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ONE 

Cadel was in a very sour mood when he first met Detective Inspector Saul Greeniaus.

The day had started badly. To begin with, Cadel had been woken at three a.m. by the sound of piercing screams coming from Janan’s bedroom. Though only six years old, Janan had the lung capacity of a whale. He also suffered from night terrors, and the combination was deadly. Cadel usually felt sorry for Janan, who had been living in foster homes for most of his life. But it was hard to sympathise with anyone at three o’clock in the morning, let alone a kid who could scream like an hysterical gibbon.

As a result of his interrupted sleep, Cadel was late for breakfast. Not that it mattered. He didn’t have to go to school, so Mr and Mrs Donkin never insisted that he be awake at a specific time. But Mace and Janan did attend school, and were finishing their eggs just as Cadel arrived in the kitchen. Had Cadel been feeling more alert, he would never have sat down to eat just then. He would have waited until Mace was out of the house and running to catch the bus, his grey shirt untucked and his thick legs pumping.

Had Cadel used his brain, he would have sensed trouble in the air, and tried to head it off.

The whole problem was that Hazel Donkin refused to allow locks on any of the doors. There was a house rule about always knocking first, and another rule about respecting privacy. These rules were written in beautiful script on a piece of handmade paper that was pinned to the door of the pantry cupboard. (Hazel had done an evening course in calligraphy.) But both rules were quite easy to break, because Hazel had banned locks and keys from the Donkin premises.

Cadel could understand her point of view. One of her previous foster sons had locked himself in his bedroom before trying to set it alight. Leslie, her husband, had then been forced to smash through the door with a hammer. So although Hazel continuously said nice things about sharing, and everyone ‘always being welcome everywhere’, Cadel felt sure that her open-door policy was rooted in fear. She was afraid of what might happen if, during an emergency, she couldn’t reach any of the kids in her charge.

This was certainly Fiona’s opinion. Fiona Currey was Cadel’s social worker. She had told Cadel about the locked-bedroom incident after Cadel had finally complained to her about Mace, who liked to mess around with other people’s possessions. It was pointless complaining to Hazel, as Cadel had discovered. Her answer to every problem was what she called a ‘family conference’.

‘I’m sorry, Cadel,’ Fiona had said. ‘I know it must be hard, but it won’t be forever. Just hang in there. Mace isn’t nearly as bright as you are; surely you can handle him for a little while? Until things are sorted out?’

Most people seemed to jump to the same conclusion about Mace, whose real name was Thomas Logge. They thought that he was stupid. They looked at his lumbering form, his vacant grin and his clumsy movements, and they made allowances. They heard his slow, awkward speech patterns, and dismissed him as a big, dumb kid. Whenever he smashed something, they called it an accident; cracked windows and broken doorknobs were explained away. Mace, they said, had badly underdeveloped fine motor skills for a fourteen-year-old. He didn’t know his own strength. He might have poor impulse control, but he wasn’t malicious. He wasn’t clever enough to be malicious.

Only Cadel had doubts about this interpretation of Mace’s conduct. In Cadel’s opinion, Mace was a lot smarter than he let on. Not brilliant, of course, but cunning. Had he been as stupid as everyone made out, Mace wouldn’t have been so quick to take advantage of the few minutes granted to him while Cadel was eating breakfast.

How many minutes had it been? Six? Seven? Long enough for Cadel to gobble down an English muffin. Long enough for Mace to empty his bladder into Cadel’s bed.

When Cadel returned to his room, he found his mattress wet and stinking.

‘Mace did it,’ he told Hazel.

‘No, I didn’t!’ That was another thing about Mace: he had perfected the art of sounding completely clueless. ‘I did not! He’s blaming me because he wet his bed!’

‘Did you really wet your bed, Cadel?’ asked Janan, who wet his own bed all the time. He sounded pleased – even excited – to discover that someone else shared his problem. Especially someone who had recently turned fifteen.

‘There’s nothing wrong with wetting the bed,’ Hazel assured them all, in soothing tones. ‘I have plastic covers on the mattresses, and I can easily wash the sheets. You don’t ever have to feel bad about wetting the bed.’

‘I don’t feel bad,’ said Cadel, through his teeth. ‘Because I didn’t wet it. Mace did.’

‘I did not!’

‘Then why are my pyjamas bone dry?’ asked Cadel, holding them up for inspection. Mace blinked, and Hazel looked concerned. She never frowned; her wide, plump face wasn’t built for frowning. In situations where other people might have worn grim or angry expressions, Hazel merely looked concerned, dismayed or disconcerted.

‘Oh dear,’ she said.

‘He probably didn’t even wear his pyjamas,’ Mace remarked cheerily, demonstrating once again – in Cadel’s opinion – that he wasn’t as thick as everyone assumed.

‘Those pyjamas were clean last night,’ Cadel pointed out, trying to stay calm. ‘Hazel, you gave them to me, remember? Do they smell as if I’ve worn them?’

Hazel took the pyjamas. She put them to her small, round nose. Cadel knew that when it came to laundry, Hazel had the nose of a bloodhound. After bringing up four children and twelve foster children, she was thoroughly trained in the art of distinguishing dirty garments from clean ones.

A single sniff was all it took. She turned to Mace, looking disappointed.

‘Now Thomas,’ she said, ‘have you been lying to me?’

Mace shook his head.

‘Because you know what I’ve said about this, Thomas. Sometimes we feel angry and frustrated, and do things we’re ashamed of. Then we lie about them afterwards, to protect ourselves. But most of the time, there’s no need to lie. Because it’s the lie that people find hard to forgive, not the offence . . .’

Cadel took a deep breath, willing himself to be patient. Hazel, he knew, was a really, really nice person. He admired her selflessness. He was grateful to her for cooking his meals, washing his clothes, and letting him use her computer.

But she was also driving him mad. Sometimes he could understand why Janan threw such terrible tantrums. Cadel was often tempted to throw one himself, after sitting through yet another gentle, stumbling lecture on why it was important not to kick a football at somebody’s face. He had to make allowances; he realised that. No doubt Hazel was used to dealing with kids who didn’t grasp how wrong it was to throw large, heavy objects at people. Or spit in their food. Or piss in their beds.

All the same, he found it hard not to lose his temper. Because Mace, he knew, needed no reminding about the proper way to behave. That dumb act was all a front.

‘Okay, okay,’ Mace finally conceded. It seemed that he, too, could only stand so much of Hazel’s well-meaning counsel. ‘I did it. I was joking. Can’t you take a joke?’

‘But it’s not a very nice joke, is it, Thomas? Cadel doesn’t see it that way. Would you like it if he went to the toilet on your bed?’

Mace shrugged. He was still smiling a big, goofy smile.

‘My brother used to crap on my pillow,’ he said. ‘Everyone used to laugh.’

‘I know.’ Hazel was very earnest. Very sympathetic. ‘It must have hurt when your brothers laughed at you. Still, that’s no reason to make other people feel bad, is it?’

Hazel proceeded to explain why she was going to ask Mace to strip and remake Cadel’s bed. But Cadel didn’t want Mace in his room again. Enough was enough.

‘It’s all right,’ he interjected. ‘I’ll do it myself. Or Mace will miss the bus.’ (And if Mace missed the bus, there was every chance that he wouldn’t end up going to school at all.) ‘I don’t mind,’ said Cadel. ‘Really. There’s not much else for me to do, anyway.’

Everyone stared at him in utter disbelief. So he pursed his lips and opened his big, blue eyes very wide – and it worked, as usual. Nobody looking at his angelic face would ever have suspected that he was planning to dump the soiled sheets on top of Mace’s prized football boots.

‘Well, that’s nice of you, dear,’ said Hazel, somewhat at a loss. ‘I hope you’re going to apologise to Cadel, Thomas?’

‘Oh, yeah,’ Mace replied, with an obvious lack of enthusiasm. He opened his mouth. He took a deep breath. Then suddenly he yelled something about hearing the bus, and bolted into the garden.

Every footfall shook the house. His schoolbag knocked a calendar from the wall. The screen door slammed behind him with an almighty crash.

Cadel peered through the kitchen window at his retreating form as it moved across a large patch of mangy grass towards the front gate. Beyond this gate lay a wide, almost treeless street lined with fibro and weatherboard houses. Cadel could see a pair of sneakers, their laces tied together, dangling from a suspended power line. He could see a small plastic bag skipping along the footpath in a fitful breeze. He could see a sparrow pecking at something edible in the gutter.

But the school bus was nowhere in sight.

‘I’ll make him apologise properly when he gets home,’ Hazel promised, before hustling Janan into her car. For about twenty blessed minutes, while Janan was being delivered to school, Cadel had the house to himself. But then Hazel returned home, and settled in front of her computer (she had a part-time data entry job), and Cadel, once again, found himself with nothing to do.

Nobody seemed to want him any more.

None of the universities wanted him. Even though he had completed high school more than a year before, at the age of thirteen – even though he had scored perfect marks in all his exams, and knew almost everything there was to know about computers – Fiona could not find a single faculty anywhere that would admit him. This was because he had no official status in Australia. He was an illegal alien. No one knew exactly when he had arrived, or exactly where he had come from. It was thought that he had been smuggled into the country at the age of two. It was also thought that he might have been born in the USA. Australia, therefore, didn’t want him. But the US didn’t want him either. Since no record of his birth existed, there was no proof that he could legitimately claim US citizenship.

