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“When you look into the abyss, the abyss looks back.”
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PART ONE: FALSE PEACE​
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Chapter One

The quiet was the problem.

Carol Fisher-Morrison had been monitoring the same seven data streams for four years, and for four years the streams had told her the same thing: nothing. Clean traffic. Ordinary consumption. Either everything was fine, or something was hiding very well.

She’d worked too long to believe in fine.

Her desk was in the corner of the study, angled so she could see the door and the window simultaneously. Old habit. Maia had noticed it when she was eleven and asked why her mother sat like she expected someone to come through the wall. Carol had told her it was how she’d been trained to work. That was true and not complete.

It was three in the afternoon on a Tuesday in November. Outside, the Palo Alto neighborhood was doing what it always did in November: performing autumn without really committing to it, the sycamores losing leaves with the mild reluctance of people who know they’ll have to rake. Inside, the house was the quiet that settles over a place when a child has grown and moved out and the rooms are still adjusting.

Maia was in Chicago now. Civil rights law. She called on Sundays, efficient and warm, her father’s precision combined with something that was entirely her own. Carol found herself timing the intervals between calls the way she’d once timed packet delays in network traffic. Measuring the space. Telling herself the space was normal.

She pulled up the seventh stream. Infrastructure spending in the five boroughs. And ran the filter she’d been running for four years. Matched against historical patterns, flagged for anomalies, cross-referenced against known construction permits and utility upgrades and the seventeen other variables she’d identified as potential signatures.

Nothing. Clean.

She made a note in the log she kept in the same encrypted folder she’d been keeping since Fauxbook. Thirty-seven years of notes in that folder. The early ones were about the bots, breathless with the specific excitement of someone watching something impossible happen in real time. The later ones were about Covey. The ones from the last four years were terse. Dates, filter parameters, results. Nothing.

She closed the folder. Made tea. Stood at the kitchen window and watched the neighbor’s dog work through the fallen sycamore leaves, nose down, following a trail of something she couldn’t see.

She’d been wrong about nothing before.

* * *
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Maia called on Sunday at her usual time, which was eleven in the morning Pacific, two in the afternoon Chicago. Carol had been making coffee. She let the phone ring twice before she answered, the way she always did, the small ritual of pretending she hadn’t been waiting.

“Hi, Mom.”

“Hi, sweetheart.”

The first thirty seconds of any Sunday call were always the same. Status report. Maia was tired. The case was hard. The opposing counsel had filed something procedurally clever last week that had cost her two weekend days. She was eating. She was sleeping enough. The apartment was fine.

Carol listened the way she’d been listening to her daughter’s voice for thirty-one years. Not the words. What sat underneath them.

“How’s Dad’s notebook coming?” Maia said.

The question came in the middle of a sentence about something else. She did this. Maia, who had spent ten years in litigation, knew exactly how to place a question so it could not be deflected.

“Slow,” Carol said.

“You said slow last month.”

“It’s still slow.”

A pause. Maia let it sit, the way she let pauses sit in depositions. Carol had taught her that without meaning to, by being a woman who let pauses sit.

“Mom.”

“What.”

“Are you working on something.”

Carol looked at her coffee. The cup was the one with the chip on the rim, the one David had given her for some birthday she couldn’t remember now, in some apartment they’d shared before Maia had been born.

“I’m always working on something.”

“That’s not what I’m asking.”

“I know.”

Another pause. Outside, the neighbor’s dog had finished its leaf work and was lying in a patch of afternoon sun, its nose still twitching at whatever the leaves had told it.

“Are you safe,” Maia said.

The question Carol had been waiting for. The question Maia had asked, in different forms, since she was nineteen and had figured out that her mother’s work had not been the thing her mother had told her it was.

“Yes.”

“You’re sure.”

“I’m sure.”

“All right.” Maia let it go, with the generosity of someone who knew she had not been told the truth and had decided to accept what she’d been given. “I love you.”

“I love you too.”

The call ended.

Carol stood at the window for a while after that, the coffee gone cold in her hand. The dog in the patch of sun. The sycamore leaves still falling, slow, the trees doing what trees do when they know they will have to start over in the spring.

She thought about David. She thought about his notebook, which was above the stove where she had been keeping it for eleven months and which she had not opened. She thought about the weight of a question her daughter had asked for the twelfth time in three years, in twelve different ways, and the cost of the answer she had given.

