

[image: ]




ALSO BY SAM LEITH

Dead Pets

Sod’s Law





[image: ]




This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

Copyright © 2011 by Sam Leith

All Rights Reserved
Published in the United States by Crown Publishers, an imprint of the Crown
Publishing Group, a division of Random House, Inc., New York.
www.crownpublishing.com

Crown and the Crown colophon are registered trademarks of Random House, Inc.
Originally published in paperback in Great Britain by Bloomsbury Publishing, London, in 2011.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Leith, Sam.
The coincidence engine : a novel / Sam Leith. —1st ed.
p. cm.
1. Intelligence service—United States—Fiction. 2. Mathematicians—Fiction. 3. Mathematical instruments—Fiction. 4. Probabilities—Fiction.
5. Coincidence—Fiction. I. Title.
PR6112.E46C65 2012
823’.92—dc22
                                                                           2011021838

eISBN: 978-0-307-71644-6

Jacket design by Gregg Kulick
Jacket photography by Marcopolo, Feature Pics

v3.1





For Alice, who makes me feel lucky




Contents


Cover

Other Books by This Author

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

Author’s Note



Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24


Acknowledgments

A Note on the Author




AUTHOR’S NOTE

It is customary to announce on this page that all resemblances to characters living or dead are entirely coincidental. It seems only courteous to acknowledge, though, that in preparing the character of Nicolas Banacharski I was inspired by the true-life story of the eminent mathematician Alexandre Grothendieck. “What is a meter?” is Grothendieck’s line. But The Coincidence Engine is a work of fiction: I don’t know any maths, and Banacharski is no more Grothendieck than Robinson Crusoe was Alexander Selkirk.

People may also complain that I have taken liberties with both the laws of physics and the geography of the United States of America. I can only respond that reality, in this book, does not exactly get off scot-free.

SL, London, September 2010
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“They’ve found the pilot.”

Twelve hundred miles away in New York, Red Queen breathed out.

“What do we know?”

“More or less nothing. Hospital sweep sent up flags. Field agents in Atlanta called it in. He’s in Mobile. Name of Arno Fisk. I’m headed over there now to talk to him.”

“Condition?”

“Cuts and bruises. Some—well. They’re saying some cognitive issues.”

In the background, Red Queen could hear wind across the mouthpiece of the phone. Behind that, the sound of heavy traffic moving fast: trucks pounding south on the interstate.

“It’s not clear. He was dressed as a pilot, but he’s not a pilot. There’s nothing on him in the FAA database. He was unconscious for some time. What I hear—”

The wind picked up and the next few words were inaudible.

“—consciousness. I need to go.”

“OK, go,” said Red Queen.

The phone went down in its cradle.

Red Queen’s desk was broad and made of dark wood. The top was covered in red leather. It was out of place. It belonged among other antiques—not in this oblong box with its ozonic air conditioning and its twenty-four-hour fake sunlight. There were no books in the room. An uncomfortable two-seat sofa, against the wall, faced the desk. On the other wall there was a locked cabinet. There were no windows.

A corner of the leather surface of the desk looked like it had been chewed by mice. Red Queen picked at the leather with a fingernail for a moment, staring at nothing.

Then Red Queen turned to the computer, waggled the mouse to bring the screen alive, and brought up the Intercept to read it again.

Bree, on the highway, hung up the phone on the timber wall of the Snacky Shack and walked round to the door. It was late morning and the sun, already hot, bounced off the dusty glass and winked at her. She’d been driving for three hours already. Red Queen could wait half an hour while Bree got waffles.

Bree was the only person in the place—an awkward L-shape that had once been a barn, or an auto-shop or something. Formica tables, pairs and fours. Booths lined the window onto the highway and Bree sat in the furthest one of those, with her back to the corner wall. She sat a while, watched the traffic tick past, waited while the waitress finished scratching in her hair with her pencil.

The waitress leaned down by the chef—a good-looking Latino wearing a greasy checkered dishcloth as a bandana—and produced a laminated menu the size of an occasional table. She dropped it wordlessly in front of Bree, left, returned with a clear plastic beaker of iced water, set that wordlessly down, fished a pad from her pouch and pointed at it, expectantly, with her head-scratcher.

“Morning,” said Bree.

“Mornin’,” said the waitress.

“Belgian waffles,” she said. “Three eggs over medium, Canadian bacon, chicken sausage and sourdough toast; two rounds.”

The waitress wrote it down.

“You want a side of fries with that?”

Bree’s eyes flicked up from the menu.

“No fries,” she said. “And no grits.”

The waitress looked at her. Bree looked back.

“Thank you,” said Bree, and smiled sweetly.

Thirty minutes later Bree was back heading south in the brown Chrysler with the windows up and the air conditioning on, and by mid-afternoon, she was rolling into Mobile. She left the interstate and took Airport Boulevard.