Most importantly, no one could be sure who his father or mother were. The woman who may have been his mother had been murdered, in the States, when he was still an infant; officially, the crime had never been solved. And the man who had once claimed to be his father (off the record) now refused to admit it in public.

Even his own father didn’t want him.

Cadel was therefore living in a kind of limbo, with nothing whatsoever to do. He didn’t even have access to his own computer. At one point he had owned two computers, but both had been confiscated by the police as evidence. They were part of an ongoing investigation into the activities of Prosper English (alias Thaddeus Roth), who may or may not have been Cadel’s father. Prosper was in gaol now, awaiting trial on charges ranging from fraud to murder. His network of employees had disintegrated. His assets were frozen. His various properties were being treated as crime scenes.

It was all a huge mess, and Cadel was sitting right in the middle of it. Nobody knew what to do with him. He had no money. No family. No country of origin. He didn’t even appear to have a name. Originally, he had been called Cadel Piggott. Then his surname had been changed to Darkkon, when Dr Phineas Darkkon – the criminal mastermind and genetic engineer – had suddenly appeared in his life, claiming to be his father. But Phineas was dead now, killed by cancer, and very probably hadn’t been his father after all. Prosper English, Darkkon’s former second-in-command, was a far more likely candidate. Only Prosper wouldn’t admit to anything.

So what was Cadel supposed to call himself? Cadel English? Cadel X?

Fiona called him Cadel Piggott, because Piggott had been the assumed name of his adoptive parents. Not that they had really been Piggotts. And their adoption of Cadel had never been officially recognised. They’d never even been married. Dr Darkkon had simply employed them to raise Cadel as a screwed-up little weirdo.

Cadel didn’t know where they were now. Nor did he know what had happened to the house in which he’d lived between the ages of two and fourteen. His whole former life had been torn up and thrown away, like so much scrap paper.

All he had left was one friend. Sonja Pirovic. She was the only person who had never lied to him. So Cadel decided to go and visit her, on the day he first met Saul Greeniaus.

He hoped that visiting Sonja might cheer him up.



TWO 

Unfortunately, Sonja lived a long, long way from the Donkins’ house.

To reach her, Cadel had to spend an hour and a half on public transport. He had to catch a bus, then a train, and then another train. That was why he sometimes booked taxis. And why, as a consequence, he was always broke – despite the fact that he received a small allowance from the government.

It was all quite maddening, because the police could easily have given him a lift. On the morning of the urine incident, Cadel wandered into Versailles Street at about half-past nine and saw that two plain-clothes policemen were sitting in an unmarked car, as usual, some distance from the Donkins’ driveway. One of the policemen looked familiar. The other did not. Cadel wasn’t sure exactly which agency they belonged to – whether they worked for the Australian Federal Police, the Australian Security and Intelligence Office, or even the US Federal Bureau of Investigation. All he knew was that the Donkins’ house was constantly being watched, and that whenever he left it, he would always be followed.

At first this had pleased him. He had felt safer knowing that Prosper English couldn’t get at him without alerting the authorities. Once or twice he had even asked his bodyguards for a lift. Their response, however, had been disappointing. He had been told that the officers assigned to tail him were not his personal chauffeurs. They were there to do a job. Cadel’s job was to pretend that they didn’t exist, and go about his normal business without acknowledging that they were dogging his footsteps.

‘But I’m catching a bus,’ Cadel had protested, during his first conversation with the surveillance team.

‘Then one of us will catch it with you,’ was the reply.

‘But wouldn’t it be easier just to drive me to Sonja’s house?’

‘No.’

‘Why not?’

‘Because it’s not in the job description.’

And that was that. No matter whose shift it happened to be, not one of Cadel’s watchdogs would help him. Instead, as he trudged along the street to the bus stop, they would drive past him, park up the road a little, and wait until he had left them behind before driving on again. Even when it was raining, they refused to pick him up.

Cadel resented this attitude so much that he had begun to toy with various notions that he should never have entertained: notions of shaking them off, just to annoy them. He could have done it quite easily. He had dodged pursuers before, on numerous occasions; Prosper English had always tried to keep him closely monitored. But behaviour like that belonged to his past life – a life of subterfuge, manipulation and despair. It was not a life that he remembered fondly. He was ashamed of the person he had been, back then. Through the agency of the Piggotts, Prosper English had raised him as a scheming, friendless, emotionally stunted freak. Cadel had left that freak behind, and did not intend to welcome him back by indulging in the sort of nasty intrigues that had once kept him fully occupied.

Still, it was annoying. More than annoying. It was, in fact, unfair that on such a damp, miserable, overcast morning, the men in the unmarked car wouldn’t give him a lift to the station, at least.

Was it any wonder that Cadel should have been in such a foul mood?

Nothing about his surroundings cheered him up, either. The Donkins lived in a flat, dreary suburb on Sydney’s western outskirts. There weren’t many trees or parks or Internet cafes in the area. People either lived in mean little houses on rambling, untidy blocks of land, or in brand-new mansions squeezed so tightly between boundary fences that they barely had any gardens at all. The local library was hard for Cadel to reach. The local walks – along culverts or across sunbaked football fields – were deeply depressing. The buses always arrived late at the nearest bus stop, and sometimes didn’t arrive at all. The bus stop itself was in a bleak and windswept location; Cadel could foresee that it would be a very cold place to stand on winter mornings.

Fortunately, however, winter was still a few months off. So at least Cadel didn’t have to wait in the freezing cold for twenty minutes while the two policemen sat watching him from their warm car. Still, he was glad when the bus arrived. Not only did it mean that he could sit down, at long last; it also meant that one of his bodyguards was forced to abandon half a cup of takeaway coffee. Cadel was feeling so resentful that it pleased him to see someone deprived of a hot drink.

The coffee-deprived policeman followed Cadel onto the bus, and took care to sit some distance away. He was short and stocky, with close-cropped hair and a glum expression. Perhaps he was glum because he didn’t like playing nursemaid. Or perhaps he disapproved of the trip itself. Cadel was well aware that the police would have preferred that he didn’t visit Sonja. Such visits, he realised, were a bit risky. Prosper English knew about Sonja. He knew how much Sonja meant to Cadel. Though Cadel’s whereabouts were currently a well-kept secret, it was much harder to hide Sonja. There weren’t many places where a girl with her special needs could safely live.

If Prosper’s agents wanted to trace Cadel, they only had to find Sonja first.

So, Cadel had been advised that he ought to consider rationing his visits to Sonja’s house. Such trips required two surveillance teams instead of one, and left him very exposed to a possible assault. Cadel had been reminded that he was chief witness for the prosecution – that Prosper might want to stop him from testifying. Prosper, after all, was a ruthless and intelligent man. Did Cadel really want to risk putting himself in harm’s way?

‘Prosper won’t try to kill me,’ Cadel had responded. ‘I know he won’t. He tried before, and he couldn’t. He just couldn’t bring himself to do it.’ Seeing the sceptical looks that had greeted this statement, Cadel had tried even harder to explain. ‘You don’t understand,’ he’d said. ‘I’m scared of Prosper, but not like that. He doesn’t want to kill me. He wants me to be on his side, that’s all.’

The police disagreed, however. So when Cadel finally reached Sonja’s house, he found two unmarked police cars stationed nearby: one around the back of the house, another near the front.

After months of being followed, he could spot them quite easily. To begin with, they were sparkling clean. All were recent model sedans. Each was normally occupied by two passengers, both of whom sat in the front. And when Cadel waved at them, or poked out his tongue, or did anything else designed specifically to irritate the people inside, he received no response at all.

Cadel passed through Sonja’s front gate without bothering to glance back. He knew that the policeman from the bus was behind him somewhere, having accompanied Cadel on both train trips as well. No doubt there had been some kind of surreptitious radio contact. No doubt one of his bodyguards had already checked the licence plate of every car parked in Sonja’s street.

When Cadel rang the doorbell, Rosalie answered it.

‘Hello, Cadel,’ she said.

‘Hello, Rosalie. Is Sonja feeling all right today?’

‘Yes, come in. Sonja will be very pleased to see you for sure.’

Once upon a time, Sonja had lived in a large institution called Weatherwood House. Then it had closed, and its occupants had been moved to smaller houses, containing fewer people. Cadel didn’t think that this change had been for the best. Sonja’s new quarters were rather shabby. She was now living in an old brick building, full of narrow hallways and awkward corners, which hadn’t been designed for people with special needs. Despite all the new ramps and doors and handrails, there was an air of discomfort about the place. Most of the floors were covered in cheap vinyl. Most of the windows were hard to open. Sonja had to share a cramped bathroom with three other people, and her own room was also quite small. Because her bed, desk and wheelchair took up so much of the available space, there wasn’t even a stool or a beanbag for her visitors to sit on. Cadel always had to use the bed. He felt awkward about that, because he couldn’t help rucking up the quilted bedcover when he sat on it. And then someone like Rosalie, the carer, would have to straighten it out.

