





[image: Cover]












A Gideon Crew Collection


Gideon’s Sword, Gideon’s Corpse, and The Lost Island Omnibus


Douglas Preston & Lincoln Child


[image: image]
















[image: CoverImage]






Begin Reading Trilogy


Gideon’s Sword


Gideon’s Corpse


The Lost Island


A Preview of Beyond the Ice Limit


Table of Contents


Newsletters


Copyright Page




In accordance with the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, the scanning, uploading, and electronic sharing of any part of this book without the permission of the publisher constitute unlawful piracy and theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), prior written permission must be obtained by contacting the publisher at permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.














[image: image]














      

      

         

         

            

            We dedicate this book
 to our most excellent literary agent,
 Eric Simonoff.

               

            


            

         


         

      


   











      

      

         

         

         

         

            Melvin Crew


            

         


         

      


   















1 [image: image]
 

            

            August 1988
      

	

         

         Nothing in his twelve years of life had prepared Gideon Crew for that day. Every insignificant detail, every trivial gesture,

            every sound and smell, became frozen as if in a block of glass, unchanging and permanent, ready to be examined at will.

            

         
 

         

         His mother was driving him home from his tennis lesson in their Plymouth station wagon. It was a hot day, well up in the nineties,

            the kind where clothes stick to one’s skin and sunlight has the texture of flypaper. Gideon had turned the dashboard vents

            onto his face, enjoying the rush of cold air. They were driving on Route 27, passing the long cement wall enclosing Arlington National Cemetery, when two motorcycle cops intercepted their car, one pulling ahead, the other staying behind, sirens wailing,

            red lights turning. The one in front motioned with a black-gloved hand toward the Columbia Pike exit ramp; once on the ramp,

            he signaled for Gideon’s mother to pull over. There was none of the slow deliberation of a routine traffic stop—instead, both

            officers hopped off their motorcycles and came running up.

            

         
 

         

         “Follow us,” said one, leaning in the window. “Now.”
 

         

         “What’s this all about?” Gideon’s mother asked.
 

         

         “National security emergency. Keep up—we’ll be driving fast and clearing traffic.”
 

         

         “I don’t understand—”
 

         

         But they were already running back to their motorcycles.
 

         

         Sirens blaring, the officers escorted them down Columbia Pike to George Mason Drive, forcing cars aside as they went. They

            were joined by more motorcycles, squad cars, and finally an ambulance: a motorcade that screamed through the traffic-laden

            streets. Gideon didn’t know whether to be thrilled or scared. Once they turned onto Arlington Boulevard, he could guess where

            they were going: Arlington Hall Station, where his father worked for INSCOM, the United States Army Intelligence and Security

            Command.

         
 

         

         Police barricades were up over the entrance to the complex, but they were flung aside as the motorcade pulled through. They

            went shrieking down Ceremonial Drive and came to a halt at a second set of barricades, beside a welter of fire trucks, police

            cars, and SWAT vans. Gideon could see his father’s building through the trees, the stately white pillars and brick façade

            set among emerald lawns and manicured oaks. It had once been a girls’ finishing school and still looked it. A large area in

            front had been cleared. He could see two sharpshooters lying on the lawn, behind a low hummock, rifles deployed on bipods.

         
 

         

         His mother turned to him and said, fiercely, “Stay in the car. Don’t get out, no matter what.” Her face was gray and strained,

            and it scared him.

         
 

         

         She stepped out. The phalanx of cops bulled through the crowd ahead of her and they disappeared.
 

         

         She’d forgotten to turn off the engine. The air-conditioning was still going. Gideon cranked down a window, the car filling

            with the sounds of sirens, walkie-talkie chatter, shouts. Two men in blue suits came running past. A cop hollered into a radio.

            More sirens drifted in from afar, coming from every direction.

         
 

         

         He heard the sound of a voice over an electronic megaphone, acidic, distorted. “Come out with your hands in view.”

            

         
 

         

         The crowd immediately hushed.
 

         

         “You are surrounded. There is nothing you can do. Release your hostage and come out now.”

            

         
 

         

         Another silence. Gideon looked around. The attention of the crowd was riveted on the front door of the station. That, it seemed,

            was where things would play out.

         
 

         

         “Your wife is here. She would like to speak to you.”

            

         
 

         

         A buzz of fumbled static came through the sound system and then the electronically magnified sound of a partial sob, grotesque

            and strange. “Melvin?” Another choking sound. “MELVIN?”

            

         
 

         

         Gideon froze. That’s my mother’s voice, he thought.

            

         
 

         

         It was like a dream where nothing made sense. It wasn’t real. Gideon put his hand on the door handle and opened it, stepping

            into the stifling heat.

         
 

         

         “Melvin…” A choking sound. “Please come out. Nobody’s going to hurt you, I promise. Please let the man go.” The voice over the megaphone was harsh and alien—and yet unmistakably his mother’s.

            

         
 

         

         Gideon advanced through the clusters of police officers and army officers. No one paid him any attention. He made his way

            to the outer barricade, placed a hand on the rough, blue-painted wood. He stared in the direction of Arlington Hall but could

            see nothing stirring in the placid façade or on the immediate grounds cleared of people. The building, shimmering in the heat,

            looked dead. Outside, the leaves hung limply on the oak branches, the sky flat and cloudless, so pale it was almost white.

         
 

         

         “Melvin, if you let the man go, they’ll listen to you.”

            

         
 

         

         More waiting silence. Then there was a sudden motion at the front door. A plump man in a suit Gideon didn’t recognize came

            stumbling out. He looked around a moment, disoriented, then broke into a run toward the barricades, his thick legs churning.

            Four helmeted officers rushed out, guns drawn; they seized the man and hustled him back behind one of the vans.

         
 

         

         Gideon ducked under the barricade and moved forward through the groups of cops, the men with walkie-talkies, the men in uniform.

            Nobody noticed him, nobody cared: all eyes were fixed on the front entrance to the building.

         
 

         

         And then a faint voice rang out from inside the doorway. “There must be an investigation!”
 

         

         It was his father’s voice. Gideon paused, his heart in his throat.
 

         

         “I demand an investigation! Twenty-six people died!”
 

         

         A muffled, amplified fumbling, then a male voice boomed from the sound system. “Dr. Crew, your concerns will be addressed. But you must come out now with your hands up. Do you understand? You must surrender

               now.”

            

         
 

         

         “You haven’t listened,” came the trembling voice. His father sounded frightened, almost like a child. “People died and nothing

            was done! I want a promise.”

         
 

         

         “That is a promise.”

            

         
 

         

         Gideon had reached the innermost barricade. The front of the building remained still, but he was now close enough to see the

            door standing half open. It was a dream; at any moment he would wake up. He felt dizzy from the heat, felt a taste in his

            mouth like copper. It was a nightmare—and yet it was real.

         
 

         

         And then Gideon saw the door swing inward and the figure of his father appear in the black rectangle of the doorway. He seemed

            terribly small against the elegant façade of the building. He took a step forward, his hands held up, palms facing forward.

            His straight hair hung down over his forehead, his tie askew, his blue suit rumpled.

         
 

         

         “That’s far enough,” came the voice. “Stop.”

            

         
 

         

         Melvin Crew stopped, blinking in the bright sunlight.
 

         

         The shots rang out, so close together they sounded like firecrackers, and his father was abruptly punched back into the darkness

            of the doorway.

         
 

         

         “Dad!” screamed Gideon, leaping over the barrier and running across the hot asphalt of the parking lot. “Dad!”

            

         
 

         

         Shouts erupted behind him, cries of “Who’s that kid?” and “Hold fire!”
 

         

         He leapt the curb and cut across the lawn toward the entrance. Figures raced forward to intercept him.
 

         

         “Jesus Christ, stop him!”
 

         

         He slipped on the grass, fell to his hands and knees, rose again. He could see only his father’s two feet, sticking out of

            the dark doorway into the sunlight, shoes pointed skyward, scuffed soles turned up for all to see, one with a hole in it.

            It was a dream, a dream—and then the last thing he saw before he was tackled to the ground was the feet move, jerking twice.

         
 

         

         “Dad!” he screamed into the grass, trying to claw back to his feet as the weight of the world piled up on his shoulders; but

            he’d seen those feet move, his father was alive, he would wake up and all would be well.
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            October 1996


            

     

         

         Gideon Crew had flown in from California on the red-eye, the plane sitting on the LAX tarmac for two hours before finally taking

            off for Dulles. He’d hopped a bus into the city, then taken the Metro as far as he could before switching to a taxi: the last

            thing his finances needed right now was the unexpected plane fare. He’d been burning through cash at an alarming rate, not

            budgeting at all​—​and that last job he’d done had been higher-profile than usual, the merchandise difficult to fence.

            

         
 

         

         When the call came he’d hoped at first it was one more false alarm, another attack of hysteria or drunken plea for attention.

            But when he arrived at the hospital, the doctor had been coolly frank. “Her liver is failing and she’s not eligible for a

            transplant because of her history. This may be your last visit.”

         
 

         

         She lay in intensive care, her bleached-blond hair spread over the pillow, showing an inch of black roots, her skin raddled.

            A sad, inept attempt had been made to apply eye shadow; it was like painting the shutters on a haunted house. He could hear

            her raspy breathing through the nasal cannula. The room was hushed, the lights low, the discreet beeping of electronics a

            watchful presence. He felt a sudden tidal wave of guilt and pity. He’d been absorbed in his own life instead of tending to

            her. But every time he’d tried in the past, she had retreated into the bottle and they’d ended up fighting. It wasn’t fair,

            her life ending like this. It just wasn’t fair.

         
 

         

         Taking her hand, he tried and failed to think of anything to say. Finally he managed a lame “How are you, Mom?”—hating himself

            for the inanity of the question even before he’d finished asking it.

         
 

         

         She just looked at him in response. The whites of her eyes were the color of overripe bananas. Her bony hand grasped his in

            a weak, trembling embrace. Finally she stirred weakly. “Well, this is it.”

         
 

         

         “Mom, please don’t talk like that.”
 

         

         She waved a hand dismissively. “You’ve talked to the doctor: you know how things stand. I have cirrhosis, along with all the

            lovely side effects—not to mention congestive heart failure and emphysema from years of smoking. I’m a wreck and it’s my own

            damn fault.”

         
 

         

         Gideon could think of no response. It was all true, of course, and his mother was nothing if not direct. She always had been.

            He found it puzzling that such a strong woman was so weak when it came to chemical vices. No, it wasn’t so puzzling: she had

            an addictive personality, and he recognized the same in himself.

         
 

         

         “The truth shall make you free,” she said, “but first it will make you miserable.”
 

         

         It was her favorite aphorism, and it always preceded her saying something difficult.
 

         

         “The time has come for me to tell you a truth—” She gasped in some air. “—that will make you miserable.”
 

         

         He waited while she took a few more raspy breaths.
 

         

         “It’s about your father.” Her yellow eyes swiveled toward the door. “Shut it.”
 

         

         His apprehension mounting, Gideon gently closed the door and returned to her bedside.
 

         

         She clasped his hand again. “Golubzi,” she whispered.
 

         

         “I’m sorry?”
 

         

         “Golubzi. A Russian salt-cabbage roll.”

            

         
 

         

         She paused for more air. “That was the Soviet code name for the operation. The Roll. In one night, twenty-six deep-cover operatives

            were rolled up. Disappeared.”

         
 

         

         “Why are you telling me this?”
 

         

         “Thresher.” She closed her eyes, breathing rapidly. It was as if, having decided to take the plunge, she couldn’t wait to

            get out the words. “That’s the other word. The project your father was working on at INSCOM. A new encryption standard… highly

            classified.”

         
 

         

         “Are you sure you should be talking about this?” Gideon asked.
 

         

         “Your father shouldn’t have told me. But he did.” Her eyes remained closed and her body looked collapsed, as if it were sinking

            into the bed. “Thresher needed to be vetted. Tested. That’s when they hired your father. We moved to DC.”

         
 

         

         Gideon nodded. For a seventh grader, moving from Claremont, California, to DC had not exactly been fun.
 

         

         “In 1987, INSCOM sent Thresher to the National Security Agency for final review. It was approved. And implemented.”
 

         

         “I never heard any of this.”
 

         

         “You’re hearing it now.” She swallowed painfully. “It took the Russians just months to crack it. On July 5, 1988—the day after

            Independence Day—the Soviets rolled up all those US spies.”

         
 

         

         She paused, releasing a long sigh. The machines continued beeping quietly, mingling with the hiss of the oxygen and the muffled

            sounds of the hospital beyond.

         
 

         

         Gideon continued to hold her hand, at a loss for words.
 

         

         “They blamed your father for the disaster—”
 

         

         “Mom.” Gideon pressed her hand. “This is all in the past.”
 

         

         She shook her head. “They ruined his life. That’s why he did what he did, took that hostage.”
 

         

         “What does it matter now? Long ago I accepted that Dad made a mistake.”
 

         

         The eyes opened suddenly. “No mistake. He was the scapegoat.”

            

         
 

         

         She pronounced the word harshly, as if she were clearing her throat of something unpleasant.
 

         

         “What do you mean?”
 

         

         “Before Operation Golubzi, your father wrote a memo. He said Thresher was theoretically flawed. That there was a potential

            back door. They ignored him. But he was right. And twenty-six people died.”

         
 

         

         She inhaled noisily, her hands bunching up the bedcovers with the effort. “Thresher was classified, they could say whatever

            they liked. No one to contradict. Your father was an outsider, a professor, a civilian. And he had a history of treatment

            for depression that could be conveniently resurrected.”

         
 

         

         Listening, Gideon froze. “You’re saying… it wasn’t his fault?”
 

         

         “Just the opposite. They destroyed the evidence and blamed him for the Golubzi disaster. That’s why he took that hostage.

            And that’s why he was shot with his hands up—to silence him. Cold-blooded murder.”

         
 

         

         Gideon felt a strange sense of weightlessness. As horrifying as the story was, he felt a burden being lifted. His father,

            whose name had been publicly vilified since he was twelve, wasn’t the depressed, unstable, bungling mathematician after all.

            All the taunting and hazing he’d endured, the whispering and sniggering behind his back—it meant nothing. At the same time,

            the enormity of the crime perpetrated against his father began to sink in. He remembered that day vividly, remembered the

            promises that were made. He remembered how his father had been lured out into the sunlight only to be shot down.

         
 

         

         “But who…?” he began.
 

         

         “Lieutenant General Chamblee Tucker. An INSCOM deputy chief. Group leader of the Thresher project. He made a scapegoat of

            your father to protect himself. He gave the order to fire. Remember that name: Chamblee Tucker.”

            

         
 

         

         His mother ceased speaking and lay in the bed, covered with sweat, gasping as if she had just run a marathon.
 

         

         “Thank you for telling me this,” he said evenly.
 

         

         “Not finished.” More labored breathing. He could see her heart monitor on the wall, registering in the one forties.
 

         

         “Don’t talk anymore,” he said. “You need to rest.”
 

         

         “No,” she said with sudden forcefulness. “I’ll have time to rest… later.”

            

         
 

         

         Gideon waited.
 

         

         “You know what happened next. You lived through it, too. The constant moving, the poverty. The… men. I just couldn’t pull it

            together. My real life ended that day. Ever afterward I felt dead inside. I was a terrible mother. And you… you were so hurt.”

         
 

         

         “Don’t you worry, I survived.”
 

         

         “Are you sure?”
 

         

         “Of course.” But deep within, Gideon felt a twinge.
 

         

         Her breathing began to slow, and Gideon felt her grasp relax. Seeing she was going to sleep, he eased her hand from his and

            placed it on the bedcovers. But when he bent down to kiss her, the hand shot up again, grasping his collar with claw-like

            fingers. Her eyes pinned his and she said, with manic intensity: “Even the score.”

            

         
 

         

         “What?”
 

         

         “Do to Tucker what he did to your father. Destroy him. And in the end, make sure he knows why—and by whom.”
 

         

         “Good God, what are you asking?” Gideon whispered, looking around in sudden panic. “Mom, you don’t know what you’re saying.”
 

         

         Her voice fell to a whisper. “Take your time. Finish college. Go to graduate school. Study. Watch. Wait. You’ll figure out

            a way.”

         
 

         

         Her hand slowly relaxed and she closed her eyes again, the air seeming to run out of her forever, like a final sigh. And in

            a way it was; she lapsed into a coma and died two days later.

         
 

         

         Those were her last words, words that would resonate endlessly in his mind. You’ll figure out a way.
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            Present day


            

         

         Gideon Crew emerged from the ponderosa pines into the broad field in front of the cabin. In one hand he carried an aluminum

            tube containing his fly rod; a canvas bag was slung over his shoulder, two trout inside, nestled in wet grass. It was a beautiful

            day in early May, the sun mild on the back of his neck. His long legs swept through the meadow, scattering bees and butterflies.

            

         
 

         

         The cabin stood at the far end, hand-adzed logs chinked with adobe, with a rusted tin roof, two windows, and a door. A rack

            of solar panels poked discreetly above the roofline, next to a broadband satellite dish.

         
 

         

         Beyond, the mountainside fell away into the vast Piedra Lumbre basin, the distant peaks of southern Colorado fringing the

            horizon like so many blue teeth. Gideon worked on “the Hill”—up at Los Alamos National Lab—and spent his weeknights in a cheesy

            government apartment in a building at the corner of Trinity and Oppenheimer. But he spent his weekends—and his real life—in

            this cabin in the Jemez Mountains.

         
 

         

         He pushed open the cabin door and entered the kitchen alcove. Shrugging off the canvas bag, he took out the cleaned cutthroat

            trout, rinsed them, and patted them dry. He reached over to the iPod sitting in its dock and, after a moment’s reflection,

            dialed in Thelonius Monk. The percussive notes of “Green Chimneys” floated from the speakers.

         
 

         

         Blending lemon juice and salt, he beat in some olive oil and freshly cracked pepper, then basted the trout with the marinade.

            Mentally, he checked off the rest of the ingredients of truite à la provençale: onions, tomatoes, garlic, vermouth, flour, oregano, and thyme. Gideon usually ate only one real meal a day, of the highest

            quality, prepared by himself. It was an almost Zen-like exercise, both in the preparation and the slow consumption. When further

            sustenance was necessary, it was Twinkies, Doritos, and coffee on the run.

            

         
 

         

         After washing his hands, he walked into the living area and placed the aluminum fly-rod case into an old umbrella stand in

            one corner. He flopped down on the ancient leather sofa and kicked his feet up, relaxing. A fire, lit for cheeriness rather

            than warmth, crackled in the large stone fireplace, and the afternoon sun threw yellow light across a pair of elk antlers

            hanging above it. A bearskin rug covered the floor, and old backgammon and checkers boards hung on the walls. Books lay strewn

            about on side tables and stacked on the floor, and a wall of shelves at the far end of the room was crammed with volumes stuck

            in every which way until no space remained.

         
 

         

         He glanced toward another alcove, covered by an improvised curtain made from an old Hudson’s Bay point blanket. For a long

            moment, he didn’t move. He hadn’t checked the system since last week, and he felt disinclined to do it now. He was tired and

            looking forward to dinner. But it had been a self-imposed duty for so long that it was now a habit, and so at last he roused

            himself, raked back his long straight black hair with one hand, and slouched over to the blanket, from behind which came a

            faint humming sound.