Providence Hospital was a white building west of the center of town. Bree drove in under a quaint old archway, swung the front of the car round and parked up under a shade tree, just out of the sight line from the main entrance.

She got out and the weather hit her. It was as if the humidity had tugged the leash on her breath. She’d worked up just enough of a sweat for it to chill on her, unpleasantly, when she stepped into the air-conditioned lobby. She ignored the potted palms and crossed to the desk.

“Visiting Fisk, room 325,” she said. “Helen Fisk. I called earlier.”

She showed the woman her ID. The woman didn’t seem interested. Bree wrote “Helen Fisk” in the register, went to the elevator and went up.

It was a nice hospital. Someone cleaned it. Her flats didn’t stick. She’d been in hospitals where only people in heels—and Bree hadn’t worn heels since she could remember—were really qualified to make it down the corridors.

The room that the man who seemed to be called Fisk was supposed to be occupying was down a long corridor and through some doors. Bree had a pretty good sense of direction. West, it should be facing, over scrubland and away from the parking lot and the main part of the hospital. She listened at the door a little, then when she was satisfied nobody was in Fisk’s room, knocked softly.

She didn’t wait for an answer, but opened the door, slipped in, closed it behind her.

The room did face west. The blind was half lowered, and afternoon light came through the bottom half of the window and slanted across the foot of Arno Fisk’s bed.

Fisk was awake but he looked a little glassy. He had dark hair, spilling from a bandage wrapped round the top of his head, and a purple, very shiny bruise bulbing out the right side of his forehead and casing the orbit of his eye. Underneath his right eye the skin was wasp-striped black and yellow.

There was something dark—looked like dried blood—in his nostrils, and a single butterfly stitch on his lip. He was a mess. Bree couldn’t see what was going on under the blanket, but both the arms above it—resting side by side on the tray table over his waist and looking uncomfortable—were in casts to the elbow.

She’d been in the room for a couple of seconds before his eyes rolled toward her, as if in surprise, and focused a foot or two behind her left shoulder. They were shiny, and such a dark brown that the pupils and the irises, at this distance, were hard to tell one from the other. Even smashed up, he was a handsome man, though more tanned than Bree thought was ideal.

“Come in,” he said. It came out: “Cerrm urh?” Then he looked surprised again.

Bree walked up to the bed. She didn’t bother affecting hesitation. According to the medical notes the agents in Atlanta had skimmed, there had been no permanent brain damage or intracranial bleeding. Just a prize-winning compendium of fractures, breaks, and abrasions—consistent, one of Bree’s colleagues had said, with the rough prognosis for an eight-year-old child with rickets spending a half-hour in an industrial tumble dryer.

This spaciness was probably just drugs. If they had him self-administering he’d be no use to Bree, or anyone.

“Mr. Fisk,” Bree said.

His eyes said, “Who wants to know?” and his mouth said, “Urr?”

“Mr. Fisk, my name is Dana Hamilton. I’m from the Federal Aviation Authority.”

She reached into her top pocket and showed him Dana Hamilton’s business card. He frowned at her wrist. Closer up, she could see where his pupils ended and where his irises began. His irises were fingernail-thin, chocolate-colored halos. He looked like a badly mangled bushbaby.

“Federr avuh urrdurr?”

“Yes, Mr. Fisk. And may I say what a pleasure it is to meet you today?” Dana extended her hand. There were four fingers extending from the cast on his right arm. Dana shook two of them.

There was a chair by the bed. She pulled it round and sat on it.

“I’ve come to talk to you about your accident. I work as an insurance assessor for our pilot outreach branch, unexpected eventuality division.”

“Whur durr?” said Arno Fisk.

“There are certain anomalies in our records regarding the events of August 11th. We need to straighten out our files. Mr. Fisk, I’m going to level with you. We have no record, precisely—and this is very probably our fault; the full-spectrum security audit ongoing since 2001 has, to be honest, caused as much confusion as it has cleared up—of your pilot’s license. You were admitted to the emergency room without ID, and the FAA—under the WelfAir insurance scheme—covered your bills during the time you were unconscious. We’re now reaching a stage where we need to action an alternative funding stream for your medical care.”

Something stirred in Fisk’s face. Somewhere at the murky bottom of his consciousness, what Bree was saying had snagged. That was the idea. If he wasn’t too stoned to know he was in the hospital, maybe he wasn’t too stoned to realize that whoever was paying for him to be there could stop paying for him to be there.

“Mr. Fisk, we need to establish your eligibility for continued treatment. We need to find some way of reconnecting you to the FAA’s database.”