Rosalie was a nice woman. She would hustle Cadel through the front door with a big, beaming grin, and make him tea, and feed him biscuits. ‘Your beautiful boyfriend is here!’ she would crow. ‘Look, everyone! Sonja’s beautiful boyfriend has come!’ It was embarrassing, but well meant. Rosalie seemed genuinely fond of Sonja. Nevertheless, Sonja missed Kay-Lee, the nurse who had looked after her so well at Weatherwood House. Kay-Lee had gone overseas to work, and although she emailed Sonja every week, things just weren’t the same. They weren’t as good.

‘Hi, Sonya,’ Cadel said shyly, upon reaching her bedroom. ‘How’s it going?’

He was conscious of Rosalie, hovering at his shoulder. There was no doubt in his mind that Rosalie would have liked him to greet Sonja with a smacking kiss, or some other extravagant gesture. He felt uncomfortable when the carer was around, and couldn’t really relax until she had gone to make tea.

Then he closed the door carefully behind her.

‘New poster,’ he observed, his gaze fastening on an unfamiliar eye-puzzle pinned to the wall. Sonja’s bedroom was plastered with posters and printouts, most of them relating to mathematics. The parchment shade of her bedside lamp was decorated with numeric equations, written in a flowing copperplate hand. Birthday cake candles, each moulded into the shape of a different digit, were ranged across her desk. Even the geometric pattern on Sonja’s shirt was complex enough to suggest mathematical formulae.

This shirt was worn over stiff corduroy pants and fluffy slippers. Cadel recognised the slippers. He had given them to Sonja for her birthday, because no one seemed to bother much about her feet, and it worried him. Sonja’s involuntary muscular spasms sometimes knocked her feet about quite badly; he’d decided that they needed more padding and protection.

The spasms were always more violent when she was feeling stressed or excited. Looking now at the taut angle of her neck, Cadel could tell that she was distressed about something. And because he knew that she communicated more easily when she was calmer, he sat down and started to talk about mathematics.

‘I saw something really interesting on the Net, yesterday,’ he said. ‘It was on that website – Siggraph, you know? The mathematics of programming? They were talking about diffusion limited aggregations in the digitally simulated growth process.’

As he rambled on, Sonja watched him, her brown eyes straining to keep him in focus as her neck tried to twist in the opposite direction. Finally her juddering hand found her Dynavox machine, which was propped on a mounting arm in front of her. One rigid finger jabbed at the screen, jerked away again, then returned to the screen once more.

Slowly, the Dynavox began to talk in a flat, robotic voice.

‘I-saw-Siggraph,’ it said. ‘Your-friends-came-too?’

‘Today? Oh, yes.’ Cadel nodded. ‘They’re outside now. Four of them.’

‘Would-they-like-tea?’

Cadel grinned. ‘That would be funny,’ he said. ‘Or we could ask them if they want to use the toilet. I’m always wondering what they do about going to the toilet. Maybe that’s why they’re so crabby. Because they’re busting to go.’

Sonja abruptly changed the subject. It occurred to Cadel that going to the toilet wasn’t easy for her, either; he could have kicked himself.

‘Any-news-from-Mel?’ she asked, and he sighed. Mel Hofmeier, his lawyer, did unpaid work for the National Children’s Law Centre. News from Mel usually reached Cadel through Fiona Currey.

‘Nothing much,’ he replied. ‘I’m still on a Temporary Protection Visa. The Immigration Minister is still my guardian, and the Department of Community Services is still my custodian.’

‘No-orphan-pension-yet?’

‘God, no.’ Fiona had been exploring the possibility of an orphan pension for Cadel, to top up his special benefit. But since his parents were still unidentified, it couldn’t be proven that they were dead. ‘If Phineas Darkkon was my father, then I might have a chance,’ he explained. ‘If Prosper’s my father – well, he’s not dead yet, is he?’ Cadel suddenly remembered something. ‘Oh!’ he added. ‘And it turns out that Darkkon was definitely cremated. So unless they can find some preserved tissue somewhere, they can’t do a paternity test on him.’

‘But if-he-had-cancer-’

‘Yeah, I know. They took out a tumour. And maybe some healthy tissue, as well.’ (This too had been considered.) ‘Why should anyone have kept it, though? Yuk.’

‘What-about – ’ the Dynavox began, then stopped. Sonja’s arm lurched sideways, skittering off the glassy surface of the screen. It wasn’t a voluntary action.

Cadel’s own fingers closed gently around her claw-like hand. He returned it to the Dynavox and held it there for a moment.

He knew why she was agitated. Any mention of Prosper tended to trouble them both. And she didn’t want to upset him.

‘You mean – what about Prosper?’ he asked. She nodded (a single jerk of the head), and her tongue rolled around behind her teeth.

‘No word from Prosper,’ he said. ‘Things are looking pretty good for him, so why should he admit to anything?’ For perhaps the hundredth time, Cadel pondered the State’s case against Prosper English. It still looked shaky. The police were determined to prove that Prosper had been Phineas Darkkon’s right-hand man, largely responsible for running the Darkkon criminal empire. They were searching for proof that the Axis Institute (one of Prosper’s many responsibilities) had been a University of Evil, designed to train criminals rather than help bright young people in need of emotional support – as Prosper claimed.

But much of the Axis Institute had been blown up. Its records had been hastily destroyed. If its staff hadn’t died or disappeared, they had lost their minds, or escaped from custody. Moreover, hardly any of the students had been identified, since most had been enrolled under assumed names. And the ones who hadn’t been killed were now laying low.

Except for Cadel, of course.

‘I’m still the only student who’s come forward to testify about the Axis Institute,’ Cadel admitted, with a dismal little laugh. ‘I’m all the police have, right now – they can’t find any corroborating evidence. No wonder Prosper won’t open his mouth. The last thing he’d do is admit that I’m his son. Because if I’m telling the truth about that, then I might be telling the truth about the rest, as well.’

Sonja already knew all this. Impatiently, her hand worked free of Cadel’s clasp, sliding across the Dynavox screen until it arrived at a key.

Cadel waited.

‘Paternity-test?’ the Dynavox queried at last.

‘Nope.’ Cadel shook his head. ‘He’s still refusing. He reckons that the police can’t do a paternity test on him because my paternity isn’t directly related to the crimes with which he’s been charged.’

‘Poor-Cadel.’

‘Not really. In a weird sort of way, I don’t even want him to have a paternity test.’ Cadel explained that he had recently received some very bad news from Fiona Currey. If Prosper English turned out to be his father, then Cadel would be placed with Prosper’s closest relative – a cousin who lived in Scotland. ‘And I don’t want to go to Scotland,’ he said. ‘I don’t want to leave you.’

There was a long pause as Cadel mulled over his circumstances. They were pretty grim. Ironic, too. ‘It’s funny,’ he continued. ‘The police want to prove that I’m Prosper’s son, because it corroborates some of what I’ve said. And they want me to stay in Australia or I won’t be able to testify against him. But if I turn out to be Prosper’s son, then I can’t stay in Australia. So what are they going to do?’

Sonja didn’t have an answer to that question. Neither did Cadel. So they abandoned the subject, and talked about Sonja’s problems instead. Sonja wasn’t happy in her new ‘shared support’ accommodation; in fact she had already applied for a transfer, though she wasn’t likely to get one. (There weren’t many places around with facilities for people like her.) Although the care she currently received was adequate, she didn’t get out much. Resources were stretched, and staff were overworked. While her case worker was nice, he didn’t visit her often. And when he did, he sometimes left her feeling very depressed.

‘He-thinks-I-don’t-understand,’ she told Cadel.

‘Understand what?’ he asked.

‘Anything. Much.’

Cadel bit his lip. A lot of people underestimated Sonja’s intelligence. After taking one look at her twisted posture, her writhing tongue and her distorted limbs, they assumed that she was mentally handicapped.

‘Hasn’t he been told?’ Cadel demanded. ‘About what you’ve done?’

‘Yes, but-he-doesn’t-believe-it,’ Sonja replied. ‘Not-deep-down.’

Cadel was suddenly furious. He felt like punching the nearest wall.

‘I wish I could hire someone,’ he said angrily. ‘Someone really clever. A postgraduate student to take you places, and help you with things. Just you.’

‘Talking-of-students,’ Sonja interjected, through the medium of her Dynavox, ‘what-news-on-universities?’

‘No change.’ Cadel scowled. ‘No one wants me. You know, I’ve been thinking – there are probably some things that I could do to earn money. Like that old Internet dating scheme I set up – ’

‘No.’

‘But – ’

‘No.’

Cadel studied Sonja’s face. Though her mouth was almost never still, and her thin face was often cruelly contorted, her eyes always remained rock-steady. They were fixed on him now, and he saw the reproof in them.

‘There was nothing illegal about it,’ he faltered. ‘It was just a bit of a scam. And it did make money.’

‘We-had-an-agreement,’ was Sonja’s firm reply. After a moment’s flurry, during which she tried to control one flailing arm, she added, ‘You-hurt-a-lot-of-people-with-that-dating-service.’

‘Yeah,’ Cadel muttered, ‘but it wasn’t a total rip-off. If I hadn’t set it up, we would never have met.’