         
 

         

         He drew back the curtain with some reluctance, the dark space releasing a faint smell of electronics and warm plastic. A wooden

            desk and a rack of computer equipment greeted his eye, LEDs blinking in the dimness. There were four computers in the rack,

            of varying makes and sizes, all off-brand or generic, none less than five years old: an Apache server and three Linux clients.

            For what Gideon was doing, the computers didn’t need to be fast; they just had to be thorough—and reliable. The only brand-new

            and relatively expensive piece of equipment in the alcove was a high-performance broadband satellite router.

         
 

         

         Above the rack was a small, exquisite pencil sketch by Winslow Homer of rocks on the Maine coast. It was the one remaining

            artifact from his previous profession: the one he simply hadn’t had the heart to sell.

         
 

         

         Pulling back a ratty office chair on an octopus of wheels, he seated himself at the small wooden desk, kicked his feet up,

            dragged a keyboard into his lap, and began typing. A screen popped up with a summary of the search results, informing him

            he had not been in attendance for six days.

         
 

         

         He drilled through to the results window. Immediately he saw that there had been a hit.
 

         

         He stared at the screen. Over the years, he’d refined and improved his search engine, and it had been almost a year since

            the last false positive.

         
 

         

         Dropping his feet to the floor, heart suddenly hammering in his chest, he hunched over the desk, banging furiously at the

            keys. The hit was in a table of contents released to the National Security Archives at George Washington University. The actual

            archival material remained classified, but the table of contents had been released as part of a large, ongoing declassification

            of Cold War documents under Executive Order 12958.

         
 

         

         The hit was his father’s name: L. Melvin Crew. And the title of the archived, still-classified document was A Critique of the Thresher Discrete Logarithm Encryption Standard EVP-4: A Theoretical Back-Door Cryptanalysis Attack Strategy Using a Group of φ-Torsion Points of an Elliptic Curve in Characteristic φ.

            

         
 

         

         “Mother of God,” Gideon murmured as he stared at the screen. No false positive this time.
 

         

         For years, he’d been hoping for something. But this looked like more than something. It might be the brass ring.
 

         

         It seemed incredible, unbelievable: could this be the very memo his father had written criticizing Thresher, the memo that

            General Tucker had supposedly destroyed?

         
 

         

         There was only one way to find out.
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         Midnight. Gideon Crew slouched down the street, hands in his pockets, baseball cap turned backward, filthy shirt untucked beneath

            a greasy trench coat, baggy pants hanging halfway down his ass, thinking how lucky he was that today was trash day in suburban

            Brookland, Washington, DC.

            

         
 

         

         He turned the corner of Kearny Street and passed the house: a shabby bungalow with an overgrown lawn surrounded by a white

            picket fence only partially painted. And, of course, a lovely overflowing trash can sat at the end of the walkway, a fearful

            stench of rotting shrimp hovering in the muggy air. He paused at the can, looking about furtively. Then he dove in with one

            hand, digging deep, groping among the garbage as he went. His hand encountered something that felt like french fries and he

            pulled up a handful, confirmed they were fries, tossed them back.

         
 

         

         He saw a flash of movement. A scrawny, one-eyed cat came slinking out from a hedge.
 

         

         “Hungry, partner?”
 

         

         The cat made a low meow and crept over, tail twitching warily. Gideon offered it a fry. It sniffed at it suspiciously, ate

            it, then meowed again, louder.

         
 

         

         Gideon tossed the cat a small handful. “That’s all, kiddo. Any idea how bad trans-fatty acids are for you?”
 

         

         The cat settled down to nosh.
 

         

         Gideon dove in again, stirring the garbage with his arm, this time turning up a wad of discarded papers. Quickly sorting through

            them, he saw they were some little child’s math homework—straight A’s, he noted with approval. Why were they thrown away?

            Should be framed.

         
 

         

         He pushed them back in, dug out a chicken drumstick, and set it aside for the cat. He reached in again, both hands this time,

            wriggling downward, encountering something slimy, fumbling deeper, his fingers working through various semi-solid things before

            encountering more papers. Grasping them and working them to the surface, he saw they were just what he was looking for: discarded

            bills. And among them was the top half of a phone bill.

         
 

         

         Jackpot.
 

         

         “Hey!” He heard a shout and looked up. There was the homeowner himself, Lamoine Hopkins, a small, thin African American man,

            excitedly pointing his arm. “Hey! Get the fuck outta here!”

         
 

         

         In no hurry, glad of the unexpected opportunity to interact with one of his targets, Gideon shoved the papers into his pocket.

            “Can’t a man feed himself?” He held up the drumstick.

         
 

         

         “Go feed yourself somewhere else!” the man shrilled. “This is a decent neighborhood! That’s my trash!”
 

         

         “Come on, man, don’t be like that.”
 

         

         The man took out his cell phone. “You see this? I’m calling the cops!”
 

         

         “Hey, no harm done, man.”
 

         

         “Hello?” said the man, speaking theatrically into the phone, “there’s an intruder on my property, rifling my trash! Thirty-five

            seventeen Kearny Street Northeast!”

         
 

         

         “Sorry,” Gideon mumbled, shambling off with the drumstick in one hand.
 

         

         “I need a squad car, right now!” shrilled the man. “He’s trying to get away!”
 

         

         Gideon tossed the drumstick in the direction of the cat, shuffled off around the corner, and then picked up his pace. He quickly

            wiped his hands and arms as thoroughly as he could on his cap, discarded it, turned his Salvation Army coat inside out—revealing

            an immaculate blue trench coat—and put it on, tucked in his shirt, then slicked back his hair with a comb. As he reached his

            rental car a few blocks off, a police cruiser passed by, giving him only the briefest of glances. He slipped in and started

            the engine, rejoicing at his good fortune. Not only did he get what he’d come for, but he’d met Mr. Lamoine Hopkins in person—and

            had such a lovely chat with him.

         
 

         

         That would come in handy.
 

         

          
 

         

         From his motel room, Gideon began cold-calling the numbers on Hopkins’s phone bill the next morning. He worked his way through

            a succession of Hopkins’s friends until on the fifth call he struck pay dirt.

         
 

         

         “Heart of Virginia Mall, tech support,” came the voice. “Kenny Roman speaking.”
 

         

         Tech support. Quickly, Gideon turned on a digital recorder plugged into a line-splitter on the phone line. “Mr. Roman?”

            

         
 

         

         “Yes?”
 

         

         “My name is Eric, and I’m calling on behalf of the Sutherland Finance Company.”
 

         

         “Yeah? What do you want?”
 

         

         “It’s about the loan on your 2007 Dodge Dakota.”
 

         

         “What Dakota?”
 

         

         “The loan is three months overdue, sir, and I’m afraid that Sutherland Finance—”
 

         

         “What are you talking about? I don’t have any Dakota.”
 

         

         “Mr. Roman, I understand these are difficult financial times, but if we don’t receive the amount currently overdue—”
 

         

         “Look, buddy, dig some of the wax outta your ears, will you? You’ve got the wrong person. I don’t even own a pickup. Suck​—​My​—​Dick.”

            There was a click as the line went dead.

            

         
 

         

         Gideon hung up. He snapped off the digital recorder. Then he listened three times to the exchange he’d just recorded. What are you talking about? I don’t have any Dakota, Gideon mimicked aloud. Look, buddy, dig some of the wax outta your ears, will you? You’ve got the wrong person. I don’t even own a pickup. He repeated the phrases many times, in different combinations, until he felt he had the inflections, tone, rhythms down just

            about right.

            

         
 

         

         He picked up the phone and dialed again: this time, the IT department at Fort Belvoir.
 

         

         “IT,” came the response. It was Lamoine Hopkins’s voice.
 

         

         “Lamoine?” Gideon said, whispering. “It’s Kenny.”
 

         

         “Kenny, what the hell?” Hopkins sounded instantly suspicious. “What’s with the whispering?”
 

         

         “Got a fucking cold. And… what I got to say is sensitive.”
 

         

         “Sensitive? What do you mean?”
 

         

         “Lamoine, you got a problem.”
 

         

         “Me? I got a problem? What do you mean?”
 

         

         Gideon consulted a sheet of scribbled notes. “I got a call from a guy named Roger Winters.”
 

         

         “Winters? Winters called you?”

            

         
 

         

         “Yeah. Said there was a problem. He asked me how many times you’d called me from work, that kind of shit.”
 

         

         “Oh my God.”
 

         

         “Yeah.
 

         

         “He wanted to know,” Gideon-as-Kenny asked, “if you’d called me on your office computer, using VoIP or Skype.”
 

         

         “Christ, that would be a violation of security! I’ve never done that!”
 

         

         “Man said you had.”
 

         

         Gideon could hear Lamoine breathing heavily. “But it isn’t true!”
 

         

         “That’s what I told him. Listen, Lamoine, there’s a security audit going on over there, I’ll bet you anything, and somehow

            they’re on your case.”

         
 

         

         “What am I going to do?” Hopkins fairly wailed. “I haven’t done anything wrong! I mean, I couldn’t make a VoIP call from here

            even if I wanted to!”

         
 

         

         “Why not?”
 

         

         “The firewall.”
 

         

         “There are ways to get around a firewall.”
 

         

         “Are you kidding me? We’re a classified facility!”
 

         

         “There’s always a way.”

            

         
 

         

         “For Chrissakes, Kenny, I know there isn’t a way. I’m IT, remember? Just like you. There’s only one outgoing port in the entire network, and all that it

            allows past is passphrase-​encrypted packets from specific nodes, all of which are secure. And even then the packets can only go to certain external IPs. All

            the classified documents in this archive are digitized, they’re super-paranoid about electronic security. There’s no way in

            hell I could call out on Skype! I can’t even send out e-mail!”

            

         
 

         

         Gideon coughed, sniffed, blew his nose. “Don’t you know the port number?”
 

         

         “Sure, but I don’t have access to the weekly passphrases.”
 

         

         “Does your boss, Winters, have access?”
 

         

         “No. Only, like, the top three in the organization get the passphrase—director, deputy director, and security director. I

            mean, with that passphrase you could pretty much e-mail out any classified document in here.”

         
 

         

         “Don’t you guys in IT generate the passphrases?”
 

         

         “You kidding? It comes down from the spooks in a secure envelope. I mean, they walk the sucker over here. It never enters any electronic system—it’s written down by hand on a piece of frigging paper.”

            

         
 

         

         “Problem is that port number,” said Gideon. “Is that written down?”
 

         

         “It’s kept in a safe. But a lot of people know it.”
 

         

         Gideon grunted. “Sounds to me like you’re being framed. Like maybe one of the top guys screwed up and is looking for someone

            else to take the fall. ‘Let’s pin it on Lamoine!’”

         
 

         

         “No way.”
 

         

         “Happens all the time. It’s always the little guys who get shafted. You need to protect yourself, man.”
 

         

         “How?”
 

         

         Gideon let the silence build. “I have an idea… it might be a really good one. What was that port number again?”
 

         

         “Six one five one. What’s that got to do with anything?”
 

         

         “I’ll check some things, call you back at home tonight. In the meantime, don’t say anything about this to anybody, just sit

            tight, do your job, keep your head down. Don’t call me back—they’re no doubt logging your calls. We’ll talk when you get home.”

         
 

         

         “I can’t believe this. Listen, thanks, Kenny. Really.”
 

         

         Gideon coughed again. “Hey, what are friends for?”
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         Hanging up the phone, Gideon Crew began flinging off his clothes. He slid open the closet door and laid a garment bag on the

            bed. From it he removed a fragrant, custom-cut Turnbull & Asser shirt, shifted his lanky frame into it, and buttoned it up.

            Next came a blue Thomas Mahon bespoke suit. He pulled on the pants, belted them, whipped on a Spitalfield flower tie (where

            did the English get those names?), tied it with a crisp tug, shrugged on the jacket. He massaged some hair gel between his

            palms and used it to slick back his floppy hair. As a final touch, he combed a smidgen of gray into his sideburns, which added

            an instant five years to his age.

            

         
 

         

         He turned to look at himself in the mirror. Thirty-two hundred dollars for the new persona—shirt, suit, shoes, belt, tie,

            haircut—twenty-nine hundred for travel, motel, car, and driver. All on four brand-new credit cards obtained and maxed out

            for just this purpose, with virtually no hope of being paid off.

         
 

         

         Welcome to America.
 

         

         The car was already waiting for him in front of the motel, a black Lincoln Navigator; he slipped into the back and handed

            the driver the address. Gideon settled himself into the soft kid leather as the car pulled away, arranging his face, composing

            himself, and trying not to think of the three-hundred-dollar-an-hour price tag. Or, for that matter, the much higher price

            tag attached to the scam he was about to perpetrate, if he were to get caught…

         
 

         

         Traffic was light and thirty minutes later the car pulled into the entrance to Fort Belvoir, which housed INSCOM’s Directorate

            of Information Management: a low, 1960s-modern building of exceptional hideousness set amid locust trees and surrounded by

            a huge parking lot.

         
 

         

         Somewhere inside the building sat Lamoine Hopkins, no doubt sweating bullets. And somewhere else inside the building was the

            classified memo written by Gideon’s own father.

         
 

         

         “Pull up to the front and wait for me,” said Gideon. He realized his voice was squeaky with nervousness, and he swallowed,

            trying to relax his neck muscles.

         
 

         

         “I’m sorry, sir, but it says No Standing.”

            

         
 

         

         He cleared his throat, producing a smooth, low, confident voice. “If anyone asks, say Congressman Wilcyzek is meeting with

            General Moorehead. But if they insist, don’t make a scene, just go ahead and move. I shouldn’t be more than ten minutes.”

         
 

         

         “Yes, sir.”
 

         

         Gideon exited the vehicle and headed down the walkway; he pushed through the doors and headed for the reception/information

            desks. The broad lobby was full of military personnel and self-important civilians briskly coming and going. God, he hated

            Washington.

         
 

         

         With a cold smile, Gideon went up to the woman at the desk. She had carefully coiffed blue hair, neat as a pin, clearly a

            stickler for procedure—someone who took her work seriously. Couldn’t ask for better. Those who followed the rules were the

            most predictable.

         
 

         

         He smiled and​—​​speaking into the air just a few inches above her head​—​​said, “Congressman Wilcyzek here to see Deputy

            Commander General Thomas Moorehead. I’m…” He glanced at his watch. “… three minutes early.”

         
 

         

         She straightened up like a shot. “Of course, Congressman. Just a moment.” She lifted a phone, pressed a button, spoke for

            a moment. She glanced at Gideon. “Excuse me, Congressman, can you spell your name, please?”

         
 

         

         With a sigh of irritation he spelled it out, making it abundantly clear that she should have known the spelling already—​​indeed, he was careful to cultivate an air of someone who expected to be recognized, who had only contempt for the ignorance of

            those who did not.

            

         
 

         

         She pursed her lips, got back on the phone. A short conversation followed, and then she hung up. “Congressman, I’m terribly

            sorry, but the general is out for the day and his secretary has no record of the appointment. Are you sure…?” She faltered

            when Gideon fixed her with a severe look.

         
 

         

         “Am I sure?” he asked, raising an eyebrow.

            

         
 

         

         Her lips were now fully pursed, her blue hair beginning to quiver with suppressed offense.
 

         

         He looked at his watch, looked up at her. “Mrs.…?”
 

         

         “Wilson,” she said.
 

         

         He slipped a piece of paper out of his pocket and handed it to her. “You can check for yourself.”
 

         

         It was an e-mail he had concocted, allegedly from the general’s secretary, confirming the appointment with the general he’d

            already known would be out. She read it and returned it to him. “I’m very sorry, he doesn’t seem to be in. Shall I call his

            secretary again?”

         
 

         

         Gideon continued to glare at her, fixing her with a subzero stare. “I should like to speak to his secretary myself.”

            

         
 

         

         She faltered, removed the phone from its cradle, and handed it to him, but not before dialing the number.
 

         

         “Excuse me, Mrs. Wilson, but this is a classified matter. Do you mind?”
 

         

         Her face, which had gradually darkened, now flushed rose. She stood up silently and took a step away from her desk. He put

            the receiver to his ear. The phone was ringing, but turning to block her view, he depressed the button and, almost imperceptibly,

            dialed another extension—this time, the secretary to General Shorthouse, the director himself.

         
 

         

         Only, like, the top three in the organization get the passphrase​—​director, deputy director, and security director…

            

         
 

         

         “Director’s office,” came the secretary’s voice.
 

         

         Speaking quietly and rapidly, and summoning the voice of the man who’d confronted him at the trash cans the night before,

            he said: “This is Lamoine Hopkins in IT returning the general’s call. It’s urgent—a security breach.”

         
 

         

         “Just a moment.”
 

         

         He waited. After a minute, General Shorthouse came on. “Yes? What’s the problem? I didn’t call you.”
 

         

         “I’m sorry, General,” said Gideon, speaking like Hopkins but now in a low, unctuous tone, “about the lousy day you must be

            having.”

         
 

         

         “What are you talking about, Hopkins?”
 

         

         “Your system being down, sir, and the backup not kicking in.”
 

         

         “It’s not down.”
 

         

         “General? We’re showing your whole grid as down. It’s a security violation, sir—and you know what that means.”

            

         
 

         

         “That’s preposterous. My computer’s on right now and working perfectly. And why are you calling me from reception?”
 

         

         “General, that’s part of the problem. The telephony matrix is tied into the computer network and it’s giving false readings.

            Log off and log back on, please, while I trace.” Gideon glanced over at the receptionist, who was still standing to one side,

            making a conscientious effort not to overhear.

         
 

         

         He heard the tapping of keys. “Done.”
 

         

         “Funny, I’m not reading any packet activity from your network address. Try signing off again.”
 

         

         More tapping of keys.
 

         

         “Nothing, General. Looks like your ID might have been compromised. This is bad—it’s going to require a report, an investigation.

            And it would be your system. I’m so sorry, sir.”

            

         
 

         

         “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves, Hopkins. I’m sure we can fix it.”
 

         

         “Well… we can give it a shot. But I’ll have to try resetting, and then accessing your account from down here. I’m going to

            need your ID and passphrase, please.”

         
 

         

         A pause. “I’m not sure I can give you that.”
 

         

         “You may not realize this, but in the case of network resets the passphrase is automatically changed, so you’re allowed to

            release the passphrase internally to IT. If you feel uncomfortable with that, sir, I understand, but then I’ll have to call

            the NSA for a passphrase override, I’m really sorry—”

         
 

         

         “All right, Hopkins. I wasn’t aware of that regulation.” He gave Gideon the passphrase and ID. Gideon jotted it down.
 

         

         After a moment, with huge relief in his voice, Gideon said: “Whew. That reset did it, sir. Apparently, it was just a hung

            screen. No security breach. You’re good to go.”

         
 

         

         “Excellent.”
 

         

         Gideon depressed the key and turned to the receptionist. “Sorry to bother you,” he said, handing her the receiver. “Everything’s

            straightened out.” He walked briskly out of the building to the waiting car.

         
 

         

          
 

         

         Thirty minutes later he was back in his motel room, stretched out on the bed, laptop connected to an unsecured computer in

            the bowels of the General Services Administration that he’d remotely hijacked. He had chosen to target the GSA—the vast government

            bureaucracy that handles supplies, equipment, procedures, and the like—because he knew it would be a relatively easy mark,

            and yet one still within the government security perimeter.

