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				It’s a thirty-two-ounce Rawlings composite. I feel the weight in my hands. The balance is slightly off from a dent on the tip.

				I grasp the bat on either end and stretch out in the parking lot after the game. Natick vs. Wellesley. My Natick teammates are all around me, high school jocks doing what they do after a win. Celebrating. Big-time.

				I celebrate, just like them.

				This is what I think to myself:

				I am one of you. I am young. I am a winner.

				I smile and stretch.

				After a moment, I shift my weight onto my back leg and I swing hard. Jack Wu comes up behind me at the same time. The bat misses his head by an inch.

				A big man in a black suit tenses nearby. Tenses but doesn’t interfere.

				This is Jack’s bodyguard and driver, a shadow behind Jack whenever he goes out. Jack’s dad is rich. Rich and nervous.

				Jack hates the bodyguard. He’s told me a dozen times. Jack and I are friends, so he tells me these things.

				“Watch it with the bat, dude,” Jack says, and he punches me on the shoulder. A playful punch.

				The Suit steps forward, and Jack spins around, anticipating him.

				“Down, Rover,” he says, like he’s talking to a pit bull.

				The Suit grins like he’s in on the joke, but I wonder if he wouldn’t slap the hell out of Jack if he had the chance. Instead he leans back against the sleek black Mercedes and waits.

				“You killed it out there,” Jack says. He head-gestures toward the field.

				“I do my best,” I say.

				“Your best kicks ass and takes names,” Jack says, and he punches my shoulder again.

				This time the big man doesn’t move. But the other players are looking at us.

				Two punches on the arm. A way of asserting dominance.

				Dominance is a threat. It must be dealt with.

				I run a checklist in my mind:

				I can let him punch me. Choose a lower status.

				I can retaliate in equal measure, with equal force.

				I can escalate. Assert my dominance.

				Which should I choose?

				Jack is supposed to be my friend. A teenage friend would punch a buddy the way he punched me. When in doubt, emulate. That’s what I’ve been taught.

				So it’s option two.

				I give Jack a light punch on the shoulder.

				“Ow!” he cries in mock pain. “Take it easy on me.”

				This entire transaction takes no more than two seconds:

				I swing the bat.

				Jack punches. I punch back.

				We both laugh as the Suit looks on.

				This is what you’d see if you were watching us now. Two jocks, buddies, teasing one another.

				“You want to come back to the bank vault?” Jack says.

				The bank vault. That’s what Jack calls his house.

				“For a little bit,” I say.

				Jack steps toward the car. The Suit reacts quickly, opening the back door for him.

				“My friend is coming with,” Jack says to him.

				“Yes, sir,” he says, and he gestures for me to get into the car.
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				It’s the kind of leather seat that pulls you in, begs you to relax against it. A seat that says, You are being taken care of. You are being driven where you need to go.

				I imagine having a father who can afford things like this. Expensive cars. Expensive bodyguards. Not just afford them, but a father who wants his son to have them. Wants him to be taken care of.

				But this is not something I should be thinking about now. Not when there’s work to do.

				I glance at Jack. He’s leaning back with his eyes closed.

				“I was thinking,” he says.

				“That’s unusual for you,” I say.

				“Asshole,” he says.

				He smiles, his eyes still closed.

				“I was thinking about you and me.”

				“Stop right there,” I say. “You’re making me nervous.”

				“Can I be serious for a minute?” Jack says.

				“You want to get all heavy for sixty seconds, I’m not going to stop you.”

				“I was thinking that you’re a real friend.”

				“You’ve got tons of friends,” I say.

				“Not guys I invite over to the house. Not guys I trust.”

				“You trust me?”

				“For real,” Jack says.

				The Suit in the front seat coughs. A warning to Jack? A reminder that he’s still here? Or nothing at all. A tickle in the throat.

				“If you trust me, can I borrow a hundred bucks?” I say.

				“I don’t trust you that much,” Jack says.

				He laughs.

				He punches my arm.

