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				It’s an ordinary two-story house on a suburban cul-de-sac about a mile from Brighton High School. There’s a bed of flowers in a plot in the front yard. There were different flowers in the same spot five years ago.

				The day I left this place. The day I saw my father die, or thought I did.

				I was ordered never to return, yet here I am, sitting in a car, watching the house, and remembering a part of my life I’ve been trained to forget.

				Movement behind me. The summer sun glints off the windshield of a Volvo wagon. I can see one occupant, a female, driving toward my car.

				I start the car, readying myself for evasive action.

				I track the wagon first in the rearview, then in my peripheral, then straight on as it drives past and continues down the road. It does not slow or swerve. There’s no indication that the driver is here for any reason having to do with me.

				But it is a reminder that I am in danger. Every moment I stay on the street, I risk being detected.

				I check the clock on the dash. Three hours until I meet Mike.

				I have not come back to my hometown of Rochester, New York, by choice, but out of necessity. This is where Mike wants to meet, where he will tell me what he knows about my friend Howard’s disappearance.

				Howard was secretly working for me on my last assignment, trying to untangle truth from fiction. I believed Mike killed my father, yet there is evidence to suggest that my father might not be dead.

				Before he could tell me what he knew, Howard disappeared.

				I’ve come to find him.

				It could be a trap. But I am willing to take that risk, because in my mind, I see the path toward my goal.

				Mike. Howard. My father. One leading to the next.

				I should go now, but I lean back in my seat and turn off the engine.

				I am fascinated by this house and unable to look away. My eyes track up the light green shingles, over to the far right corner window.

				That was my bedroom.

				A wave of emotion hits me, so intense that it takes my breath away.

				I give the feeling a name.

				Grief.

				I breathe into it. It’s better to have no feelings at all, but when they come, I’ve learned they do not last forever. They arrive in waves, and like waves, they recede. Eventually.

				I notice two kids walking down the street toward me, backpacks slung over their shoulders. One is around sixteen, the other thirteen. Similar postures and facial structure.

				Brothers.

				I glance at the dash clock. Quarter to three. At this time of day, they’re probably local kids walking home from summer school.

				But they could be Program soldiers disguised as students.

				They approach on the opposite side of the street.

				I watch. I prepare.

				They don’t so much as glance at my car. Instead they turn into the cul-de-sac and head for the house. The older kid takes out a key and unlocks the door, then he and his brother go inside, closing the door behind them. I can tell from their behavior that they’ve done the same thing thousands of times before.

				These are not Program soldiers. They are the strangers who live in the house where I grew up.

				This used to be my home. Not anymore.

				I start the car.
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				My father was a psychology professor here. I walk across campus toward the building where he used to work.

				Summer session is in progress, and the campus is mostly quiet, small groups of students walking among the brick and stone buildings along the river. When I was a boy, my father took me to work sometimes, leaving me to read on the leather sofa in his office while he delivered his lectures. Back then the students seemed so much older than me. Now our differences are less about age than purpose.

				They lead normal lives. I live the life of a soldier.

				The route to the psychology building is ingrained in my muscle memory. I cross the quad, turning left into a three-story redbrick building that houses the psych department and what used to be my father’s office.

				When I walk in, I see a directory with listings for the philosophy, comp lit, and modern-languages departments. No psychology.

				Confused, I head down the hall and tap on the first office door I encounter. A woman in a gray pantsuit looks up from an impressive stack of papers.

				“Can I help you?”

				“Is this the psych building?” I say.

				“Not anymore. They moved about four years ago.”

				She looks me up and down, trying to figure out why I don’t know this information.

				“I’m doing a campus tour,” I say. “I might apply next year. My dad used to be a professor here.”

				“So you’re a legacy.”

				“Should be an easy admit, huh?”

				“Depends. Does he donate?”

				“Every year. With the crappy grades I bring home, he has no choice.”

				She smiles. “I’m sure you won’t have any problems. By the way, where does your dad teach now?”

				Time to change the subject.

				“Could you tell me where the new psych building is?” I ask.

				She spins her chair and gestures out the window behind her, indicating a new structure of steel and green glass in the distance. The building comes to a point like the prow of a ship.

				“Thar she blows,” the woman says.

				“Impressive.”