         
 

         

         Hopkins had explained—​unwittingly, of course—​​that the INSCOM archive could only send documents to previously authorized IP addresses, and unfortunately most of those

            were also inside classified perimeters… except for one: the National Security Archives at George Washington University. This

            private archive, the largest in the world outside the Library of Congress, collected vast amounts of government documents,

            including virtually everything being routinely declassified as part of the Mandatory Declassification Review: the government’s

            program for declassifying documents under several laws requiring them to do so. A veritable Amazon of information flowed into

            this archive on a daily basis.

            

         
 

         

         Via the GSA computer, Gideon sent an automated request to the INSCOM secure archive at George Washington via port 6151, directing

            that a PDF file of a certain classified document be transmitted out through the same port, authorized via General Shorthouse’s

            passphrase, to be added to a routine dump of Cold War declassified documents headed for the National Security Archives daily

            batch files. The file was duly transmitted; it passed through the firewall at the sole authorized port, where the passphrase

            was examined and approved; and the document was subsequently routed to George Washington University and stored with millions of others in one of the archive databases.

            

         
 

         

         Thus, Gideon had successfully arranged for the erroneous declassification of a classified document and hid it within a huge

            stream of data leaving the secure government perimeter. Now all that remained was to retrieve the document.

         
 

         

          
 

         

         The next morning, at around eleven, a certain rumpled yet undeniably charming visiting professor by the name of Irwin Beauchamp,

            dressed in tweeds, mismatched corduroys, beaten-up wing tips, and a knitted tie (thirty-two dollars; Salvation Army) entered

            the Gelman Library at George Washington University and requested a slew of documents. His identity was not yet in the system

            and he had lost his temporary library card, but a kindly secretary took pity on the scatterbrained fellow and allowed him

            access to the system. Half an hour later, Beauchamp departed the building with a slender manila folder under his arm.

         
 

         

         Back in the motel, Gideon Crew spread out the papers from the folder with a trembling hand. The moment of truth had arrived—the

            truth that would make him either free, or merely more miserable.
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            A Critique of the Thresher Discrete Logarithm Encryption Standard EVP-4: A Theoretical Back-Door Cryptanalysis Attack Strategy

               Using a Group of φ-Torsion Points of an Elliptic Curve in Characteristic φ.

            


            

         
 

         

         Gideon Crew had studied plenty of advanced mathematics in college and, later, at MIT, but the math in this paper was still

            way over his head. Nevertheless, he understood enough to realize what he had in his hands was the smoking gun. This was the

            memo his father had written to critique Thresher, the memo his mother said had been destroyed. Yet it hadn’t been. Most likely,

            the bastard responsible—believing it too difficult or risky to destroy the document outright—had stuck it into an archive

            he believed would never be declassified. After all, what American general in the era of the Berlin Wall would have believed

            the Cold War could ever end?

            

         
 

         

         He continued reading, heart racing, until, finally, he came to the final paragraphs. They were written in the dry language

            of science-speak, but what they said was pure dynamite.

         
 

         

         

            

            In conclusion, it is the author’s opinion that the proposed Thresher Encryption Standard EVP-4, based on the theory of discrete

               logarithms, is flawed. The author has demonstrated that there exists a potential class of algorithms, based on the theory

               of elliptic functions defined over the complex numbers, which can solve certain discrete logarithm functions in real-time

               computing parameters. While the author has been as yet unable to identify specific algorithms, he has demonstrated herein

               that it is possible to do so.

            
 

            

            The proposed Thresher standard is therefore vulnerable. If this standard is adopted, the author believes that, given the high

               quality of Soviet mathematical research, codes developed from this standard could be broken within a relatively short period

               of time.

            
 

            

            The author strongly recommends that Thresher Encryption Standard EVP-4 not be adopted in its current form.


            

         
 

         

         That was it. Proof that his father had been framed. And then murdered. Gideon Crew already knew all about the man who had

            done it: Lieutenant General (ret.) Chamblee S. Tucker, currently CEO of Tucker and Associates, one of the high-profile defense

            industry lobbying firms on K Street. They represented many of the country’s largest defense contractors, and Tucker had leveraged

            himself to the hilt in order to finance the firm. He was raking in huge bucks, but they managed to go right back out the door

            thanks to his extravagant lifestyle.

         
 

         

         By itself, this document meant little. Gideon knew that anything could be counterfeited—or be claimed to have been counterfeited.

            The document wasn’t an endpoint; it was a starting point for the little surprise he had planned for Chamblee S. Tucker.

         
 

         

         Using the remote computer he had previously hijacked at the General Services Administration, Gideon stripped the document

            of its classification watermarks and sent it to a dozen large computer databases worldwide. Having thus secured the document

            from destruction, he sent an e-mail directly from his own computer to chamblee.tucker@tuckerandassociates.com with the document

            as an attachment. The covering e-mail read:

         
 

         

         

            

            General Tucker:
 

            

            I know what you did. I know why you did it. I know how you did it.
 

            

            On Monday, I’m sending the attached file to various correspondents at the Post, Times, AP, and network news channels—with

               an explanation.

            
 

            

            Have a nice weekend.
 

            

            Gideon Crew
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         Chamblee S. Tucker sat behind an enormous desk in the oak-paneled study of his house in McLean, Virginia, thoughtfully hefting

            a four-pound Murano glass paperweight in one hand. At seventy years old, he was fit for his age and proud of it.

            

         
 

         

         He shifted the paperweight to the other hand, pressed it a few times.
 

         

         A knock came at the door.
 

         

         “Come in.” He set the paperweight down with exquisite care.
 

         

         Charles Dajkovic entered the study. He was in civilian clothes, but his bearing and physique shouted military: whitewall haircut, massive neck, ramrod posture, steely blue eyes. A grizzled, close-clipped mustache was his only concession

            to civilian life.

            

         
 

         

         “Good morning, General,” he said.
 

         

         “Good morning, Charlie. Sit down. Have a cup of coffee.”
 

         

         “Thank you.” The man eased his frame into the proffered chair. Tucker indicated a silver salver on a nearby side table with

            coffeepot, sugar, cream, and cups. Dajkovic helped himself.

         
 

         

         “Let’s see now…” The general paused. “You’ve been with Tucker and Associates for, what, ten years?”
 

         

         “That’s about right, sir.”
 

         

         “But you and I, we go way back.”
 

         

         “Yes, sir.”
 

         

         “We have a history. Operation Urgent Fury. That’s why I hired you: because the trust built on the battlefield is the finest

            trust that exists in this crazy world. Men who haven’t fought together in battle don’t even know the full meaning of the words

            trust and loyalty.”

            

         
 

         

         “That’s very true, sir.”
 

         

         “And that is why I asked you to come to my home. Because I can trust you.” The general paused. “Let me tell you a story. It

            has a moral but you’ll have to figure it out on your own. I can’t be too specific—you’ll see why.”

         
 

         

         A nod.
 

         

         “Ever hear of John Walker Lindh?”
 

         

         “The ‘American Taliban’?”
 

         

         “Right. And Adam Gadahn?”
 

         

         “Isn’t he the guy who joined al-Qaeda and makes videos for Bin Laden?”
 

         

         “Right you are. I’ve come into possession of some highly classified information regarding a third American convert—only this

            one is far more dangerous.” Tucker paused again. “This fellow’s father worked for INSCOM when I was there. Turned out the

            man was a traitor, passing information to the Soviets. You may remember the aftermath: he took a hostage over at the old HQ.

            Our snipers took him down. His kid witnessed it.”

         
 

         

         “I recall that incident.”
 

         

         “What you don’t know, because it’s also classified, is that he was responsible for exposing twenty-six operatives. They were

            swept up in one night and tortured to death in Soviet gulags.”

         
 

         

         Dajkovic said nothing. He set down the now empty coffee cup.
 

         

         “That’s just background. You can imagine what it was like to grow up in that kind of environment… Anyway, just like Lindh and

            Gadahn, this fellow converted. Only he didn’t do anything stupid like go off to a training camp in Afghanistan. He went on

            to MIT and now he works at Los Alamos. Name’s Gideon Crew. C-R-E-W.”

         
 

         

         “How’d he get security clearance?”
 

         

         “Powerful friends in high places. He’s made no mistakes. He’s good, he’s totally convincing, he’s sincere. And he’s al-Qaeda’s

            pipeline to getting the Bomb.”

         
 

         

         Dajkovic shifted in his seat. “Why don’t they arrest him? Or at least cancel his security clearance?”
 

         

         Tucker leaned forward. “Charlie, are you really that naive?”
 

         

         “I hope not, sir.”
 

         

         “What do you think’s going on in this country? Just like we were infiltrated by the Reds during the Cold War, now we’re being infiltrated by jihadists.

            American jihadists.”

            

         
 

         

         “I understand.”
 

         

         “Now, with the kind of high-level protection this fellow has, he’s untouchable. There’s nothing concrete, of course. This

            information fell into my lap by accident, and I’m not one to shy away from defending my country. Imagine what al-Qaeda would

            do with a nuke.”

         
 

         

         “It’s unthinkable.”
 

         

         “Charlie, I know you. You were the top Special Forces guy in my command. You’ve got skills no one else has. The question is:

            how much do you love your country?”

         
 

         

         The man seemed to swell in his chair. “You don’t ever need to ask me that question, sir.”
 

         

         “I know that. That’s why you’re the only one I’d dare share this information with. All I can say is, sometimes a man has to

            take his patriotic duty into his own hands.”

         
 

         

         Dajkovic remained silent. A faint flush had suffused his weathered face.
 

         

         “Last time I checked, the fellow was in DC. Staying at the Luna Motel out in Dodge Park. We believe he’s going to make contact

            with a fellow jihadist. He may be getting ready to pass documents.”

         
 

         

         Dajkovic said nothing.
 

         

         “I don’t know how long he’s going to be there, or where he’s going next. He’s got a computer with him, of course, which is

            as dangerous as he is. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

         
 

         

         “I understand completely. And I thank you for giving me this opportunity.”

            

         
 

         

         “Charlie, thank you. From the bottom of my heart.” He grasped Dajkovic’s hand and then, in a spontaneous display of emotion,

            pulled him in and gave him a crushing hug.

         
 

         

         As the fellow left, Tucker thought he noted tears in his eyes.
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         Skyline Drive swept around the curve of Stormtower Ridge, and the Manahoac Lodge and Resort came into view, a collection of

            condominiums and A-frames surrounding a hotel and golf course at the base of Stormtower Mountain. The Blue Ridge Mountains,

            layer after layer, stretched off behind into the hazy distance.

            

         
 

         

         Dajkovic eased his foot off the pedal as the car approached the entrance to the resort, and he came to a stop at the gate.
 

         

         “Just checking in,” he said, and was waved through.
 

         

         Crew had left this forwarding address at the Luna Motel, written it down “in case someone needed to find him,” according to

            the clerk. He was staying at this resort now—isolated, long drive to get to, no doubt with security cameras up the wazoo.

            So either, as Tucker had said, Crew was getting ready to meet a fellow operative… or this was a trap. The latter seemed more

            likely. But a trap for whom? To what purpose?

         
 

         

         Dajkovic swung into the entry drive and parked in front, giving the valet a five-dollar bill. “I’ll be back in five minutes.”
 

         

         “Oh yes,” said the lady at the front desk in response to his query. “Gideon Crew checked in this morning.” She clicked away

            at a keyboard. “Left word for you he was climbing Stormtower Mountain—”

         
 

         

         “For me?”
 

         

         “Well,” she said, “the message he left says a man would be coming to meet with him, and we were to tell him where he’d gone.”
 

         

         “I see.”
 

         

         “It says here he’s climbing Stormtower by the Sawmill Trail, expects to be back by six.”
 

         

         “How long is the climb?”
 

         

         “About two hours each way.” She looked at him with a smile, her eyes running up and down his physique. “For you, probably

            less.”

         
 

         

         Dajkovic checked the time. Two o’clock. “He must have just left.”
 

         

         “Yes. The message was left at the front desk… just twenty minutes ago.”
 

         

         “Do you have a map of the mountain?”
 

         

         “Of course.”
 

         

         She produced a map—an excellent topographic one, with the trails clearly marked. Dajkovic took it back to his car and climbed

            in. The Sawmill trailhead was down the road, and the map showed it to be a winding path going up the ridge of the mountain,

            apparently following an old fire road.

         
 

         

         It was entirely possible Crew had left the directions so his contact could find him. Yet it seemed unlikely. No one involved

            in espionage would be so ham-handed as to leave such a trail. Yes, it seemed more likely that this was a trap. Not a trap

            for him, specifically, but for anyone who might be pursuing Crew. And if so, then Crew would be on the mountain—waiting along

            the Sawmill Trail to ambush anyone coming up behind him.

         
 

         

         He examined the map. A much quicker, more direct way to the summit led straight up the main ski lift cut, on the back side

            of the mountain.

         
 

         

         Driving through the resort and past the golf course, Dajkovic came to the parking lot for the ski area. He got out and opened

            the trunk, removing a gun case. Back inside the car, he unlocked the case and removed an M1911 Colt and a shoulder holster,

            donned the holster, tucked the loaded weapon into it, and pulled on a windbreaker. A fixed-blade knife went into his belt

            and a smaller one into his boot, and a Beretta .22 was slipped in his trouser pocket. Into a small backpack he threw some

            extra ammunition, binoculars, and two bottles of water.

         
 

         

         Once again he examined the map. If Crew was planning an ambush, there were a couple of obvious places for it where the Sawmill

            Trail passed through an area of exposed knobs.

         
 

         

         As he stared at the map, he became convinced this was where the ambush would take place.
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         Dajkovic started up the ski lift cut, moving fast. It was half a mile to the top, and unrelievedly steep, but he was in peak

            physical condition and could make it in ten minutes; then, cresting the mountain, he would head down the Sawmill Trail, bushwhack

            to the summit of a secondary peak he’d identified on the map, an ideal place from which to surveil the area of exposed knobs,

            locate the ambusher—and then ambush him.

            

         
 

         

         Five minutes later, halfway up the slope, a maintenance hut for the ski lift, shuttered for the summer, came into view. Dajkovic

            churned up the slope, detouring around it. As he moved past the hut he heard a tremendous boom! and suddenly felt a violent blow to his upper back—which, with his upward momentum, pitched him forward onto the slope and

            knocked the wind from him.

            

         
 

         

         As he struggled for his .45, fighting the pain in his back and gasping for breath, he felt a boot press down on his neck and

            the warm snout of a weapon touch his head.

         
 

         

         “Hands spread-eagled, please.”
 

         

         He stopped, his mind racing, trying to think through the pain. Slowly he spread his hands.
 

         

         “I knocked you down with a load of rubber,” came the voice, “but the rest are double-ought buck.”
 

         

         The barrel remained on the back of his head while the person—he had no doubt it was Crew—searched him, removing the .45 and

            the .22 and the knife in his belt. He did not find the knife in Dajkovic’s boot.

         
 

         

         “Roll over, keeping your hands in sight.”
 

         

         With a wince, Dajkovic rolled over onto the dirt of the trail. He found himself facing a tall, lanky man in his mid-thirties,

            with straight black hair, a long nose, and intense, brilliant blue eyes. He was gripping a Remington 12-gauge with a practiced

            hand.

         
 

         

         “Fine afternoon for a walk, isn’t it, Sergeant? Name’s Gideon Crew.”
 

         

         Dajkovic stared.
 

         

         “That’s right. I know a fair amount about you, Dajkovic. What sort of story did Tucker tell you to get you out here, looking

            for me?”

         
 

         

         Dajkovic said nothing, his mind still working furiously. He was mortified the man had gotten the drop on him. But all was

            not lost—he still had the knife. And though Crew was a good fifteen years younger than he was, the fellow looked thin, weak—not

            a good physical specimen.

         
 

         

         Crew gave him a smile. “Actually, I can probably guess what the good general told you.”
 

         

         Dajkovic didn’t answer.
 

         

         “It must have been quite a story, to turn you into a hired assassin like this. You’re not normally the kind of person to shoot

            someone in the back. He probably told you I was a traitor. In league with al-Qaeda, maybe—that would be the treason du jour,

            I guess. No doubt I’m abusing my position at Los Alamos, betraying my country. That would push all your buttons.”

         
 

         

         Dajkovic stared at him. How the hell did he know that?
 

         

         “He probably told you about my traitor father, what he did getting those agents killed.” He laughed mirthlessly. “Maybe he

            said traitorousness was a family tradition.”

         
 

         

         Dajkovic’s mind was clearing. He had fucked up, but all he had to do was get his hands—one hand—on that knife in his boot

            and Crew was a dead man, even if he did manage to get off a shotgun blast.

         
 

         

         “May I sit up?” Dajkovic asked.
 

         

         “Slow and easy.”
 

         

         Dajkovic sat up. The pain was mostly gone. Broken ribs were like that. Stopped hurting for a while and then the pain came

            back, twice as bad. He flushed at the thought of this weenie knocking him down with a load of rubber.

         
 

         

         “I’ve got a question for you,” Crew said. “How do you know old man Tucker told you the truth?”
 

         

         Dajkovic didn’t answer. He noticed for the first time that Crew’s right hand was missing the last joint of the ring finger.
 

         

         “I was pretty sure Tucker would send an underling after me, because he’s not the kind to put himself on the front lines. I

            knew it would be someone he trusted, who’d served under him. I looked over his employees and figured you’d be the one. You

            led a marine SOF team in the Grenada invasion, securing the American medical school in advance of the main landing. Did a

            good job, too—not one student was hurt.”

         
 

         

         Dajkovic remained poker-faced, waiting his opportunity.
 

         

         “So: is your mind made up about me? Or are you willing to open your ears to a few facts that might not quite jibe with what

            General Tucker told you?”

         
 

         

         He didn’t respond. He wasn’t going to give the scumbag an inch of satisfaction.
 

         

         “Since I’m the one with the loaded shotgun, I guess you’re going to have to listen anyway. You like fairy tales, Sergeant?

            Here’s one for you, only nobody lives happily ever after. Once upon a time, back in August of 1988, there was a twelve-year-old

            boy…”

         
 

         

         Dajkovic listened to the story. He knew it was bullshit, but he paid attention because a good soldier knew the value of information—even

            false information.

         
 

         

         It only took five minutes. It was a pretty good story, well told. These types of people were always amazing liars.
 

         

         When he was done, Crew pulled an envelope out of his pocket and tossed it at Dajkovic’s feet. “There’s the memo my father

            wrote Tucker. The reason why he was murdered.”

         
 

         

         Dajkovic didn’t bother to pick it up. For a moment, the two just remained where they were, staring at each other.
 

         

         “Well,” said Crew at last, shaking his head. “I guess I was naive to think I could convince an old soldier like you that his

            beloved commanding officer is a liar, coward, and murderer.” He thought for a moment. “I want you to bring Tucker a message.

            From me.”

         
 

         

         Dajkovic remained grim-jawed.
 

