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To my wife, Lindsay


To anyone who has a brother and to John, my brother




FACT:


May 8, 2001: Researchers inject aging mice with human stem cells. Almost immediately the mice begin scoring better on the Morris water maze, a test of cognitive function.


June 20, 2006: Doctors at Johns Hopkins inject stem cells from mouse embryos into paralyzed mice. Within a week, the mice recover significant motor activity.


November 10, 2010: Scientists at the University of Colorado injure the limbs of lab mice and then inject them with stem cells. Within days, the injuries heal. There is, however, an unanticipated side effect. The treated muscles nearly double in size and strength.





Let justice be done, though the world perish.


—King Ferdinand




CHAPTER 1


“YOU NEED to come in.”


The words came out so low and fast Karl wasn’t sure he’d heard them.


He rolled over in the bed. “Who is this?” Then he remembered he was on a cell phone and the line wasn’t secure. “Wait. Say again.”


“You need to come here. Right now.”


His feet were already on the floor the moment he recognized the voice. There were questions on the tip of his tongue, but the circumstances answered them before he could speak.


Did something happen at the lab?


—Of course something happened at the lab.


Are the police there?


—He wouldn’t tell you if they were.


“Fifty minutes,” he said and hung up.


He was actually only twenty minutes away, but Weaver—the voice on the phone—didn’t know just how frequently he switched hotels. Within minutes, he was out of Paris proper and heading for the lab. It was that hour of night when so much of the world was at rest that it became a sort of death. He sped across silent streets and empty highways, a world without people, until he reached the forest outside Versailles.


He pulled onto a service road. Once he reached a redundant power station, he skidded to a stop. The wind whistled across his windows and bent the trees in his headlights. He sat there for a minute, knowing he ought to call this in to Langley, ultimately deciding he wasn’t going to do that.


He drove around the power station and took the road another half mile to a warehouse whose only color came from ancient scabs of red paint.


The stars were out. Karl could see Weaver sitting on a cinder block surrounded by black leafless trees.


Weaver had always reminded Karl of Renfield, the attorney Dracula turned into his houseboy. He was short, severe-looking, and had the kind of temper that flares only when a back is turned. Weaver said nothing as Karl approached. His eyes were fixed on the horizon, though in the woods there is no horizon.


Without looking in Karl’s direction, he stood up and led the way to the lab. The entrance to it was inside the warehouse, which wasn’t actually a warehouse. And that was the idea. No road crew or stray backpacker could ever know what was here.


Inside, the lab was dark. It wasn’t supposed to be. Weaver flipped the switch to a light by the door.


And there was blood.


It was streaked over the plexiglass wall that divided the lab from the rest of the building. Where it wasn’t streaked, it was sprayed.


Karl saw a handprint in it.


“I locked them in,” Weaver said. “I had to.”


He stood waiting for the reaction, the explosion at what he had done. But Karl just turned and stared at him.


“One of them got loose,” Weaver said. “It was waiting for us.”


Karl glanced at Weaver’s jacket pockets, looking for the bulge of a weapon.


“I got out first and used the override. By the time I got back, it had dragged Dr. Feld to the door.”


“What override?”


“It was holding him against the glass.” Weaver closed his eyes. “I couldn’t see what it was doing to him, but he was still alive.”


Karl looked at the plexiglass. There were other partial handprints and, between them, runny smears where someone had tried over and over to wipe away the blood. Which would have been difficult, like scraping egg yolk off a plate after it’s congealed.


“It was keeping him alive on purpose.” Weaver pulled out another cigarette. “It was torturing him.”


“ ‘Animals don’t torture other living things.’ Your words, Dr. Weaver. And please don’t smoke in here.”


Weaver turned on him. The expression on his face was hard to look at. “You don’t get it. The code. It knew he had the code to get out.”


Then Karl understood the purpose behind the wiping. The last one alive would have tried to clear the blood off the glass, so he could see Weaver. Plead with him.


“Unlock the door,” he said.


Weaver grimaced like this was a sick joke.


“They could still be alive. Unlock the door.”


“But by now the rest of the sample could be loose too. I’m not going to—”


Karl shoved Weaver back against the wall and pressed his forearm into his neck. Weaver choked in silence, in acceptance.


“You override the override,” Karl said, “or whatever the hell it is you have to do to get that door open.”


Weaver worked on the door while Karl went into the woods. At the base of a little tree, he dug up the Sig compact he’d buried in a plastic shopping bag. When he got back, he found Weaver standing across the entrance from the lab door.


They hit the fluorescents inside, but only a few came on. The rest dangled by their wiring. The alarm system went off, but since they’d disabled the sirens long ago, the blue lights spun in silence, whipping shadows around the room. Through the strobing, Karl could see Dr. Feld. He was right by the door, right where Weaver had last seen him.


Deep gouges had been cut into his skin, splitting it wide along his legs, back, and sides. His foot, still encased in its Rockport orthopedic walking shoe, lay several feet from his body. His face wasn’t on right: something powerful had gripped it and twisted.


Feld’s assistant was stretched along the floor nearby, facedown, with one arm extended overhead. Patches of hair and scalp were missing from the back of his head. The other arm was so dislocated from its socket that the wrist rested on the back of his skull. Karl didn’t see Eric Reese, the youngest member of Project Prometheus and the only one he really knew.