				“A large, anonymous bequest. There’s an academic center on campus and a research facility downstate in Corning.”

				Corning. That flags something in my memory. My father took me there years ago.

				“That’s a lot of resources for a psychology program.”

				“Lucky them, huh?”

				I see the muscles in her jaw clench.

				Interdepartment rivalry. I may not have gone to college, but I know the dynamic well enough from The Program. People in an organization tend to compete with one another.

				I thank her and turn away before she can ask me any more questions.

				“Good luck with your applications,” she calls from behind me.

				“Thanks,” I say as I head out the door. “I’ll need it.”
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				I’m hit by a rush of perfectly cooled sixty-eight-degree air.

				I scan the digital directory on the wall near the front entrance until I find the information for Professor Abraham Silberstein, my father’s former research partner. His son Joshua was my best friend in elementary school.

				I’ve already looked up Dr Silberstein’s schedule online, so I know he’s lecturing today. I use the directory to pull up a map of the building and find the hall on the second floor, then I use the sleeve of my hoodie to wipe my fingerprints off the touch screen.

				I take the stairs two at a time, moving like a student late for class. I slip into the rear of a steeply raked, two-hundred-seat lecture hall about half filled with students.

				Dr Silberstein stands in the front of the room, his voice loud through the sound system. He’s grown a beard since I last saw him. It’s dappled with gray and makes him look older and more distinguished than I remember. PowerPoint slides float by on a video monitor behind him. The term cognitive dissonance appears briefly before dissolving in an animated transition.

				Silberstein glances up midsentence, his eyes drifting to the back of the hall. He notes me briefly and continues with his lecture, only to glance at me again a second later.

				His eyes widen in recognition.

				“I’m sorry, that’s all we have time for today,” he says, abruptly tearing off his microphone and running from the lecture hall.

				“Where is he go—” the student nearest me starts to say, but I’m already racing out the back door and down the stairs, arriving just in time to see Dr Silberstein far ahead of me, pushing his way into the stairwell. I hit the doors and fling myself after him, grabbing the banister for leverage and leaping ten steps at a time.

				I catch up to Silberstein at the bottom landing. He’s halfway through the basement doors when I reach out and grab the back of his suit jacket.

				“Get away from me!” he says, clutching the door frame.

				“I just want to talk to you.”

				“Help!” he shouts.

				“Everything okay down there?” I hear a man’s voice above me on the staircase, followed by the sound of footsteps.

				Silberstein uses the distraction to wriggle out of his suit coat and slip through the door, leaving the coat still in my hands.

				A moment later a custodian appears. “I heard shouting,” he says.

				I can calm the situation down or ratchet it up. Which will help me the most?

				“Do you smell that?” I say.

				“Smell what?”

				“I think it’s smoke.”

				“Oh gosh,” he says. “I’d better pull the alarm.” He rushes back up the stairs.

				I push through the stairway doors, pausing for a moment to check the pockets of Silberstein’s suit coat. I find a white magnetic security card in a plastic holder. There’s no identifying information on it, so I slip it into my own pocket, ditch the coat, and step into the hallway.

				A moment later the fire alarm sounds, a high-pitched, pulsing tone that echoes down the halls.

				With the alarm going off, I don’t need to worry about drawing attention to myself, so I break into a trot, racing through the basement until I find an exit that lets out on the side of the building.

				Silberstein is across the quad, running for all he’s worth, sweat evident under the arms of his blue dress shirt. He takes the corner hard, slipping on the grass and almost wiping out before he recovers his balance and disappears behind the building.

				I accelerate, dodging a group of students deep in conversation, and I run after him at full speed through the campus, familiar images from my childhood flashing by faster than I can process them.

				I race around the corner and see the back of the blue shirt disappearing into a residence hall a few yards away. I slow to a jog, relaxing my posture so I appear to be a student who has forgotten something in his dorm and gone back to retrieve it.

				I walk through the front door. There’s no security to question me.

				I imagine Silberstein’s trajectory. He’s weaving his way through the building, trying to lose me and looking for an exit that will send him in a new direction.

				It’s midafternoon, but the dorm is busy, girls crashed in front of TVs in common areas, girls studying with doors open, girls walking back and forth to the bathroom.

				Why are there so many girls?