This was not strictly true. Bree didn’t give too much of a damn about the FAA’s database, though she was curious as to who the hell this guy was. No ID, no known next of kin. They’d found his name through teeth while he was still out—busted crown done eight years previously back home in Illinois.

Arno Fisk, thirty-five years old. Born in St. Charles. Moved away when he graduated high school. Moved back, apparently, for long enough to go to the dentist. Moved away again. He’d ended up in Mobile somehow, though he didn’t seem to have driven there. There were three Arno Fisks holding driving licenses in Illinois and two in Alabama, and none of the five of them was this guy.

“I’m nurr a pilurr. I tole the pleezmann.” He looked tired. “Anno whurr huppen.”

“But you were found near the wreckage of a 737,” Bree said. “You were found in the wreckage of a 737. Strapped into what was left of the pilot’s seat.”

“Anno whurr.”

“You know what happened?”

“AnnNO.”

“You don’t know what happened?”

Fisk subsided slightly, and his eyes refocused dead ahead.

“Mr. Fisk, you were dressed as an airline pilot.” She reached a little. What the hell. “As I’m sure you know, there are federal penalties attached to the improper impersonation of an officer of the Federal Aviation Authority, or an accredited pilot of that same body.” She softened her voice. “We’re sure you meant no harm, but it’s very important that you tell us everything you remember about the events leading up to your being found.”

She looked at him, her eyes moving over his unbruised cheek. The skin was olive-colored. It looked like it would smell nice. He kept staring ahead.

“Look, I’m honest? We just want to know where the plane came from. There were no identifying markings on the fuselage—at least none recognizably attributable to any known airline. No passengers were found. No planes were missing. We checked all the schedules in the continental United States for the two weeks surrounding the time you were found. We checked private flights—and there aren’t a large number of 737s in private hands; we checked scheduled flights; we checked extraordinary rendition flights. There weren’t any scheduled flights across the South in any case, because of the hurricanes.”

This was mostly but not entirely true. They had recovered some identifying markings. One section that seemed to belong to the tailplane, according to the file, was made of tin-plated steel and stamped with a date of no readily decipherable significance in the summer of 2009. It seemed overwhelmingly likely it belonged to a can of beans.

“As far as anyone knows, this 737 airplane appeared out of nowhere. It didn’t crash, it didn’t fall out of the sky—there was no sort of impact evidence. OK? Planes don’t come out of nowhere. They are big things. Then it broke up—without burning or exploding—at or near ground level. And it scattered itty-bitty little bits of metal debris over three square miles of Alabama backcountry, and left a guy with half his bones broken, strapped to a chair, hanging in a tree.”

Arno Fisk, to whom some of this was getting through, attempted to look as baffled as Bree. It was a very creditable attempt.

“That was you,” she added.

Bree tensed as she heard the handle of the door twist. A nurse came in, sideways, turned and looked startled to see a visitor. She was carrying a clear plastic jug of water. She frowned, then smiled politely, and was opening her mouth to speak when Bree interrupted her.

“Oh, thank you. Arno’s mouth was getting so dry, wasn’t it, hon? Just there, sweetie, thanks. No, a bit to the right. Perfect. I’ll take care of his glass.” She put a little urgency into her tone, stopped just short of steering the nurse back out of the room by her hip. She could see the nurse making a snap decision; to go with the flow rather than submit to the awkwardness of challenging Bree’s ownership of the space. One more firm “thank you” was enough to see her off.

Bree had all sorts of outs, but unnoticed was best—unnoticed was always best. She knew the name on the register was different from the name she’d used to Fisk, and figured there’d be no trouble with it in a routine hospital visit to a badly if bizarrely injured man. She’d leave confusion, rather than suspicion, behind her if she left anything at all. But she’d rather leave it behind her than have it turn up while she was still there. As far as the nurse was concerned, if she checked, this was the cute Fisk guy’s fat older sister. And if Fisk wondered why this lady was calling him “hon,” well …

He made a noise. She turned back to him. Fisk was looking a little more focused, as if he’d made a decision to pull himself, as far as he could, together.

“Uh durr rumberr much. I’ was Sadderday. Uh wuzz a li’l drunk.”

The words came out slowly, and clearly with effort. “Uh hadd a beer. Bit. Nommuch. Cuz uh wuz goin’a work. Uh member geddin dress. Geddin in car. Id was winndy.”

“You were going to work. What time was this?”

“Uh dunnuh. Evennuntime. Late. Iz dark. Winndy.”

He pushed his lips together and out, like a chimp puckering up for a kiss, and exhaled through them almost soundlessly: hwhhh-hhhhhhooooo. His eyelids drooped and his cheeks tightened in a secret smile. Some sort of morphine surge. Hwhhhhhhh …

“Winnndy …” Hwhhh …

“Yes, it would have been windy. There were hurricane warnings. A lot of people had left town. And you were going to work?”