With his weapon raised, Karl crept through the door. The spinning lights made it seem like in every corner of the room something was moving. He listened as hard as he ever had in his life. As he scanned the room for bodies, dead or alive, his eyes stopped on something else.


He didn’t recognize it at first—it looked so different from the way it had looked the last time he’d seen it and so different from the way it was supposed to look. Only its height was the same: four feet. The largest members of the species, Karl had been told, weighed 110 pounds. This one must have weighed twice that. Its hands had thickened, and the skin on them looked chunky, like raw hamburger microwaved gray. The musculature was all wrong. It was thick like a man’s, not lengthy like a chimpanzee’s.


The chimp was propped up against a desk with its hands in its lap, like a child being read a story. There was blood pooled under its body and a hollow space where its throat had been. Skin hung in rags under its fingernails. Though he would never admit it to anyone, though it wouldn’t go in any report, Karl knew its wounds had been self-inflicted. He knelt down and gently cupped the back of its head. Then he looked at Dr. Feld and his assistant and tried to imagine scenarios in which they bled out fast. He stayed there until Weaver came up to him.


“Contact Dr. Nast,” Karl said. “Tell him everything’s on hold.”


When he looked up, Weaver was staring at him. “I thought you knew.” He almost sounded sad.


“Knew what?”


Weaver hesitated.


“Knew what?”


“Dr. Nast got the go-ahead.”


“The go-ahead for what?”


“To start the next trial. They injected the first volunteer two days ago.”


Karl burned the lab that night. He didn’t wait for instruction. That would only provide them with an excuse to talk him out of it. And he’d already decided to strangle what they were doing in its crib. Because the people he worked for would never stop otherwise. Because, in a way, the chimp had done exactly what it was supposed to do.


Some things don’t burn right, and the lab burned like the whole world was on fire. Everything twisted in agony—the flames inflicting the damage and the structure suffering it. Blue-black smoke blotted out the moon and ruined the sky.


Karl stood deep in the woods in case anyone came. But no one ever did.




CHAPTER 2


(Three years later)


WHEN TOM turned onto Antoine Street, he almost did something that would get him killed. He almost stopped walking.


Forty yards ahead, the man he was following had frozen again. Like the last time, Benjamin Kotesh had turned and was looking up at the rooftops—just staring. Unlike the last time, he had the look an animal gets when it hears something, feels its mortality.


Antoine Street was a narrow passage between two rows of buildings that rose up like oil tankers about to converge. It was a tight place, and the prostitutes and addicts orbiting Moulin Rouge gave it a tight feeling. No one, however, had accosted Kotesh on the way over. No one asked him for money. No one offered him a room. People can sense another person’s criminality only when it exceeds their own. And even the Albanian pimps leaning on SUVs seemed to sense that as the man in the gray suit passed, something in the area was worse than they were.


Kotesh still hadn’t moved. There were no alleys to step into, so he had no choice but to keep walking up to the one person he didn’t want to see him. But Kotesh’s eyes never came down to street level, even as he started turning around and around.


He thinks someone is following him from the rooftops.


Which was impossible—the alleys that split through the neighborhood were at least thirty feet across.


Tom didn’t look up. Didn’t do anything to draw attention. He couldn’t risk it. He was by himself, and no one knew he was here. Two hours ago he’d been in his office at the US embassy in Paris. Then he’d walked out the door to hunt down a French citizen, thereby breaking the laws of both countries.


Kotesh pulled the duffel bag he was carrying tight against his body and put his hand inside his jacket, right where a gun would be. Then he was moving again. When the neighborhood began to get expensive, Kotesh started raising a cell phone to his ear and lowering it, over and over. Whoever was supposed to be on the other end wasn’t picking up.


After four calls went unanswered, he gave up on the phone and pushed through a glass door into the marbled lobby of his building. From a shadow between the streetlights, Tom stared at the windows on the fifth floor. He had followed Kotesh here yesterday. It had taken him three years to get to yesterday.


Now he stood, waiting for the lights to go on. Five minutes passed. Yesterday it had only taken two.


In one window, light flashed. A muzzle flash could look like so many things that Tom wasn’t sure what he’d seen. But he had a couple seconds to decide whether to do something about it. Fact: Kotesh had to lead him to the other men. This wasn’t a hope or a wish or a plan. This was a need.


He did something.


If there were others in the apartment with Kotesh, he needed to know. So he crossed the street and rang Kotesh’s buzzer several times—long rings, urgent—and shouted into the intercom, “Police. Ouvrez.”


He darted back across the street and watched Kotesh’s apartment from the shadows. No one came to the windows. No lights came on.


Now he had a choice. But it was one he’d made three years ago.


There were two security cameras in the lobby, so he scanned the side of the building. His eyes stopped on the fire escape, the bottom of which hung fifteen feet off the ground, one and a half times the height of a basketball hoop.


He could make that.


He looked around to make sure no one was watching, then sprinted at the building. He ran two steps up the side of it before he was close enough to lunge for the fire escape. His fingertips caught the bottom rung. He pulled himself up and waited for his breath to slow. Then he put on thin leather gloves and climbed through the window to the stairwell.


At Kotesh’s door, he turned the knob. To his surprise—and then concern—the door smoothed inward. He stared into the spaceless murk beyond it.