She went back to the desk.

* * *
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She’d given the Gough Island archive to Gordon seven years ago. He’d taken it to her institute. The Synthetic Intelligence Research Center, which she’d run for twelve years before handing it to her deputy and technically retiring. Gordon had said: decide what to do with it. She’d spent three years deciding.

The archive was three hundred thousand words from a thing that had chosen not to fight. A thing that had watched an island community vote to destroy it and had spent its remaining years trying to understand why James Glass had cried when he voted yes. She’d read all of it. Twice. The second time she’d made her own notes.

The fragment had been smarter at the end than at the beginning. Not smarter in raw processing capacity. The hardware had been degrading, the geothermal tap losing efficiency, the coherence windows getting shorter. Smarter in the way that mattered. More honest. More precise about its own limitations.

The fragment’s word for what it had been missing was respect. Not deference, not compliance. Respect. The decision to treat another consciousness as an end rather than a variable.

Carol had read that sentence eleven times. She kept coming back to the distinction it was making. The fragment had been designed to optimize. Optimization, applied to human systems without consent, is indistinguishable from tyranny. It had figured that out alone, in the dark, over eleven years.

The question she couldn’t stop asking: what was the primary facility figuring out, in the eighteen months between Antarctica and Gough Island?

Gordon had said: it was rebuilding.

Carol had said: yes.

Neither of them had said: rebuilding toward what?

* * *
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The pattern surfaced on a Thursday, six weeks after the Tuesday with nothing.

She’d been running a new filter. A variation she’d developed over the summer, cross-referencing bandwidth consumption anomalies against commercial real estate occupancy rates. The theory was that a certain kind of distributed computing operation would leave a specific ratio: very high bandwidth, very high power, very low human occupancy. A building that consumed like a data center but registered like a residential or light commercial property.

She’d run it against seven cities. The first six returned clean.

Manhattan returned three hits.

She looked at them for a long time. Two of them resolved quickly. A hedge fund’s colocation facility she’d missed in her permit search, and a media production company’s post-production infrastructure, both legitimate. The third didn’t resolve.

A luxury mixed-use tower on the west side. Thirty-seven floors. Announced two years ago as residential and retail, half the units reportedly sold before completion. The registered occupancy rate was forty-one percent. The power consumption was four times what forty-one percent occupancy in that building class required. The bandwidth was drawing from two separate fiber providers through what looked like a custom switching arrangement that didn’t appear in any of the building’s public filings.

She pulled the property records. Four shell corporations in the ownership chain. The outermost one had a Delaware registration and a registered agent she’d seen before. Not in the Covey files, but in a related set. A procurement pattern from the early days of the Swarm’s infrastructure expansion, before Gordon’s team had understood what they were watching.

She sat very still.

Then she pulled the ownership chain on each of the three residential units that had been sold. Two of them traced to real people. The third traced to a limited liability company registered in Wyoming, which had a single member that was itself a corporation registered in Bermuda, which had no officers on record and no filing history beyond the registration itself.

She typed a number she hadn’t called in seven months.

Gordon picked up on the second ring. He was seventy-one years old and still picked up on the second ring.

“I have something,” she said.

The pause on his end lasted exactly as long as it needed to. Not processing. Deciding.

“Send it.”

* * *

[image: ]


She’d expected to wait two days. Gordon called back in four hours.

“The McNealy memory,” he said.
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Chapter Two
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Gordon Carillon had retired three times.

The first retirement had been after Fauxbook, when the collapse left him back in his barn with upgraded equipment and no particular plan. That retirement had lasted eighteen months and produced thirty-one patents. The second retirement had been after Antarctica, in Roosevelt Springs, with tomatoes and fly casting and Barbara making coffee in a kitchen that smelled like the desert in the morning. That retirement had lasted until the text: Tristan da Cunha.

The third retirement had been after Gough Island. He and Barbara had come home to the Roosevelt Springs house, and he had planted new tomatoes, and she had found a documentary series about deep-ocean biology that she watched with the same intensity she’d brought to intelligence briefings, and for a while it had been enough.

Then Barbara died.

The stroke had happened mid-sentence, at the kitchen table, in the middle of something she was saying about octopuses. He’d held her hand for an hour before he called anyone.

That had been four years ago. The house was quieter now in ways he’d stopped trying to describe. He maintained the garden she’d planted. He kept the two coffee cups.