“Ssssss.”

“Why? Nothing was leaving the ground that night.”

“Gudda work. Goo money.”

“Where do you work? You work as a pilot?”

“Nuh! Nudd a piludd.” He was trying to pull himself together again.

“You were dressed as a pilot. Could someone have done that to you while you were unconscious?”

If someone had done that to him, Bree could have added, they had a sense of humor. According to the admittedly sketchy paperwork she’d been able to obtain through the Atlanta relay, he was dressed in the uniform of a TWA pilot from the mid-1980s. A defunct airline. An emergency-room orderly’s sniggering e-mail to his college buddy had added the even more peculiar detail that, underneath his pilot’s uniform, he had been wearing satin thong underpants with a tiger-stripe print. These had been soiled.

“Nuh. Uh dress muhself. Took muh uhn cloze inna bag.”

“Where do you work?”

He shook his head floppily and frowned. “Anywhur. Uzz jus’ anyone books. Wuzz jub up by—ahhh—Gumbuh Lake.”

Gumbo Lake was an enormous swamp ten or fifteen miles to the north of where Fisk had been found. Fisk’s tree had been a couple of miles west of Axis, off the 13, which went up to Mount Vernon.

“What sort of job were you doing?” As she asked, Bree realized she knew the answer.

“Ubba darnzer.”

“A dancer. You’re a stripper.”

“Ubba darnzer,” he insisted, but his face, even through the drug haze, looked bashful and a little bit pleased with itself. He attempted what would have been a well-practiced, flirtatious, long-lashed look. The effect was not as he would have intended, but the attempt was enough that Bree could feel herself coloring at the base of her throat. She felt cross.

“Uh wuz onna urrway,” he continued, not noticing or minding much. “Saw uh member. Uz drivin’. Larss thing uh member. Driving.” The casts bumped on the table as he attempted a shrug, then winced as he remembered what trying to shrug with two broken arms and a fractured collarbone felt like. “Then uhz year.”

“You don’t remember anything else? You didn’t stop, didn’t get out of the car, didn’t meet anyone?” Like, anyone carrying a commercial passenger plane? Bree thought but did not say.

“Ur gur. Nuh.” He struggled a little in the mist. “Yerrr. Uh gud ou’. Uh member. Or nuh. Uh think. Gudda pee.”

Oh shit, thought Bree, not knowing if or how she was supposed to help him do that—and it seeming likely it would bring another nurse.

“Pee. Beer. Heh. Uh gudda.”

Bree realized, with relief, he was still remembering. He looked confused again. “Uh gud urr. Iss winnndy.” He made the whooshing noise again.

And then his face shone and his lids sagged. “Uzz inna plane … Inna … Hadda mos’ amazin’ dream …”

Bree got up. She didn’t know what she knew, and she couldn’t think of anything else to ask because she didn’t know what she didn’t know. That was normal. That was her job.

“Saw rrainbow,” said Fisk. “Byooofu’. ’Mazin’ dreammm …”

“Thank you, Mr. Fisk,” she said, but he wasn’t really noticing. She left.

As she crossed the parking lot to the Chrysler, she ran over the conversation in her memory. She didn’t speculate. There was never any value in speculating. But something nuggeted in her mind.

“I’m not a pilot,” he had said. “I told the policeman.”

Bree, who had seen the records, thought: What policeman?

An amazing dream.

Fisk, subsiding back into morphine sleep. Going down through the layers. There was a humming of bees. The air all around him was wet and it smelled of tin and electricity. The trees were dark, dark green and the sky was gray in all directions.

He was driving a car. Not his own car. He knew in the dream that it wasn’t his own car, but it somehow belonged to him. The car was a vintage Plymouth as big as a whale. Fisk wallowed in a wide front seat upholstered in blood-covered leather. Fat drops of rain were splatting and dragging across the windshield, hauled sideways by the wind.

Rain was wetting his cheek. Fisk had the windows open. He knew he had a passenger, on the front seat with him—he could see them from the corner of his eye—but he couldn’t bring himself to look round. He wasn’t scared of his passenger—sharer, he thought; my passenger is my sharer—but something prevented him from turning his head to look. His eyes were on the road.

He cruised on the speed limit. Fifty-five miles per hour, but the scenery changed only very slowly. He felt unease as he looked ahead, at the road pulling toward him lickety-split, and the scenery making its way sluggishly past like a moving staircase with the handrail out of sync.

A bit away from the highway, before the treeline, he could see the gator fence. There were gators lined up behind it. They were moving their limbs slowly, purposefully. One, then another huffed and lolled and then, with lazy weight, started to haul themselves up the fence vertically, link by link. He noticed the passenger (sharer, he thought again) was gone. Nobody was there.