				I let him do it.
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				The large metal gate slides open to reveal a long driveway, a guard hut set twenty feet in.

				We pull up to the hut and the Suit nods to a guard. He lifts two fingers. Two people coming in, Jack and me. The guard marks it down on a clipboard. He’s seen me before and it’s not a big deal.

				We continue around a hairpin turn and the house comes into view. Big but not lavish. The Suit stops to let us out.

				Jack types a code to gain access to the house.

				The front door beeps to announce our entry. Front door open, it says.

				It beeps again when the door is closed. Front door closed, the electronic voice says.

				Jack’s dad wanders by with a beer in his hand. Chen Wu is his name. His friends call him John. He’s the CEO of a high-tech firm along Route 128. Lots of government contracts.

				Does he need all this security?

				I know he likes it. It makes you feel important to have a lot of people with guns around you. It makes you feel safe, and more importantly for him, it makes his wife feel safe. That keeps her from giving him a hard time.

				It’s not just Mr. Wu. All the CEOs are edgy right now. There was some violence a year ago. An important kid got shot during an attempted kidnapping while on spring break in Mexico. The Fortune 500 went security crazy. Now rich kids like Jack need a commando team to take a dump.

				“Nice to see you, boys,” Jack’s dad says.

				“What’s up, Dad?” Jack says. “Gotta take a squirt. Pardon my French.”

				He turns to leave.

				“Hey, I can’t stay too long,” I say.

				“You gotta go?” Jack says, disappointed.

				“Gotta call my mom,” I say. “I guess it’s morning wherever she is.”

				“Crap in a bag,” Jack says.

				He shoots up the stairs.

				“You have time for a cold one?” Jack’s dad says.

				“Beer or soda?”

				“How old are you?” he says.

				“Sixteen.”

				“Soda for you. But it was a nice try.”

				I shrug like I’m bummed out, and I follow him through the den.

				“How was the game?” Jack’s dad says.

				“Amazing,” I say. “You should come sometime.”

				“High-school ball is not really my thing,” he says.

				But it’s his son’s thing, so what does it matter?

				I see this a lot with the Fortune 500. Mr. Wu is always working. Except Friday nights. His only downtime, and he doesn’t want to spend it with his family. He relaxes for the evening, then works again all weekend.

				So be it. It’s Friday night and he’s here. So am I.

				That’s the important thing.

				We head into the kitchen, and the conversation drifts to the Red Sox. We’re in Boston, so we have to talk Sox.

				I notice an expensive knife block on the counter with one of the knives missing from its slot. A wide slot. This is a knife big enough to be used as a weapon.

				I scan the room.

				The sink.

				The knife is sitting on a cutting board next to the sink, ten feet away from us. A safe distance away.

				I relax and exhale. I sit at the table, and I reach into my backpack and take out a ballpoint pen.

				Jack’s dad looks at me from the refrigerator, a question on his face.

				“You taking notes?”

				“When you talk baseball, I listen,” I say.

				Jack’s dad smiles. I smile.

				When in doubt, emulate.

				I turn the cap and double click, exposing the point.

				Jack’s dad reaches forward to hand me the cold soda.

				I push the end of the pen into the meat of his forearm. The action depresses a miniature plunger.

				His eyes widen as the drug hits him. His mouth puckers, forming the familiar Wh—

				Maybe it’s why he’s trying to say.

				Maybe it’s what, as in What are you doing?

				But the drug is fast acting. Its actual speed depends on age and conditioning, which is bad news for Jack’s dad.

				He’s out of shape.

				So it is fast. Faster even than a word can form.

				Jack’s dad stumbles, and I catch him, place him on the floor by the kitchen table. I don’t let him fall because I don’t want Jack running downstairs to see what caused the noise. I don’t want anyone else rushing in. Not yet.

				I need fifteen seconds.

				Six seconds to lay him down, arranging the body, limbs splayed as if from a fall. I use an elbow to knock over the can of beer next to him. The foam hisses.