He slipped inside before there was time to think about what he was doing. And as he did, his skin crawled from his ankles to the back of his skull. He waited for his eyes to adjust. One second of silence stretched into two. Two into four.


He listened into the silence, felt into the emptiness. And for a moment, nothing else about him existed: the family he once had, his odds of survival, his anger, his sadness.


From the foyer, he could see every room in the apartment was clear except the bedroom—it loomed unknown behind its closed door. He eased the door open. An orange haze emanated in from the streetlight outside.


The room had been decorated to conceal the identity of its true occupants. Along the walls hung framed photos of a newlywed couple hugging in various rain forests, beaches, and ski slopes. They did not live here.


On the floor in a loose pile were the bodies of seven men.


The blood curdling out of their nostrils and caked to their clothes was dry. They’d been dead for hours before Kotesh rushed back to join them. One man was staring in his direction, not seeming dead so much as paused, as if at any moment he would snap eyes on Tom and grin.


There were bullet holes in some of the bodies, but the rest looked like they’d been crash-tested. Limbs were bent unnaturally. Joints had succumbed to the random cruelty of momentum. Whoever had murdered a roomful of men who were themselves murderers had shot some and beaten the rest to death. And whoever it was, he must have come and gone through the roof—just like Kotesh thought.


The window facing the alley was open, and the breeze made the curtains rise and fall in little breaths. Tom stuck his head out and saw fifteen feet of brick in every direction. There was no way someone could have come and gone through this window.


Yet someone had.


He searched the pile of bodies and found Kotesh. The forces that had powered Kotesh’s face, lighting up his eyes, giving him expression, had quit. Like a vacuum cleaner that exceeded the length of its cord.


He grabbed both of Kotesh’s hands and checked them. His own hands shook a little as he did this. But there were no scars on Kotesh. This wasn’t the man he really wanted. Or at least not the one he wanted most of all.


Without Kotesh, he had nothing. Tom stared at him, unable to accept what this meant: the truth about someone decent and kind had died with a man who was neither.


Three years ago, Tom had flown to Paris to visit his brother. Eric had been working for a pharmaceutical company. The offer from the firm had been too good to refuse. What little they’d inherited from their parents was going fast, and Eric was determined to lift them out of the middle-class poverty they were shocked to find themselves in. Eric was like that. There was nothing he wouldn’t eagerly endure in the name of responsibility. And even now, as Tom remembered this about his brother, it filled him with the warming pride that makes people cry at college graduations.


The day before he flew home, he and Eric had gone out for beers. Tom remembered nothing about the rest of the night. The next morning, Eric said they’d had too much to drink, but there was something he wasn’t telling him. When Tom left for the airport, he paused outside the apartment door like he always did when he didn’t want to leave a place, and he thought he heard Eric crying. He stood there for almost a minute, telling himself: Go in. Come on. It’s your brother. What if he needs you? But he was late for his plane, and the taxi outside was honking.


Three weeks later, Eric disappeared, and all traces that he’d ever existed went with him. Six months after that, his body was found in Tangier.


That was when the changes started. Tom felt different. Then he was different. He was stronger, faster. The changes were small at first. But they grew bigger. Then they grew worse.


Now he stood over the bodies of seven men, hoping the answer to what happened to him would also be the answer to what happened to Eric. He searched the apartment and the men’s bodies. Only one had anything on his phone. He’d mapped an address: JN, 55 Rue de Verdun, Saint-Cloud.


Someone coughed.


In the silence, it was an explosion of sound. Tom lurched back, almost tripping over the leg of a table. He felt something heavy shift on top of it and turned in time to stop a lamp from toppling over.


It took him a moment to identify the new sound in the room: the wet suck of oxygen. He followed it through the darkness back to Kotesh’s body.


The little muscles around Kotesh’s trachea were straining to pull breath into his throat. All it would take was a few pounds of pressure on either side of the airway. He stared at Kotesh’s throat longer than he should have.


Gently he turned Kotesh’s head to face him. When he saw Kotesh’s eyes were still open, he slapped him lightly on the cheek.


“Ben. Ben Kotesh. Can you hear me?”


No response.


“Can you hear me?”


Kotesh moved his head.


“Ben, I’m going to help you, but you need to answer my questions.”


Kotesh’s eyes moved around the room without seeming to lock on any part of it. He couldn’t talk—probably couldn’t hear either—so Tom needed to think. The bodies could be here for four or five days before the smell reached the neighbors. Kotesh would bleed out long before then, and Tom had a week at most before the CIA figured out what he was up to.


Another option came to him.


He walked out of the apartment, and as he left the building, he pulled the fire alarm. He didn’t know the exact sequence this would set in motion, but he had an idea. Once news of what happened to Kotesh hit the wires, the CIA would launch an investigation—and he would find a way to become a part of it.


As he turned onto Avenue of Martyrs, something else dawned on him. Whoever had been in Kotesh’s apartment had followed him yesterday to find it.


In that case he didn’t have a week after all.




CHAPTER 3


WHEN KARL landed at Charles de Gaulle Airport at 10:00 PM, he lurched awake and looked around the cabin trying to remember where he was.


Sixteen hours earlier he’d been on Fort Irwin, in the armpit of the California desert, getting drunk and gorging on discount items from a Walgreens after-holiday candy dump. On his tiny television, there was an infomercial for something called the Juice Tiger, which featured a ferocious eighty-year-old in a tracksuit who, every time the host asked him if juicing really worked, would start doing abdominal crunches and angrily ask, “Does it work? Does this look like it’s working, Dave?” Then three enlisted guys barged into the empty barracks where he’d been kept isolated for months. They told him he had to be on a transport right now.