The wind picked up, flapping erratically into the driver-side window. It was sheety and gusty and it tasted like batteries on his tongue. Fisk suddenly realized that the car wasn’t moving at all. The road continued to spool toward him, but it was a special effect, like in an old movie. He realized he needed to pee.

He was outside the car, standing by the highway. Fisk was experiencing something halfway between memory and hallucination.

He didn’t remember getting out of the car, but he could see it. There was somebody, he couldn’t see who, driving it, and somebody on the passenger side. The wheels were turning—whitewalls blurred—but it was keeping level with him.

Here in the wind he felt scared. The wind caught his cuffs and belled his sleeves out with a great sad sound like a foghorn. The navy fabric of his uniform trousers, wet from the rain, clung to his legs like Saran wrap. His captain’s cap flipped up and vanished horizontally, end over end, out of his sight before he could turn to see it. He turned his back to the wind. The sky ahead, back down the highway where he had come from, over the delta, was black as stone.

He moved his hand to his zipper, and POOM! He was nowhere.
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“The coincidence engine is starting to work. I saw it with my own eyes.”

The Intercept was from nobody. It had been more or less sieved from static. Shortwave frequencies, an echo of an echo. The original signal was, they thought, perhaps, a fax; it still retained some formatting features. But its origin and its destination were unknown, and the very fact that they found it continued to be a source of bafflement. It was a one in a million shot: the equivalent of getting a crossed line and hearing your best friend’s voice from the other side of the world.

It wasn’t even a term the Directorate’s officers had been specifically searching for. But “coincidence engine” was close enough to send up a flag: they’d been combing for “probability,” “paradox” (since that had been the inaccurate but hard-to-shake term that had briefly attached to the project), “singularity,” “Heisenberg” (in variant spellings), and a half-dozen other key terms and areas. Red Queen, who made no secret of not being a scientist, explained to the Directorate’s staff that they were looking for “weird stuff and people who seem to know about miracles.”

But then that was more or less a description of what they’d been doing ever since those wackos around the second Gulf War revived the Directorate of the Extremely Improbable. Red Queen would have preferred to work in the State Department, and Red Queen had made this noisily clear—which was almost certainly why Red Queen had the job. In this department, producer capture was not a good idea.

But the arrival of the Intercept, coming so soon after the hurricanes and the satellite photograph, had seemed too much of a … well, there it was.

Someone had flagged it, and now it was here.


The hurricane blew through the junkyard and it made a plane. I saw it. First the gathering wind, and then the sky was filled with metal clashing and screaming and spinning. Rivets swarmed. Currents of air dashed and twirled plates, chairs, tin cans, girders and joists, pinging and banging off rocks. Noise like you never heard. Unholy howl. Rushing and screaming.

Knock, knock, knock and the metal clashing and curving and denting and sticking with great screams. Beyond conception. Beyond seeing. The panel of a trailer. The corrugated sides of a container cracking and flattening. A flash in the middle of it, right in the middle, of a tiny man suspended in air, pedalling his legs like he’s treading water and his tiny mouth open and his eyes little dots of terror. Something forming around him.

And finally the wind calmed and the thing was made, the metal miracle. Water running in beads down its flanks under the heavy sky. To the west, the cloud broke and in the distance the sky was bright, like through a tunnel. There was a double rainbow. And on the other side, the sky was a sheet of black. A terrible promise.

The rotors of the engines were idling in the last of the wind. And sitting high in the air, strapped safely in the cockpit, was the pilot—mouth opening and closing, eyes wide, staring into the enormous sky. It works. I saw it.



Its author, Red Queen reflected, sounded about as well adjusted as that guy who eats flies in the Dracula movie. But the thing about the plane had caught their attention.

And there had been a hurricane. This they knew. Hurricane Jody had moved through the Gulf of Mexico for three days in the first week of August, feeding on the warm air rolling off the coast in the unending heatwave. It refused to blow itself out and refused to come ashore.

Occasionally, like a big dog twitching its tail, it brushed against the land. In the early morning of the 24th, a kiss-curl of the fatal weather system—it looked like a wisp of cloud on the satellite image—had flattened four miles of the Florida Keys.

The contents of two recently evacuated trailer parks had been lifted sideways, chewed to splinters in the hurricane’s mouth, and sprayed seaward like refuse from an industrial woodchipper. A film crew from Fox News went with them.

The hurricane’s retreat had taken a near-perfect hemispherical bite out of the coastline. Thousands of tons of yellow sand were pulled into the sea. Small boats sailed inland through the air and anchored among defoliated palm trees.

The hurricane had retreated, circled at sea, ambled south and west.