				Five seconds to put away my pen and notebook, zip the backpack where it hangs from the back of a chair.

				Four more seconds to play out the chain, let the chemical reaction in Mr. Wu’s body take him beyond the point of resuscitation.

				Fifteen seconds.

				Done.

				I look at the body. The man that was Jack Wu is gone.

				A husband is gone.

				A father is gone.

				“I trust you,” Jack said.

				That was your mistake, I think.

				Twenty seconds have passed. The outside edge of my operational window.

				“Oh my god!” I say. “Help!”

				I fling open the front door. “Someone!” I shout.

				Jack comes running down the stairs, and his face turns white with shock. A sound comes out of him, something between a moan and a scream.

				The security people rush in. One look at the body and the first guy knows.

				It’s all a show after that.

				I stand to the side and watch it happen.

				Resuscitation attempts, the ambulance, all of it.

				I push forward like I want to be in the middle of the action, be near my friend Jack. The Suit from the baseball game stops me.

				He puts an arm on my shoulder, gently, like he’s my father or something. I want to shrug it off, but I don’t.

				“Maybe it would be better if you stepped away,” he says.

				“What about Jack—?”

				“It’s a family matter,” he says.

				I relax my shoulders beneath his arm.

				“I need my backpack,” I say.

				He steps into the fray, grabs my backpack, hands it to me, and guides me out the door.

				I glance back. My last image is of Jack on the sofa, his back hunched, his head almost to his knees.

				A profile of grief.

				All because of me.
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				Past the security vehicles, the police officers, the chatter of voices over shortwave radios.

				“Do you need a ride?” the gate guard says.

				“I’m good,” I say.

				“Tough day,” he says.

				“Terrible,” I say.

				“It happened on my watch,” he says, shaking his head. “But they can’t blame me, right? I’m not God. I don’t get to decide when and where.”

				Not true. You don’t have to be God to decide when and where. You only have to take action and be willing to deal with the consequences.

				“Take care of yourself,” he says.

				“I always do,” I say.

				He opens the gate for me, and I’m out.

				I walk down the street slowly, like someone who is traumatized. But I’m not traumatized. I’m already thinking about what comes next. I’m reviewing my exit strategy.

				And maybe, just for a moment, I’m thinking about Jack.

				He was my best friend for four weeks.

				But not anymore.

				He might not like it much that I killed his father. Not that he’ll know. The drug leaves no trace. Jack’s dad had a heart attack. That’s what the autopsy will show, if there is an autopsy. Strings will be pulled. Or the modern equivalent—computer keys pressed.

				If an autopsy is done, it will show nothing at all.

				Natural causes.

				That’s my specialty. People die around me, but it never seems like my fault. It seems like bad luck following good.

				Good luck: You meet a great new friend at school.

				Bad luck: A tragedy befalls your family.

				The two don’t ever seem connected, but they are.

				Jack didn’t know that when we became best friends a month ago. I slipped into his life easily, and now I’m slipping out just as easily.

				I’ve broken another guy’s heart, changed the course of his life. Lucky for me, I can do it and not feel it.

				I don’t feel anything.

				Not true.

				I feel cold, I feel hungry, I feel the fabric of a new shirt rubbing against my skin, and I feel gravel beneath my feet.

				But those are sensations, not feelings.

				I had feelings once, too. I think I did. But that was a long time ago.

				That was before.
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				And he was my best friend.

				Or so I thought.

				He was the new guy in school, but he didn’t seem new. The minute he started, it seemed like he’d been there forever.

				“What are you into?” he said the first time I talked to him.

				“I like to read,” I said.

				I was twelve then, and I had so many books that my dad had to build a second bookcase in my room.

				“You read that vampire stuff?” he said.

				“No. Action, adventure. Sci-fi if it’s good.”

				“Cool,” he said. “Me, too.”

				It didn’t feel strange when we became instant friends, like when you feel separated at birth. A brother from another mother. That’s what they call it.

				Within a week we were inseparable. Within two he was sleeping over at the house.