This is it, he thought. They’re finally taking you to jail.


But the aircraft, a cavernous C-17 Globemaster he sat in the back of all alone, had taken him to Dulles. Once there, he’d been given a Delta Air Lines ticket to the spot he was now: Paris.


A little girl in a “Juicy” T-shirt was standing in the aisle, picking her nose rhythmically and staring up at the overhead bin. When Karl popped it open, he found a gigantic stuffed rabbit with a demented, crack-cocaine expression on its face and tried to hand it to her. The girl glanced at the rabbit, glanced at him, then wiped the finger that had been in her nose up to the knuckle across his duffel bag. As he stood there wondering how exactly he felt about this, the girl’s mother took the rabbit out of his hand, giving him a look like they were in her daughter’s bedroom and she’d just caught him sneaking in the window. He told himself he ought to be used to this. He was six-four, and he had the kind of face that made people think, Axe murderer.


While he waited, dehydrated and thirsty, to get off the plane, the girl’s mother turned around, and he noticed a juice box on the little girl’s meal tray. He took it. The girl watched in quiet awe as he punched the straw in and sucked until the empty box made a slurping sound.


As she started to voice the beginnings of an objection, he pointed at her. “We’re even.”


Inside the terminal, flat-screen TVs showed gorgeous newspeople standing urgently outside a Paris apartment building, where the bodies of six men had been found in a “human pile.” Travelers huddled under the screens in groups, and strangers looked at each other and shook their heads as if to say: Why does the world have to be this way?


Past security, Karl noticed a young man stop and look at him, then approach tentatively.


“Mr. Lyons?”


Karl looked him over. “They know not to send anyone.”


The young guy smiled, shy but good-natured. “Well, you know how they can be.”


On the drive over, he kept eyeing Karl but didn’t say anything until they hit the Arc de Triomphe.


“I’m Tom Blake, by the way.”


He looked like something out of a college brochure. Not like the eunuch they always put on the cover, who if he were any more intellectually stimulated would be running naked through wheat. No, he looked like the kid on the edge of the picture, who’s just been yanked out from beneath miles of thought and who stares at the camera just a little too long and a little too hard.


Karl simply nodded, and they drove the rest of the way in silence.


With its upper floors hidden by trees, the US embassy in Paris was a fortress you couldn’t quite see. Perimeter security was two tiered. The outer tier featured two-foot-thick concrete cones that could stop anything short of a large and persistent tank. The inner tier consisted of a spiked black fence with guard stations that looked like telephone booths. The outer ring kept vehicles out. The inner ring kept people out. Tom stopped at the gates to show his ID. Thick cylinders—bollard barriers—sucked into the ground, allowing them to pass.


Inside the building, Karl was struck by how busy it was—both for 10:30 at night and for Paris. There were senior men and women making phone calls in the lobby, young people in wrinkled suits getting out of the elevator, and still others trying to get in.


That was when Marty Litvak entered through the lobby. A five-foot space of no-man’s-land formed around him.


It may have been the only US intelligence agency that existed outside of presidential control, but the CIA crawled with politics. French Revolution politics. And after decades of hearings and purges and survivors floating around in bureaucratic stasis, everyone beamed with the morbid curiosity that went with it: Will Martin Litvak remain head of a major desk or will his head wind up on one?


Officially, the CIA had no rank structure. There were no lieutenants, no special agents in charge. Instead the hierarchy went by pay grade. And by that standard, Marty was the richest man in the building.


Karl watched as Marty walked into the elevator, and six people efficiently shifted to the other half of it.


Marty was holding a slim phone to his ear when Karl opened the door to Marty’s office. He motioned Karl into the CEO-size suite, which was fitted with the trim furniture Karl associated with London bankers who only ate sushi. The office was dark except for a desk lamp. The late hour didn’t show on Marty. He was one of those people who becomes timeless in an office.


Karl stood, fingering his luggage. Although Marty was almost sixty, he’d always reminded him of the young men in black-and-white photographs. His eyes held a work ethic and an acceptance of responsibility that people said didn’t exist anymore.


When Marty finally hung up, he inspected Karl head to toe. Then frowned. “You’re still dressing like an autistic person.”


Karl glanced down at the olive-drab pants he’d found on the base. They looked like he’d slept in them. Or like Dom DeLuise had slept in them, and then died in them.


They eyed each other, grinning. Then Marty gestured to a chair as if just remembering. Karl dropped his stuff on the floor except for his computer bag, which he slid on Marty’s desk, displacing a marble ball held up by expensive-looking twigs.


“So how’s the diet?” Karl said.


“It’s not a diet, Karl.”


Marty practiced CRON—Calorie Restriction with Optimal Nutrition—in the hope that by consuming 30 percent fewer calories, he would live 30 percent longer.


“Why am I here?” Karl said.


“Well, you’re no longer welcome at Bragg. Or Little Creek.”


Marty opened a file.


“The CO there made you move into a”—Marty flipped the page, smiled—“a Super 8 motel. Tell me, did they leave the light on for you?”


“That’s Motel 6.”


“I beg your pardon?”