It came ashore again sixty-one hours later, on a stretch of coastline where the civic contingency planners had not expected it. The center of the storm had started moving northwest at twenty knots. Its leading edge sucked a renowned Louisiana gambler bodily through the window of a riverboat casino, never to be seen again, and a steel roulette ball punched four inches into the tree stump to which the boat was moored. The storm’s left flank had sideswiped a single loop of the coastal highway, gridlocked with late-departing refugees, killing forty-eight motorists and 122 pedestrians.

Then, abruptly, it changed direction again and headed back out to sea, brooded.

And then, on the night of August 10th, it had headed inland again, and it did not stop at the coast. It had made landfall east of Mobile and headed up and over the delta with savage speed.
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It was still just light in Glisson Road when Mary Hollis arrived home.

The bag in her hand, from the Marks & Spencer at the station, contained a fish pie, a small bag of prepared carrot batons and a half-bottle of red wine with a pink twist-off cap. Summer was on the way out. She felt a faint winter chill through her blouse.

She put the bag down and fished in her handbag for her keys. As she did so, a movement—barely more than a disturbance of the air—registered in her peripheral vision. She glanced briefly up the street toward the road that led to the station. Nothing there.

Silly woman, she said to herself aloud. Silly old bag. Only since she retired last year, though, had she started to notice herself looking over her shoulder when she turned the corner from Hills Road, or feeling nervous if she had to pass a man on the same side of the street. During all the years she worked up at the college, she had regarded the undergraduates as overgrown teenagers—unruly nephews and slatternly nieces, as exasperating and unthreatening as badly trained Labradors.

“All right, Mrs. H?” bellowed in a cockney accent by a public schoolboy. “Where’s your gentleman caller, eh?”

“Mind your own business.”

Now, already, they had started looking bigger and more strange. If she was out at night and she heard young men walking behind her, she’d dawdle at a bus stop, or pause on the main road under a street light, to let them pass before she turned off. Sometimes, when they looked drunk, she’d make an excuse to drop into a shop.

She was sixty-five, and she realized that she had started thinking of herself as an old woman. She had started thinking about what she looked like to others. Not the little vanities of make-up or hair—but the way her profile was changing. She felt as if she was growing smaller, taking shorter steps—as if she was gradually feeding herself to her fear.

She found her keys in the bottom of her bag, turned the heavy deadlock and rattled the sticky little brass one into the Yale. The hall was dark and smelled of polish. She picked up her supper, and turned on the light.

She tasted copper in her mouth, and felt her face go cold.

The drawer had been pulled out of the hall table and her letters were spilled over the floor. The rug had been pulled up and was rucked up at the other end by the foot of the stairs. Every one of her framed photographs had been knocked from the walls and there were big jagged pieces of broken glass across the floorboards, a different color where the rug had been.

She felt her skin prickle. She made herself breathe, took a step and reached for the telephone on the hall table. It was an old brown plastic push-button BT model. She’d never owned a mobile phone.

It was when she fumbled the receiver that she realized her hand was shaking. It clattered heavily onto the table. She picked it up and brought it to her ear. There was no dialing tone.

Ahead of her, the darkness leading through to the kitchen seemed to breathe. She wanted to ask whether there was someone still there, but she didn’t want to know the answer and her mouth was too dry to speak.

The door behind her was still open, and the street outside felt suddenly more cold and strange. She took a step away, not wanting to turn her back on the other end of the hall, and pushed her spine against the door jamb. She turned her head to look out. In the dusk just across the street there was an elderly man. He was disheveled. Above his gray beard there was a kindly, perplexed face. He was standing still, watching her. Then something seemed to startle him. He turned his head sharply, as if looking over his shoulder.

She stepped back out of the house and called to him, or tried to. As she raised her hand, though, he turned and dipped his head, walking back up toward the main road.

“Sir!” she yelped. “Sir! Excuse me!”

His pace seemed to quicken and then, just as he was coming up to a street light, something she could not account for happened. He seemed, simply, to vanish. There was a shimmer, and where a second ago she had been watching him there was now no more than a heat haze—a smear in the air.

A man’s shadow on the pavement shortened as it approached the streetlight, then lengthened on the far side, at the pace you might walk on a brisk spring evening, and then disappeared.

By the time the police arrived, it was full dark and Mary was two doors down with Mrs. Smart at number 62.

Angela Smart had left an open pan of pasta boiling in the kitchen and opened the door to a tremulous knock. She found the old woman standing there. She wore a shapeless greatcoat and hat, and was clutching a plastic bag from Marks & Spencer up against her chest. She seemed agitated.

“Mary?” she had said. She knew Mrs. Hollis from the occasional Neighborhood Watch meeting, and to say hello to in the co-op, sort of thing. She had long had her pegged as a meddlesome ratbag of the first water. “Is everything OK?”

“I’m terribly sorry to trouble you. I think I’ve—I’ve been burgled. May I use your telephone to call the police?”