         

         “Tell him I’m going to destroy him like he destroyed my father. It’s going to be nice and slow. The memo I’ve released to

            the press will trigger an investigation. No doubt a news organization will put in a FOIA request to confirm the document is

            genuine. As the truth comes out, bit by bit, Tucker’s integrity will be impeached. In his line of work, even though everyone

            is corrupt, the appearance of integrity is pure gold. He’ll see his business dry up. Poor Tucker: did you know he’s leveraged up the wazoo? The mortgage

            on his McLean McMansion is swimming with the fishes. He owes a shitload on that tacky Pocono golf-club condo, the apartment

            in New York, and the yacht on the Jersey Shore.” Crew shook his head sadly. “Know what he calls that yacht? Urgent Fury. Funny, isn’t it? Tucker’s one weak-ass moment of glory. The Poconos, McLean, the Jersey Shore… the general can’t be accused

            of good taste, can he? Of course, the Upper East Side girlfriend was a step in the right direction, but she’s a hungry little

            bird, her beak open day and night. He hasn’t saved his money like a good boy should. But bankruptcy will only be the beginning,

            because the investigation will eventually show everything I just told you: that he framed my father and was himself responsible

            for the death of those twenty-six agents. He’s going to end up in prison.”

            

         
 

         

         Dajkovic found Crew staring at him. Again, he said nothing. He could see Crew was getting frustrated at his lack of reaction.
 

         

         “Let me ask you another question,” Crew said finally.
 

         

         Dajkovic waited. His chance was coming—he felt it in his bones.
 

         

         “Did you actually see Tucker under fire? What do you know of the guy as a soldier? I’ll bet Tucker didn’t set foot on land

            until the beachhead was totally secure.”

         
 

         

         Dajkovic couldn’t help but remember how disappointed he’d been that Tucker seemed to be the very last soldier onto Grenada.

            But he was a general, one of the top commanders, and that was army protocol.

         
 

         

         “Fuck it,” said Crew, taking a step backward. “It was a mistake to expect you might actually be capable of thinking. You got the message: go deliver it.”

            

         
 

         

         “May I get up?”
 

         

         “By all means, get your sorry ass up and out of here.”
 

         

         The moment had arrived. Dajkovic placed his hands on the ground and began to rise to his feet; as his hands passed his boots

            he slipped out the knife and in one smooth motion threw it, aiming at Crew’s heart.
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         Gideon Crew saw the quick movement, the flash of steel; he threw himself sideways but it was too late. The knife slammed into

            his shoulder, burying itself almost to the hilt. As he fell back, trying to bring the shotgun up, Dajkovic leapt for him,

            ramming him backward with immense power and wrenching the shotgun from his hands. He heard a crack as his own head caromed

            off a stone.

            

         
 

         

         For a moment, all went black. Then the world came back to him. Gideon was sprawled on the ground, staring into the barrel

            of his own shotgun. He could feel the knife in his shoulder, searing hot, the blood seeping out. He reached to pull it out.

         
 

         

         “No.” Dajkovic stepped back. “Keep your hands away from your body. And say your prayers.”
 

         

         “Don’t do this,” Gideon said.
 

         

         Dajkovic racked a shell into the chamber.
 

         

         He fought to think straight, to clear the fogginess from his head. “What do you know about me besides what Tucker said? Christ,

            can’t you think for yourself?”

         
 

         

         Dajkovic raised the gun and looked him in the eye. Gideon felt desperation take hold: if he died, his father would never be

            vindicated, and Tucker would never get his comeuppance.

         
 

         

         “You’re not a killer,” he said.
 

         

         “For you, I’m going to make an exception.” Dajkovic’s finger tightened on the trigger.
 

         

         “If you kill me, at least do me this one favor: take that envelope. Look into the story I told you. Follow the evidence. And then do what you think is right.”

            

         
 

         

         Dajkovic paused.
 

         

         “Find someone who was there in 1988. You’ll see. My father was shot down in cold blood—with his hands up. And that memo—it’s

            real. You’ll discover that, too, eventually. Because if you take my life you’ll also have to take on the responsibility of

            finding the truth.”

         
 

         

         He found Dajkovic peering at him with a strange intensity. He wasn’t pulling the trigger—yet.
 

         

         “Does it sound likely to you? Not that a guy with a top-secret security clearance at Los Alamos would be passing secrets to

            al-Qaeda—that’s possible. No—that General Tucker would know about it? And ask you to take care of it? Does that really make sense?”

            

         
 

         

         “You have powerful friends.”
 

         

         “Powerful friends? Like who?”
 

         

         Slowly, Dajkovic lowered the shotgun. His face was slick with sweat, and he was pale. He looked almost sick. Then—kneeling

            abruptly—he reached for the knife in Gideon’s shoulder.

         
 

         

         Gideon turned away. He’d failed. Dajkovic would cut his throat and leave his body in the dirt.
 

         

         Grasping the knife, Dajkovic pulled it from the wound.
 

         

         Gideon cried out. It felt as if his flesh had just been seared by a hot iron.
 

         

         But Dajkovic didn’t raise the knife to strike again. Instead, he removed his own shirt and used the knife to cut it into strips.

            Gideon, head swimming in mingled pain and surprise, watched as the man used the strips to bind his shoulder.

         
 

         

         “Hold that down,” Dajkovic said.
 

         

         Gideon pressed the strips against the wound.
 

         

         “We’d better get you to a hospital.”
 

         

         Gideon nodded, breathing hard, gripping the bandaged shoulder. He could feel the blood soaking through already. He tried to

            overcome the searing pain, worse now that the knife was gone.

         
 

         

         Dajkovic helped Gideon to his feet. “Can you walk?”
 

         

         “It’s all downhill from here,” Gideon gasped.
 

         

         Dajkovic half carried, half dragged him down the steep slope. In fifteen minutes, they were back at Dajkovic’s car. He helped

            Gideon into the passenger seat, blood smearing over the leather.

         
 

         

         “Is this a rental?” Gideon asked, looking at the car. “You’re going to lose your deposit.”
 

         

         The old soldier shut the door, came around and got in the driver’s seat, started the car. His face was pale, set, grim.
 

         

         “So you believe me?” Gideon asked.
 

         

         “You might say that.”
 

         

         “What changed your mind?”
 

         

         “Easy,” Dajkovic said, backing out of the parking spot. He threw the car into gear. “When a man realizes he’s going to die,

            everything is stripped down to essentials. Purified. No more bullshit. I’ve seen it in battle. And I saw it in your eyes,

            when you believed I was going to kill you. I saw your hatred, your desperation—and your sincerity. I knew then you were telling

            the truth. Which means…” He hesitated, gunned the engine, the rubber squealing on the macadam, the car shooting forward.

         
 

         

         “Which means,” he resumed, “Tucker lied to me. And that makes me angry.”
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         What the hell’s this?”

            

         
 

         

         Tucker rose quickly as Dajkovic pushed Gideon into the study, hands cuffed. The general stepped around from behind his desk,

            pulling a .45 and training it on Gideon.

         
 

         

         For the first time, Gideon came face-to-face with his nemesis. In person, Chamblee Tucker looked even more well fed and well

            watered than in the dozens of pictures he had studied over the years. His neck bulged slightly over a starched collar; his

            cheeks were so closely shaved that they shone; his hair was trimmed to crew-cut perfection. His skin bore a spiderweb of veins

            marking the face of a drinking man. His outfit was pure Washington: power tie, blue suit, four-hundred-dollar shoes. The soulless

            study was of a piece with the man—wood paneling, interior-​decorator antiques, Persian rugs, power wall plastered with photos and citations.

            

         
 

         

         “Are you crazy?” Tucker said. “I didn’t tell you to bring him here. My God, Dajkovic, I thought you could handle this on your

            own!”

         
 

         

         “I brought him here,” Dajkovic replied, “because he told me something completely different from what you said. And damned

            if it didn’t sound plausible.”

         
 

         

         Tucker stared hard at Dajkovic. “You’d believe this scumbag over me?”
 

         

         “General, I just want to know what’s going on. I’ve covered your back for years. I’ve done your work, clean and dirty, and

            I’ll continue to do it. But a funny thing happened on the side of that mountain—I began to believe this guy.”

         
 

         

         “What the hell are you trying to tell me?”
 

         

         “I’m beginning to have doubts, and the minute that happens, I’m no longer an effective soldier. You want me to get rid of

            this man? No problem. I’ll follow your orders. But I need to know what’s going on before I put a bullet into his head.”

         
 

         

         Tucker stared at him for a long time, then broke eye contact and passed a hand over his bristly scalp. He stepped over to

            a well-polished cabinet, slid open a drawer, pulled out a glass and a bottle of Paddy, slammed them on the mahogany, and poured

            himself a few fingers. He swallowed it in one gulp. Then he glanced back at Dajkovic.

         
 

         

         “Anyone see you come in?”
 

         

         “No, sir.”
 

         

         Tucker looked from Dajkovic to Gideon and back again. “What did he tell you, exactly?”
 

         

         “That his father wasn’t a traitor. And that he isn’t a terrorist, or in league with them.”
 

         

         Tucker carefully set down his glass. “All right. Truth is, I did tell you a bit of a story. His father didn’t pass secrets

            to the Soviets.”

            

         
 

         

         “What did he do?”
 

         

         “You got to remember, Dajkovic, we were in a war, a Cold War. In war, ugly things happen. You get collateral damage. We had

            a problem: an error was made. We rolled out a flawed code and some operatives died as a result. If that had come out, it would

            have taken down the entire cryptology section at a time when we desperately needed a new set of codes. His father had to be

            sacrificed for the greater good. You remember what it was like: them or us.”

         
 

         

         Dajkovic nodded. “Yes, sir. I remember.”
 

         

         “So now this fellow here, Gideon, more than twenty years later, is threatening me. Blackmailing me. Trying to tear down everything

            we’ve built, to destroy not only my reputation but the reputation of an entire group of dedicated, patriotic Americans. That’s

            why he has to be eliminated. You understand?”

         
 

         

         “I get it,” said Dajkovic, with a slow smile. “You don’t have to work around the facts to get me to do something for you.

            I’m with you one hundred percent, whatever you need.”

         
 

         

         “Are we clear what needs to be done?”
 

         

         “Absolutely.”
 

         

         Gideon said nothing and waited.
 

         

         Tucker glanced down at the bottle and glass. “Drink on it?”
 

         

         “No, thanks.”
 

         

         Tucker poured himself another, slugged it back. “Trust me that this is for the best. You’re earning my eternal gratitude.

            Take him out through the garage and make sure no one sees you.”

         
 

         

         Dajkovic nodded and gave Gideon a little push. “Let’s go.”
 

         

         Gideon turned and headed toward the door, Dajkovic following. They passed into the front hall and headed toward the kitchen,

            walked to the back where a door evidently led out into the garage.

         
 

         

         Gideon placed one handcuffed hand on the knob, realized it was locked. At the same moment he saw a quick movement out of the

            corner of his eye and instantly realized what was happening. Throwing himself sideways, he pitched himself into Dajkovic’s

            shoulder just as Tucker’s gun went off, but the round still caught Dajkovic in the back, slamming him forward into the closed

            door, the gun knocked from his hand. He sank to the floor with a grunt.

         
 

         

         As Gideon spun and dove, he caught a glimpse of Tucker in the kitchen doorway, isosceles stance, pistol in hand. The gun barked

            again, this time aimed at him, blasting a hole in the Mexican tiled floor mere inches from his face. Gideon leapt to his feet,

            making a feint toward the general as if to charge.

         
 

         

         The third shot came just as he made a ninety-degree lunge, throwing himself atop Dajkovic and grasping the .45 that lay against

            the far wall. He swung it around just as a fourth shot whistled past his ear. He raised the .45 but Tucker ducked back through

            the doorway.

         
 

         

         Wasting no time, Gideon seized Dajkovic’s shirt and pulled him to cover behind the washing machine, then took cover there

            himself. He thought furiously. What would Tucker do? He couldn’t let them live; couldn’t call the cops; couldn’t run.

         
 

         

         This was a fight to the finish.
 

         

         He peered out at the empty doorway where Tucker had been. It led into the dining room, large and dark. Tucker was waiting

            for them there.

         
 

         

         He heard a cough; Dajkovic suddenly grunted and rose. Almost simultaneously, rapid shots sounded from the doorway; Gideon

            ducked and two more rounds punched through the washing machine, water suddenly spraying from a cut hose.

         
 

         

         Gideon got off a shot but Tucker had already disappeared back into the dining room.
 

         

         “Give me the sidearm,” Dajkovic gasped, but without waiting for a reply his massive fist closed over the .45 in Gideon’s hand

            and took it. He struggled to rise.

         
 

         

         “Wait,” said Gideon. “I’ll run across the room to the kitchen table, there. He’ll move to the doorway to get off a shot at

            me. That’ll put him right behind the door frame. Fire through the wall.”

         
 

         

         Dajkovic nodded. Gideon took a deep breath, then jumped from behind the washing machine and darted over behind the table,

            realizing too late how badly exposed he really was.

         
 

         

         With an inarticulate roar Dajkovic staggered forward like a wounded bear. Blood suddenly came streaming from his mouth, his

            eyes wild, and he charged the doorway, firing through the wall to the right of the door. He pulled up short in the middle

            of the kitchen, swaying, still roaring, emptying the magazine into the wall.

         
 

         

         For a moment, there was no movement from the darkened dining room. Then the heavy figure of Tucker, spurting blood from half

            a dozen gunshot wounds, tumbled across the threshold, landing on the floor like a carcass of meat. And only then did Dajkovic

            sag to his knees, coughing, and roll to one side.

         
 

         

         Gideon scrambled to his feet and kicked Tucker’s handgun away from his inert form. Then he knelt over Dajkovic. Fumbling in

            the man’s pockets, he fished out the handcuff key and unlocked the cuffs. “Take it easy,” he said, examining the wound. The

            bullet had gone through his back, low, evidently piercing a lung but, he hoped, missing other vital organs.

         
 

         

         Suddenly and unexpectedly, Dajkovic smiled, bloody lips stretching into a ghastly grimace. “You get it on tape?”
 

         

         Gideon patted his pocket. “All of it.”
 

         

         “Great,” Dajkovic gasped. He passed out with a smile on his face.
 

         

         Gideon snapped off the digital recorder. He felt faint and the room began to spin as he heard sirens in the distance.
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         Gideon Crew picked his way down the steep slope toward Chihuahueños Creek, following an old pack trail. He could see the deep

            pockets and holes of the stream as it wound its way through the meadow at the bottom. At over nine thousand feet, the June

            air was crisp and fresh, the azure sky piled with cumulus clouds.

            

         
 

         

         There would be a thunderstorm later, he thought.
 

         

         His right shoulder was still a little painful, but the stitches had come out the week before and he could move his arm freely

            now. The knife wound had been deep but clean. The slight concussion he’d suffered in the tussle with Dajkovic had caused no

            further problems.

         
 

         

         He came out into the sunlight and paused. It had been a month since he’d fished this little valley—just before going to Washington.

            He had achieved—spectacularly—the singular, overriding, and obsessive goal of his life. It was over. Tucker dead, disgraced;

            his father vindicated.

         
 

         

         For the past decade, he had been so fixated on this one thing that he’d neglected everything else—friends, a relationship,

            career advancement. And now, with his goal realized, he felt an immense sense of release. Freedom. Now he could start living

            his life like a real person. He was only thirty-three; he had almost his entire life ahead of him. There were so many things

            he wanted to do.

         
 

         

         Beginning with catching the monster cutthroat trout he was sure lurked in the big logjam pool in the creek below.
 

         

         He breathed deeply the scent of grass and pine, trying to forget the past and to focus on the future. He looked around, drinking

            it in. This was his favorite place on planet earth. No one fished this stretch of creek except him: it lay far from a forest

            road and required a long and arduous hike. The wild cutthroats lying in the deep pools and under the banks were skittish and

            shy and hard to catch; a single false move, the shadow of a fly rod on the water, the heavy tread of a foot on the boggy grass,

            could ruin a pool for the rest of the day.

         
 

         

         Gideon sat down cross-legged in the grass, far from the stream, shucked off his pack, and set down the fly-rod case. Unscrewing

            its end, he slid out the bamboo pieces and fitted them together, attached the reel, threaded the line through the loops, then

            sorted through his case for the right fly. Grasshoppers were scarce in the field, but there were enough that a few might have

            hopped into the water and gotten eaten. They’d make a credible lure. He selected a small green-and-yellow grasshopper fly

            from his case and tied it on. Leaving his pack and gear at the edge of the meadow, he crept across the grass, taking care

            to place his feet as lightly as possible. As he approached the first big pool, he crouched and twitched the rod, playing out

            a little line; and then, with a flick of the wrist, he dunked the fly lightly into the pool.

         
 

         

         Almost instantly there was a heavy swirl of water, a strike.
 

         

         Leaping to his feet, he raised the tip, putting tension on the line, and fought the fish. It was a big one, and a fighter,

            and it tried to run for a tangle of roots under the bank; but raising the tip farther, he used his thumb to increase the drag

            on the line, keeping the fish in the center of the pool. He slacked the line as the trout flashed for the surface, leaping

            and shaking its head, drops of water scintillating in the sun. Its muscular, brilliantly colored body caught the light, the

            red slash under its gills looking very much like blood; and it fell back and tried again to run. Again he increased the drag,

            but the fish was determined to get into the roots and fought him to the point where the leader was straining almost to the

            breaking point…

         
 

         

         “Dr. Gideon Crew?”
 

         

         Gideon jerked his head around, startled, and released the line. The fish took the slack and ran for the tangle of sunken roots;

            Gideon tried to recover and tighten the tension, but it was too late. The leader got wrapped around a root, the trout broke

            free, and the tip popped up, the line slack.

         
 

         

         Overwhelmed with annoyance, he stared hard at the man standing twenty feet behind him, dressed in pressed khakis, brand-new

            hiking boots, a checked shirt, and sunglasses. He was an older man, in his fifties, with salt-and-pepper hair, olive skin,

            and a face that looked very tired. And a bit scarred, as if he’d survived a fire. And yet, for all its weariness, the face

            was also very much alive.

         
 

         

         With a muttered curse, Gideon reeled in the slack line, examined the fluttering leader. Then he looked up again at the man,

            who was waiting patiently, a faint smile on his lips. “Who the hell are you?”

         
 

         

         The man stepped forward and held out a hand. “Manuel Garza.”
 

         

         Gideon looked at it with a frown until the man withdrew it. “Excuse me for interrupting you during your time off,” Garza said.

            “But it couldn’t wait.” He continued to smile, remaining unnaturally composed. The man’s whole being seemed to radiate calmness

            and control. Gideon found it irritating.

         
 

         

         “How did you find me?”
 

         

         “An educated guess. We know this is where you sometimes fish. Also, we fixed a position on you when you last used your cell

            phone.”

         
 

         

         “So you’re Big Brother. What’s this all about?”
 

         

         “I’m not able to discuss that with you at this time.”
 

         

         Could this be some blowback from the business with Tucker? But no: that was all over and done with, an unqualified success,

            the official questions all answered, he and his family’s name cleared. Gideon looked pointedly at his watch. “Cocktail hour

            is at six in my cabin. I’m sure you know where that is. See you then. I’m busy fishing.”

         
 

         

         “I’m sorry, Dr. Crew, but, like I said, it can’t wait.”
 

         

         “It? What’s it?”

            

         
 

         

         “A job.”
 

         

         “Thanks, but I’ve got a job. Up at Los Alamos. You know—the place where they design all the nice nuclear bombs?”
 

         

         “Frankly, this job is more exciting and it pays a great deal more. A hundred thousand dollars for a week’s work. A job for

            which you are uniquely suited, which will benefit our country—and God knows you need the money. All those credit card debts…”

            Garza shook his head.