‘You-lied-to-people,’ the Dynavox replied, without expression. ‘That-was-wrong.’

‘Yeah . . . ’

‘Don’t-even-think-about-it, Cadel.’

Cadel grimaced. Then he sighed. Then he nodded.

‘Okay. I won’t,’ he said.

And they started to talk about differential equations.



THREE 

Cadel stayed so long with Sonja that he missed his usual train. This meant that he missed his usual bus as well. And missing his usual bus meant that he had to wait for thirty fruitless minutes at a noisy roadside bus stop, when he could have been working away on Hazel’s computer.

It was infuriating.

Everyone living at the Donkin house had to abide by a carefully planned computer schedule. On weekday mornings, Hazel used the machine for her data-entry job. After school, for about three hours, Janan and Mace divided the computer between them. (Occasionally they did their homework on it, but mostly they just played mindless war games.) During dinner, no one was allowed near the computer. And afterwards, Leslie Donkin would usually spend a quiet evening writing emails, or pursuing his genealogy research over the Net.

As a result, Cadel only had access to the computer for three hours a day, between twelve-thirty and three-thirty in the afternoon. On weekends he sometimes managed four or five hours, if he woke up early. And he also spent as much time as he could on the library computers. Nevertheless, he felt deprived. Almost disabled. It was like walking around on crutches, or trying to peer through misty glass. Without a computer, he couldn’t function properly.

That was why he had decided to build his own. It was also why his thirty wasted minutes at the bus stop were so frustrating. He couldn’t bear the thought of missing a second on Hazel’s computer. Even more exasperating was the knowledge that the police could easily have given him a lift home. There was no real need for him to stand around breathing in petrol fumes. Why should he have to suffer like this, just because his surveillance team were determined to be uncooperative?

Then, when he finally reached the bus stop near the Donkins’ house, it started to rain. Though the drops were still light and scattered, a brooding mass of cloud to the south suggested that a storm was heading in his direction. Cadel wondered how far away it was. The walk home usually took about ten minutes; would he beat the downpour if he ran? Pulling up his collar, he set off at a rapid pace – but before he had even rounded the first street-corner, something caught his eye.

It was a computer monitor, sitting by the side of the road.

Cadel had been vaguely aware of the forthcoming municipal council clean-up. He had noticed the piles of junk that had begun to accumulate on surrounding nature strips: broken cane furniture, rusty paint tins, stained foam mattresses, split curtain rods. But he had never expected to see discarded computer equipment. Certainly not discarded computer equipment that appeared to be no more than four or five years old.

He dashed over to the monitor, hoping that it might be accompanied by a keyboard, or even a hard-drive. Instead he found that it was sitting beside a length of cracked concrete pipe, a roll of dirty carpet, and a three-legged coffee table.

‘Damn,’ he said, looking around. An unmarked police car (silver, this time) was lurking some distance away. The raindrops were pattering down more heavily. Quickly Cadel slipped off his denim jacket and draped it over the monitor. With a grunt and a heave, he lifted the unwieldy machine and began to stagger along, clutching it against his stomach. It was a dead weight.

‘Excuse me,’ he gasped, when he reached the silver car. ‘Excuse me!’

The driver’s window slowly descended. A grey-haired man with a seamed, pouchy face was sitting behind it.

‘Keep moving, son,’ he said.

‘Yes, I will,’ Cadel panted. ‘But could you take this monitor for me? Please? So I won’t have to carry it home?’

‘No can do. Sorry.’

‘Oh, please!’ Cadel exclaimed, adjusting his grip on the heavy piece of equipment. ‘You wouldn’t be giving me a lift, just the monitor!’

The man’s gaze ran over Cadel’s damp curls, flushed cheeks and pleading expression. He seemed to hesitate for a moment. But his younger colleague beside him said, ‘Get away from the car, kid. You know the rules.’

Cadel lowered his chin. He narrowed his eyes. Something in them must have unnerved the older man, because he frowned and adjusted his sunglasses.

‘You start glaring at people like that, my friend, and you’re going to get in trouble, one of these days,’ he declared. ‘Now step away from the car. Go on.’

Cadel swallowed. He wanted to throw his monitor through the car’s windshield – and might have done so, had it been possible to lift the heavy item higher than his breastbone. Instead he turned away, fuming. Then he trudged home through the rain, concentrating on geometric multigrid algorithms in a fierce attempt to disassociate himself from what he was actually doing.

It was a technique that he’d often used when helping Sonja to get dressed. By gabbling on about something she might be interested in – like Laplace equations, for instance – he was able to distance himself from the whole embarrassing and undignified procedure.

By the time he reached the Donkins’ house, he was wet, sore, and utterly exhausted. It was ten past two. Cadel knew that he only had one hour and twenty minutes of on-line exploring left. After kicking off his soggy sneakers, he deposited the rescued monitor in his bedroom and threw himself in front of Hazel’s keyboard, conscious that he hadn’t yet eaten lunch. It didn’t matter, though. There were more important things than lunch to worry about.

Heaving a sigh of relief, he prepared to plunge into the virtual world where he felt truly at home.

And then the doorbell rang.

Cadel caught his breath. Surely that couldn’t be a visitor? Please, he thought, let that be someone trying to sell cosmetics or charity chocolates. Please don’t let them come in here and start yak-yak-yakking away while I’m trying to concentrate.

He clenched his teeth as Hazel waddled past him to answer the front door. A murmur of voices soon reached his ears, followed by the sound of approaching footsteps.

Three sets of footsteps.

He looked up to see Hazel emerging from the hallway with two people behind her: a man and a woman. The woman was small and slim, with extraordinarily thick, reddish, fly-away hair escaping from various combs and pins and loops of elastic. The man was neat and wiry, with dark hair going grey, and sombre brown eyes.

Cadel knew the woman: she was Fiona Currey, his social worker. But he had never seen the man in his life before.

‘Hi, Cadel,’ said Fiona, with an apologetic smile. ‘I hope we’re not disturbing you.’

Cadel wasn’t about to lie, so he remained silent. It was Hazel who spoke for him, assuring the newcomers that they were very welcome, and offering them a cup of tea – or perhaps coffee?

‘No thanks, Hazel, that’s okay,’ said Fiona. ‘To be honest, I hope we won’t have to stay long. We just need a few words with Cadel. In his room, perhaps? I realise it’s a bore.’

There was a hint of exasperation in Fiona’s voice. Cadel knew her well enough by now to realise that she was annoyed with someone. For a moment he studied her curiously, noting the flush on her chalky, freckled skin. Then his gaze travelled to the man beside her, who was staring at Cadel in obvious surprise.

‘This is Detective Inspector Greeniaus,’ Fiona explained. ‘He wants to talk to you, Cadel, I’m sorry.’

Her tone confirmed that she wasn’t pleased. The detective put out his hand, which Cadel took reluctantly.

‘I’m very happy to meet you,’ said Mr Greeniaus, whose accent branded him as North American. ‘You can call me Saul, if you want.’

‘It’s your computer time now, isn’t it?’ Fiona sounded genuinely worried as she addressed Cadel. When he nodded, she winced. ‘I’m so sorry. I had a feeling it might be.’

‘Then I’ll be as quick as I can,’ Mr Greeniaus remarked. Though the detective’s manner was very mild, it was somehow clear that he would brook no argument. So, with an aggrieved sigh, Cadel rose from his seat in front of the computer and led the way to his bedroom.

Here there were only two places to sit: on a battered old typist’s chair or on the bed. Cadel chose the typist’s chair. He felt ill at ease in his room, which still bore traces of its previous occupants: a name (‘Carlie’) scratched onto the skirting board; half a dozen hooks screwed into the ceiling; a unicorn transfer peeling off the window-pane. Nothing in the room had been chosen by Cadel, apart from the clothes in the wardrobe, the books under the bed and the monitor sitting on the floor.

‘Oh!’ Fiona exclaimed, when she saw this piece of technology. ‘Have you bought a computer, Cadel?’

‘No,’ Cadel replied. ‘I’m going to make one. Out of spare parts.’ He caught sight of the detective’s raised eyebrow, and growled, ‘I didn’t steal it, you know! Someone left it in the street!’

He knew that there were policemen who still distrusted him, and he assumed that Mr Greeniaus was one of them. But the detective shook his head.

‘I’m not accusing you of anything,’ he murmured. ‘I just can’t get over it, is all. You look so young to be building your own computer.’

‘I’m fifteen.’

‘Yes. I realise that.’

‘Cadel’s seen a lot of police over the past few months,’ Fiona observed, dropping onto the bed. ‘You’ll have to excuse him if he’s a little sick of it.’

Cadel suppressed a smile. He knew quite well that Fiona was the one who had objected most strongly to all the police interviews that he had endured. For one thing, she thought them unnecessary. For another, she was usually required to be with Cadel when they were conducted, since he had no family members to look after his interests.

Fiona was a busy woman – too busy to be constantly running off to the Donkins’ for yet another police interview.

‘Yes,’ said Mr Greeniaus, fixing her with a serious look. ‘We realise it’s been difficult.’