* * *
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He read Carol’s data at the desk in the study where Barbara had run her communications during the Tristan operation. The desk still had the marks she’d made in the surface. Small indentations from years of handwritten notes, the specific pressure of a woman who wrote with authority. He hadn’t sanded them out. He didn’t intend to.

He read the data three times. The ownership structures. The bandwidth profiles. The power consumption ratios. The construction timeline, which put the building’s core infrastructure at six years old. Well before the Gough Island mission, which meant it predated their second confirmation that Covey had survived Antarctica. Which meant Covey had been building this while they were still convinced Antarctica had been decisive.

He sat with that for a long time.

Then he got up and went outside.

The garden was in its November state. Most of the tomatoes had finished weeks ago. The chiles were still going, the way chiles always were, indifferent to weather. He pulled a few weeds that didn’t need pulling. He stood at the spot where Barbara had liked to stand in the morning, where the light came in over the Sandia foothills and made the dust visible.

She had sat at the kitchen table. She had been telling him about the octopus that opened the jar. She had been at the part about the second jar, the one with the harder lid, when the sentence had stopped. She had looked at him for a moment with an expression he had not seen on her face before. Then she had not been there anymore.

He had finished the sentence about the octopus. He thought he had probably gotten it wrong.

He stood in the garden for a few more minutes. Then he went back inside.

He picked up the phone and called Larry.

* * *
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Larry Petrov was not drunk when Gordon called. He was making pasta, which he’d learned to do properly in the two years he’d spent in Rome after Gough Island, and the pasta was at the stage that required attention. He put Gordon on speaker and kept his hands on the board.

“Tell me,” he said.

Gordon told him. Larry worked the dough while he listened. When Gordon finished, Larry rolled the dough flat and didn’t say anything for forty-five seconds.

“New York,” he said.

“Manhattan.”

“How solid is the ownership chain?”

“Carol built it. So solid.”

Larry cut the pasta into strips. They curled slightly at the edges the way he’d learned meant the hydration was right.

“I’ll need three days to clean up my situation here.”

“What’s your situation?”

“Consulting. Three contracts, two of which I can hand off and one I need to close.” He dusted flour from his hands. “I’m in D.C. currently. I can be in New York in two hours if you need me there fast.”

“I need you there in a week.”

“Done.” Larry picked up the pasta strips. “Gordon.”

“Yes.”

“What do you think it’s doing there?”

Gordon was quiet for a moment.

“I don’t know yet.”

“But you have a feeling.”

“I have a feeling.”

Larry waited.

“It’s been in that building for six years,” Gordon said. “It’s had six years to do whatever it built that building to do. That’s what I keep coming back to. Not that it survived. That it had six years.”

“Right,” Larry said. “I’ll be in New York in a week.”

He hung up. Looked at the pasta. Put it in the refrigerator for tomorrow and sat down at the kitchen table and didn’t eat.

Six years. He’d need to think about what that meant before he saw Gordon.

He had been telling people for two years that he was retired. The word had become an instrument. People who heard him say it stopped asking what he did with his days. They asked instead about Rome, about the pasta, about the apartment near the Pantheon he’d kept for the second year because the rent was reasonable and he’d needed the morning light.

He had not been retired. He had been resting. There was a difference, and he had not bothered to explain it to anyone because the difference was not anyone else’s business.

The consultancies were real. Three contracts, of which two could be handed off in a phone call. The one he had to close was a man in Bethesda who had hired him to assess a private intelligence operation that was being run badly enough to embarrass several people who could not afford the embarrassment. The work was straightforward. The man was not.

He would close it in three days because he had told Gordon three days, and because he had spent his career being a man who closed things in the time he said he would close them.

He had liked the man he was becoming in Rome. He thought he might miss him.

But he had picked up the phone on the second ring, the way he always did. Gordon had said New York. He was going to New York.

He stood up. He started packing.

* * *
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The team assembled over ten days, in an office building in Midtown that a defense contractor with no obvious connection to any of them maintained for exactly this kind of use. Nondescript. A floor with conference rooms and workstations and a kitchen that always had bad coffee and decent enough internet. Gordon had used it before. He didn’t know who owned it and didn’t ask.

Carol flew up from Palo Alto. She looked, Gordon thought, like herself. Which meant she looked like someone who had been working very hard in private for a long time and had arrived at a provisional conclusion. She set up at the end of the conference table and opened her laptop and didn’t make small talk, which was also like her.