         
 

         

         “Hey, who doesn’t have maxed-out credit cards? This is the land of the free, right?” Gideon hesitated. That was a lot of money.

            He needed money—bad. “So what’ll I be doing in this job of yours?”

         
 

         

         “Again, I can’t tell you—yet. The helicopter is waiting up top—to take you to the Albuquerque airport, and from there by private

            jet to your assignment.”

         
 

         

         “You came to get me in a chopper? Sink me.” Gideon vaguely remembered hearing the chopper. He’d ignored it; the Jemez Mountains, being remote, were often

            used for flight training from Kirtland AFB.

            

         
 

         

         “We’re in a hurry.”
 

         

         “I’ll say. Who do you represent?”
 

         

         “Can’t tell you that, either.” Another smile and a gesture with his arm, palm extended, toward the pack trail to the top of

            the mesa. “Shall we?”

         
 

         

         “My mother told me never to take chopper rides with strangers.”
 

         

         “Dr. Crew, I’ll repeat what I said earlier: you will find this job to be interesting, challenging, and remunerative. Won’t

            you at least come with me to our company headquarters to hear the details?”

         
 

         

         “Where?”
 

         

         “In New York City.”
 

         

         Gideon stared at him, then shook his head and snorted. A hundred thousand would get him well started on the many plans and

            ideas he’d been working up for his new life.

         
 

         

         “Does it involve any illegality?”
 

         

         “Absolutely not.”
 

         

         “What the hell. I haven’t been to the Big Apple in a while. All right, lead the way, Manuel.”
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         Six hours later, the sun was setting over the Hudson River as the limousine pulled into Little West 12th Street, in the old

            Meatpacking District of Manhattan. The area had changed dramatically from what Gideon remembered during his graduate school

            days, when he’d come down from Boston for some occasional R&R: the old brick warehouses and covered walkways, with their chains

            and meat hooks, had been transformed into ultra-hip clothing stores and restaurants, slick high-rise condos and trendy hotels,

            the streets crowded with people too cool to be real.

            

         
 

         

         The limousine bumped down the refurbished street—bone-jarring nineteenth-century cobblestones re-exposed—and came to a halt

            at a nondescript building, one of the few unrenovated structures within view.

         
 

         

         “We’re here,” said Garza.
 

         

         They stepped onto the sidewalk. It was much warmer in New York than in New Mexico. Gideon stared suspiciously at the building’s

            only entrance, a set of metal double doors on a loading dock plastered with old posters and graffiti. The building was large

            and imposing, some twelve stories tall. Near the top of the façade, he could just make out a painted legend: PRICE & PRICE PORK PACKING INC. Above it, the grimy brickwork gave way to glass and chrome; he wondered if a modern penthouse had been built atop the old

            structure.

            

         
 

         

         He followed Garza up a set of concrete steps on one side of the dock. As they approached, the loading doors slid open on well-oiled

            hinges. Gideon followed Garza down a dim corridor to another set of doors, much newer, of stainless steel. Security keypads

            and a retinal scanner were set into the wall beside them. Garza put his briefcase on the floor and leaned his face into the

            scanner; the steel doors parted noiselessly.

         
 

         

         “Where’s Maxwell Smart?” said Gideon, in full wiseass mode, looking around. Garza looked at him, no smile this time, but did

            not reply.

         
 

         

         Beyond lay a vast, cavernous room, an open shell four stories high, illuminated by seemingly hundreds of halogen lights. Metal

            catwalks ran around the upper levels. The floor—as big as a football field—was covered with rows of large steel tables. On

            them rested a confusing welter of disparate items: half-dissected jet engines; highly complex 3-D models of urban areas; a

            scale model of what appeared to be a nuclear plant undergoing a terrorist attack by airplane. In a near corner was an especially

            large table, displaying what looked like a large, cutaway section of the seabed, showing its geological strata. Technicians

            in white coats moved between the tables, making notes on handheld PDAs or conferring in hushed whispers.

         
 

         

         “This is corporate headquarters?” Gideon asked, looking around. “Looks more like Industrial Light and Magic.”
 

         

         “I suppose you could call it magic,” Garza said as he led the way. “Of the manufactured variety.”
 

         

         Gideon followed him past table after table. On one was a painstaking re-creation of Port au Prince, both before and after

            the earthquake, tiny flags on the latter marking patterns of devastation. On another table was a huge scale model of a space

            facility, all tubes and cylinders and solar panels.

         
 

         

         “I recognize that,” Gideon said. “It’s the International Space Station.”
 

         

         Garza nodded. “As it looked before leaving orbit.”
 

         

         Gideon looked at him. “Leaving orbit?”
 

         

         “To assume its secondary role.”
 

         

         “Its what? You must be joking.”

            

         
 

         

         Garza flashed him a mirthless smile. “If I thought you’d take me seriously, I wouldn’t have told you.”
 

         

         “What in the world do you do here?”
 

         

         “Engineering and more engineering, that’s all.”
 

         

         Reaching the far wall, they rode an open-cage elevator up to the fourth-floor catwalk, then passed through a door that led

            to a maze of white corridors. Ultimately, they reached a low-ceilinged, windowless conference room. It was small and spartan

            in its lack of decor. A table of exotic, polished wood dominated the space, and there were no paintings or prints on the white

            walls. Gideon tried to think of a suitable crack, but nothing came immediately to mind. Besides, he realized it would be wasted

            on Garza, who seemed immune to his rapier-like wit.

         
 

         

         At the head of the table sat a man in a wheelchair. He was perhaps the most extraordinary-looking human being Gideon had ever

            seen. Closely cropped brown hair, shot through with silver, covered a large head. Below a deep brow gleamed a single fierce

            gray eye which was fixed on him; the other eye was covered with a black silk patch, like a pirate’s. A jagged, livid scar

            lanced down the right side of the man’s face, starting at his hairline and running through the covered eye, continuing all

            the way to his jaw and disappearing under the collar of his crisp blue shirt. A black, pin-striped suit completed the sinister

            picture.

         
 

         

         “Dr. Crew,” the figure said, his face breaking into a faint smile that did nothing to soften its hardness. “Thank you for

            coming all this way. Please sit down.”

         
 

         

         Garza remained standing in the background as Gideon took a seat.
 

         

         “What?” Gideon said, looking around. “No coffee or Fiji water?”

            

         
 

         

         “My name is Eli Glinn,” said the figure, ignoring this. “Welcome to Effective Engineering Solutions, Incorporated.”
 

         

         “Sorry in advance for not bringing my résumé. Your friend Garza was in a hurry.”
 

         

         “I don’t like to waste time. So if you’d be kind enough to listen, I’ll brief you on the assignment.”
 

         

         “Does it have anything to do with that Disney World downstairs? Plane crashes, natural disasters​—​you call that engineering?”
 

         

         Glinn gazed at him mildly. “Among other things, EES specializes in the discipline of failure analysis.”
 

         

         “Failure analysis?”
 

         

         “Understanding how and why things fail—​whether it be an assassination, an aviation accident, or a terrorist attack—is a critical

            component to solving engineering problems. Failure analysis is the other face of engineering.”

         
 

         

         “I’m not sure I understand.”
 

         

         “Engineering is the science of figuring out how to do or make something. But that’s only half the challenge. The other half

            is analyzing all possible modes of failure—in order to avoid them. EES does both. We solve very difficult engineering problems. And we dissect failures. In both these tasks, we have

            never failed. Ever. With one minor exception, which we’re still working on.” He flicked his hand as if waving away a bothersome fly. “Those

            two things, engineering and failure analysis, form our primary business. Our visible business. But they are also our cover. Because behind our public façade, we use these same facilities to carry out, from time to time, highly unusual and confidential

            projects for special clients. Very special clients. We need you for one of these projects.”

            

         
 

         

         “Why me?”
 

         

         “I’ll get to that in a moment. First, the details. A Chinese scientist is on his way to the United States. We believe the

            man is carrying the plans for a new, high-technology weapon. We’re not certain, but we have reason to hope he may be defecting.”

         
 

         

         Gideon was about to make a sarcastic quip, but the look in Glinn’s eye deterred him.
 

         

         “For two years,” Glinn went on, “US intelligence has been aware of a mysterious project going on in an underground compound

            inside the Lop Nor nuclear testing zone in far western China. Staggering amounts of money and scientific talent have been

            devoted to this effort. The CIA believes they’re developing a new weapon, a kind of Chinese Manhattan Project, something that

            would change the balance of power completely.”

         
 

         

         Gideon stared. “More destructive than the H-Bomb?”
 

         

         “Yes, that’s the information we have. But now, one of the project’s chief scientists seems to have stolen the plans and is

            on his way to the United States. Why? We don’t know. We hope he might be defecting to the US with the plans for that weapon,

            but we can’t be sure.”

         
 

         

         “Why would he do that?”
 

         

         “Apparently, he was the victim of a successful honey trap at a scientific convention in Hong Kong.”
 

         

         “Honey trap?”
 

         

         “Surely you’ve heard the term. An attractive woman is employed to get the target in a compromising position, pictures are

            taken, pressure is then applied… But this honey trap went awry and triggered the man’s panicked flight from China.”

         
 

         

         “Right. I get it. So when is this scientist supposed to arrive?”
 

         

         “He’s on his way now. The man’s on a Japan Airlines flight to New York from Hong Kong. He changed planes in Tokyo nine hours

            ago and will land at JFK at eleven ten PM—that’s in four hours.”

            

         
 

         

         “Jesus. Okay.”
 

         

         “Your assignment is simple: tail the man from the airport and, as soon as possible, take those plans away from him and bring

            them here.”

         
 

         

         “How?”
 

         

         “That’s for you to figure out.”
 

         

         “In four hours?”
 

         

         Glinn nodded. “We don’t know what format the plans are in or where they’re hidden. They could be computer code in his laptop,

            hidden in a steganographic image, on a flash drive in his suitcase, or on an old-fashioned roll of film, for all we know.”

         
 

         

         “This is a crazy assignment. Nobody could pull this off.”
 

         

         “It is true that few could do this. That’s why we’ve reached out to you, Dr. Crew.”
 

         

         “You’re kidding—right? I’ve never done anything like this before. My work at Los Alamos is in HE. No doubt you’ve got dozens

            of better-qualified people downstairs.”

         
 

         

         “As it happens, you are uniquely suited to this assignment. For two reasons. First is your former career.”

            

         
 

         

         “What career would that be?”
 

         

         “As a thief. Robbing art museums.”
 

         

         There was a sudden, freezing silence.
 

         

         “Not the bigger museums, of course. The small private ones, generally, with less sophisticated intrusion-​detection systems and lower-profile artwork.”

            

         
 

         

         “I think you need to up your medication,” Gideon said in a low voice. “I’m no art thief. I don’t have even the slightest criminal

            record.”

         
 

         

         “Which shows just how good you were. Such skills can be very valuable. Of course, you dropped this profession when a new and

            overriding interest came into your life. And with that we get to the second reason. You see, we followed with great interest

            your deft little operation against General Chamblee S. Tucker.”

         
 

         

         Gideon tried to recover from this second surprise. He mustered up his most puzzled look. “Operation? Tucker went nuts and

            attacked me and one of his employees in his house.”

         
 

         

         “So everyone thinks. I know better. I know that you spent the last ten years improving yourself, finishing college and getting

            your doctorate at MIT, all the while looking for a way to bring Tucker down and vindicate your father. I know how you managed

            to ‘liberate’ that top-secret document from the Directorate of Information Management, and how you used it to get at Tucker.

            He was a powerful man, and he had protected himself well. You showed enormous and varied skills setting up that operation,

            and then great self-possession in the aftermath of the shooting. You spun the business just right. Nobody doubted for a moment

            your narrative, even as you vindicated your father.”

         
 

         

         Gideon felt sick. So this was what it was all about: blackmail. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
 

         

         “Come, come. Your secret is safe with me regardless. We ourselves were looking for the best way to bring Tucker down. For

            a special client of ours, naturally. You saved us the trouble. And that’s how you came to our attention.”

         
 

         

         Gideon could think of nothing to say.
 

         

         “Earlier you asked me: why you? The fact is, we know everything about you, Dr. Crew. And not just your burglary skills or run-in with General Tucker. We know about your difficult childhood.

            About your work at Los Alamos. About your proclivity for gourmet cooking. Your fondness for Hawaiian shirts and cashmere sweaters.

            Your taste in jazz. Your weakness for alcohol. And—when under the influence—women. The only thing we haven’t been able to

            learn is how you lost the top joint of your right ring finger.” He raised the brow of his good eye quizzically.

            

         
 

         

         Gideon flushed with anger, took a few deep breaths, and got himself under control.
 

         

         “If you won’t answer that, perhaps you’ll answer something else: did you plan to turn Dajkovic from the beginning?”
 

         

         Again Gideon said nothing. It was unbelievable, incredible.
 

         

         “You have my word whatever you say will stay within these walls. We are, as you might imagine, rather good at keeping secrets.”
 

         

         Gideon hesitated. The truth was, Glinn had him by the short hairs. But he sensed, behind the hard, blank façade, that the

            man was truthful. “All right,” he finally said. “The whole thing was planned from beginning to end. I set up the ambush knowing

            Tucker wouldn’t come himself—​the man was a coward. I’d studied his company and the people who worked for him. I figured he’d

            send Dajkovic, who was fundamentally a decent guy. I knew I could catch him and hoped I could turn him. It worked. We finished

            the… operation together.”

         
 

         

         Glinn nodded. “As I thought. A masterpiece of social engineering on many levels. But you made one mistake. What was it?”
 

         

         “I forgot to check his boot for that damn knife.”
 

         

         Finally Glinn smiled, and for the first time his face seemed to be almost human. “Excellent. But the operation ended rather

            messily. Dajkovic got shot. How did that happen?”

         
 

         

         “Tucker was no dummy. He realized Dajkovic was lying.”
 

         

         “How?”
 

         

         “Dajkovic failed to share a drink with him. We think that’s what tipped Tucker off.”
 

         

         “Then that was Dajkovic’s mistake, not yours. I proved my point. You made only one mistake in that whole operation. I’ve never

            seen anything quite like what you did. You’re definitely the man for this job.”

         
 

         

         “I had ten years to figure out how to take down Tucker. You’re giving me four hours for this one.”
 

         

         “This is a far simpler problem.”
 

         

         “And if I fail?”
 

         

         “You won’t fail.”
 

         

         A silence. “Another thing: what are you going to do with this Chinese weapon? I’m not going to do anything to harm my country.”

            

         
 

         

         “The United States of America is, in fact, my client.”
 

         

         “Come on, they’d be using the FBI for a job like this—not hiring a firm like yours, no matter how specialized.”
 

         

         Glinn reached into his pocket and removed a card. He laid it on the table and pushed it toward Gideon with his finger.
 

         

         He peered at the card, emblazoned with a government logo. “The Director of National Intelligence?”
 

         

         “I would be dismayed if you believed anything I’m telling you. You can check it out for yourself. Call the Department of Homeland

            Security and ask to speak to this gentleman. He’ll confirm that we’re a DHS subcontractor doing legitimate and patriotic work

            for our country.”

         
 

         

         “I’d never get through to a guy like that.”
 

         

         “Use my name and you’ll be put through directly.”
 

         

         Gideon did not pick up the card. He gazed at Glinn, and a silence built in the office. A hundred thousand dollars. The money

            was nice but this job looked fraught with difficulties. Danger. And Glinn’s confidence in him was sadly misplaced.

         
 

         

         He shook his head. “Mr. Glinn, until a month ago my entire life was on hold. I had something I had to do. All my energy went

            into that one thing. Now I’m free. I’ve got a lot of catching up to do. I want to make friends, settle down, find someone,

            get married, have kids. I want to teach my son how to cast a dry fly. I’ve got all the time in the world now. This job of

            yours—well, it sounds dangerous as hell to me. I’ve taken enough risks for one lifetime. You understand? I’m not interested

            in your assignment.”

         
 

         

         An even longer silence enveloped the room.
 

         

         “Is that final?” Glinn asked.
 

         

         “Yes.”
 

         

         Glinn glanced at Garza and gave him a short nod. Garza reached into his briefcase, removed a file, and laid it on the table.

            It was a medical file, labeled with a red tab. Glinn opened it up to reveal a stack of X-rays, CT scans, and dense lab reports.

         
 

         

         “What’s this?” said Gideon. “Whose X-rays are those?”
 

         

         “Yours,” said Glinn, sorrowfully.
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         With a feeling of trepidation, Gideon reached over and took the file. The names had been cut out of the X-rays and scans, blacked

            out in the reports.

            

         
 

         

         “What the hell is this? Where did you get these?”
 

         

         “They came from the hospital where you were treated for your knife wound.”
 

         

         “What’s this supposed to mean?”
 

         

         “In the course of diagnosing and treating your injury, the usual tests were done: X-rays, MRIs, and blood work. Since you

            were suffering from a concussion, among other things, some of this work focused on your head. And the doctors made what is

            known as an incidental finding. They diagnosed you with an arteriovenous malformation—specifically, a condition known as a

            ‘vein of Galen aneurysmal malformation.’”

         
 

         

         “What the hell’s that?”
 

         

         “It’s an abnormal tangle of arteries and veins in the brain involving the great cerebral vein of Galen. It’s usually congenital,

            and usually asymptomatic until the age of twenty or so. And then it, ah, makes its presence known.”

         
 

         

         “Is it dangerous?”
 

         

         “Very.”
 

         

         “What’s the treatment?”
 

         

         “In your case, the AVM is in the Circle of Willis, deep in the brain. It’s inoperable. And invariably fatal.”
 

         

         “Fatal? How? When?”

            

         
 

         

         “In your case, the best estimate is that you have about a year.”
 

         

         “A year?” Gideon’s head spun. “A year?” He choked trying to get the next question out, and swallowed. Bile rose in his throat.

            

         
 

         

         Glinn continued matter-of-factly, his voice neutral. “To speak in more precise statistical terms, your chances of survival

            twelve months from now are about fifty percent; eighteen months, thirty percent; two years, less than five percent. The end

            typically comes very fast, with little or no warning. There’s typically no impairment or symptoms until that time, nor does

            the condition require any sort of physical or dietary restriction. In other words, you will live a normal life for about a

            year—and then you will die very, very quickly. The condition is incurable and in your case, as I said, there is no treatment

            whatsoever. It’s just one of those terrible finalities.”

         
 

         

         Gideon stared at Glinn. This was monstrous. He felt a rage take hold, almost ungovernable. He leapt to his feet. “What is

            this, blackmail? If you sons of bitches think that’s the way to get me to do your bidding, you’re brainless.” He stared at

            the file. “It’s bullshit. Some sort of scam. If all that was true, they would’ve told me in the hospital. I don’t even know

            if these X-rays belong to me.”

         
 

         

         Still speaking mildly, Glinn said, “We asked the hospital not to tell you; that it was a matter of national security. We wanted

            to get a second opinion. We passed the file along to Dr. Morton Stall at Mass General in Boston. He’s the world’s expert on

            AVMs. He confirmed both the diagnosis and the prognosis. Believe me, we were almost as shocked and dismayed to learn this

            as you are. We had big plans for you.”

         
 

         

         “What’s the point of telling me this now?”
 