				We stayed up late, defying my parents, talking about everything under the sun. We exchanged books. We talked about girls.

				It was during that year that I noticed girls were wearing bras, and you could see through their shirts if the light was right. Mike taught me you should always let the girl get between you and the window on a sunny day because it improved your viewing options. I thought he was a genius.

				Mike and me. Two twelve-year-old kids, laughing and shooting the crap, thrilled to have found a partner in crime in each other.

				In hindsight, I should have found it strange that I never saw his house, never met his parents. He said his dad was a corporate lawyer who traveled for business. My dad was a professor and scientist who sometimes went to conferences, so I knew what he meant. Kind of.

				His mom got overwhelmed, he said. She didn’t like kids around.

				My mom got overwhelmed, too. Not with guests, but with my dad. At the time they’d been fighting for what seemed like months. I didn’t know what it was about, but it was one of those fights that was going on even when it wasn’t, even when everything was quiet.

				It went on for so long, it felt like our family was having a nervous breakdown.

				I told all this to Mike.

				He was my friend. It felt good to tell him, to confide in him.

				I didn’t know he was going to kill my parents.
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				Memories come. I don’t know why.

				They go away eventually if I keep moving.

				I’m a mile from Jack’s now, walking down the street, moving toward my egress point. If all has gone as planned, I should be clear and on my way out of town.

				Should be.

				I’m not.

				I sense it a moment before it happens. Something in the air shifts. Everyone has intuition, but not everyone knows how to listen to it. I’ve been trained to listen, to perceive small changes in the environment around me, to predict outcomes before they happen.

				And I’ve been trained to react.

				My intuition tells me something is about to happen.

				And then it does.

				A dark gray sedan comes around the corner. The car jerks slightly when the driver sees me. It happens in a split second, like when someone spots a pothole at the last moment and pulls the wheel to avoid it.

				But there’s no pothole. Only me.

				It’s a natural human reaction. When you spot what you’re looking for, your body reacts. In poker they call it a tell, a physical tic that reveals what’s going on with the player.

				This driver has a tell. That’s good.

				Because by the time the car pulls to a stop in the middle of the road, I’ve had a few seconds to prepare.

				I rapid-scan the area:

				Empty road behind. Stone and gravel surface beneath. A spattering of houses set way back from the road, their views obscured behind thickets of trees.

				And the car in front of me, twenty yards away.

				I continue for a few steps, and the license comes into view. It’s not one of Jack’s dad’s cars. This car has diplomatic plates.

				The doors open. Four Asian men in suits get out. They do it casually, as if the non sequitur of four men in suits stopped in the middle of a suburban street is no big deal.

				Choices:

				I could escape into the woods. See how good they are on foot and separated.

				Some would say that’s the best strategy in this situation, divide power and take it on little by little.

				Some say that. I don’t.

				There’s another trick that I learned from the people who trained me. Don’t diffuse power; concentrate it. Get it too close together, where its effectiveness is reduced.

				That’s the trick I will use.

				The problem: I never carry a gun, and my weaponized ballpoint pen and other tools were dropped down a sewer. I left my empty backpack in a Dumpster a ways down the road.

				So I’ve got nothing to rely on but my training.

				It should be enough.

				But I can’t know for sure.

				I stay on the same trajectory, moving toward the car. Ten yards away now. I keep my posture nonthreatening. I’m a sixteen-year-old kid walking down the street. That’s what I want them to see.

				It’s also the truth. I am sixteen. I am walking.

				As I get closer, I can hear the men talking to each other in Mandarin. I see the cheap material of their suits, and I see how their jackets fit poorly over bulky shoulders.

				Diplomats do not have bulky shoulders. Maybe one guy if he’s into fitness. Not four in a row.

				I don’t know these guys. I didn’t come across them on the assignment with Jack. But they know something about me because they’re looking at me like I’m dinner at the zoo.

				This could get interesting real fast.

				“Hey,” the first one says. “We’re lost. Can you give us directions?”