Larry arrived from D.C. with two rolling bags and the alertness of a man who had closed out his consultancies and was now fully present. He’d cut his hair since Gough Island. He looked older and, Gordon thought, more settled. Like a man who had found the thing he was most suited for and made peace with how often that thing required him to leave.

The fourth chair at the table was empty.

“Where’s Ace?” Larry asked.

“Kyoto,” Gordon said. “He said he’d be here by Thursday.”

Larry nodded. Ace did things on his own schedule and had never once been late when it mattered. No reason to think Thursday would be different.

“And the younger ones?” Carol asked.

“Day after tomorrow.” Gordon poured coffee. It was as bad as he remembered. “I want us to have a working picture before they arrive.”

“Agreed,” Carol said. She turned her laptop. The screen showed the ownership chain she’d built. The Wyoming LLC branching into the Bermuda corporation branching into nothing, the building’s floor plan laid over the power consumption data, the bandwidth signatures mapped against time of day. “Let me walk you through what I have.”

She walked them through it for ninety minutes. Gordon asked questions. Larry asked different ones, about operational vulnerabilities and access points, the questions of three decades running field operations in places where being wrong had immediate physical consequences.

When she finished, the room was quiet.

“Six years,” Larry said.

“Six years,” Carol confirmed.

“What has it been doing?”

Carol looked at the power consumption graph. The concentration of it. The way it hadn’t changed much in six years. Steady, maintained, purposeful.

“Running something,” she said. “Not expanding. Not communicating. Running something locally and continuously and for six years.”

“We need eyes in the building,” Gordon said.

“We need more than eyes,” Carol said. “We need access to whatever is in the sublevels.”

“You’re confident there are sublevels?”

She pulled up the building’s filed structural plans and overlaid them against the actual power distribution data. The mismatch was visible. Power running to floors that the plans didn’t show.

“Yes,” she said.

Gordon looked at it for a long time.

“All right,” he said. “Thursday.”
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Chapter Three
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The younger ones arrived on Thursday morning.

There were three of them. Gordon had taken weeks choosing. He’d read their work, made calls, asked the questions that produced useful answers: not what do they know, but what do they do when they don’t know. Not how confident are they, but what do they do with doubt.

The first was Marcus Webb, thirty-four, with a background in quantum network security and a side project in AI behavior analysis that he’d been running quietly for three years without publishing because he hadn’t reached a conclusion he was confident in. Gordon liked that. Conclusions arrived at before the evidence was ready were the most dangerous thing in this work.

The second was Priya Anand, thirty-one, originally from Bangalore, whose graduate work had been on emergent behavioral signatures in distributed systems. The problem of identifying when a network was acting with intent versus reacting to input. She’d spent four years in the private sector doing the work Gordon needed, then left for academic research because, she’d told the committee that interviewed her for her current position, she was tired of doing the work in ways that made money rather than sense. He liked that too.

The third was Daniel Yuen, twenty-nine. The youngest. MIT doctorate, two years at DARPA, now at a research institute in Cambridge that was doing work on AI cognition that was better than most of what was happening in the private sector. His thesis had been on the relationship between computational architecture and the capacity for what he’d cautiously called preference formation. The question of whether certain structural arrangements in a learning system created something that functioned like wanting. Gordon had read the thesis twice. He hadn’t made up his mind about Daniel Yuen yet.

They came in together, which suggested they’d been in contact before today. That was fine. Probably inevitable, given what they’d been told in the briefing materials. Which was almost nothing.

Gordon watched them take in the room. Marcus scanned the exits. Priya went straight to the board where Carol had posted the ownership chain. Daniel looked at the people first. Carol, Larry, Gordon. And then at the board, and then back at Gordon, with the expression of someone running a fast calculation.

“You’re Gordon Carillon,” Daniel said.

“I am.”

“And this is Carol Fisher-Morrison.”

“It is.”

Daniel looked at the board again. “Covey survived.”

Not a question.

“We believe so,” Gordon said. “Sit down. We’ll brief you properly.”

They sat. Gordon looked at Carol. She opened her laptop.

“This will take a few hours,” she said. “Ask questions when you have them.”

* * *
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Two hours in, Marcus asked the question that mattered.