         

         “Dr. Crew,” said Glinn, a kindly note in his voice, “trust me when I say that our sympathies are very much with you.”
 

         

         Gideon stared at him, breathing hard. It was some ploy, or a mistake. “I just don’t believe it.”
 

         

         “We looked into your condition with all the means at our disposal. We had been planning to hire you, offer you a permanent

            position here. This horrible diagnosis put us in a bind, and we were debating what to do. Then the news came in about Wu.

            This is a national security emergency of the highest order. You’re the only one we know who could pull this off, especially

            on such short notice. That’s why we’re laying this on you now, all at once—and for that I am truly sorry.”

         
 

         

         Gideon passed a shaking hand over his forehead. “Your timing really sucks.”
 

         

         “The timing is never right for a terminal illness.”
 

         

         All his anger seemed to have evaporated as quickly as it had come. The horror of it made him sick. All the time he’d wasted…
 

         

         “In the end, we had no choice. This is an emergency. We don’t know precisely what Wu is up to. We can’t miss this opportunity.

            If you decline, the FBI will jump in with their own op, which they’ve been eagerly pushing, and I can tell you it will be

            a disaster. You’ve got to decide, Gideon, in the next ten minutes, and I hope to God you will say yes.”

         
 

         

         “This is fucked up. I can’t believe it.”
 

         

         Silence. Gideon rose, walked to the frosted window. He turned. “I resent this. I resent the way you dragged me here, laid

            all this shit on me—and then have the gall to ask me to work for you.”

         
 

         

         “This is not the way I would have wished it.”
 

         

         “One year?” he asked. “That’s it? One fucking year?”
 

         

         “In the file is a survival graph of the illness. It’s a matter of cold probabilities. It could be six months, a year, two

            on the outside.”

         
 

         

         “And there are no treatments at all?”
 

         

         “None.”
 

         

         “I need a drink. Scotch.”
 

         

         Garza pressed a button, and a wood panel slid to one side. A moment later a drink was laid on the table in front of Gideon.
 

         

         He reached down, grasped it, took a slug, then another. He waited, feeling the numbing creep in his system. It didn’t help.
 

         

         Glinn spoke quietly. “You could spend your last year amusing yourself, living life to the fullest, cramming it in till the

            end. Or you could spend it in another way—working for your country. All I can do is offer you the choice.”

         
 

         

         Gideon drained the glass.
 

         

         “Another?” Garza asked.
 

         

         Gideon waved his hand in a no.
 

         

         “You could do this one job for us,” said Glinn. “One week. Then decide. You’ll at least be able to walk away with enough money

            to live out your time in relative comfort.”

         
 

         

         There was a pause. Gideon looked from the file, to Glinn, then back to the file.
 

         

         “All right, Christ, I’ll take the assignment.” Gideon swept up the medical file. Then he looked once more at Glinn. “Just

            one thing. I’m going to take this with me and have it checked out. If it’s bullshit, I’m coming after you, personally.”

         
 

         

         “Very well,” said Glinn, sliding a second folder toward him. “Here is information about your assignment. In there, you’ll

            find background information on and photographs of your target. His name is Wu Longwei, but he also calls himself Mark Wu.

            The adoption of a Western name is a common practice among Chinese professionals.” He leaned back. “Manuel?”

         
 

         

         Garza stepped forward and laid a heavy brick of hundred-​dollar bills on the table with one hand, and a Colt Python with the other.

            

         
 

         

         “The money will cover your incidental expenses,” said Glinn. “You know how to use that firearm?”
 

         

         Gideon scooped up the money and hefted the Python. “I would have preferred the satin stainless finish.”
 

         

         “You will find the royal blue is better for night work,” said Glinn drily. “You must not, under any circumstances or for any

            reason whatsoever, try to make contact with us during the operation. If contact is necessary, we will find you. Understood?”

         
 

         

         “Yes. Why?”
 

         

         “An inquiring mind is an admirable quality,” said Glinn. “Mr. Garza, please show Dr. Crew out the back way. There’s no time

            to waste.”

         
 

         

         As they headed toward the door, Glinn added: “Thank you, Gideon. Thank you very much.”
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         Gideon eased the stretch limo into an illegal space behind the taxi queue at the Terminal 1 arrivals level. He was still thinking

            about his call to the Department of Homeland Security, which he’d made from a pay phone as soon as he’d left EES. Avoiding

            the number on the business card, he’d called the general number, got some lowly operator, dropped Glinn’s name—and was immediately

            put through on a secure line to the director himself. Ten astonishing minutes later, he hung up, still wondering how in the

            world, out of everyone, they had picked him for this crazy assignment. The director would only repeat: We have complete faith and trust in Mr. Glinn. He has never failed us.

            

         
 

         

         He shook off these thoughts, and then tried—less successfully—to shake off the far darker ones related to his health. There

            would be time for that later. Right now, he had to stay focused on one thing: the immediate problem at hand.

         
 

         

         It was almost midnight, but Kennedy airport was frantically busy with the last wave of flights arriving from the Far East.

            As he idled at the curb, he saw two TSA officers staring at him. They strode over, scowls on their self-important faces.

         
 

         

         He climbed out of the limo, his dark suit itchy in the sticky summer night, and favored them with an arrogant smirk.
 

         

         “What do you think you’re doing?” said the first cop, small, thin, and aggressive as a ferret. He whipped out his ticket book.

            “The limo waiting area’s over there!” He gestured sharply, the leaves of the ticket book trembling with his irritation.

         
 

         

         The second cop arrived huffing, and he was a big one. Big and slow. “What’s going on?” he asked, already apparently confused.
 

         

         Gideon folded his long arms, propped a foot up on the fender, and gave the big one an easy smile. “Officer Costello, I presume?”
 

         

         “Name’s Gorski,” came the reply.
 

         

         “Ah,” said Gideon. “You remind me of Costello.”
 

         

         “Don’t know anyone by that name,” said Gorski.
 

         

         “There is no Officer Costello,” said the thin one. “We’ve got no idea what you’re talking about. You’re not supposed to stop here.”

            

         
 

         

         “I’m here to meet the VIP arrival… You know all about it… right?” Gideon winked and slid a pack of gum from his pocket. He peeled

            off the wrapper, eased out a stick, offered the pack around.

         
 

         

         The fat one took a stick.
 

         

         “Let’s see your hack license,” said the thin one, waving away the gum and shooting an annoyed glance at his partner.
 

         

         Gideon slipped out the license he had “rented” along with the limo—at significant expense—and handed it over. The thin cop

            snatched it, stared, passed it to the other. The fat one pursed his lips, looking it over intently. Gideon folded the stick

            of gum into his mouth, chewed meditatively.

         
 

         

         “You know you can’t stop here,” said the thin cop, his voice high. “I’m giving you a ticket, and then you better get over

            to where you belong.” He flipped open the book and began to write.

         
 

         

         “Don’t do that,” said Gideon. “Tickets make me break out in hives.”
 

         

         The officer scoffed.
 

         

         “Guess you didn’t get the message,” said Gideon, with a shrug.
 

         

         “Message?”
 

         

         He smirked. “About who I’m meeting.”
 

         

         “I don’t give a rat’s ass who you’re meeting. You can’t stop here. No exceptions.” But the pen had halted. The fat one was

            still perusing the hack license, wet lips pursed in concentration.

         
 

         

         Gideon waited.
 

         

         “So who are you meeting?” the thin one finally asked.

            

         
 

         

         Gideon’s grin broadened. “You know I can’t tell you that.” He checked his watch. “His plane’s arriving now. From the Far East.

            He’ll get the VIP treatment at customs, breeze right through and be expecting me. Inside. Not out here, on the curb, arguing with a couple of flat—​I mean, security officers.”

            

         
 

         

         Gorski handed him back the license. “License and stickers seem to be in order,” he said to no one in particular.
 

         

         “We never got a Security or VIP arrival notice,” said the thin one. His tone was now several notches less confrontational.

            “I’m sorry, but the rules are the rules.”

         
 

         

         Gideon rolled his eyes. “Nice. So you guys know nothing. No skin off my back. On second thought, go ahead and write the ticket.

            I’ll need it for my memo.” He shook his head sadly and started to get back in the limo.

         
 

         

         The thin cop stared at Gideon, eyes narrowed. “If this is a security VIP arrival, we should’ve been told. Who is he, some

            politician?”

         
 

         

         Gideon paused at the open door. “Let’s just say he’s one of your own. The Jefe. A man known to be just a tad irritable when there’s a fuckup.”

            

         
 

         

         The two cops looked at each other. “You talking about the commissioner?”
 

         

         “You didn’t hear it from me.”
 

         

         “We should’ve gotten a VIP notification,” said Gorski, now in full whine.
 

         

         Gideon decided it was time to get tough. He let the good-​humored look fall from his face and glanced at his watch. “I guess I need to spell it out for you. It’s a simple story, easy to follow.

            If I don’t meet the Man at the bottom of the escalators in one fucking minute, the loose diarrhea is gonna hit the fan. And

            you know what I’m going to do about that? I’m going to write a memo that says I got shortstopped by two dumbass TSA cops who

            forgot to check their inbox for a VIP notification.” He pulled a notebook and pen from his pocket. “How do you spell your

            name, Gorski?”

            

         
 

         

         “Um…” Gorski looked over at the other cop, unsure what to do.
 

         

         Gideon turned to the thin one. “How about you? You want to be in the memo, too? What’s your name? Abbott?”
 

         

         He gave them both a withering stare, first one, then the other.
 

         

         They caved immediately. “We’ll keep an eye on your limo,” said the thin cop, nervously smoothing the front of his uniform.

            “You go ahead and meet him.”

         
 

         

         “Right,” said Gorski. “No problem. We’ll be right here.”
 

         

         “Good move. Why don’t you practice the ‘Who’s on First’ routine while you wait? I love that one.” Gideon brushed past them

            and walked briskly through the doors into the vast baggage claim area. Luggage carousels rumbled and creaked on both sides.

            In front stretched a double pair of escalators, people streaming down. Gideon joined the small group of fellow limo drivers

            waiting at the bottom of the escalators, each holding up a small sign with a name.

         
 

         

         The escalators continued to pour down their river of human cargo. Gideon scrutinized each Asian face. He had memorized the

            two photos Glinn had given him of Wu, but there was always the danger that he was one of those people who photographed differently

            from how he looked.

         
 

         

         But no—there he was. A small, intense-looking man with a high domed forehead, a fringe of hair, wearing old-fashioned black-framed

            glasses and a professorial tweed jacket. He descended the escalator, eyes cast down, shoulders slumped, looking as timid

            and inconspicuous as possible. He wasn’t even holding a carry-on bag or laptop.

         
 

         

         Wu hit the bottom of the escalators, but instead of going to baggage claim he went straight ahead, walking fast, passing Gideon

            and heading out the doors toward the taxi stand.

         
 

         

         Taken by surprise, Gideon hustled after him. There was no line at the taxi queue. Wu ducked under the waiting-line stanchions,

            grabbed a ticket from the dispatcher, and slipped in the first cab, a Ford Escape.

         
 

         

         Gideon sprinted back to his limo.
 

         

         “Hey! What’s up?” cried the thin guard.
 

         

         “Wrong terminal!” Gideon shouted. “I made a mistake! Man, I’m really fucked now!” He snatched out a fifty-dollar bill he had

            tucked in his front suit coat pocket for emergencies and tossed it at them, leaping into the limo.

         
 

         

         They scrambled for the bill as a summer breeze tumbled it along the sidewalk, and Gideon tore away from the curb and went

            after the rapidly vanishing cab.
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         Gideon sped down the terminal exit road, finally catching up to the cab as it looped onto the Van Wyck Expressway. He slowed

            down and continued at a measured pace, keeping the cab half a dozen car lengths ahead in the moderate late-night traffic.

            From time to time he switched lanes, dropping back and then moving forward, in case Wu was suspicious.

            

         
 

         

         It was almost routine. Neither the cabdriver nor the scientist seemed to be aware they were being followed, despite the conspicuous

            stretch limo he was driving. Following the standard route into Upper Manhattan, the taxi merged onto the Grand Central Parkway

            and passed Citi Field, then La Guardia Airport. As they passed the RFK Bridge, the skyline of Midtown Manhattan came into

            view like a tapestry of glittering gems, shimmering over the dark waters of the East River. Entering Manhattan via the Third

            Avenue Bridge, the taxi bypassed FDR Drive, instead heading along 125th Street in East Harlem, until finally turning downtown

            at Park Avenue.

         
 

         

         Wu probably has an Upper East Side destination, Gideon mused. Mentally he once again rehearsed his plan. He’d follow the taxi to its destination, then park nearby and…

            

         
 

         

         Suddenly he noticed a black Lincoln Navigator with smoked windows approaching from behind, speeding down the slow lane and

            rapidly closing in.

         
 

         

         The Navigator narrowed the gap until it was aggressively tailgating the taxi, although it could have easily passed. Gideon

            hung back. Despite the obviously new condition of the vehicle, the license plate light of the Navigator was burned out, the

            plate itself dark and unreadable.

         
 

         

         Moving into the left lane, Gideon accelerated briefly to get a view inside the SUV through the windshield, but this late at

            night it was hopeless and he eased back, dropping behind once again, his sense of apprehension increasing.

         
 

         

         The taxi, tailgated by the Navigator, accelerated, but the Navigator kept pace; the taxi then braked slightly and slowed,

            but the Navigator did the same, still refusing to pass.

         
 

         

         This was not good.
 

         

         The Navigator now crept forward until its massive chrome bumper touched the rear bumper of the cab—and then it accelerated

            with a roar, shoving the cab forward and sideways. With a terrific squeal of rubber the cab swerved, then recovered, fishtailing

            as it veered into the left lane. The Navigator swung in behind it and accelerated again, trying to ram it.

         
 

         

         To avoid being hit, the taxi swerved back into the right lane and tried to slow down, but the Navigator, in a deft maneuver,

            swung in behind and rammed it again, this time with real force, and again the taxi driver had to accelerate to correct the

            deflection. The sound of his horn wailed across the wide avenue.

         
 

         

         The Navigator jumped forward to ram the taxi again, but the cabbie swung into the left lane and then slewed around the corner

            onto East 116th Street, heading east. Here, in one of the main commercial districts of Spanish Harlem, there was suddenly

            more activity, the broad boulevard lit up and thronged with people despite the hour, the bars and restaurants open.

         
 

         

         The Navigator made the turn with a howl of rubber and Gideon followed, the limo going into an awkward four-wheel power slide.

            Heart pounding, he accelerated after them. The Navigator’s driver wasn’t trying to force the cab to pull over; he was trying

            to kill its occupants by causing an accident.

         
 

         

         The taxi accelerated in an attempt to outrun the Navigator. The two vehicles shot eastward on 116th, weaving in and out of

            traffic, provoking a furious blaring of horns, screeching tires, and yells. Gideon followed as best he could, sweaty hands

            slick on the wheel.

         
 

         

         They tore past Lexington and approached the bright cluster of lights where 116th crossed Third Avenue. As they drew near at

            over seventy miles an hour, the light turned orange. Gideon braked the limo hard; there was no way they were going to make

            it. Suddenly the Navigator swung out and accelerated down the wrong side of the street, coming up alongside the taxi. Just

            before the intersection it swerved and gave the taxi a brutal sideswipe. With a billow of smoke the taxi slewed sideways through

            the intersection, clipped an oncoming car, flipped into the air, and went flying into a crowd outside a Puerto Rican lechonera.

            There was a dreadful sound, like the smack of sheet metal into meat. Bodies rag-dolled through the air, tumbling about the

            intersection. With a final shuddering crash the cab shattered the glass façade of the restaurant and came to rest with a death

            rattle and a burst of steam. Cooked meat came cascading out from racks and trays that had been on display in the window: roasted

            sides of pork, trays of cracklings, and spits of suckling pigs, all tumbling over the smashed taxicab and rolling about on

            the sidewalk.

         
 

         

         There was a split second of terrible silence. And then the intersection exploded into an eruption of screams and shrieks as

            the crowd fled. To Gideon, looking on in horror, they resembled ants on a burning log.

         
 

         

         He had pulled the limo over just before the intersection, and now he leapt out and ran toward the accident—just as a northbound

            city bus came roaring up Third Avenue, going at least fifteen miles over the speed limit. Halting at the crosswalk, Gideon

            watched helplessly as the bus blew on through; the driver, suddenly seeing bodies in the intersection, jammed on the brakes,

            but it was too late and he was unable to stop. The massive wheels thudded over several of the prostrate bodies, smearing them

            on the asphalt, and then the driver lost control. The bus skidded with a great shriek of burning rubber. Gideon watched helplessly

            as the careening bus T-boned a car on the far side of the intersection and came to rest on its side, the engine bursting into

            flame. Windows and the rear door of the bus were bashed open by screaming people and they spilled out, falling to the pavement,

            clawing and treading over one another in an attempt to get away.

         
 

         

         Gideon looked around wildly for the Navigator. Then he spotted it, stopped partway down the next block. But the vehicle paused

            only for a moment: with a roar it tore off down 116th and swung south on Second Avenue, disappearing.

         
 

         

         He sprinted across the intersection to the taxi. It lay upside down, its front partly inside the restaurant. Bodies were everywhere,

            some moving, some still. Gasoline ran over the sidewalk in a dark stream, moving down the gutter toward the burning bus—which

            exploded with a terrific roar, the force jumping the bus into the air. The flames mounted up, two, three, four stories, casting

            a hot lurid glow over the hellish scene. Hundreds of people from surrounding buildings were opening windows, craning necks,

            pointing. The air seemed to be alive with noise: screams and shrieks, pleas for help, agonized wails, the endless horn of

            the bus, the crackle of flame. It was all Gideon could do to keep a clear head.

         
 

         

         Dropping to his hands and knees, he peered into the wrecked taxi. The driver’s side was totally mangled and he could get a

            glimpse of the cabbie, his body literally merged into the twisted metal and glass of the car. He scrambled around to the passenger

            rear side and there was Wu. The man was alive; his eyes were wide open, and his mouth was working. When he saw Gideon, he

            reached a bloody hand out to him.

         
 

         

         Gideon grabbed the door handle, tried to open it. But the door was far too mangled to budge. He got down on his belly and

            reached inside the broken window, grasping the scientist by both arms. He hauled him out and onto the sidewalk as gently as

            he could. The man’s legs were horribly mangled and bleeding. Half dragging, half carrying Wu away from the spreading fire,

            he found a safe place around the corner and laid him carefully down. He took out his cell phone to call 911, but already he

            could hear, over the cacophony, sirens converging from every direction.

         
 

         

         He vaguely became aware of a huge crowd of people behind him, rubberneckers keeping at a safe distance, watching the unfolding

            scene with prurient fascination.

         
 

         

         The scientist suddenly grasped Gideon with a bloody hand, balling up the fabric of his chauffeur’s uniform in his fist. He

            had an expression in his eyes that was lost, puzzled, as if he didn’t know what had happened to him. He gasped out a word.

         
 

         

         “What?” Gideon leaned closer, ear almost pressed to the scientist’s lips.
 

         

         “Roger?” the man whispered in heavily accented English. “Roger?”
 

         

         “Yes,” said Gideon, thinking fast. “That’s me. Roger.”
 