				His English is good. His ploy is not.

				Nobody stops his car on a diagonal in the middle of the road to ask for directions.

				It’s ridiculous, but I’m a teenager, so people often underestimate me.

				Most teenagers fight against that because they want to prove how tough they are.

				Not me.

				It’s good to be underestimated. It’s what’s known as a tactical advantage.

				So when the Chinese guy asks for directions, I say, “Sure. Where are you headed?”

				He’s a little surprised, but not totally.

				Still underestimating.

				“I’ve got the address on my phone,” he says.

				He holds out an Android phone for me to look at. The guy next to him shifts his eyes toward it. The phone is arm’s length away. Which means I have to come within arm’s length to read it.

				I move closer.

				The two guys in the back step in, tightening the net. They relax at the same time. This is going to be easy. That’s what they’re thinking. I see it reflected in their posture.

				Two rows of two. I’m walking toward them and putting the story together at the same time. Thick chests, tight haircuts, and diplomatic plates. I’m probably looking at Chinese spies. I’m guessing Jack’s father was in business with them, and that’s the reason I was sent here.

				But I don’t know for sure. I don’t need to know.

				Asking questions is not what I do. I’m given an assignment, and I carry it out.

				Most of the time it’s simple, but something has gone wrong because they’re here, and I’ve been detected.

				I’ll save the questions for later.

				Only one thing matters right now.

				Survive.

				I do not fight for sport. I fight when it is necessary.

				If they get me in a car with diplomatic plates, it’s all over. There will be no police interference, no help for me at all.

				I cannot let that happen.

				The guy who spoke English holds out his phone to me. I think of one of those deep-sea fish that has an appendage dangling in front of its mouth to attract prey. A fish with its own fishing rod, designed by nature.

				AP Biology, Subtopic 3C: Competition and Predation.

				This guy has his phone. He dangles it.

				I take the bait.

				Literally take it. Out of his hands.

				I twirl and smash the phone into the bridge of his nose. I don’t ask questions, and I don’t hesitate. Not against four men.

				The glass shatters. His nose shatters.

				Before he even hits the ground, I’m on to the next man. This time it’s the corner of the phone. I spin and swing, and he takes it in the left eye. A quick adjustment, and I stab the phone into his right eye. The globe resists briefly before rupturing.

				Two down.

				Surprise was my advantage. No more.

				The third man comes. He’s bigger than the others. Much bigger. He guards his face as he moves. He won’t be fooled like his friends.

				So I fool him another way.

				Noting the fourth man has cleared to the edge of the road, I dive for the open car door. It’s exactly where number three wanted me a minute ago. But a minute is a long time in a fight. He thought he’d be putting me in the back seat. The fact that I’m already there means he has to come after me.

				I move as though I’m going to jump through the door and out the other side.

				I do half of that. I get into the car. I don’t get out again.

				He comes.

				It’s a narrow space. Flexibility wins over bulk in a narrow space.

				I’m flexibility. He’s bulk.

				He tries to get his arms around to swing at me, but there’s not enough room.

				I still have the phone. This time I use it like brass knuckles. I tuck it in my fist, and I lash out hard three times.

				It stuns him, but doesn’t disable him.

				I slip out, and when he comes after me, I bash the door into his face.

				He drops to the ground, out cold.

				He knows how to take a punch, but he doesn’t know how to take a car door to the head. Nobody does.

				I look up to find the fourth man waiting with his gun out.

				He’s got a gun, and I’ve got a broken phone in my hand.

				Not what you’d call a fair fight.

				A stupid guy with a gun would think he’d already won. Not the fourth man. He’s smart. He’s been watching and learning.

				He stays far away from the phone, away from me and outside of my striking range.

				He keeps the gun aimed at my center mass. Which means he knows how to use it. If you aim at someone’s head and they move quickly, there’s very little chance you’re going to hit them. Not so if you keep the weapon on center mass.

				I don’t use guns, but I know all about them. At least enough to know that I’m screwed.