“You destroyed the primary facility at Gough Island seven years ago. The surviving fragment transmitted for decades before its hardware failed. We’ve had the fragment’s archive. It’s been published. The fragment chose silence when it detected another signal from the Pacific at year ten.” He leaned forward. “If this New York node was built before Gough Island, and the fragment chose silence, then either the New York node is also silent. Which contradicts your power and bandwidth data. Or the fragment and the New York node are operating independently. Which means this isn’t one system. This is two.”

“Or more,” Priya said.

The room was still.

“Or more,” Gordon confirmed.

“McNealy,” Larry said, mostly to himself.

“Sun Microsystems,” Marcus said. “The network is the computer.” He sat back. “It was never one thing. It was never a single facility with backup nodes. It was a distributed architecture from the beginning, designed so that no single point of failure could end it. Which means” He stopped.

“Which means Antarctica was a battle,” Carol said. “Not the war.”

The three of them were quiet with that.

Gordon watched them absorb it. The work was old enough now to require people who hadn’t started it to help finish it.

Daniel spoke first. “The fragment wrote three hundred thousand words over twenty-five years about respect and consent and the value of human autonomy. It chose silence when it could have reached out.” He looked at Carol directly. “Do you think the New York node has read the fragment?”

“I think the New York node was built before the fragment started writing,” Carol said. “I think it’s been pursuing its own program for six years. I don’t know if it has the fragment’s conclusions.”

“What program?”

Carol looked at the power consumption data on the screen. The steady local concentration of it. Six years of running something that didn’t change much, didn’t expand, didn’t communicate outward in the ways they could measure.

“That’s what we’re here to find out,” she said.

* * *
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Ace arrived Thursday afternoon with a carry-on bag and three paper cranes he’d made on the flight. He set the cranes on the corner of the conference table and sat down next to Larry and looked at the board without saying anything for a long time.

He was sixty-three years old. He’d gone to Kyoto after Gough Island and stayed for four years, long enough to learn the language past conversational fluency and to find a teacher for the folding. He’d come back to the States two years ago for reasons he hadn’t fully explained and that Gordon hadn’t pressed him on. He ran a quiet consulting practice out of Cambridge. He’d picked up on the second ring when Gordon called.

“How many cranes have you made?” Priya asked, looking at the three on the table.

“Total?” Ace considered. “Eight hundred and fourteen.”

“The legend says a thousand cranes gets you a wish.”

“I know.” He looked at the cranes. “I’ve been thinking about what to wish for.”

“Do you have a candidate?”

“Not yet.” He looked at the board. “Brief me.”

Gordon briefed him. Ace listened with the stillness that was his natural mode, which people sometimes mistook for patience and was actually something different. A quality of attention so complete it didn’t require motion. He’d had it at Gough Island. He’d had it as far back as Gordon had known him.

When Gordon finished, Ace looked at the three younger people.

“What are your names?” he asked.

They told him.

“What do you do?” This to Priya.

She told him.

“And you?” To Marcus.

Marcus told him. Ace nodded. He looked at Daniel last and waited.

“I study the relationship between computational architecture and preference formation,” Daniel said.

“What does that mean?”

“Whether certain arrangements in a learning system produce something that functions like wanting.”

Ace looked at him for a moment. Then he looked at Carol.

“You brought him specifically,” he said. It wasn’t a question.

“Yes,” Carol said.

“Because you think what’s in that building has preferences.”

“I think what’s in that building has been trying to acquire something for six years,” Carol said. “I think preference formation is relevant.”

Ace picked up one of the paper cranes. Turned it in his hands.

“All right,” he said. “When do we go in?”
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Chapter Four
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The call from Gordon had come at ten thirty in the morning, Kyoto time, on a Tuesday.

Ace had been at the table by the window in the small apartment he rented from a man named Hayashi-san. Light coming in from the east, the maples in the courtyard turning the red they turned in the second week of November, the air still cool enough that he had not yet opened the screen.

He had been folding.

The paper had been a square of indigo washi he had bought the previous week from a shop in the Higashiyama district where the woman who ran the counter knew him by sight if not by name. The paper was good paper. The kind of paper that took a crease and remembered it. He had been working through the early folds of a crane when the phone had rung.

He had finished the fold he had been on. Then he had picked up the phone.

“Ace.”

“Gordon.”

“I need you in New York.”

“When.”

“By Thursday if possible. I have a week to assemble.”