         

         Wu said something in Chinese, then switched back to English. “Write these down. Quickly. Eight seven one zero five zero—”
 

         

         “Wait.” Gideon fumbled in his pockets, extracted a pencil and a scrap of paper. “Start again.”
 

         

         Wu began gasping out a list of numbers as Gideon wrote them down. Despite the heavy accent, his voice was thin, precise, punctilious:

            the voice of a scientist.
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         He halted.
 

         

         “Is that it?” Gideon asked.
 

         

         A nod. Wu closed his eyes. “You know… what to do with those,” he rasped.
 

         

         “No. I don’t. Tell me—?”
 

         

         But Wu had lapsed into unconsciousness.
 

         

         Gideon stood up. He felt dazed and stupid. Blood from the scientist had stained his chest and arms. Fire trucks and police

            were arriving now, blocking the avenue. The bus was still afire, clouds of acrid black smoke roiling up into the night air.

         
 

         

         “Oh my God!” a woman beside him said, crying openly, staring at the restaurant. “What a tragedy. What an awful tragedy.”
 

         

         Gideon looked at her. Then—as police and paramedics and firemen rushed past him, sirens filling the air—he stood up and, abandoning

            his borrowed limo, now hemmed in by emergency vehicles, walked slowly and inconspicuously toward the subway entrance two blocks

            away.
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         Henriette Yveline lowered her clipboard, took down her reading glasses, and gazed at the young, bedraggled man in the dark

            suit who had come stumbling up to the emergency room admissions station. He was a fine-looking fellow, lanky, jet-black hair

            askew and flopping over his brilliant blue eyes. But my goodness, what a state he was in—hands, arms, and shirt caked with

            blood, eyes wild, stinking of gasoline and burned rubber. He was trembling all over.

            

         
 

         

         “May I help you?” she said, firmly but not unkindly. She liked to keep an orderly ER waiting area—not an easy task at Mount

            Sinai Hospital on a hot Saturday night in June.

         
 

         

         “God, yes, yes,” the man said all in a rush. “My—my friend, he just came in. A horrible car accident. Name’s Wu Longwei, but

            he calls himself Mark Wu.”

         
 

         

         “And you are?”
 

         

         The fellow swallowed, trying to get himself under control. “A close friend. Gideon Crew.”
 

         

         “Thank you, Mr. Crew. May I ask if you’re all right yourself? No injuries, bleeding?”
 

         

         “No, no, nothing,” he said distractedly. “It’s… it’s not my blood.”
 

         

         “I understand. Just a moment, please.” She replaced her reading glasses and picked up the admissions clipboard, perused it.

            “Mr. Wu was admitted fifteen minutes ago. The doctors are with him now. Would you care to take a seat and wait?” She gestured

            toward the large, spare waiting room, half-filled with people, some crying softly, others with the long stare. A large family

            huddled in one corner, comforting a sobbing three-hundred-pound woman.

         
 

         

         “Tell me, please,” said Gideon, “how is he?”
 

         

         “I’m afraid I’m not authorized to release any information on that, Mr. Crew.”
 

         

         “I need to see him. I’ve got to see him.”

            

         
 

         

         “He can’t see anyone right now,” said Yveline, a little more firmly. “Trust me, the doctors are doing all they can.” She paused,

            and added a line that never failed to comfort: “Mount Sinai is one of the finest hospitals in the world.”

         
 

         

         “At least tell me how he is.”
 

         

         “I’m sorry, sir, but hospital rules won’t allow me to release medical information to anyone but family.”
 

         

         The man stared. “But… what does that mean, family?”
 

         

         “A relative with identification or a spouse.”
 

         

         “Yes, but… you see, Mark and I… we’re… partners. Life partners.” Even under his bloody, dirty face, she could see him blushing at this intimate detail.

            

         
 

         

         Yveline laid down the clipboard. “I understand. But I can only release information to a relative or legal spouse.”
 

         

         “Legal? For God’s sake, you know perfectly well same-sex marriage is against the law in New York!”
 

         

         “I’m so sorry, sir. The rules are the rules.”
 

         

         “Is he dead?” The man’s voice suddenly became loud, very loud.
 

         

         She looked at him, faintly alarmed. “Sir, please calm down.”
 

         

         “Is that why you won’t tell me? Oh my God, is he dead?” He was shouting now.

            

         
 

         

         “I need a piece of paper, some proof of your relationship…” Her voice trailed off. This had happened several times before:

            conflicts over gay and lesbian hospital visitation rights. The whole issue was under endless policy review—leaving it to people

            like her to run the gauntlet with the public. It wasn’t fair.

         
 

         

         “Who carries around a wad of official documents?” The man began to cry. “We just got in from China!” He swiped the shock of

            hair out of his face, his eyes bloodshot, his lips trembling.

         
 

         

         “I know you’re upset, sir, but we can’t give out medical information to someone claiming to be a domestic partner without

            some sort of proof.”

         
 

         

         “Proof?” Gideon held out his bloody hands, his voice climbing into a shriek. “There’s your proof! Look at it! His blood on

            my hands! I’m the one who dragged him from the car!”

         
 

         

         Yveline couldn’t even find the words to respond. The whole room was listening. Even the three-hundred-pound woman had stopped

            crying.

         
 

         

         “I need to know!” And with this last wail, his knees buckled and the man collapsed on the floor.

            

         
 

         

         Yveline pressed the emergency intercom, summoning the triage head nurse. The crowd stared at the man on the floor, but his

            collapse had been more emotional than medical and she saw he was already reviving. He rose to his knees, hyperventilating,

            and some members of the crowd rushed over to help him up.

         
 

         

         “Help him to a seat,” said Yveline. “The nurse is on her way.” More people in the group responded, helping the man to a seat

            against the wall. He fell heavily into it, covering his face and sobbing loudly.

         
 

         

         “Come on, lady,” said a woman. “What’s the harm in telling him how his friend is?”
 

         

         A murmur of agreement rose from the crowd. Gideon Crew rocked in the chair, his face in his hands.
 

         

         “He’s dead,” he said. “I know it. He’s dead.”
 

         

         Yveline ignored the people and went back to her clipboard. It was a damn shame the rules forced her to be this way. But she

            was determined not to show vacillation or weakness.

         
 

         

         “Why don’t you just tell him how his friend is?” persisted the woman.
 

         

         “Ma’am,” said Yveline, “I don’t make the rules. Medical information is private.”
 

         

         A harried nurse arrived. “Where’s the patient?”
 

         

         “He’s upset—collapsed.” Yveline indicated the man.
 

         

         The nurse went over, suddenly putting on a smooth voice. “Hello, my name’s Rose. What’s the problem?”
 

         

         The man choked up. “He’s dead and they won’t tell me.”
 

         

         “Who?”
 

         

         “My life partner. In the ER. But they won’t tell me anything because I don’t have a piece of paper.”
 

         

         “You’re in a long-term domestic partnership?”
 

         

         A nod. “Five years. He’s everything to me. He doesn’t have any family here.” He looked up suddenly, beseechingly. “Please

            don’t let him die alone!”

         
 

         

         “May I?” The nurse took the man’s pulse, slapped a cuff on him and took his blood pressure. “You’re okay. Just upset. Just

            slow down your breathing and let me talk to the admitting staff.”

         
 

         

         The man nodded, struggling to get his gasping under control.
 

         

         The nurse stepped over to Yveline. “Look, let’s just authorize him as a domestic partner. Okay? I’ll take full responsibility.”
 

         

         “Thank you.” The nurse left while Yveline called up the electronic file, read the latest update. “Mr. Crew?”
 

         

         He leapt up and came over.
 

         

         “Your friend is critically injured but alive and is stabilizing,” she said in a low voice. “Now if you’ll come up and sign

            this form, I’ll authorize you as his domestic partner.”

         
 

         

         “Thank God!” he cried. “He’s alive, thanks be to God!”
 

         

         The waiting room broke into applause.
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         Gideon Crew looked around at the room he had booked at the Howard Johnson Motor Lodge on Eighth Avenue. It was surprisingly

            decent, well appointed, not a trace of blue and orange to be seen. Best of all, it had an iPod dock. He slipped out his iPod,

            pondered the problem at hand, dialed in Bill Evans’s Blue in Green, and docked it. The bittersweet chords of “The Two Lonely People” filled the room. He gulped the last of his quintuple espresso

            and tossed the cup into the trash.

            

         
 

         

         For several minutes, he sat motionless in the chair by the small desk, allowing the moody, introspective music to wash over

            him, willing himself to relax muscle by muscle, letting the events of the day sort themselves out in his mind. Just fifteen

            hours earlier, he’d been fishing for trout in Chihuahueños Creek. Now here he was, sitting in a Manhattan hotel room, with

            twenty thousand dollars in his pocket, a death sentence on his head, and a strange man’s blood on his hands.

         
 

         

         He stood up, shrugged out of his shirt, and walked into the bathroom to wash his hands and arms. Then he stepped out and put

            on a fresh shirt. Covering the bed with plastic garbage bags, he carefully spread out Wu’s clothes, which had been cut off

            in the emergency room and already gone into the medical-waste stream. He’d had a devil of a time retrieving them. A heartwarming

            Christmas story about a broken promise, a Hong Kong tailor, and a lost puppy had finally done the trick—but just barely.

         
 

         

         After the clothes were carefully arranged, Gideon laid out the contents of Wu’s wallet, the spare change from his pockets,

            passport, rollerball, and an old-fashioned safety razor in a plastic case, no blade, which he had found in Wu’s suit coat

            pocket. That was all. No cell phone, no BlackBerry, no calculator, no flash drive.

         
 

         

         As he worked, dawn broke over the city, the hotel windows shifting from gray to yellow, the city waking up with car horns

            and traffic.

         
 

         

         When everything was laid out in geometric precision, he looked it over, finger pensively placed on his lower lip. If the man

            was carrying the plans for a new kind of weapon, it was not at all obvious where they were—if he had even been carrying

            them on his person. Clearly, the list of numbers Wu had gasped out to him at the accident scene couldn’t be the complete set

            of plans—​such plans, even in highly compressed form, would take up a significant amount of data. They would have to be stored

            digitally, which meant he was looking for a microchip; a magnetic or bubble memory device; a holographic image stored on some

            medium; or perhaps a laser-read storage device such as a CD or DVD.

         
 

         

         It seemed logical that the man would have kept the plans on his person—or, more exotically, perhaps embedded within his body.

            Shuddering slightly, Gideon decided he would deal with the “inside” question later—first he would carefully search all of

            Wu’s few possessions.

         
 

         

         From a group of shopping bags dumped by the door, he removed an electronic device he had just purchased—​amazing how in Manhattan

            you could get anything at any time of the night or day, from bombs to blow jobs—​opened the box, and began setting it up.

            Called the MAG 55W05 Advanced Countermeasures Sweep Kit, it was a device used by private investigators, CEOs, and other paranoid

            people to sweep areas for bugs. Completing the assembly, he perused the manual quickly, then fired it up.

         
 

         

         With painstaking slowness, he moved the device’s sweeping wand over the clothing spread out on the bed. No hits. The wallet

            and its contents—​money, business cards, family photos—​were also negative, except for the magnetic stripe on the single credit

            card Wu carried. When the sweeping wand went over the magnetic stripe, the MAG 55 bleeped and blinked and bars went flickering

            up and down the LED screen. It seemed there was data on the stripe, but exactly how much he couldn’t be sure: all the MAG

            55 told him was that it was less than 64K. He’d have to find some way of downloading and examining it.

         
 

         

         Wu’s Chinese passport also contained an embedded magnetic stripe along the outer edge of the front cover, just as US passports

            did. Using the integrated reader of the device, he was able to determine that this stripe held data, and that it, too, was

            less than 64K. He scratched his head thoughtfully. That seemed too small to credibly detail the workings of a secret weapon.

            Advanced technology could compress data a great deal, but he wasn’t sure just how much.

         
 

         

         The passport and credit card would have to be further analyzed.
 

         

         He threw himself in a wing chair, closing his eyes. He hadn’t slept in twenty-four hours. He listened to the rich chord progressions

            of “Very Early,” letting his mind wander through the swirling colors and rhythms. His father had been a jazz aficionado and

            he remembered him every evening in his easy chair, head bent over the hi-fi, listening to Charlie Parker and Fats Waller,

            his foot tapping to the music, his bald head nodding. It was the only music Gideon listened to, and he knew it well, very

            well…

         
 

         

         The next thing he knew, he was waking up, the closing bars of “If You Could See Me Now” fading on the player.
 

         

         He got up, went into the bathroom, stuck his head under the faucet, and turned on the cold water. Toweling his head dry, he

            emerged with a new spring in his step. Gideon had an ability to get by on very little sleep, and to wake from catnaps feeling

            completely refreshed. It was now almost nine AM, and he could hear the maids talking in the hall.

            

         
 

         

         Packing away the sweep kit, he began a painstaking visual examination of Wu’s clothing with a jewelry loupe, using an X-Acto

            knife to open up seams and double layers. The clothing was stiff, soaked with blood in places, with bits and pieces of metal,

            glass, and plastic stuck to it. He removed each piece with tweezers, laying it on a paper towel for further examination. The

            trousers in particular were bloody and shredded. Where the blood was thick and caked, he carefully soaked the area with wet

            paper towels, then blotted it dry, picking out every little piece.

         
 

         

         Four hours later he had finished. Nothing.
 

         

         Now for the shoes. He had saved the most likely hiding place for last.
 

         

         Noon. He hadn’t eaten since lunch the day before, a sandwich up in the mountains, and now the only substance inside his stomach

            was a dozen espressos. It felt like he’d drunk a pint of battery acid. No matter: he picked up the phone and ordered a triple

            espresso from room service, hot, hot.

         
 

         

         He took the shoes out of a paper bag and set them on the coffee table. They were Chinese-made knockoffs of John Lobbs. Both

            were caked with hardened blood—Wu’s legs had been crushed. One shoe was horribly mangled and had been cut off the foot; the

            other was merely caked in gore. In the summer heat, they had already begun to smell.

         
 

         

         Clearing a space, he examined the right shoe with the sweep kit. Nothing. A knock came on the door and he went outside—keeping

            the door mostly shut—took the coffee, tipped the bellhop, and drank it down with a single gulp.

         
 

         

         Ignoring the boiling feeling in the pit of his stomach, he went back to work, taking the shoe apart, methodically, piece by

            piece, and labeling each with a felt-tipped pen. First the heel came off; then he unstitched the sole and detached it, laying

            the pegs and stitches in neat rows to one side. With the X-Acto blade, he unstitched all the leather pieces and laid them

            out. The heel was of leather, built up in layers, and he carefully separated each layer and laid them side by side. A second

            sweep revealed nothing. Still using the X-Acto knife, he split every piece of leather, examining both sides and sweeping them

            all again. Yet again, nothing.

         
 

         

         He repeated the process on the other shoe without success.
 

         

         Gideon packed everything away in ziplock bags, labeling each one, and then sorted and stacked it all into a large Pelican

            case he had bought for the purpose, locking it up tight. He leaned back in the chair. “Sink me,” he muttered exasperatedly.

            This was getting tedious. The thought of all the money Glinn had promised revived him a little.

         
 

         

         Now for the inside work. It seemed unlikely, but he had to be thorough. But first: Music to Search Entrails By. Something

            a little more stretched out. He decided on Cecil Taylor’s Air.

            

         
 

         

         He picked up a thick manila folder from the bedside table—the complete suite of ER X-rays, head to toe, to which he was entitled

            as Wu’s “life partner.” Pulling the shade off the lamp, he held up the first X-ray to the bulb and examined it with the loupe,

            inch by careful inch. The head, upper chest, and arms were clean, but when he came to the lower midsection his heart just

            about stopped: there was a small white spot indicating metal. He grabbed the loupe and examined it, and was immediately disappointed.

            It was indeed a fragment of metal, but nothing more than a twisted piece that had obviously gotten embedded in the car accident.

            It was not a microchip, or a tiny metal canister, or secret spy gizmo.

         
 

         

         There was nothing in the stomach or intestinal tract indicating any sort of container, balloon, or storage device. Nothing

            in the rectum, either.

         
 

         

         It horrified him to look at the X-rays of the legs. Embedded in them were more than a dozen bits of metal—​all showing as

            irregular white spots, along with grayer pieces that he guessed were fragments of glass and plastic. The X-rays had been taken

            from several directions, and he was able to get a crude idea of the shape of each piece—​and none of them even remotely resembled

            a computer chip, a tiny canister or capsule, or a magnetic or laser storage device.

         
 

         

         He had a vision of the owlish man descending the escalators, frightened and peering about, small, serious—and courageous.

            For the first time Gideon considered the risk the man had taken. Why had he done it? It would be a miracle if the man ever

            walked again. If he even survived. At the hospital, Wu had remained in a coma; they’d had to cut a hole in his cranium to

            relieve the pressure. Gideon reminded himself that this hadn’t been an accident. It was attempted murder. No, with the death

            of the innocent cabdriver and half a dozen bystanders it was actual murder—​mass murder.

         
 

         

         Shaking off these thoughts, he slid the X-rays back into their manila folder and rose, going to the window. It was late afternoon—he’d

            been at it all day. The sun was already setting, the long yellow light spilling down 51st Street, the pedestrians casting

            gaunt shadows.

         
 

         

         He’d hit a dead end—or so it seemed. What now?
 

         

         His growling stomach reminded him it was high time to put something in there besides coffee. Something good. He picked up

            the phone, dialed room service, and put in an order for two dozen raw oysters on the half shell.
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         The police junkyard was located on the Harlem River in the South Bronx, in the shadow of the Willis Avenue Bridge. Gideon stepped

            out of the cab to find himself in a bleak zone of warehouses, and industrial lots stacked with old railroad cars, abandoned

            school buses, and rusting containers. A smell of muck and dead clams came drifting off the river, and the white-noise of evening

            rush-hour traffic on the Major Deegan Expressway hummed in the air like a hive of bees. He’d lived in a neighborhood not much

            different from this—the last in a succession of increasingly squalid homes he’d shared with his mother. Even the smell was

            familiar. It was an intensely depressing thought.

            

         
 

         

         A chain-link fence topped with concertina wire surrounded the facility, fronted by a rolling gate on wheels next to a guardhouse.

            Beyond the fence sat an almost empty parking lot fringed by dying sumacs, behind which squatted a long warehouse. Beyond

            that and to the right lay an open-air junkyard of stacked and pancaked cars.

         
 

         

         Gideon strolled up to the guardhouse. A swarthy-looking cop sat behind the plastic windows, reading a book. As Gideon approached,

            he slid open the street-side window with a hammy arm covered with gorilla hair. “Yeah?”

         
 

         

         “Hi,” said Gideon. “I was wondering if you could help me?”
 

         

         “What?” The cop still had his nose in the book. Gideon shifted to see the cover: he was surprised to see it was City of God by Saint Augustine.

            

         
 

         

         “Well,” said Gideon, putting on his most fawning, obsequious tone, “I’m so sorry to bother you.”
 

         

         “No bother,” said the cop, finally putting down the book.
 

         

         Gideon was relieved to see that, despite the beetling Neanderthal brows and heavy five o’clock shadow, the man had a friendly,

            open face. “My brother-in-law,” Gideon began, “Tony Martinelli, he’s the cabbie that was killed in that accident last night.

            The one where a guy ran him off the road on a Hundred Sixteenth Street—​you read about that?”