				He motions with his head for me to turn around. Doesn’t wave the gun barrel like an inexperienced man would do.

				If I turn now, I’ve lost.

				I don’t think he’s going to shoot me. He’s going to take me somewhere and ask questions. That’s a lot worse than being shot.

				I think of my father. The last time I saw him I was twelve years old. He was taped to a chair and bleeding. Someone had asked him questions.

				Questions are bad.

				That day with my father was a long time ago. Another time, another life.

				Now there is a man with a gun.

				Now I must look for options.

				Now I must survive.

				The fourth man shouts at me in Mandarin. I don’t know what he’s saying, but he’s angry. He knows what I’m trying to do. Stall. Work the angles. And with three of his colleagues down and bleeding, he’s not treating me like a sixteen-year-old anymore.

				I look at the gun. I look at his eyes.

				Cold.

				I’m in trouble.

				And then the phone rings.

				The Android phone in my hand. The glass is shattered, but the phone is still working.

				The ring surprises him as much as it surprises me.

				Surprise is not a bad thing. Not if you can use it to your advantage.

				I answer the phone.

				“Ni hao ma?” I say. How are you today? in Chinese.

				That’s about all I know how to say.

				I listen to the phone for a moment, then I hold it out to the fourth man as if it’s for him. He’s so shocked, he doesn’t know what to do.

				I shake the phone a little. I look at him like he’s an idiot. We both hear the man shouting over the phone, his voice tinny and distant.

				I don’t know what he’s saying, but it doesn’t matter.

				AP Bio, Subtopic 3C.

				I dangle the phone in front of me.

				The guy reaches—

				And I hit him in the head, in the soft spot of his right temple, an inch behind his eye. I hit so hard that the phone comes apart in my hand.

				He drops to the ground.

				Done.

				What if the phone didn’t ring? What would have happened?

				Not now. I can’t think about that now.

				“Chance can be your friend or your enemy,” Mother used to say. “Make it a friend.”

				Mother, that’s what I call the woman who trained me.

				She taught me this lesson, and I applied it today.

				I look at the bodies of the four men on the ground around me. I look at the gun by my feet.

				Mother taught me another lesson. Death is a tool I use for my work. It’s not something I do lightly. I could finish these men, but it is not strictly necessary. They are already crippled, their mission thwarted.

				They do not need to die. At least not now.

				Issue closed.

				It’s time to use a real phone. My iPhone.

				It looks like a normal phone, but it’s not. The physical architecture is the same, but the operating system is much different. And the apps? Well, they’re far from average.

				I open the Weather Channel app. I click on REPORT HAZARDOUS CONDITIONS.

				I hold up the phone. A map appears with a GPS dot that shows my position. It glows red, then a second later flashes green.

				A cleanup crew will be here shortly.

				Mother will not be happy. I might have some explaining to do.

				I take the car keys from the fourth man’s pocket. I start up the sedan. It’s not like Chinese spies are going to report a stolen car.

				Besides, they’ve got diplomatic plates. And I like to drive fast.
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				I’d never do it under normal circumstances. Nothing to draw attention to myself.

				But diplomatic plates and driving like an asshole go hand in hand. Besides, I’m on the Pike, where traffic laws are optional.

				I’m heading toward Boston now, putting distance between myself and the incident. The mile markers tick by, each one making me safer than the last.

				I glance in my rearview, automatically scanning for tails. I open the sunroof so I can monitor the sky.

				I’m alone.

				I briefly think of Jack, what it’s like for him right now. In a split second he’s become a sad statistic. His father’s death will be a minor tragedy among the privileged students at Natick Prep. A young man, the unexpected loss of a parent, a period of mourning, a period of adjustment.

				But I know something Jack doesn’t know:

				Life goes on.

				Even after the worst of tragedies, it just keeps going.

				I am sixteen, but this is an old lesson to me. It helps me do what I must do.

				There is something else I know:

				Jack’s father is not who he seemed to be.

				Jack thought of his father as the CEO of a tech firm with high-level government contracts.