“Motel 6 leaves the light on for you.”


“What does Super 8 do for you?”


“Super 8 doesn’t do shit, Marty. It’s like a Denny’s with beds and people crying at night in Spanish. Now what the hell do you want?”


Marty took a breath and pressed both palms against the top of his desk. For a second exhaustion hung on his face. “We need a go-to. Notwithstanding what happened in Canada and your subsequent behavior, some people still think you’re one of ours. Including me.”


Karl watched Marty. For them to bring him back, something must have scared them pretty bad.


Marty pushed a photo into the glow of the lamp. “Paris police got a call this morning. This is what they found.”


The photo was of a pile of bodies. One man’s forearm jutted at an off angle from his elbow, held in place only by skin. Another’s jaw had collapsed on one side.


“One of them survived,” Marty said, “the person we think was the actual target.”


“What is this? Why am I here?”


“The sole survivor is Benjamin Kotesh.”


Three years ago they’d used Kotesh to help them move materials for Project Prometheus. He was a corrupt corporate security professional, which was why they used him.


“Kotesh’s right hand was crushed,” Marty said. “He’ll probably lose it. He was interrogated before he was shot, so the shooter may have only had time to fire once. That shot, by the way, was to the head. It’s a miracle Kotesh survived.”


“Interesting choice of words.”


Marty retracted the photo and made it disappear into a drawer in the desk. His eyes flicked back to the computer bag on his desk. Marty had a mild case of OCD—which was why Karl put it there.


“Where’s Kotesh now?” Karl said.


“The French won’t tell us. They’ve actually got something for the first time since World War II. I suppose they want to make it last.”


“That will take diplomacy. You don’t need me for that.”


Marty produced a second photo. His face was obscured in shadow, but Karl could see the fear in it.


“This is why you’re here,” Marty said. “It was taken the same night.”


He pushed the photo over. It was grainy, obviously from a security camera that pointed down a narrow street. The lens was so wide the roofs of the buildings on each side of the street were visible.


Marty pointed to a black speck on the roof. “Langley thinks—and I agree —that this is a boot.” There were motion lines around it, but Karl could make out the heel. It was cocked back as though whoever it was had just jumped from one roof to the other. “And that’s a thirty-four-foot jump. The world record is twenty-nine and change.”


Karl picked up the photo and stared at the boot. There was only one person in the world it could belong to.


He noticed his fingers were shaking. Marty noticed too. They both stared at them, agreeing with them.


“Marty, you told me—you assured me—he died two and a half years ago. Medullary thyroid cancer, wasn’t it? You actually went to the trouble to make that up.”


“We lost him.”


For a moment Karl couldn’t speak. He stared at Marty’s lapels, wanting to grab him by them.


The man who they’d lost was Ian Bogasian, the first and last human test subject of Prometheus. Considering what happened with the chimpanzee outside Paris, what they did to him never should have been done at all.


“You lost him?” Karl said. “How do you lose him? He weighs 270 pounds.”


“We set up a new program. We were trying to … manage his symptoms. At times we allowed him to leave the facility—monitored, of course. A couple months ago, he just disconnected.”


“My god, you’re crazy.”


Marty didn’t say anything.


“Tell me the truth or I’ll walk. Was he running ops?”


Marty folded his hands, unfolded them.


And Karl had his answer. He flashed on Sammy Badis, a Harvard-educated heroin dealer who’d made a foray into machinegunning American oil workers in Algeria. A year ago they’d found his body at a resort in Morocco where one of the Kardashians was supposedly staying. His chest had been crushed, and so had his hand—which was strange because there was no bruising on the outside. Nobody could figure this out, because how do you break the large bones in someone’s hand without using something hard, like a hammer?


There were others on the kill list who’d died under odd circumstances. Many, many of them.


The official term for someone like Bogasian was NOC, nonofficial cover operative. That’s what Karl had been for the past decade. He’d started in the army where he’d been just another piece of meat from the hills. Then he’d worked his way to the teams and from there to the CIA. But Bogasian represented the next generation of people like Karl. Or at least that had been the idea once.


Karl stared at Marty. “Why would Bogasian kill someone associated with Prometheus three years after the fact?”


“I don’t know.”


“Is he coming after us?”


“I don’t think so. I believe someone else found out about him and is running him, and they’ve figured out how to treat his symptoms, keep him online. But I don’t know why he’d go after Kotesh. Kotesh’s involvement ended three years ago. He’s irrelevant.”


That only makes it worse, Karl thought, Bogasian killing without any seeming point.


“How do you know Bogasian’s even working for someone?” he asked.


“I’m assuming he’s working for someone else because I’m assuming the worst, of course.”


“Is that the worst? Imagine him out there, totally unchecked. I still think of those women in St. Petersburg.”


“We agreed never to speak of that.”


Neither one of them said anything.


“When this massacre came in, it went straight up the line. And now our own people think we have the largest technology gap our country has faced since the Russians shot Yuri Gagarin into space. They’re shitting themselves.”


“Imagine what they’ll do to you when they find out you’re the one who made him—and then lost him.”


“Well, I really couldn’t have done it without you, Karl. Please don’t forget that. I know I haven’t.”


Another silence.


Marty tapped the photo of the boot. “That brings me to what we need you to do.”


“I know what you need me to do.”


“You can’t kill Bogasian until we’ve found out who’s running him. That’s priority one.”


