I see. You know some of us personally, then? Other than myself?”

“Unfortunately, I do.”

“Unfortunately?” 

“I don’t care for you people.”

“Why is that?”

“I have my reasons.”

“Oh?”

“Your kind .... No, I’d better not.”

Horatius, smiling serenely once again:

“Whom do you know, specifically? Of, as you put it, our kind? A woman, perhaps?”

“That’s not important.”

Horatius:

“Well, since you’ve had contact with some of us, you must also be familiar with the other trait we all share.”

“I am. It doesn’t work on me.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“Your powers of persuasion. I’m immune to it.” 

Horatius stopped smiling. 

“Really?”

“Be my guest. Give it a shot.”

“Not susceptible at all?”

“Are you giving it a shot right now?”

“No, I’m ... Since ... uh ...”

“I won’t tell anyone, Horatius.” 

Horatius, somewhat perturbed:

“That’s not the point. Please stop smirking!”

“Make me.”

“It doesn’t benefit you to ...”

Prince chuckled.

Horatius fell silent. He studied Prince for a moment before saying:

“I see. Yes. In fact, I’ve run across people like you in the past, but ...”

“It’s a rare gift.”

“Indeed. Do stop smirking, please. This might work to our advantage. Hmm ...”

“What do you call it?”

“Call what?”

“Your powers.”

“They’re not powers.”

“Whatever. What do you call it?”

Horatius paused, hesitating, before eventually saying:

“Core abilities.”

Prince:

“Really?”

Horatius:

“Yes. Do you find the term amusing?”

Prince:

“A little.”

Horatius:

“Listen. About our ‘kind.’ We ...”

“Don’t lie to me, Horatius.”

“Why not?”

“It’s pointless.”

“All right. We don’t have anything that you’d recognize as an organization, but
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