				I jump through a group of them sprawled out in the hall, bare legs in shorts forming an obstacle course.

				“Is it asshole day?” a girl shouts as I leap over her. That tells me Silberstein was here a minute ago. I move as I think he would move, zigzagging until I find an exit door.

				I wedge my shoulder through the door and pop out the rear of the building.
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				It’s a campus police officer. He stands in front of me wearing black slacks and a uniform jacket, a cap pulled low over his forehead. He has the tight build of a trained fighter, unusual for a campus cop.

				“Are you a student?” he says.

				I decide to play it like an entitled college kid not used to being challenged.

				“What the hell else would I be?” I say.

				“Since you’re coming out of a women’s dorm, you could be a lot of things,” the cop says. “Pervert tops the list.”

				A women’s dorm? No wonder there were so many girls in there.

				I smile, the cat caught with the canary. “I was visiting my girlfriend.”

				“That’s a load of crap,” he says.

				Impolite language for a campus cop.

				The guy grins and pops up the cap to reveal his face.

				“Good afternoon, Zach.”

				It’s not a cop. It’s Mike.

				“What are you doing here? We’re supposed to meet two hours from now,” I say.

				“Way ahead of you,” he says. “Come to think of it, I’m always ahead of you.”

				“You followed me?”

				“Didn’t have to. You’re not as unpredictable as you think you are.”

				I’m trained to be unpredictable in all ways. My movements, my habits, my decisions. Unpredictable and therefore undetectable.

				Am I getting sloppy?

				“I know why you’re here,” Mike says.

				“It was one of my favorite places in the old days.”

				He shakes his head. “Let’s not bullshit each other.”

				“Fine. Why don’t you tell me why I’m here?”

				“You want to find your father.”

				He watches me, seeking a reaction. I don’t give him one.

				“There are no secrets between brothers,” he says.

				I glance at his hands. They are relaxed and by his side, seemingly nonthreatening. But you never know with Mike. He could be preparing to strike, and I wouldn’t know until the attack was already in motion.

				“I guess you’ve got me all figured out,” I say. “What do you want to do about it?”

				“Up to you,” he says. “Do you feel like grabbing a cup of coffee? Or would you rather fight to the death?”

				I know what I’d prefer, but I say, “Coffee sounds good.”
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				He slouches his shoulders and in an instant transforms from authority figure to student, almost like an actor getting into character before a performance. I match his energy, and together we head down the stone steps under the Arts Building, where a sign for the Dragon Coffee Shop greets us. “Why don’t you grab a seat and I’ll get us something at the counter,” Mike says, like we’re buddies meeting to hang out together.

				Mike is relaxed, which only makes me more cautions. I am in danger every moment I’m with him. I must not forget it.

				I scope out the coffee shop and I’m hit with a sense of déjà vu. I was in this coffee shop with my father years ago. It had a different name then and different furniture. But there’s no question—I was here.

				I select a table in the back with a brick wall to one side and the counter behind me. It is the most defensible position in the room.

				I turn my chair to the wall and sit sideways so I can watch Mike and the door at the same time.

				There are nine students in the room. I map their locations in my head.

				I look at Mike waiting in line. The students have no idea that a trained assassin stands inches from them.

				A minute later Mike comes over with two coffees and a plate of snacks.

				“Oatmeal raisin cookies,” he says.

				“Did you bake them yourself?”

				“Didn’t have time. But the sign says they’re freshly baked. Do you think we can trust it?”

				“I don’t think we can trust anything in this place.”

				Mike grins and puts the plate of cookies in front of me.

				“Do you still like oatmeal raisin?” he asks.

				Those were my favorite cookies when I was a kid. Mike obviously remembers, and he wants me to know it. Is he trying to bond with me, or is it a test?

				“I don’t like or dislike anything,” I say.

				Preference creates patterns and patterns create vulnerability.

				“We trained you well,” Mike says. “But don’t you enjoy a little something every now and again? Secret pleasures? We all have them.”

				“Do you have them?”

				He raises his eyebrows. “I plead the Fifth,” he says.

				I sip from my coffee, and I wait. Mike brought me here, so it’s wise to let him speak first.

				Mike pulls out a seat, its metal legs scraping against the floor. He glances from side to side, making sure we can’t be overheard.