‘Especially since there doesn’t seem to be much communication between all you people,’ Fiona went on. ‘I mean, he keeps getting different guys from different units asking him the same questions – ’

‘I understand.’ The detective nodded. ‘That’s why we’ve taken your complaints on board. I’ve been officially appointed as Cadel’s liaison officer. I’ll be asking all the questions from now on. Even if the FBI or the NSA want to know something.’

‘Aren’t you from the FBI?’ said Cadel, and Mr Greeniaus shook his head.

‘No.’

‘But you’re American, aren’t you?’

‘I’m Canadian.’ The detective spoke quietly and patiently. ‘I was with the Royal Canadian Mounted Police until I came to Australia. Then I joined the police force here.’

‘You mean you were a Mountie?’ Cadel exclaimed in astonishment. He tried to imagine Mr Greeniaus wearing a red jacket and funny pants, sitting up on a horse. It was difficult.

‘I don’t ride, if that’s what you’re thinking.’ The detective didn’t smile, but there was a glint in his eye as he looked at Cadel. ‘The RCMP is a regular police force, driving regular cars and wearing regular uniforms. Except on parade.’

‘Why did you come here?’ Fiona inquired, with real interest.

‘I married an Australian,’ was the calm response. Because Mr Greeniaus was now positioned on the bed beside Fiona, Cadel – who sat facing them – saw the way her curious gaze dropped to the detective’s unadorned left hand. No wedding ring was visible. ‘It didn’t work out,’ Saul Greeniaus declared, and the subject was closed.

At that instant, someone knocked on the bedroom door. It creaked open a few centimetres.

‘Excuse me,’ said Hazel, without attempting to cross the threshold. ‘I’m sorry to interrupt – ’

‘Come in, Hazel, it’s your house,’ Fiona urged. But Hazel shook her head.

‘No, no, that’s all right. I just wanted to say – I have to go and pick up Janan from school. So if there’s anything you want before I leave . . .’

‘No, we’re fine,’ said Fiona. ‘Don’t worry.’

‘Because I’ve put fresh Anzac biscuits on the kitchen table, if you’d like some. Just help yourself.’

‘Hazel, the last thing I want is for you to fret about us,’ Fiona replied. ‘You go and do what you have to do.’

‘Okay. Well – I’ll be back soon.’

‘Thanks, Hazel.’

The door closed gently. Cadel said to Fiona, ‘If you want some biscuits, you’d better get them now. Before Mace comes home and scoffs the lot.’

Fiona glanced at her watch, sighing. ‘How long before he gets here?’ she asked. ‘About an hour?’

‘A bit less.’

‘Oh, Lord.’ Fiona turned to Mr Greeniaus. ‘Once the other kids come home, we won’t have a second’s peace,’ she pointed out, as the detective plucked a small cassette recorder from inside his grey jacket.

Moved by a sudden mischievous impulse, Cadel said, ‘By the way, Mace pissed on my bed this morning.’ With some satisfaction he then watched the two adults jump to their feet. ‘It’s all right, though,’ he assured them. ‘I changed the sheets, and he missed the doona.’

Fiona clicked her tongue. ‘Oh, Cadel,’ she said, gingerly settling back onto the bed. ‘I am sorry. Did you tell Hazel?’

‘’Course.’

‘What did she say?’

Cadel shrugged. ‘The usual,’ he rejoined. ‘Mace reckoned it was a joke.’

Fiona muttered under her breath. Cadel had always liked Fiona, because she tended to say what she thought instead of hiding behind a sweet and gentle façade. Though she tried to stay pleasant, she couldn’t always keep her temper in check. Mr Greeniaus, on the other hand, didn’t look like a person who lost his cool easily. He was still on his feet, regarding Cadel with a speculative expression in his dark eyes.

‘I notice you don’t have a lock on this door,’ he said.

‘No.’

‘So this kid – Mace – he can get in here whenever he wants?’

‘Yes.’

‘Must be annoying. To have someone poking around in your stuff.’

Cadel was about to nod when something about Saul’s tone caught his attention. Peering up into the detective’s face, he flushed suddenly.

Saul was having a dig at him.

‘Hacking a system doesn’t mean that you have to trash it,’ he spluttered. ‘I never did. Not even when I was seven years old.’

‘And I hope you’re not here to make accusations!’ Fiona cried, as she realised what was going on. ‘Because if you are, I’ll have to call a halt and contact Cadel’s lawyer!’

Mr Greeniaus took a step back, raising one hand. ‘I’m not accusing anyone of anything,’ he said softly. ‘I’m just here to ask questions.’

‘Then ask them!’ snapped Fiona. ‘We haven’t got all day.’

‘You’re right,’ said the detective. And he turned on his cassette recorder.



FOUR 

For his eleventh birthday, Cadel had received a very special mobile phone from Dr Darkkon. It had been a fully functioning computer, with wireless capacity, photo function, hard-drive and DNA wiring (courtesy of Dr Darkkon’s secret nanotechnology lab). The phone had worked well for a number of years, but had abruptly stopped functioning after it was confiscated by the police.

Cadel had never expected to see it again. One day, however, he had found himself sitting across a table from two representatives of the US National Security Agency, who had bombarded him with questions about his computer phone. Apparently something had gone wrong with the biological portion of its wiring. Some kind of short-circuit had fused most of the DNA substrate. But the NSA was determined to replicate the original design, because DNA wiring would mean an end to many of the heat problems associated with high-speed processing. ‘This is breakthrough technology,’ Cadel was assured. ‘We want to know where it came from and how it can be imitated.’

So Cadel had tried to help. Though his understanding of the technology was incomplete, he had answered all the questions put to him.

For that reason, perhaps, the NSA had kept asking them.

‘Here’s another list of queries from the NSA,’ Mr Greeniaus said, removing a folded sheet of paper from his pocket and placing it on Cadel’s desk. ‘If you could write down some answers, Cadel, I’ll convey them to the interested parties.’

‘All right,’ Cadel agreed. He didn’t mind answering questions about computers.

‘Now . . .’ The detective seated himself on the bed again, carefully positioning his cassette recorder so that it was pointed directly at Cadel. ‘I want you to cast your mind back to your appointments with Prosper English – or Thaddeus Roth, as he called himself. Because originally he was supposed to be your therapist, is that right?’

‘Yes.’

‘And you would go to his office, and have counselling sessions.’

‘Except that they weren’t really counselling sessions,’ Cadel admitted. ‘Sometimes we’d talk about how to lie, or how not to get caught sabotaging systems. But mostly we would make broadcasts to Dr Darkkon.’

‘Who was in a Californian prison at that time.’

‘Yes.’ Cadel nodded. ‘They had a special transmitter.’

‘And you would talk about your future – perhaps about some of the projects you were involved in?’

‘Cadel’s already covered this,’ Fiona interrupted sharply. ‘He’s told you what he did, and it was all with that man’s encouragement. If you’re going to touch on it again, I’ll have to call a lawyer!’

‘As a matter of fact, I’m more interested in Prosper’s other clients,’ said Mr Greeniaus. Cadel met his searching gaze with a look of surprise. Greeniaus continued. ‘Any kids you might have seen coming or going, when you were at the office. He was supposed to specialise in troubled children, wasn’t he?’

‘I – I think so.’ This was a new area of inquiry for Cadel. He had never given it much thought. ‘I did see other kids, once or twice,’ he confessed. ‘But I thought – well, wasn’t it all a front? I mean, he wasn’t actually working as a psychologist, was he?’

‘That we don’t know yet.’

‘I guess I assumed that those other kids were just . . . well, some of his people.’ Cadel shifted uncomfortably. ‘He had a lot of people working for him.’

‘Can you describe them to me, Cadel? The kids you saw?’

Cadel tried. He cast his mind back to the dark old terrace house where Prosper had received him; to Wilfreda, the strange receptionist with black teeth; to the morose-looking teenagers who had sometimes passed Cadel in the hallway, or on the stairs. He didn’t like thinking about the old days in Prosper’s office.

Just the memory of Prosper’s sardonic, penetrating stare gave him a chill.

‘There was a girl called Bella,’ he recalled. ‘I saw her twice. She was quite tall and – you know – big. With greasy brown hair. She was wearing a school uniform.’

‘What did it look like?’

‘Maroon blazer. A kind of checked, pleated skirt . . .’

Cadel continued haltingly, racking his brain for relevant details. When he couldn’t think of anything else to say, the detective moved to his next area of inquiry.

‘With regard to the Axis Institute, which you attended for several months last year,’ he said, ‘you’ve told us that Prosper English called himself the Chancellor of this institution, is that right?’

‘Yes.’

‘And you’ve given us full details of the teaching staff who conducted courses in forgery, embezzlement, computer hacking, assassination, and so forth. Most of whom are either dead or missing.’

Cadel waited.

‘There were even some support staff – canteen workers, I believe,’ the detective went on. ‘You’ve described them to us already.’

‘Yes.’ Cadel sighed. ‘I never knew their names.’

‘Do you recall any other support staff? Gardeners? Secretaries? Administrators? Anyone at all?’

Now that, Cadel decided, was a good question. It was the question of someone who was seriously searching for corroborative evidence.