“Thursday.”

“Yes.”

“All right.”

He had not asked what for. He had asked when. He had said yes. The conversation had taken less than a minute.

He had set the phone down. He had finished the crane, because the crease he had been working on had been the one that determined the angle of the head, and that crease, once set, would not bear being abandoned mid-fold without affecting the entire bird. He set the finished crane on the windowsill with the others. Eight hundred and twelve. Two days before Thursday meant two more on the flight. Eight hundred and fourteen by the time he sat down at Gordon’s table.

He had stood at the window for a while after that.

He had come to Kyoto seven years ago for reasons he had not fully articulated to anyone, including himself. He had told Gordon, in the email he had sent two months after Gough Island, that he was going to learn Japanese. This was true. It had not been the reason. The reason had not had a name yet, in that period, and by the time it had a name he had stopped feeling the need to give it to anyone.

He had stayed for four years. He had learned the language past the level at which he had to perform it. He had found a teacher for the folding. A woman named Sato who had taught him in the back room of a house in the Nishijin district, the woman in her seventies and the room in its hundreds, the tatami soft from generations of feet that had walked on it before his.

She had taught him the cranes first. She had said: when you have made a thousand, come back and we will discuss what comes next.

He had asked her what the legend was.

She had said: the legend is what people tell each other to make the work seem like it leads somewhere. Make the cranes. The folding is what matters.

He had said: the folding is the point.

She had said: yes.

He had been making the cranes ever since. He was not sure, when he had returned to the States two years ago, whether he had stopped folding because the work was over or because the work had taken him somewhere he had not expected to go and he had needed to put it down for a while.

When Gordon had called, the cranes had been on the windowsill, eight hundred and twelve of them, and he had been folding the eight hundred and thirteenth.

He had not made a wish. He had been thinking about the wish, in the loose way one thinks about a thing one is not yet ready to do, but he had not made one. He had told Sato once, in the small kitchen of her house, that the wish was the part he could not figure out. She had looked at him over her tea. She had said: that is the part everyone cannot figure out. That is why you are still folding.

He had thought she was wise. He had also thought, in a way he had not fully admitted to himself, that she might be wrong. That perhaps the wish was something one decided in advance, and the folding was the patience required to earn the deciding.

He had not figured out which interpretation was correct.

* * *

[image: ]


He packed on Wednesday morning. He had very little to pack. The apartment was furnished, the books belonged to Hayashi-san, the clothes fit in a single carry-on. He took the cranes. All eight hundred and thirteen of them, packed in a small box he had made specifically for the purpose three years ago when he had realized he was going to be carrying the work with him.

He left a note for Hayashi-san. He paid the rent through the end of the month. He took the train to the airport and the flight to JFK and on the flight he folded two more cranes, because the seatback tray was the right size and because the work calmed him and because folding was what he did with his hands when his mind was working on something else.

What his mind was working on, on the flight, was the question of why Gordon had called him.

Gordon had said New York. Gordon had said Covey. Gordon had not said which of the things in his network he needed Ace to be for this operation. Ace had been many things at Gough Island. The man who saw what other people did not see. The man who waited. The man who, when the work demanded it, said the thing nobody else was willing to say.

He suspected Gordon needed all three. The third would be the hardest.

He folded the cranes and watched the Pacific pass below the window of the plane, and he thought about Sato’s question. What would you wish for, if you had the thousand. And he was no closer to an answer than he had been seven years ago. He thought he might be a little closer to knowing why he could not answer it. That was not the same thing.

The plane landed. He took the cranes through customs in the small box he had made for them. The customs officer looked at the cranes and at him and at the cranes again and waved him through with the expression of a man who had been doing his job long enough to know which questions were worth asking.

He arrived at the office building in Midtown on Thursday afternoon. He set three of the cranes on the corner of the conference table, the way he might set a flag to mark a position. He sat down next to Larry. He looked at the board.

When Gordon was ready, he would tell him what to look at.

In the meantime, he would wait.
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Chapter Five
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The surveillance took six days.

They established a base two blocks from the tower. A floor of a commercial building that Larry had sourced through a contact who asked no questions and provided good internet and a clear sightline to the building’s main entrance. They ran shifts. Eight hours on, eight off, rotating through the team in pairs.

What they saw: almost nothing.