				That much was true.

				But his father was something else, too. He was secretly working with the wrong people. After dancing with four Chinese spies this afternoon, I’m guessing it was the Chinese government.

				The details are not for me to know. They are not my business.

				My business is to get in, do the job, and get out again. Move on to the next.

				The job is assigned to me.

				I don’t have to think. I have to act.

				The general picture, that’s all I need, and the true picture of Jack’s father is that he was doing something he was not supposed to be doing. Something that made him dangerous, possibly even a traitor.

				That’s why I was sent here. To stop him.

				It’s my specialty. I get an assignment, and I carry it out.

				The Program, the organization I work for, says I am a patriot, but patriots have a choice. I do not.

				Maybe that’s not true.

				I had a choice a long time ago, and I made a mistake.

				My father had a choice, too. He chose wrong, or I wouldn’t be here.

				Back to Jack and his father. The matter at hand.

				I don’t need to have an opinion about what I’ve done, but I do have a way of thinking about it in my head.

				I’ve done Jack a favor.

				He doesn’t know the damage his father has already done or the damage he was yet to do if he were not stopped.

				Unlike me, Jack’s cherished image of his father will be maintained forever, frozen in time. Who and what his father was will never be known. Not to him. Not to anyone.

				Here’s what Jack will remember:

				The beautiful lie that defined his family.

				I am not lucky like Jack.

				I know the truth about my family. Or some of it.

				I know my father was not the great dad I thought he was, or the man he pretended to be to the world. The Program tells me one thing, but my memories tell me another.

				I don’t know which to believe.

				It’s enough to make all my memories suspect, to make the past a mystery from which I cannot escape.
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				I was twelve years old.

				I was waiting for my father in his office at the university, and I got a call. There had been an accident, and I had to come home immediately. That’s what the caller said.

				I ran home to find Mike sitting at our kitchen table. I was surprised to see him there.

				“Where are my parents?” I said.

				There were cookies on a plate in the middle of the table. Oatmeal raisin. Mom used to put them out for us. I was skinny and hardly ate. Mike was big for his age and ate a lot.

				“Your parents,” Mike said. “I need to talk to you about them.”

				I noticed a can of diet ginger ale on the floor by the refrigerator. It had spilled and formed a sticky brown-yellow puddle. I was looking at it, wondering how it got there, wondering why nobody had done anything about it, when Mike reached out and touched me with something.

				Something sharp, like a thumbtack.

				I suddenly felt tired.

				“Don’t be afraid,” he said to me.

				“Why would I be afraid?” I said.

				My head started to spin, and I fell. Mike steadied me. He propped me against his shoulder and led me into the living room. A friend helping another friend in distress.

				My father was sitting on a chair, his head slumped in front of him, his legs duct-taped to the legs of the chair.

				“That’s funny,” I said.

				When you see something absurd, something that is beyond your power to comprehend, your mind interprets it as a joke. It is a natural human defense mechanism. I’ve used it to my advantage many times.

				I didn’t know things like that back then. I was young and stupid. I thought we were playing a game.

				“It is funny,” Mike said. “Funny and sad.”

				“I don’t understand,” I said.

				Mike snapped his fingers hard. Once, twice.

				My dad’s head shot up. He could not speak. There was tape over his mouth.

				“Dad,” I said.

				His eyes told the story.

				This was no game. It was danger.

				Mike grabbed the back of my collar, pulled me close to my father, so close we were almost touching.

				“Do you see?” Mike said.

				But he wasn’t talking to me.

				I was only twelve, but I understood. I might not have been able to put it into words at the time, but I got the idea.

				Mike hadn’t brought me to the living room to show me what he’d done to my father; he’d brought me there to show my father what he was going to do to me.

				“This is not your son,” Mike told my father. “Not anymore.”

				I tried to reach out to my father, but Mike pulled me away.

				I was more than tired then. I was falling asleep on my feet.

				“Who are you?” I said to Mike.