There was a moment where it just hung there, and neither woman knew what to say.

“But come in, of course. Come in. My goodness, were you there? Are you hurt—you poor thing …”

She reached a hand to the other woman’s arm, and saw her shoulder shrink back and her eyes drop. Her hand tightened round the thin green bag.

“I’m very well, thank you. I’m sorry. I mean, I’m fine. I think they’ve gone—but my telephone isn’t working at the moment.”

Mrs. Hollis’s tight politeness was as brittle as porcelain. If she touched her, she felt sure that she’d start to tremble and cry. She didn’t know quite how to cope with that, so she said: “Of course. Yes. I’ll put the kettle on.”

She made Mrs. Hollis a cup of tea. Mary Hollis, who had not since she was a young woman and been told it was common taken sugar in her tea, had two lumps. Installed on the sofa, she sipped, and scalded her lips, looking around the living room with a bland show of curiosity.

The police showed up a little later. A man and a woman. She, a trim blonde in her early twenties; he, a thyroidal beanpole of a lad who looked barely out of his teens, and whose Adam’s apple bobbed up and down his neck like a fisherman’s float after a motorboat has passed.

The WPC called Mrs. Hollis “dear,” which would have annoyed her had she been more composed. Her silent companion looked ahead, gulped and bobbed.

They went back into her house a little later. The interior of the house matched the wreckage in the hallway. Her single mattress had been heaved over and there were knife slashes through the fabric of the bed frame.

The little room she used for her study had received the most thorough going-over—books pulled from shelves and scattered open-faced on the floor; slicks of paper spilling from the disembowelled desk. She gasped, little fluttery gasps, as the woman officer asked her, patiently: what’s gone?

She didn’t know. The feeling wasn’t so much loss as violation. And there had not been that much to go, as she would reflect later sitting alone in her ruined room—she declined with a politeness she regretted Mrs. Smart’s offer of a bed for the night. No. She couldn’t possibly.

Not that much. They’d left her radio, the old television set. They probably wouldn’t have recognized as valuable the fine old edition of Peter Pan that had been her mother’s, the one with the Rackham illustrations. It, too, had been flung to the ground. She replaced it on the shelf.

The jewelry box on her dressing table had been upturned, its contents scattered onto table and floor below. She fished the big turquoise-and-silver brooch from the carpet when the police left, put it carefully back into the box. She started tidying. Gathering these little precious things back together, amid the destruction of the room, felt like combing the hair on a corpse.

The knife slash through the fabric of the bed frame was especially horrible—a casual, instrumental violence. She imagined herself on the bed, on her back, the knife descending. The man with the knife looking not at her, but through her, toward something else.

“You must have surprised them,” the policewoman had said before she left, making a note in her pad.

Mary didn’t think she’d surprised them, still less scared them. Nobody had rushed past her or clattered in the bowels of the house as she opened the door. Nobody had hoofed it over the garden fence. They’d been here, and they’d not wanted her jewelry or her nice books or her television. They’d not cared what they broke.

She fingered the piece of paper the woman had given her—a form, something to do with being a victim of crime—and looked over again at the slash on the bed. Where the knife had hit the frame, the wood had splintered.

Mary had said nothing to the police about the man she thought she saw vanish. She wondered if she’d been hallucinating. She didn’t want them thinking her dotty. Downstairs, she picked up the cushions and replaced them on the sofa. She slept on there that night, still in her clothes.

Mary was right about that much. They had not been interested in her jewelry, the men who had turned over her house, and they would not have been scared of her. They had not, in fact, been interested in her house, her nice books, her jewelry, her television or anything else. They went by the names Davidoff and Sherman, and they had been intending, in fact, to burgle another house altogether.

But the small flat Mike Hollis lived in on the other side of Cambridge from his aunt was a sublet, and the address and phone number appeared in the book under his landlord’s name. So when discreet inquiries were made of Google by the accident-prone employees of MIC Industrial Futures, those inquiries yielded an M. Hollis in Glisson Road. And when those inquiries were cross-checked by the same accident-prone employees with the payroll system of Emmanuel College, Cambridge—a comically easy hack, they had thought—they confirmed “M. Hollis” at that address, and in receipt of the sort of miserly monthly check that corresponded to their understanding of what research fellows in mathematics could be expected to earn. They were right about only one thing—research fellows in mathematics do earn about the same as a long-standing college administrator would expect to draw as a pension. But they are paid by the faculty of mathematics, and not by the college.

So, twenty-four hours after ruining Mary Hollis’s home and her peace of mind for no good reason, the two men were standing in a room that smelled of dry-cleaning and swivel chairs and paper plates of stale biscuits covered in cling film.