‘There were gardeners,’ he said slowly. ‘I remember them. The grounds were so well kept. And there had to have been people who fixed things, because of all the explosions and break-ins and spontaneous combustion that happened.’ Cadel forced his reluctant mind down paths he would rather have avoided. ‘I think – I think there was a guy who used to collect stray dogs and cats for lab experiments,’ he added. ‘In a white van.’

‘Can you tell me anything more about him? Did you ever see him?’

‘No. I was told about him.’

‘And the gardeners? What about them?’

Cadel was still struggling to recollect something – anything – about the gardeners at the Axis Institute when Janan arrived home. His pounding footsteps and loud, high-pitched voice distracted Cadel for only a moment. There were more important things to concentrate on.

‘I’ve been wondering if some of the people I met later might have been working as support staff at the Institute,’ he mused. ‘Like that old guy, Nikolai, who used to follow me around. And Vadi. The man with the gills. Surely he didn’t spend his whole life cleaning Prosper’s house?’

Suddenly a piercing scream made them all jump. It was followed by a huge crash, and more wild yelling. The floor shook, as if from repeated blows.

Fiona and Saul sat up straight, clearly alarmed.

‘It’s only Janan,’ said Cadel, in a resigned voice. ‘He probably lost his chocolate-bar wrapper.’ Seeing the two adults exchange a questioning glance, he felt obliged to elaborate. ‘Janan collects these chocolate-bar wrappers,’ he explained. ‘When you’ve got twenty-five, you can send them in and win a mountain-bike, or something. He’s completely obsessed. Hazel gives him a chocolate bar for lunch every day at school, and when he gets home he puts the wrapper away in a special box.’ Cadel cocked his ear, listening to the tattoo of fists bouncing off walls. ‘My guess is that he lost today’s wrapper.’

Fiona grimaced. ‘Maybe I should go and help . . .’ she proposed. But Cadel discouraged her.

‘There’s nothing anyone can do,’ he said, ‘except give him another chocolate bar.’ As abruptly as it had begun, the clamour unexpectedly stopped. Cadel listened for a moment. So did his companions. After a brief pause, they heard a faint murmur of voices. ‘There,’ said Cadel, with some satisfaction. ‘I told you. Chocolate-bar wrappers. She must have found a replacement.’

Fiona shook her head glumly. Mr Greeniaus was frowning. He darted another quick look at Fiona – but when he spoke, he addressed Cadel.

‘Let me get this straight,’ he said. ‘Nikolai was one of the men in the car that picked you up when you escaped from police custody. Is that correct?’

‘Yes. He followed me on a train once, too. I recognised him.’

‘And you think he might have worked at the Institute?’

Cadel bit his lip. ‘I don’t know. There was an old guy who shuffled around with a toolbox. I remember seeing him from the back. He was fat and grey-haired.’

‘But you didn’t see his face? Just his back?’

‘That’s right. So I don’t know if it was Nikolai or not.’

‘And Vadi? Did you ever see him at the Institute?’

‘No. But I mean, why would Prosper use a human fish just to clean his house?’

‘And you don’t remember seeing anyone else? Or hearing any other names?’

‘Sorry,’ said Cadel. Whereupon Mr Greeniaus grunted.

‘There’s no need to be sorry,’ he assured Cadel. ‘You’ve done very well.’ Almost to himself, the detective then remarked, ‘Not that it matters about Vadi or Nikolai. They’ve gone underground.’ He folded his arms. ‘Or underwater, perhaps.’

Cadel managed a faint half-smile. Then he said, ‘Mr Greeniaus?’ and paused for a moment.

The detective watched him. So did Fiona.

‘Do you – I mean, have you ever met Prosper English?’ was the question that Cadel finally put to Saul, who hesitated before replying.

‘Yes, I have.’

Cadel didn’t know how to phrase his next query. But he didn’t have to; Saul apparently read his mind.

‘We don’t talk about you,’ the detective revealed. ‘Prosper is always very careful not to display much interest in you, Cadel. I suppose if he did, it might support your claim that he’s your father.’

Cadel nodded. He cleared his throat, painfully conscious of Fiona’s troubled scrutiny. Then Hazel knocked on his door again.

Her voice sounded higher than usual.

‘Uh – excuse me?’ she trilled. ‘Can I interrupt?’ Without waiting for an answer, she poked her head into the room. Her tight grey curls were uncharacteristically ruffled. Her small green eyes looked anxious. ‘There are police here,’ she blurted out. ‘They’re asking after Cadel.’

Mr Greeniaus instantly rose, clicking off his cassette recorder. Fiona gaped.

‘I told them that the police were here already,’ a flustered Hazel continued. ‘I didn’t know what to say.’

‘Don’t worry.’ The detective’s manner was all at once very businesslike. ‘I’ll take care of this.’

He brushed past Hazel on his way out of the room. As he stuffed his recording equipment back into the lining of his jacket, he revealed that he was wearing a shoulder-holster – with a pistol protruding from it.

Fiona gasped when she saw the pistol.

‘For God’s sake!’ she hissed fiercely. ‘How can he . . . ? There are children in here!’

An image flashed into Cadel’s head: an image of the loaded gun that had once been placed against his temple. It was his most frightening memory, and it still haunted his dreams at night. Of course, Prosper hadn’t pulled the trigger. Something had prevented him from doing so. But that hadn’t made his actions any less frightening, in retrospect.

To block out what he had no wish to recall, Cadel hurried after Saul Greeniaus – and encountered Janan heading the opposite way. Wide-eyed with fear, the six-year-old shot past and dived under Cadel’s bed.

‘What the –?’

Cadel stared after the silly kid in consternation, before looking around for their foster mother. But Hazel was already in the kitchen with the police.

Only Fiona Currey had remained behind.

‘Oh, dear,’ said Fiona.

‘What’s Janan doing?’ Cadel wanted to know.

‘Hiding.’

‘But – ’

‘He’s had a hard life. There was a police raid on his mother’s house, once.’ Fiona returned to Cadel’s bed, and crouched down beside it. ‘Janan?’ she crooned. ‘What’s the matter, sweetie? No one’s going to hurt you.’

Cadel decided that Fiona was better off without him, and went to find out what was going on in the kitchen. He fully expected to see Saul and Hazel conversing with a pair of familiar men in wrinkled suits and sunglasses. To his surprise, however, his surveillance team were nowhere in sight. Instead, two uniformed police officers – one male and one female – were standing by the fridge.

‘. . . complaint from a neighbour,’ the policewoman was saying. ‘About a car following a child down the street.’ She nodded at Cadel. ‘That child, I would say. From the description.’

‘Yes. I see.’ Saul retrieved his identification from her. ‘You should have been informed. This child is a witness. For his own protection, he’s being monitored at all times.’

‘Well, we haven’t heard about it,’ said the policewoman.

‘No. I’m sorry. That was a serious oversight.’

‘We’re going to have to make a report.’

‘Yeah. Look – what would you say if I talked to your duty sergeant . . .’

All of a sudden, Cadel was distracted by the distant sound of approaching footsteps. He recognised the slap-slap-slap of large, rubber-soled feet galloping down the side path. Mace, he knew, was heading for the kitchen, kicking over flowerpots on his way.

‘. . . has to come through official channels . . .’ the uniformed policeman was saying. Cadel tensed as he heard Mace thudding up the outside stairs. Even Saul Greeniaus had noticed the racket by this time. Hazel shuffled towards the back door, but Mace reached it first. He flung it open, exploded into the room, then stopped abruptly when he saw the uniformed police.

His face reddened. Cadel was by now familiar with that dull rush of colour, which was always a bad sign. When Mace was really, really angry, he always turned red. Then he would sit somewhere out of the way, swearing under his breath for perhaps ten minutes, before his rage erupted in a series of destructive acts.

Cadel found himself edging closer to Saul Greeniaus.

‘Oh. Hello.’ The policewoman addressed Mace in a friendly voice. ‘It’s Thomas Logge, isn’t it? How are you, Thomas?’

There was no reply – just a glower.

‘I’ve heard good reports about you,’ the policewoman continued. She was small and stocky, with a hard-edged drawl and stiff blond hair cut short. ‘I’ve heard that you seem to have settled in here pretty well. Been going to school. Good on ya.’

In response, Mace slammed out of the kitchen, heading for his bedroom. He must have hurled his bag at the wall as he went, because there was a huge thud, followed by a rather nasty crunching noise. Then a door banged at the other end of the house.

The policewoman sniffed.

‘You’ve got your work cut out for you there,’ she said to Hazel. ‘I’ve had dealings with his family.’

‘Oh, Thomas is responding very well,’ Hazel rejoined, sounding almost defensive. ‘You don’t have to worry about him.’

‘Good,’ said the police officer. But she didn’t seem wholly convinced.

There followed a brief burst of activity, which was kicked off by Fiona – who suddenly appeared and dragged Hazel out of the room for a talk with Janan. Saul Greeniaus then accompanied the uniformed officers to their car, while Cadel, left alone in the kitchen, wondered what he should do about Mace.

Mace was already in a foul mood; he would probably explode when he saw that his football boots were sitting under the pile of dirty sheets that Cadel had dumped on them. To prevent Mace from trashing all his belongings, Cadel would have to keep an eye on the boy. But that in turn would require staying within easy reach of Mace’s fists.