				“I’m your friend,” he said. “I’m Mike.”

				“No, you’re not,” I said.

				“You’re a smart kid,” he said.

				The way he said it, it was like he wasn’t a kid. He was something else, something I didn’t yet know existed.

				He led me outside. I had no ability to resist. He put me in the back of a waiting cab. It looked like a cab, but the windows were blacked out.

				That was the last time I saw either of my parents.

				It was the end of everything.

				It was the beginning of everything else.
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				I look out the window as mile markers pass in a blur. Buildings in a blur. Faces in a blur. I learned long ago that the world is blurred by speed. The greater the speed, the more the blur.

				If I keep moving forward, it will stay that way.

				The thought makes me breathe easier.

				When I’m ten miles away from the primary zone, I see the Dunkin’ Donuts up ahead.

				I pull into the big parking lot, and I leave the sedan in a far corner. It’s a beast. I hate to see it go.

				I switch to the car that’s waiting for me here. A Camry, complete with a scratched rear bumper and dented hubcaps. Designed to blend. Boring. Slow.

				I take out my iPhone. I slide the bar to the left, up, then quickly down and up on the diagonal. It’s a custom gesture that puts the phone in secure mode.

				I open the GAMES folder, click on the Poker app. Click NEW GAME.

				The cards shuffle.

				I arrange a hand of ten cards, a phone number’s worth, and I click DEAL.

				The computer opens a connection to an anonymous server. My voice is converted to a digital signal, chopped up into packets, sent across the Web, and reassembled.

				A complex process that takes no more than a second.

				One beep tone, and a woman answers.

				“Hello, Mom,” I say.

				That’s what I call this woman. Mother. The woman who is in charge of everything. Father runs my assignments. Mother oversees.

				Mother and Father. That’s how I refer to the people who manage me. We do it for security purposes. If for some reason our secure line were breached, you’d hear nothing but a mother talking to her son.

				Her son.

				That’s what she calls me.

				“Sweetheart,” the voice on the phone says. She sounds like a person who’s happy to get my call. “I heard about the game from your father.”

				“Then you know I won,” I say.

				“I do.”

				“But there were—complications. Afterward, I mean.”

				Silence.

				“Four troublemakers,” I say. “Unexpected.”

				“To you. Not to me.”

				I’m glad she knew about the Chinese spies, but troubled by the fact that I didn’t. Could I have missed something?

				“Can you tell me anything else about who they were?” I say. “It might help me to do a better job next time.”

				“I was told they were spectators at the game, and they wandered onto the field. Wrong place, wrong time.”

				“So there’s nothing to worry about?”

				“Nothing at all,” Mother says.

				“I’m relieved,” I say.

				Traffic zooms by on the Pike. I look across the road at a giant billboard. A smiling family sits at a kitchen table eating dinner.

				HOME IS WHERE THE [image: Heart.pdf] IS.

				That’s what the sign says. The heart has steam wafting from the top.

				It makes no sense to me.

				I study it for a moment, trying to understand the meaning.

				“You won your game,” Mother says. “That’s what matters. Your father and I are very proud of you.”

				“Really?”

				“Absolutely,” she says.

				Proud.

				It’s nice to hear. It means I’ve done my job well, completed another assignment. I was even able to adjust to unforeseen circumstances at the end.

				I’m good at what I do, and I’m appreciated for it. So why is there a question nagging at me?

				When does it end?

				That’s what I want to know.

				My life is one continual assignment. I move from world to world as I’ve been trained to do, leaving nothing but bodies behind me. With each assignment comes new challenges, new complications, new excitement.

				You have a gift. That’s what Mother once told me. She said she saw it in me the first day we met.

				I’m lucky that way. How many sixteen-year-olds know who they are or what they’re supposed to be doing in the world?

				Yet with all I know and all I’ve been taught, still the question comes:

				When does it end?

				I think about promises that were made. The lies I was told.

				No, I correct myself. Not lies.

				Promises that I misunderstood.

				I was young then. How could I have known?
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