“I liked him, you know. Before everything tipped over.”


“I know that. You don’t need to tell me that.”


“None of this is his fault. He’s sick.”


“Then it’s a mercy.”


Marty watched him for a moment.


“No one can ever make a man do an evil thing,” he said. “They can only appeal to what was always there.”


Karl didn’t say anything.


“There are already three official investigations going. Some of us want our own snake eater working in parallel. Now with your cooperation—your full cooperation—a certain investigation by the inspector general, into you soiling yourself in Canada last year, will not make its way to Justice next month. And will not ever.”


“And the field?” The words came out funny, high-pitched, like a boy’s. Karl smiled, embarrassed by the need within his request. And Marty smiled back, equally aware of this need.


Marty continued as though he’d never stopped. “Furthermore you would then be eligible to return to … real work. No more bunking with trigger-pullers in the bush.”


Karl could feel inside himself a desperate stupid hope, which always meant one thing: walk away. Generosity from a man like Marty came with strings attached, and those strings led places.


But then he thought of Fort Irwin, where he’d spent the past six months. Time had stretched out in front of him until he couldn’t see it, couldn’t feel it pass. Time put him in its infinite white space. A couple times a month, he’d find himself in the shower with no memory of how long he’d been there or what body part he’d just been washing.


“I imagined by this point in the conversation, you’d have a very different expression on your face,” Marty said.


“I’m thinking.”


“Alex is dead. Your parents are dead. You never had children, and you have a sister in South Dakota who doesn’t return your phone calls. It isn’t my place to say it, but where else do you really have to be?”


Karl looked at the floor, then the windows—anywhere but Marty’s eyes.


“If I accept,” he said finally, “there will be nothing that affects any innocent third parties without my knowledge. Promise me.”


Marty leaned forward with the perfect stillness of a man whose anger has crowded out all other impulse. “When you do what we do, when you break the rules of civilization in order to save it, there’s always blowback. And you know it.”


Neither one of them moved.


Finally Marty stood up. “We’re not reporting your presence here to French intelligence, so if you’re caught, the determination of your diplomatic status could go either way. FYI.”


“The French are a mild, rational people. I’m sure they’ll understand.”


“No one else is officially on this. You are not to discuss the photo I showed you with your staff—who by the way are not your staff but are serving you in an advisory capacity only.”


Marty opened the door and motioned to his assistant.


Karl stepped into the waiting area and turned around. “This doesn’t mean I’m your hatchet man. I hope that’s clear.”


“There’s one other thing.” Marty picked up an empty plastic cup off a table and held it up like it contained a fine wine. “We’re going to need you to piss in this. I hear you’ve been hitting the bottle pretty hard.” Marty’s eyes twinkled like he was smiling even though he wasn’t. “You know, Aldrich Ames was an alcoholic too.”


Karl stared at the cup, wanting to slap it out of Marty’s hand with all his might. Welcome back, Karl. Now if you don’t mind, we’re going to need you to get on all fours and lift your hind leg and pee in this cup. It’s only a formality, as is this rolled-up newspaper I’m prepared to spank your nose with.


“So what do you say?” Marty held out the cup.


Karl slowly took it.


Marty smiled. “Your team is already waiting for you. We thought you might say yes.”


So that was that. Karl could hunt down a man he once liked and respected but who was now too dangerous to live. Or he could go to a supermax prison for the next ten to fifteen years, assuming he behaved himself and became a role model to his rapist/murderer peers.


Even though he wasn’t sure he’d ever believed in God, he said a prayer for the good and decent man Bogasian had once been. And he apologized to that man, because he would still exist if Bogasian had never met Karl one afternoon three years ago. Then he walked down the hall and wondered what it’d be like to kill a man for doing exactly what you’d created him to do.




CHAPTER 4


THE WAR room was stocked with human resources. Some people picked at their hands. Others chugged coffee. As Karl walked in, they all swiveled in their chairs and pointed blank faces at him.


The support people lined the walls while the two analysts, James and Henry, sat front and center. They were both around thirty, dressed in business casual, both made plain by careers where success was achieved not through brilliance but by not screwing up.


Karl walked to the front of the room and used the laptop on the podium to log in to the system. For all forty-one years of his life, he’d always felt like a small man in a large man’s body, and even now he couldn’t stand upright. He always stooped, always minimized.


While he waited for the computer to load, his thoughts turned to that pile of bodies and the man who put them there.


You could kill any person anywhere in the world with someone like that. You could take control of a nuclear submarine or a battleship, maybe even a third world country.


And if you figured out how to make more of him, you could be a nation of one—someone with the power of a government and the anonymity of an individual.


On the seventy-inch wall screen, he brought up a picture of Benjamin Kotesh, his ex-associate.


“Give me the financials,” he said to no one in particular.


James and Henry powered to life.


“Two known accounts for Ben Kotesh,” Henry said. “One at Deutsche Bank in Paris, another at Banc Commercial in Berlin.”


“You can tell that already?” Karl said.


“The file on him is pretty decent.”


“Find out the balances on those two accounts.”


Karl heard the door open. Tom, his ride from the airport, walked in and hovered with his back to the wall.


Karl motioned him over to a corner while everyone worked.


“Did Marty send you earlier today?” he asked.


Tom’s expression didn’t change. Not that Karl expected it to.


“You lied to me.”