Cadel considered his next move. The smartest tactic, he decided, would be to shut himself in his own bedroom for the rest of the day (with something shoved against the door, perhaps). Even if Mace set fire to the house, Cadel could always crawl out the window. Not that he really expected Mace to commit arson. But there was bound to be trouble of some kind, and Cadel was determined to stay well away from it.

As he made for the kitchen door, however, he found Fiona blocking his escape route.

‘Oh, Cadel,’ she said. ‘Where’s Mr Greeniaus?’

‘He went with those coppers, back to their car,’ Cadel replied.

‘You mean he left?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘He could have said something,’ Fiona remarked crossly. ‘A simple “thank you” would suffice!’

‘Is Janan okay?’ Cadel asked, suddenly remembering that the six-year-old, when last seen, had been disappearing under a bed. ‘Did you get him out of my room?’

‘Oh yes. Don’t worry. He’s in his own room now, with Hazel. Poor little kid, he’s so traumatised.’ Fiona’s gaze shifted, and Cadel turned to see what had caught her interest.

It was Saul Greeniaus, quietly re-entering the kitchen.

‘Sorry about that,’ said the detective. ‘That shouldn’t have happened. Some kind of glitch.’

‘Hazel’s the one you should apologise to,’ was Fiona’s tart response. ‘It’s her house, after all.’

‘Yes.’ Saul nodded in agreement. ‘Where is she?’

‘In there,’ said Fiona, jerking a thumb. ‘Counselling her foster-kids. Are you finished with Cadel now?’

‘I think so. I don’t think there’s much point trying to continue, in these circumstances.’

‘Then don’t feel you have to hang around,’ Fiona declared – quite rudely, in Cadel’s opinion. The detective must have shared this view, because he fixed Fiona with such an intent, questioning look that she was compelled to elaborate. ‘Those poor kids in there have had some very bad experiences involving the police,’ she explained. ‘They don’t respond well to any kind of police presence.’

‘No,’ Mr Greeniaus said thoughtfully. ‘I’ve just been told about Thomas Logge’s experiences with the police.’ He turned to Cadel, and reached into his jacket. ‘Listen,’ he said. ‘I want you to call me if you’re worried about anything. Do you have a mobile phone?’

‘No,’ Cadel answered.

‘Well – take this anyway.’ Saul crossed the room, holding out a small white card inscribed with his name, rank and contact numbers. He pressed it into Cadel’s palm. ‘Night or day, you call me. Understand?’

But Fiona was bristling.

‘He’s not supposed to talk to the police unless I’m present!’ she protested. ‘You know that!’

‘Ms Currey, this is only a precaution,’ the detective replied. ‘In case there’s a problem like the one we just saw. Or something similar.’

‘He wouldn’t have had a problem if there weren’t so many police hanging about all the time!’

‘That’s non-negotiable.’ Saul spoke flatly. ‘We can’t afford to leave him alone. You should understand that by now.’ He extended his hand, which Cadel shook for the second time. Though Fiona received only a nod, there was a gleam in Saul’s quiet gaze as he said goodbye to her. ‘I don’t want to outstay my welcome,’ he remarked, deadpan. ‘So I guess I’d better be leaving.’

Then he walked out the door.

‘Well!’ said Fiona, heaving a sigh. ‘I’m glad he’s gone, at last!’

But Cadel wasn’t. For some reason, the detective’s withdrawal had left him feeling vulnerable and exposed. Perhaps it had something to do with Mace, and his toxic temper.

Cadel was uneasy about his foster-brother’s state of mind.
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When he returned to his bedroom after saying goodbye to Fiona, Cadel discovered that he was too late. Mace had already been there. With Janan and Hazel finally out of the way, Mace had scanned the room, seen Cadel’s rescued computer monitor, and emptied half a can of lemonade into its air-vents.

‘He can’t call that a joke!’ Cadel cried, upon reporting this crime to Hazel. ‘It’s deliberate sabotage! How am I supposed to use it now, when its guts are full of sugar?’

‘I’m sorry, dear, I’ll have a word with him.’ Hazel was apologetic but distracted. Though the police were long gone, Janan remained curled up under his bedclothes in a state of shock. Hazel didn’t know what to do. She had left a message with his case worker. ‘Mace isn’t really angry with you,’ she said. ‘He’s upset about the police coming here.’

‘Well, that’s not my fault!’

‘I know.’ Hazel patted Cadel’s shoulder. ‘You have to understand, Thomas is very mixed up. He’s hitting back because that’s all he’s been taught to do. You’re such a clever boy, Cadel, I know you’ll be able to fix your computer. I know you’ll cope, you’ve so much sense. Just put yourself in Thomas’s shoes for a moment, that’s all. When he looks at you, he can’t help feeling clumsy and stupid in comparison, so he lashes out.’

‘And what am I supposed to do in the meantime?’

‘Just be patient, dear. I’ll talk to Thomas. I’ll have a word with him.’

Cadel set his jaw. ‘When you do,’ he said, through his teeth, ‘you can tell him that if he comes into my room again, he’ll get himself electrocuted.’

Hazel blinked.

‘Oh, now Cadel – ’ she began, looking worried.

‘I mean it! He’s twice as big as me! I have to defend myself somehow!’

‘There’s no question – you mustn’t – I’m going to talk to Miss Currey,’ Hazel stammered, much to Cadel’s surprise. He had been expecting another placid reminder that consensus was the best way of handling disputes. Hazel’s fearful expression was something he’d never seen before.

It took him a moment to realise that she must have heard certain stories about him. From Fiona, perhaps? Fiona was familiar with some of his background. She may have warned Hazel Donkin that her new foster-son could be very, very dangerous if sufficiently provoked. And Hazel had believed her.

The police were the same. They didn’t trust Cadel. They were afraid of his high IQ. (Not to mention his warped upbringing.) And the last thing Cadel wanted now was to ring any more alarm bells. Finally, after months of being as good as gold, he had begun to sense that Fiona, for one, no longer regarded him as a kind of human time bomb. He honestly believed that she liked him. And he didn’t want Hazel calling her with the news that he had threatened to electrocute his foster-brother.

If that happened, he would find himself back at square one.

‘I’m sorry,’ he muttered, swallowing his rage. ‘I wouldn’t really electrocute Thomas.’ And he put on his most innocent face, which seemed to reassure Hazel somewhat. She looked relieved. She even managed a smile. When she spoke, however, her voice was still shaky.

‘I’ll be reporting this to Thomas’s social worker,’ she said. ‘It’s a problem he’s going to have to work through. A problem we’ll all have to work through.’

Lying in bed that night, Cadel wondered why he should have to work through Mace’s problems. He didn’t want anything to do with Mace’s problems – or Mace himself, for that matter – and was still seething at what had been done to his defenceless equipment. A brief inspection had told him that the damage would be almost impossible to rectify. What right did that hulking great moron have to bully him like this?

In the old days, he could have dealt with Mace quite easily. Mace was no different from a lot of mean-spirited kids who had paid for their bad treatment of Cadel over the years. Not that they’d ever understood that they were being punished. Oh, no. Back in high school, when various bullies had received their just deserts, no one had understood that Cadel was ultimately responsible. He had disguised his involvement far too well. He had planned his many acts of revenge so carefully that there was never any obvious link between himself and each peculiar sequence of events that resulted in the downfall of yet another foe.

Of course, Cadel had long ago rejected his murky past. Such petty, vindictive schemes were nothing to be proud of. All the same, he couldn’t help pondering the possible alternatives, should he ever decide to teach Mace a lesson. Plotting variables was so much easier when your target lived in the same house, followed the same schedule, and used the same bathroom . . .

By the time he fell asleep, Cadel had devised a neat little scenario which, though it would hurt Mace cruelly, could not possibly be blamed on Cadel. A perfect crime, in other words. But when he woke up in the morning, he felt ashamed. He told himself that such thoughts were unworthy of Sonja – that they were part of Prosper’s poisonous legacy. And he got out of bed resolved to be more tolerant of his foster-brother’s quirks.

Unfortunately, his good intentions came to nothing. After he’d been sneezed over, tripped up and trodden on, Cadel lost patience. None of these incidents had been ‘accidental’, despite what Mace said. As far as Cadel was concerned, they had been hostile acts.

So he set about robbing Mace of his most prized possessions.

These happened to be a set of dirt-bike magazines sent to Mace by his elder brother, who was in prison. Cadel had been forbidden to touch them, of course. He knew, however, that Mace kept them near his bedroom window. He also knew that their covers were very sticky, because Mace would often read them while he was eating sweets. And he knew that Mace’s room had once been invaded by ants when a glass of soft drink had been left on the window-sill.

Knowing all this, Cadel could make some fairly detailed calculations, using a series of complicated probability algorithms that he had developed himself. Though his method was by no means perfect, it had served him well enough in the past. And this time, too, it was successful.

All he had to do was swap Mace’s packed lunch with Janan’s. Then, after his two foster-brothers had left for school, he laid a trail of sugar particles from Mace’s bedroom window-sill to his treasured magazines. Once these two steps were accomplished, Cadel had no further active role to play in the process. He could simply sit back and watch events unfold, from a discreet vantage point.