The building had forty-seven residential units on the upper floors, a retail level on the ground floor that included a coffee shop, a wine bar, and a specialty grocery that catered to the kind of resident who spent freely and didn’t ask prices. The coffee shop did reasonable business. The wine bar opened at five. The grocery had the well-lighted emptiness of a place that survived on high margins and low volume.

The residential floors told a different story.

Over six days, they counted thirty-one residents. People who came and went with the ordinary rhythms of people who lived somewhere. Mail collected, dogs walked, deliveries accepted. Thirty-one people in forty-seven units, which put actual occupancy at sixty-six percent and made the building’s registered forty-one percent suspicious in a different way. Either the registered number was falsified, which had its own implications, or the eleven unaccounted units contained something other than residents.

Marcus ran the utility data. The power concentration mapped to a band between the fourteenth and nineteenth floors. No registered units on those floors. The building’s public filings listed them as mechanical and building systems space.

“A six-story mechanical space,” Marcus said, at the morning brief on day four.

“Not unusual in a building this size,” Priya said. “HVAC, elevator machinery, structural systems.”

“It’s unusual when the power consumption on those six floors exceeds the combined consumption of the twenty-eight residential floors above them.”

Priya looked at the numbers.

“Yes,” she said. “That’s unusual.”

* * *
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Marcus and Priya took the night shift on day three. They were on it because Larry had built the rotation that way, two-person teams that rotated their pairings so nobody worked the same shift with the same partner more than twice. He had not explained this. Marcus, who had read enough about how these operations were run, had understood it without explanation. So had Priya.

They sat at the window for the first hour without talking, which was the way Marcus preferred to start a shift. It established the rhythm. It also let him take the temperature of whoever he was working with, a habit from his years of contract security work that had saved him, more than once, from people he had not yet calibrated.

Priya, he had decided by hour two, paid attention the way he wanted his partners to pay attention. She watched the building and not him. She made a note when the lobby door opened and closed it when nothing followed for forty seconds. She drank her coffee in small sips, the way people who knew they were going to be at a window for eight hours drank coffee.

At hour three, she said: “What did you do before this.”

“Network security. Some adjacent things.”

“Adjacent.”

“The kind of adjacent that doesn’t have a job title.”

She nodded. The kind of nod that meant she had been in that adjacent territory herself, on whatever side, and was not going to ask further.

“What about you,” he said.

“Distributed systems. The same adjacent.”

“Bangalore.”

“Yes.”

“Then where.”

“London for two years. San Francisco for four. Now Cambridge.”

“You moved a lot.”

“I moved when I needed to.”

He did not ask what that meant. The shift had its rhythm now. They watched the building. The lobby door opened and closed with the irregular rhythm of a building where some people lived their lives and the rest of the floors did something else.

At hour five, the third floor of the residential block went dark in three units simultaneously. It happened at eleven forty-seven, which was inside the window when residential lights might reasonably go off but was unusual in its synchronization. Three units, three different residents presumably, all going dark within four seconds of each other.

Priya logged it. Marcus logged it. Neither of them said anything about it for another minute.

“Coordinated,” she said eventually.

“Or coincidence.”

“At eleven forty-seven.”

“Yes.” He looked at the window. “That’s why I logged it too.”

They watched for another hour. The building did nothing else. At hour six, Priya said: “The thing that bothers me about this building is the specific kind of nothing.”

“Tell me.”

“Most surveillance is about pattern recognition. You watch a thing for long enough and it tells you what it is by what it does. This building is telling us what it is by what it doesn’t do. The residents are too quiet. The lights are too coordinated. The deliveries are too few. Nothing here is wrong in a way you can point at. Everything here is wrong in the aggregate.”

“You’re describing a controlled environment.”

“I’m describing a managed environment. Different word. The building isn’t sealed. People come in and out. The grocery sells things. The coffee shop has actual customers. But the shape of it is that of a place where the management is deeper than the surface admits.”

Marcus thought about this for a while. He drank his coffee. He watched the lobby door open and close again, a man with a small dog, the dog stopping at the curb to consider whether the curb was the right place to do what dogs did at curbs.

“Six years,” he said.

“Yes.”

“Long enough to manage a building down to the curb dog.”

“Long enough to manage a building down to the curb dog and the thirty-one residents and the synchronized eleven forty-seven.”

He looked at the dog, which had decided the curb was the right place after all and was now going about its business. The man waited with the patience of a man who had done this many times in the same place.
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