         
 

         

         Now the cop was interested. “Of course. Worst traffic accident in years—it was all over the news. He was your brother-in-law?

            I’m sorry.”

         
 

         

         “My sister’s really broken up about it. It’s just terrible—got two babies at home, one and three, no money, big mortgage on

            the house.”

         
 

         

         “That’s really tough,” said the cop, laying the book aside and appearing genuinely concerned.
 

         

         Gideon took a handkerchief from his pocket, mopped his brow. “Well,” he said, “here’s the thing. He had a religious medallion

            hanging from the rearview mirror. It was a beautiful one, sterling silver, owned it forever. Saint Christopher.”

         
 

         

         The cop nodded in understanding.
 

         

         “Tony went to Italy, the Jubilee Year in 2000—and the pope blessed that medallion. Blessed it personally. I don’t know if

            you’re Catholic, but Saint Christopher’s the patron saint of travelers, and he being a cabbie and all—well, that medallion

            was the most precious thing he owned. That moment with the pope was the high point of his life.”

         
 

         

         “I’m Catholic,” said the cop. “I know all about it.”
 

         

         “That’s good, I’m glad you understand. I don’t know if you can do this or not, and I wouldn’t want to get you into trouble—​but

            it would mean so much to his widow if she could have that medallion back. To, you know, put in the casket and bury it with

            her husband. It would give her such comfort to be able to do that…” His voice cracked. “Excuse me,” he said, fumbling out

            a kerchief he had bought for that purpose, blowing his nose.

         
 

         

         The officer shifted uncomfortably. “I understand what you’re saying. I feel for her and her kids, I really do. But here’s

            the thing.”

         
 

         

         Gideon waited patiently.
 

         

         “Here’s the thing,” the cop repeated uneasily, seeking a way to say it. “The wrecked car is evidence in a homicide investigation.

            It’s locked up right now, nobody can even get to it.”

         
 

         

         “Locked up?”
 

         

         “Yeah. Inside an evidence cage in there.” He jerked a thumb toward the warehouse.
 

         

         “But surely someone could just go in there and get the medallion off the mirror? That’s not evidence.”
 

         

         “I understand. I really do. But that taxicab’s totally locked up. It’s in a chain-link cage, with a chain-link roof over it

            and everything. And the warehouse itself is locked and alarmed. You’ve got to understand, chain of custody for evidence is

            crucial in a case like this. The cab is evidence: there are scratches on it, paint from the other vehicle, evidence of ramming.

            This is a major homicide case—seven people died in that accident and others were badly injured. And they’re still looking

            for the scumbag who did it. Nobody can get in there except authorized personnel, and even then only by filling out forms and

            going through red tape. And everything they do to the car has to be videotaped. It’s for a good reason, to help us catch those

            responsible and make sure they’re convicted.”

         
 

         

         Gideon’s face fell. “I see. That’s too bad, it would mean so much.” He looked up, brightening, as with a new idea. “Tony won’t

            be buried for a week or two, at least. Will it be locked up very long?”

         
 

         

         “The way these things work, that cab will be locked up until the guys are caught, there’s a trial, maybe an appeal… It could

            be years. I wish it wasn’t like that.” The officer spread his hands. “Years.”

         
 

         

         “What am I going to tell my sister? You say the warehouse is alarmed?”
 

         

         “Alarmed and guarded, twenty-four seven. And even if you could get in there, as I said, the vehicle’s locked inside an evidence

            cage way in the back and not even the guard has a key.”

         
 

         

         Gideon rubbed his chin. “Chain-link cage?”
 

         

         “Yeah, sort of like those cages they use in Guantánamo.”
 

         

         “The cage is also alarmed?”
 

         

         “No.”
 

         

         “How’s the warehouse alarmed?”
 

         

         “Doors and windows.”
 

         

         “Motion sensors? Lasers?”
 

         

         “Nah, there’s a guard who makes his rounds every half hour in there. I think it’s just the doors and windows that have alarms.”
 

         

         “Video cameras?”
 

         

         “Yeah, they’re all over. The whole area’s covered.” He paused, his face becoming serious. “Don’t even think about it.”
 

         

         Gideon shook his head. “You’re right. What the hell am I thinking?”
 

         

         “Be patient. Eventually you’ll get that medallion back, and maybe by then you’ll have the satisfaction of seeing the perp

            doing twenty-five to life at Rikers Island.”

         
 

         

         “I hope they fry the bastard.”
 

         

         The cop reached out and laid a hammy hand on Gideon’s. “I’m very sorry for your loss.”
 

         

         Gideon nodded quickly, pressed the cop’s hand, and walked off. When he reached the end of the block, he turned and looked

            back. He could see, under the eaves of the warehouse’s corners, a cluster of surveillance cameras providing full coverage

            of the outdoor area. He counted them: twelve from this vantage point alone. There would be many more on the other side of

            the building and an equal number within.

         
 

         

         He turned and pondered what he’d learned. The fact was, most of what people called security systems were pastiches, just a

            lot of expensive electronic shit slapped up willy-nilly with no thought to building a coordinated, comprehensive network.

            One of Gideon’s worst habits, which ruined his enjoyment of museum-going, was his propensity to figure out how many ways he

            could rip the museum off: wireless transmitters, vibration and motion sensors, noncontact IR detectors, ultrasound—it was

            all so obvious.

         
 

         

         He shook his head with something almost like regret. There would be no challenge here at the police warehouse—none at all.
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         Three o’clock in the morning. Gideon Crew sauntered down Brown Place and crossed 132nd Street, weaving slightly, muttering

            to himself. He was wearing baggy jeans and a thin hoodie sporting a Cab Calloway silkscreen—​a nice touch, he thought—​which

            flopped over his face. The fake gut he had purchased at a theatrical supply store hung hot and heavy on his midriff, and it

            pressed heavily on the Colt Python snugged into his waistband against his skin.

            

         
 

         

         He crossed the street, stumbled on the opposite curb, and continued down 132nd toward Pulaski Park, alongside the chain-link

            fence surrounding the police warehouse. The sodium lamps cast a bright urine glow everywhere, and the separate security floods

            around the warehouse added their own brilliant white to the mix. The gatehouse was empty, the gate shut and locked, the rolls

            of concertina wire at the top of the fence gleaming in the light.

         
 

         

         Reaching the point where the fence made a turn toward an old set of railroad tracks across an overgrown and abandoned parking

            lot, now used for storage of old tractor-trailers, he staggered around the corner, searching here and there as if looking

            for a place to piss. There was no one in the area he could see, and he doubted anyone was watching, but he felt certain the

            surveillance cameras were recording his every move; they probably weren’t monitored in real time, but they surely would be

            scrutinized later.

         
 

         

         Staggering alongside the fence, he unzipped his fly, took a steaming leak, then continued to the tracks. Turning again, now

            out of sight from the street, he suddenly crouched, reached into his pocket, and pulled a stocking down over his face. The

            bottom of the chain-link fence was anchored into a cement apron with bent pieces of rebar and could not be pulled up. Reaching

            under his baggy sweatshirt, he pulled out a pair of bolt cutters and cut the links along the bottom, then up one side beside

            a pole. Grasping the cut section of links, he bent them inward. In another moment he was inside. He pushed the flap of chain

            link back into place and looked around.

         
 

         

         The warehouse had two huge doors in the front and back, into which had been set smaller doors. He scooted up to the back door

            and found, as expected, a numerical keypad with a small LED screen to set or turn off the alarm. No peephole or window—the

            door was blank metal.

         
 

         

         Naturally, he didn’t know the code to turn off the alarm. But there was someone who did, inside; all he needed to do was summon

            him.

         
 

         

         He knocked on the door and waited.
 

         

         Silence.
 

         

         He knocked again, louder. “Yo!” he called.
 

         

         And now he could hear, inside, the sound of the guard moving toward the door.
 

         

         “Who is it?” came the disembodied voice.
 

         

         “Officers Halsey and Medina,” Gideon barked out in a loud, officious voice. “You okay? We got a silent alarm going at the

            precinct house.”

         
 

         

         “Silent alarm? I don’t know anything about it.” Gideon waited as the guard pressed the password into the keypad on the other

            side. The numbers came up only as asterisks on the external LED screen.

         
 

         

         As the door began to open, Gideon ducked back around the corner, then fled to the outdoor wrecking yard he’d previously picked

            out as a hiding place. He climbed a stack of pancaked cars and lay down on top, watching and waiting.

         
 

         

         “Hey!” shouted the guard at the threshold of the open door, looking about in a panic but not daring to venture outside. “Who’s

            there?” There was real alarm in his voice.

         
 

         

         Gideon waited.
 

         

         An alarm began to whoop—the guard had pulled it, right on cue—and within five minutes the cop cars arrived, three of them

            screeching up at the curb, the occupants leaping out. Six cops.

         
 

         

         Gideon smiled. The more the merrier.
 

         

         They began a search of the place, three taking the inside of the warehouse, and three searching the wrecking yard. Naturally,

            most of them being out of shape, they did not attempt to climb the stacks of crushed cars. Gideon watched them poking and

            shining their lights all over for about thirty minutes, amusing himself by reconstructing the complex bass line of the Cecil

            Taylor number he’d listened to the previous afternoon. They then inspected the perimeter fence but, as he’d figured, missed

            the carefully concealed gap he’d created.

         
 

         

         Meanwhile, just as he’d hoped, the other three cops and the guard were coming and going from the warehouse without bothering

            to shut, lock, or alarm the door in their haste. Finally, search completed, the six cops gathered in the parking lot with

            the guard beside their cars, where they radioed back to the precinct.

         
 

         

         Gideon climbed down the heap of flattened cars, ran out of the junkyard, flitted across the parking lot, and flattened himself

            against the warehouse wall. He crept up to the door, which was still halfway open, and slipped inside.

         
 

         

         Keeping to the shadows, he found a new hiding place inside the warehouse, in a far corner behind two deep rows of chain-link

            cages, each protecting a car. It was stifling in the building, the muggy dead air redolent of gasoline, oil, and burned rubber.

         
 

         

         Another fifteen minutes passed and the guard came back in, shutting and locking the door behind him and resetting the alarm.

            Gideon watched as the man walked the length of the warehouse and settled into a lighted area at the far end, replete with

            a chair and desk, a huge bank of CCTV monitors—and a television set.

         
 

         

         And sure enough, the guard turned on the set, swung his feet up, and began to watch. It was some old show, and every few moments

            there was a laugh track. He listened. Was that really the penetrating voice of Lucille Ball and the answering bark of Ricky

            Ricardo? God bless the unions, Gideon thought, that had fought so hard for the right of municipal employees on night duty

            to have access to a TV set.

         
 

         

         On his hands and knees, Gideon crawled along the row of cages, peering inside, until at last he found the wrecked Ford Escape.

            He removed the bolt cutters and a thick cotton rag. Winding the rag around the first chain link, he waited for the laugh track;

            made the cut; rewound the rag around the next link; waited for the laugh track; cut again.

         
 

         

         He finished as the show ended with the usual burst of pseudo-Copacabana music. Opening the flap he’d created, he crawled inside.
 

         

         The car was an absolute mess. It had been pried apart and cut into several pieces that were so mangled they were only vaguely

            recognizable as belonging to a vehicle. It was still drenched in blood and gore and smelled like a butcher shop on a hot summer’s

            day. Crawling around it, Gideon located the rear passenger area where Wu had been sitting and wormed his way inside. The seat

            was sticky with blood.

         
 

         

         Trying his best to tune this out, he forced his hands into the space behind and groped around. Almost immediately he felt

            something hard and small. He grasped it, slipped it into a ziplock bag he pulled from his pocket, and sealed the bag with

            a feeling of triumph.

         
 

         

         A cell phone.
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         In Roland Blocker’s four years of working the night shift at the warehouse, nothing had ever happened. Absolutely nothing.

            Night after night it was the same routine, the same rounds, the same comforting parade of late-night, black-and-white television

            sitcoms. Blocker loved the peace and quiet of the vast space. He had always felt safe, cocooned in the warehouse with its

            heavy metal doors and alarms and ceaselessly vigilant cameras, all safely enclosed within a twelve-foot chain-link fence topped

            by concertina wire. He’d never been bothered, no burglary attempts, nothing. After all, there was nothing to steal either

            inside or out—except wrecked cars, cars hauled out of the rivers with dead bodies in them, cars found with bodies locked in

            their trunks, burned-out cars, drug-smuggling cars, shot-up cars. What was there to steal?

            

         
 

         

         But now, after the incident, with the cops gone, he felt spooked for the first time. That had been the strangest damn thing,

            that voice outside the door. Had he really heard it? A couple of the cops who’d responded to his alarm hinted around that

            maybe he’d been sleeping and had a dream. That pissed Blocker off—he never slept on the job. The surveillance cameras were

            always on and God only knew who might check the tapes later.

         
 

         

         I Love Lucy had ended and the next show up was The Beverly Hillbillies, Blocker’s favorite of the night’s lineup. He tried to relax as the theme song started, the twang of banjos and the overdone

            hick accent always making him smile. He bent down to crank up the A/C and adjust the vents so they blew more directly on him.

            

         
 

         

         And then he heard a sound. A clink—​as if a piece of metal had dropped lightly onto the cement floor of the warehouse. He

            dropped his legs off the desk and, fumbling for the remote, muted the TV set to listen.

         
 

         

         Clank came the sound again, closer this time. Suddenly his heart was pounding in his chest. First the voice, now this. He scanned

            the bank of inside CCTV monitors, but they showed nothing.

            

         
 

         

         Should he pull the alarm again? No, the cops would never let him live that down. He considered calling out and realized that

            was plain stupid—if some intruder was in the warehouse, they wouldn’t answer.

         
 

         

         Heaving himself out of the chair, Blocker unhooked his Maglite and headed in the direction of the second sound, moving cautiously,

            his free hand resting easily on the butt of his service piece.

         
 

         

         Reaching the area from which the sound had come, he shone the light around. This corner contained stacked pallets of old shrink-wrapped

            pieces of cars, all labeled—evidence that had been cut from vehicles years before but couldn’t yet be tossed.

         
 

         

         Nothing. He was just nervous, spooked by the earlier thing—that was all. Maybe rats had gotten into the warehouse. He went

            back to his little office and sat down, turning the sound of the television up, a little higher than usual this time. The

            noise comforted him. It was the episode where the banker fakes an attack of wild Indians on the Clampett mansion, one of his

            favorites. He cracked open a fresh Diet Coke and settled down to enjoy it.

         
 

         

         Clank.

            

         
 

         

         He sat up again, muting the television, listening intently.
 

         

         Clank.

            

         
 

         

         It was such a regular sound, unnatural, almost deliberate, coming from the same damn area. The CCTV monitors remained empty.

            Once again he rejected the idea of pulling the alarm.

         
 

         

         Getting back to his feet, he yanked out the flashlight and shifted it to his left hand, unsnapping the keeper on his sidearm

            with his right and sliding out the weapon. He walked back to the corner from which the sounds had come and paused, hoping

            to hear it again. Nothing. He advanced, this time deciding to go behind the stacks of pallets to see if there was something

            or someone hiding between them and the wall.

         
 

         

         He slowly walked down a long aisle between pallets, pausing just before the last one, listening. Still nothing. Weird.
 

         

         Moving tentatively now, he approached the final stack of pallets and ducked around the corner, shining his light along the

            wall.

         
 

         

         He felt something not unlike a displacement of air behind him and spun around; a black shadow burst out of the darkness but

            before he could scream there was a flash of steel and he felt a violent tug across his neck, and then everything was tumbling

            and crazy and red—and then it was over.
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         Gideon Crew waited, listening. There was someone else inside the warehouse who was not the guard: he was sure of it. The guard

            had heard it, too, and gone to inspect; returned; then investigated again. The second time he had not returned and Gideon

            had heard a faint scuffling sound, following by the sound of something wet landing softly on the floor.

            

         
 

         

         He waited, absolutely still and unmoving. From his vantage point inside the car, he could see through several breaks in the

            wreckage, giving him a view of the central, cleared aisle of the warehouse, very broad, that ran to the security area at the

            far end. The guard was still gone, and he was taking much too long to investigate.

         
 

         

         Gideon heard a soft plop, and then something rolled out from between two stacks of pallets on the right side and came slowly to rest in the open area.

            

         
 

         

         The guard’s severed head.
 

         

         Gideon’s mind kicked into overdrive. He knew instantly it was a trap—a way to flush him out, frighten him, or induce him to

            investigate. Another person was loose in the warehouse—and now Gideon was the target.

         
 

         

         Quickly he reviewed his options. He could stay and fight, stalk his stalker. But his opponent was holding all the cards; he

            evidently knew exactly where Gideon was, he had worked it all out, he had lured and killed the guard so efficiently that there

            hadn’t even been a sound… Gideon’s instincts told him this guy was very, very good, a true professional.

         
 

         

         So what to do? Get the hell out. He already had the cell phone, and additional searching had turned up nothing else.
 

         

         But that was obviously one of the things his opponent—or opponents—expected him to do. Opponents. Now that was a chilling thought.

            

         
 

         

         He needed to do the unexpected. But what could be unexpected here? Gideon was well protected inside the twisted car, but

            any move he made to leave it would potentially expose him.

         
 

         

         He was fucked.
 

         

         As he mulled it over, he realized that the killer, or killers, had been tracking his progress all along. Now they were probably

            in position, aiming at his cage, just waiting for his appearance. They wouldn’t have rolled out the head if they didn’t know

            where he was.

         
 

         

         There was a way out. It was a huge risk, but at least it had the advantage of leaving him alive. He had no other options.

            

         
 

         

         He glanced at his watch. Then he eased the Colt Python out of his waistband and aimed it carefully at the lock on the door

            leading outside the warehouse. He squeezed off a shot, which sounded thunderously in the enclosed space, the round clipping

            the alarm keypad. The siren began to whoop again.

         
 

         

         Now it was a question of outwaiting the killer. Because at some point the unknown assailant would have to bolt. And then Gideon

            would have to get his own ass out.

         
 

         

         Who was it? The driver of the black SUV? It had to be—they’d have gotten a good look at him during the chase.
 

         

         A shot rang out, ripping into the wrecked taxi with a clang, followed by another and another, heavy-caliber rounds that punched

            through the metal like butter. Gideon realized with dismay that the killer wasn’t going to run, at least not immediately.

            He had, for better or worse, forced the man’s hand.

         
 

         

         At least he now knew where the shots were coming from. Flattening himself within the wreckage, keeping behind the engine block,

            he took aim and waited. Boom came the next shot; he saw the muzzle flash and quickly returned fire. Already he could hear the sirens. How long had it

            taken before the police arrived last time? About five minutes.

            

         
 

         

         He glanced at his watch again. It had already been three.
 

         

         Another pair of rounds banged through the metal, bracketing him, spraying him with paint chips, and he returned fire once

            again. The sirens were getting louder—and then he heard wheels screeching to a stop outside.

         
 

         

         He saw a flash of black behind the pallets—​the killer was finally fleeing. Backing quickly out of the ruined rear seat, he

            jumped up, ready to sprint to the door, when two more rounds suddenly whined past him. As he dove to the floor he realized

            the son of a bitch had feinted, pretending flight, in order to flush him out. He rolled, fired, and saw the black-clad figure

            vanish into a dark corner; he evidently had his own method of ingress and egress.
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