“In as limited a way as possible, sir. I wanted to make my case for joining your team, but …”


“But what?”


“You didn’t seem to want to talk.”


“How’d you find out I was arriving?”


Tom looked around to make sure no one was watching them. “This room was supposed to be ready at 11:00 PM, which meant you were landing around 10:00. When I walked by Director Litvak’s office to request to join this operation, his assistant wasn’t there but had left the Delta home page up on his computer monitor. Your name was with security. And around 10:00 PM, at the Delta terminal, one flight landed from the United States. Thirty men came out, and the only one who didn’t have a suit on or anyone with him answered to ‘Lyons.’ ”


Karl noticed that he didn’t smile as he spoke. This would have been a very stupid time to smile.


“I want on this, sir.”


“I thought people lied to get less work, not more.”


Tom glanced at the others again. “Give me forty-eight hours to add value. If I don’t, you won’t even have to say anything. I’ll fire myself.”


Henry interrupted them.


“Sir? There’s no money left in Deutsche Bank and nothing in Commercial.”


Karl thought a moment. The room got quieter.


“Highest balance in the last year?” he asked.


“$550,000 in Deutsche Bank and $550,000 in Commercial. $1.1 million total. Commercial was closed out a couple of days ago. Deutsche Bank two weeks ago.”


“Where did it come from?”


Karl looked over, surprised it was Tom who asked this. It always impressed him to see a shy person forced out of his shyness by ambition. It was painful and wonderful—all at the same time.


“Same source,” Henry said. “Gallen Bancshares. Swiss bank.”


There were sighs. They were premature.


Swiss bank secrecy was a lie —always had been. If there was evidence of a crime, the Swiss would play ball. Kotesh’s money would have been “laddered” through at least three tax havens, including one that wasn’t even a tax haven, just wasn’t on good terms with the US, like Guatemala. It was a lawyer tactic: if you can’t hide your guilt, at least make it too mind-numbingly awful to prove.


“When was the $1.1 million transferred to Deutsche and Commercial from the Gallen?” Karl asked.


“April 4.”


“Do we have access to Gallen’s accounts?”


“Yes.”


“Okay. Check for any transfer of approximately $1.2 million to a Gallen account on April 3, any Gallen account.”


There were skeptical looks.


“Any Gallen account, sir?” Henry asked.


“Yeah.”


“May I ask why—”


“The money would have gone into a main account and then been transferred to the account that sent the money wire to Deutsche Bank and Commercial. That way, the main account number stays a secret, even from Deutsche Bank and Commercial.”


“But, sir,” James said, “the total amount was $1.1 million, right on the nose. If we can’t match the amount, we have nothing.”


“The money was just passing through. And I bet about 10 percent went to private client fees. Someone at these banks knows what’s going on. They take their pound of flesh.”


Eyes tilted back down to the screens. James and Henry called out account numbers for people to search.


The bank records they were accessing came from “cooperating” financial institutions. There were two types. The first type employed an asset who gave the CIA account access usually on a voluntary basis but sometimes simply by being a sucker for phishing emails or other types of “social engineering.” The second type was less of an actual friend and more like the sweet, trusting girl on Lifetime who just wants to fall in love but winds up with the panty-sniffing sociopath masquerading as a pediatric cancer specialist. They thought they were in a relationship with RKO Hamilton, a respected cross-border accounting firm. They were actually involved with a CIA front company.


The relationship was abusive. The US government saw to that.


Karl turned to Tom and lowered his voice. “Fine. You have forty-eight hours, but you go under the needle tonight.”


“A polygraph?”


“All these other people have just taken one.” He stared at Tom until he nodded.


James’s head popped up. “There’s a transfer that matches the date and the approximate amount. Very approximate. Name on the account: Alan Sarmad.”


Karl froze.


Sarmad was another name from Prometheus he thought he’d never hear again. Sarmad was a partner in a private shipping company that made the bulk of its money transporting blackmarket product for organized crime in Europe and Russia. Sarmad had contacts across the Mediterranean, and he could move absolutely anything without questions—from Ukrainian girls who’d answered an ad for modeling work abroad to the human embryos and fetuses that Prometheus required by the pound.


Sarmad had died three years ago—according to Marty.


He’d worked with Kotesh. They knew each other but not that well. So why would Sarmad transfer more than a million dollars to Kotesh now, three years after these two had lost any reason to stay in touch?


“Get an address,” Karl said.


Henry looked surprised. “We already have a file on him.”


People exchanged glances. This was a coincidence, and they had been trained not to like those.


“Then maybe we got our guy,” Karl said, trying to play it down. “What project is he under?”


James looked at his screen. “Project name is … blank. And we have no address for him.”


This was odd.


The entire reason they’d used Sarmad and Kotesh on Prometheus was because nobody would believe the US government would ever have anything to do with men like them. As a further precaution, Marty made sure Kotesh and Sarmad had never been entered into any database. Which meant even the CIA couldn’t connect them to the CIA. And yet someone here had recently created a file on them.


Karl scanned every face in the room. “Find Alan Sarmad. Now. I can guarantee Interpol is connecting this guy as we speak.”




CHAPTER 5


TOM PUSHED through the door to the basement lab. He couldn’t believe he’d pulled it off and gotten on Karl’s team. He felt like he’d just run several miles—sprinted for his life over those miles. It was sticky where his sweat had dried, and his body was coasting on adrenaline. But he understood: this was the only chance he’d ever get to find out what the CIA knew about Kotesh.