Davidoff stood with insolent blankness, big hands nested behind his back, chin up. His hair was sandy and his cheeks permanently windburned so he always looked as if he had just shaved with a blunt blade. Sherman was smaller—wire-haired, sallow, all muscle and nerve. He was like a longdog constructed from twisted rubber bands. They were making their report.

Their report was that they had nothing to report. In search of their employer’s fugitive piece of hardware, they had burgled a blameless old woman. On the evidence of her house she, also, knew no more about the device than you’d expect an elderly secretary to know. Then that old man had turned up. They’d no idea if he’d been a husband, a lodger, or what—he’d looked more like a tramp than anything else—but he had appeared as if from nowhere, and Sherman feared—though he did not tell Ellis this—that the guy had got a look at his face.

What had he been doing there? Everything had been quiet. No burglar alarm, no nothing. They’d watched the old woman leave earlier in the day, and lock the front door behind her.

It had given Sherman the fright of his life. The man had just appeared at the top of the stairs and started walking calmly down toward them. Sherman and Davidoff had bolted as soon as they’d seen him.

They had “struck out—nil for one,” as Davidoff, wearing his affected Americanism with an irritatingly complacent air, had put it on the way in. Davidoff seemed almost to relish failure; or perhaps he simply liked watching Ellis cross. What was being handed down to MIC’s head of security was, it was reasonable to speculate, about three times as nasty as what he was capable of passing on to those below him.

“Gentlemen,” said Ellis, which was his customary overture to a bollocking. He thought it made him sound superior. “Gentlemen, I don’t need to remind you that a very great deal of this company’s time and money is invested in the recovery of this device. And I don’t need to remind you, either, that if it falls into the wrong hands—that is, any hands other than our own—my position is going to look very weak indeed.

“And that means that your position, gentlemen, is going to look even weaker still. This is incredibly fucking important, this thing,” he said, letting his profanity hang in the air for a bit.

There were people who knew how to swear, Sherman reflected, and people who thought they knew how to swear, and Ellis, with that stupid little vein throbbing self-importantly in his forehead, fell into the latter camp.

Ellis prided himself on his swearing, you could see. It was important for his self-esteem, as an ocean-going civilian sub-craphat, to be able to swear in front of ex-servicemen. Sherman worked really hard to see if he could bring himself to be even the faintest bit intimidated by Ellis. He could not. Davidoff, Sherman could respect. Davidoff was a squarehead, but he was quite a dangerous squarehead. Ellis was … His thoughts drifted off.

“This is the future of this company. We own this thing. We paid for it. And our proprietors are not going to sit back and give it away for free to any teenage geeks, Islamist loons, Marxist wackjobs, or any fucking fucking blue-hatted save-she-world fucking ponce-fucker.”

Ponce-fucker, eh?

“Fortunately, we have a lead. Our friend in the States has learned of a young man connected to the Banacharski Ring who has just unexpectedly upped and flown across the Atlantic. No warning. Just went. And there’s no good reason we can see why he might have decided suddenly to go on holiday by himself.”

Ellis knitted his fingers together, and cracked his knuckles.

“His name is Alex Smart. Postgraduate student, close associate of this Hollis. While we were looking at the supervisor, this lad skipped out and there’s very good reason to believe that he has the device. He was booked on a flight for San Francisco, but he wasn’t flying direct. For no reason we can readily understand, unless he was trying to discourage pursuit, he flew via Atlanta. Two different airlines. Tickets booked at different times—the first through an agent. Only the second was on his own credit card. But the onward flight was grounded by the hurricane. He never got back on a plane, according to our intel.”

Intel? thought Sherman. He noticed that Ellis had a monogram on his shirt. He enjoyed hating him for a bit.

“We’ve lost track of him,” Ellis continued. “But so have they. So enough messing about. Do not shoot anyone if you can help it, do not get shot yourself, and if and when you find it helpful to do something illegal, do not get caught doing it. I need scarcely remind you that we have no status either in the UK or in the States. You are private citizens. Whatever favors our proprietors are able to call in when from time to time we find ourselves in a legal gray area, you can be sure they will not call in for you. If you get in trouble, MIC will disavow you so fast your heads will spin.”

“Disavow” could mean lots of things. Which was, Sherman thought, probably why the two of them were being better paid than they would be if they’d been working for private hire even in Iraq.

Ellis looked at them both, one after the other, and then enunciated, slowly: “Go to America, find him, and get our toy.”

“America’s quite big,” said Davidoff. “How do you suggest we go about that?”

Sherman was surprised when Ellis replied: “There is one idea. Look—this device affects the way probability works, as we understand it. Like a magnet in iron filings. We think the effect is more powerful when it’s closer by. But it’s eccentric. For some reason one of the things it seemed to affect strongly, if the literature is to be believed, are these.”

Ellis
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