He had a while to wait. Hazel never collected any discarded clothes from the bedrooms until she had finished her data-entry work, at about midday. So Cadel entertained himself by answering the NSA’s list of questions. He could have gone out, but it was threatening to rain – and besides, he wanted to be on hand. It was very, very important that the timing was right. Any variations would have to be dealt with at short notice. (By delaying Hazel with a brief talk, for instance.)

Cadel found it hard to concentrate. He was restless, and couldn’t settle, making many trips to the kitchen and bathroom during the course of the morning. On one of these trips, he noticed something that made him do a double take.

Frowning, he approached Hazel’s computer – and crouched in front of it.

Had he imagined that flash? Were his eyes playing tricks on him?

Hazel had taken a phone break. He could hear her chatting to her sister in the kitchen. Her computer, meanwhile, had lapsed into ‘sleep’ mode. Yet he could have sworn he’d seen the little light blink on her hard-drive.

For a while he squatted, motionless, waiting for another hint. Another clue. It came just as Hazel appeared in the kitchen doorway: the light blinked again. ‘What is it, dear?’ Hazel asked.

‘Oh – nothing.’ Cadel leapt to his feet. ‘I thought I saw a spider.’

In fact, he’d seen a different kind of bug. An invader. Something running on the system that shouldn’t have been there. But he couldn’t do much about it – not while Hazel was working. So he wandered back to his room, where he occupied himself with mental arithmetic until the moment of truth arrived. Lying on his bed, he heard Hazel enter Mace’s room. She must have seen at once that the dirt-bike magazines were crawling with ants; there was a shriek, followed by a slapping noise that may have been the sound of Hazel hitting the magazines with a dirty sock or a pair of underpants. As Cadel had predicted, she then rushed back out to the laundry, where she grabbed a can of flyspray. The hiss of it was audible in Cadel’s bedroom as Hazel covered most of Mace’s belongings with a fine layer of insecticide.

After that, she picked up the magazines and took them out of Mace’s room, heading for the garden. Here she was probably planning to shake and swat the infested journals until every ant clinging to them had dropped into an empty flower bed. But she was halfway to the door when the phone rang – at which point she set her burden down on the hall table so that she could pick up a nearby telephone receiver.

Cadel, who was watching from behind his bedroom door, heaved a sigh of relief. His calculations so far seemed to be panning out.

As expected, the caller was from Janan’s school. Apparently Janan was throwing a tantrum because Hazel had not packed his chocolate bar. ‘But I did!’ Hazel protested, all in vain. A nougat bar had been substituted for the chocolate one. Hazel would therefore have to replace the unwanted nougat variety with Janan’s regular chocolate treat.

It had happened once before, when Hazel herself had mixed up the packed lunches. This time, though not to blame, she was nevertheless forced to fix the problem. She had to rush off to Janan’s school with a new chocolate bar before Janan hurt himself – or someone else. And in all the commotion, she forgot about the pile of magazines left on the hall table.

Cadel had been counting on this memory lapse.

Owing to the placement of the telephone, lamp and address book, Mace’s magazines had been dumped directly above a black plastic bin full of old paper and cardboard, destined for recycling. Cadel checked the relative positions of these two bundles with a measuring tape. He was satisfied with what he found. Then he positioned himself in front of Hazel’s computer, from which vantage point he could look down the hallway if he leaned sideways a little and turned his head.

He was waiting for Leslie to return home from his early shift. Unless this happened while Hazel was out, the whole plan would be ruined. Nervously, Cadel glanced at his watch. Distractedly he logged onto Hazel’s email address, one ear cocked for the noise of Leslie’s car engine. For the moment he had forgotten about the mysterious activity on his foster-mother’s hard-drive. He was far too concerned about the success of his scheme.

Cadel always made a habit of cleaning out the Donkins’ electronic mailbox. He had been shocked – even appalled – to discover how much garbage had accumulated there before his arrival. For months, spam had been piling up among the meagre trickle of personal messages, because neither Hazel nor Leslie knew how to filter or erase unwanted mail. It had been like walking into a house and finding that the entire building was piled high with rotten food and old newspapers. Cadel had never seen anything like it before.

His offer to clean out the trash had been met with heartfelt gratitude. Hazel had even given him her password – apparently without a second thought. This too had appalled Cadel. No one knew any of his passwords, and nobody ever would. Not even Sonja.

Running his eye down the short column of spam that had recently slipped through Hazel’s filters, Cadel couldn’t help noticing one new message whose tagline promised: ‘Win a computer!’ He hesitated. The sender had a fairly innocuous address, and was probably harmless, but Cadel remembered the blinking light on the hard-drive. Would it be wise to proceed cautiously? Perhaps. Perhaps not. He found it hard to believe that there was any connection, but all the same . . .

Something wasn’t right. He could feel it, instinctively. A submerged drag on the system.

As if it was ever so slightly preoccupied.

Cadel didn’t trust this particular computer. Like Mace and Janan, it had been badly treated early on – exposed to all sorts of nasty, marauding behaviours – and the results were hard to fix. Cadel had done his best. He’d shaken out a lot of infections and updated a lot of programs. He’d changed passwords and plugged holes. But still he felt uneasy, wandering around behind a wall that had been breached so many times. He couldn’t help feeling that he might have missed something; that something might still lurk in the shadows, waiting to pounce.

That was why he so badly needed a new computer. That was why Mace deserved to be punished for ruining Cadel’s precious monitor with lemonade.

Fortunately, Leslie arrived home dot on time. Cadel had just decided that the contents of a spam file were nothing that he couldn’t handle; he was in the process of opening the new one when his foster-father shuffled through the front door, tired and slightly damp. Leslie was a short man, but he had plenty of bulk. Though mild-mannered, soft-spoken and middle-aged, he still carried enough muscle to intimidate a boy like Mace. None of Mace’s ‘accidents’ ever seemed to happen when Leslie was around.

The trouble was that Leslie worked such long shifts. And was always so tired at the end of them.

 Cadel sat rigid, watching his foster-father’s every move. There was a thump as Leslie set down his plastic case. A clunk as his keys hit polished wood.

‘Cadel?’ he said. ‘What are these magazines doing here?’

‘I dunno,’ Cadel replied.

‘Are they supposed to go out for recycling?’

‘I dunno.’

Leslie paused. He seemed to be thinking. Cadel knew how slow the man’s thought processes could be after a nine-hour shift, and tried not to show his impatience. Instead he focused on the screen in front of him, surprised to see that the sales pitch he’d downloaded was for an unfamiliar, on-line puzzle site. An endless slab of text pleaded with him to sample its wares: Challenging riddles or secret symbols, wordgames or runes – don’t shilly-shally about calling round! Our site tops incompetent competitor sites . . .

The strange thing was that it didn’t include a single website address.

Suddenly Leslie picked up the pile of dirt-bike magazines, dumped them in the recycling bin, and lifted the bin from the floor. Then he lurched back outside with it, leaving Cadel almost light-headed with relief. So far, so good.

Cadel scrolled down the rambling advertisement, trying to calm himself. Focus, he thought. Just focus. Why does this text feel so wrong?

. . . Every customer account receives discount specials . . .

Moments later, Leslie returned. ‘Woof!’ he said. ‘That rain’s about to come down really hard.’ And he wiped his balding scalp with a handkerchief. ‘Where’s Hazel? Her car’s not here.’

‘She’s gone to school,’ Cadel replied, his attention suddenly snagged by the words on the screen.

Hang on a minute, he thought. And he reached for a pen.

. . . So sample our offering today and download it . . .

‘Which school?’ Leslie wanted to know.

‘Uh – Janan’s.’

Leslie sighed. ‘Okay,’ he said. ‘Well, I’ll be in bed if she wants me.’

Cadel nodded, without really listening. He was scribbling down the first letter of every word in what was, he felt certain, a simple acrostic.

Sure enough, he’d soon uncovered the secret message. It read: Crosswords, acrostics, diagnostics, enigmas, labyrinths, letter-locks, e-cards, tangrams, sotadics, ciphers, anagrams, target, codes, hackenbush, unending puzzles. Click on mindbenders.com.

And there, at last, was the address of the site. Cadel wondered what a sotadic might be. He was almost tempted to find out. But it would be most unwise to go poking around an unknown website before he had investigated the possibility of a new virus in Hazel’s system. Such a virus would mean that her anti-virus programs were malfunctioning – or too antiquated. And since Cadel was responsible for writing some of these programs, he found the idea of a breach very alarming indeed. Only an exceedingly nasty little germ could have slipped past his scans.

Unless the virus had been lying low, disguised as something else?

Cadel clicked his tongue and shook his head. As he closed the ‘Mindbenders’ file, his glance strayed to the message he’d scrawled on one of Hazel’s Post-it notes. Crosswords, acrostics, diagnostics, enigmas, labyrinths . . .

C-a-d-e-l.

There it was. A double acrostic. Another message hidden in the first. It leapt out at him quite suddenly, as if the letters themselves were glowing.

Cadel-lets-catch-up-com.
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