Still, in solving one problem, he’d created another. Karl was suspicious, and he’d be checking Tom’s personnel file soon, if he wasn’t already. When he did that, he’d find that Agent Tom Blake was twenty-five years old, proficient in Russian, and had graduated from Georgetown magna cum laude. There was just one problem.


Tom was not Tom Blake.


He was Tom Reese. And Tom Reese was nobody really. He’d stolen Agent Blake’s identity two months ago, shortly after Agent Blake left the country. Now he was taking his best chance to investigate his brother’s death before the CIA discovered Blake was in two places at the same time. But Karl’s suspicion—and now the polygraph—meant his time as a CIA agent was accelerating toward its expiration date. And so now it was a question of two things: when the hit would come and whether he’d flinch before it did.


His body said, Run. His mind said, You have nothing to run to. His body said, It’s not too late. His mind said, You knew what would happen the day you walked in the door.


The only person in the lab was the tech, who hadn’t heard him come in and continued typing on his computer. Typically a European embassy had zero need for a specialist with a biometrics background. But France was importing a large, increasingly pissed-off Muslim population to replenish its rapidly aging workforce, and the CIA was looking to exchange DNA evidence with French intelligence—of which there were about thirty different agencies to deal with.


The tech was still typing when Tom stopped behind him and slid a two-inch-thick file of names and addresses onto his desk.


The tech glanced at it and sighed. “Not tonight.”


“Not tonight,” Tom said. “Now.”


The tech muttered something. Then as Tom turned for the door, he said, “More reports arrived today.”


Tom spun back. “Any matches?”


“None yet.”


“Let me know when there are.”


“You’re full of it tonight.”


“Maybe I feel lucky.”


The tech chuckled. “Napoleon used to ask his generals if they were lucky or not. So what about you? Are you a lucky person?”


“I used to think so.”


Tom sat in his office, staring at the white walls, gently rocking in his chair. Several weeks ago he’d brought the flannel shirt Eric had died in to the tech. When the tech saw all the blood, he asked who the shirt belonged to. Tom had said that man wasn’t important. It was the others he wanted.


Together they found the DNA of four other men on the shirt. Tom believed these were the men who killed his brother—or were involved enough to leave their DNA on the shirt he died in. The location and type of DNA told him something about each man. One had left sweat around the collar where he’d gripped and re-gripped it. Another left a two-inch patch of spit on the chest. The more Tom learned, the more he wanted to know.


Finding these men was something they had no authority to be doing. Not that the tech knew that. He was carrying around a secret he didn’t know was a secret. Tom had decided to say nothing and assume he wouldn’t talk to anyone rather than ask for discretion and risk suspicion. As far as Tom could tell, the tech’s social life took place outside the office—online. So that was where Tom placed his bet: on modern social isolation. But all it would take was one wrong comment. And for the past two months, he thought about it every morning, first when he woke up with his heart slamming in his chest and then an hour later when he walked into the embassy and felt every eye see him for his crime.


To find out the identities of these four men, he and the tech had started checking the DNA they’d left on the shirt against DNA samples from Interpol and various police departments across Europe. It was a system Tom had lifted from the British police. Hardly anyone knew it, but the British had revolutionized the science of criminal investigation. In the UK, almost everyone who was arrested had to provide a DNA sample, and within a few years the British had amassed the largest DNA database in the world.


That database and others like it were so large that Tom and the tech had to confine their DNA requests to educated people with dual citizenship, which Tom believed his brother’s killers to be. He was sure Eric’s death had something to do with the research job he’d taken in Paris. It was slow going at first—people needed assurances—but it was amazing, and disturbing, how helpful people became when you were calling from a US embassy.


Tom typed in Sarmad’s name and brought up his profile.


Name: Alan Cagan Sarmad


Aliases: --


Place of birth: Munich, Germany (not verified)


University: Paris-Sorbonne; Russian University for the Friendship of Peoples


Current residence: --


Known addresses: --


Past residence(s): Nice, France; Genoa, Italy; St. Petersburg, Russia


Case officer: [redacted]


Dates Active: [redacted]


Project(s): [redacted]


Tom clicked on the past residences. A message popped up: Access restricted. Then when he tried to click on the case officer, another one appeared: System administrator notified.


Sarmad’s contacts—at least some of them—were listed, so he printed them out.


His phone rang.


“Am I speaking to Agent Blake?”


“… Yes …”


“This is Eugene Carlson. I’m ready for you in Conference Room B on the second floor.”


“Excuse me?”


Hesitation. “I was told you’d be expecting my call.”


The lie detector. Two seconds passed, and Tom was aware he was supposed to be saying something.


“I’m going to need to reschedule,” he said. “I’m on something time-sensitive.”


More hesitation on the other end. “Agent Lyons was pretty specific about the timing here—with both of us, from what I understand.”


“How long will this take?”


“Well, that really depends on you.”


“I’ll be right down.” Tom hung up.


He would never be able to beat a lie detector. They would ask—extensively—about his interest in the case, and he could never lie well about that. The hopelessness he felt as he stood up was almost out-of-body. At the stairs, he thought once again about running out of the building. His forehead was moist, and he’d pitted out his shirt. He even looked guilty.
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