				“Your friend,” he says. “The one who disappeared from your hotel room after the last mission.”

				“Howard.”

				“Is that his name?”

				Howard was working with me in New Hampshire. He risked his life to break into an armed camp and free me. Then he stuck around to search for clues about my real father.

				“Do you know who has him?” I ask.

				“The Program has him.”

				I’d thought so. But now I have confirmation.

				“They have his laptops, too,” Mike says. “That’s the bad news. The good news is they can’t crack his computer encryptions, so they don’t know what he was up to. Yet.”

				“If they have him, why do they need his computers?”

				“That’s the interesting part,” he says. “He hasn’t talked. I guess he’s a lot tougher than he looks. Like a geek armadillo or something.”

				I suppress a smile.

				“You’re telling me they don’t know who he is or what his connection to me is?”

				“That’s right,” Mike says. “So why don’t you tell me what your connection is?”

				I study Mike’s face, trying to determine how much he already knows and how much I can safely give away. I decide to stay as close to the real story as possible.

				“He was helping me look for my father.”

				Mike shakes his head.

				“Your father is dead, Zach.”

				“That’s not what you told me in New York,” I say.

				“What I told you—?”

				“In Brooklyn, when you had me restrained in that room. You said my father might be alive.”

				“No.”

				I watch Mike’s face, trying to detect a lie.

				“You were drugged,” Mike says. “You heard what you wanted to hear. I’m afraid this has become some sort of an obsession for you.”

				I think about the moment in Brooklyn. I was waking up after being injected with a knockout drug. Could I have imagined the conversation with Mike?

				“How do you know he’s dead?” I ask.

				“Do I really need to answer that?” Mike says.

				“You killed him.”

				“It wasn’t personal, it was my mission. You’ve done the same thing yourself, taken kids’ parents away from them. How many times now?”

				“Quite a few.”

				“It’s what we’re trained to do,” he says. “It’s not nice, but it’s necessary.”

				Mike sips at his coffee, peering over the rim of the mug. I imagine grabbing the mug out of his hands and shattering it in his face.

				He can sense the danger. He studies me, watching to see whether I’m going to make a move.

				“Your anger is misplaced,” he says. “It’s your father you should be angry at. He’s the one who did this to you. Not me, not Mother or The Program. We don’t target innocent people.”

				I’ve had the same thought myself numerous times. The Program targets people who are guilty. My father did something to bring Mike and The Program into our lives.

				“You’re probably wondering what he did,” Mike says, “but I’m not privy to that information. Not now, and certainly not then. We never learn why. We do our job and we don’t ask questions. That’s how it’s been from the beginning, even before you were in The Program.”

				“Why are you telling me this now?”

				“You’re in danger, Zach. You have been in serious trouble these last two missions, but it’s nothing compared with this. You’re as close to rogue as anyone has ever been. The Program is still a young organization. They haven’t dealt with insubordination, and they don’t know how to handle it. In my opinion, they have a tendency to overreact. I’ve done my best to ameliorate the situation. I’ve championed your cause to Mother and Father. I’ve advocated for you.”

				Advocated. Like he’s an attorney arguing my defense.

				“I appreciate that,” I say.

				“I don’t think you do,” Mike says. “Not nearly enough.”

				I look around the coffee shop. Two students have left. The head count is down to seven plus Mike.

				“Your mother and father are dead,” Mike says. He waits for me to look up at him. “But you still have a family. If you want us.”

				I reach for my coffee. I drink it too fast and the hot liquid scalds my throat. The pain helps me to focus.

				“Do you want us?” Mike asks.

				“I need the truth first,” I say.

				“I’ve told you the truth as I know it.”

				I reach into my pocket and finger the security pass I got from Silberstein’s coat. In all this talk, Mike hasn’t mentioned the professor. Why did he run away from me? What’s going on in the University of Rochester psych department?

				Mike knows more than he’s saying, but I’ll never find out if I attack him now. Better to make him an ally than an enemy.

				I lean in and lower my head, taking a submissive position. “What should I do, Mike?”

				He looks pleased.

				“First of all, this quest of yours has to end. Right now.”

				I nod, conceding the point.

				Mike grins. “Then we move on to the next step,” he says. “Cleanup.”

				“Explain.”

				“Your friend Howard is in a holding house in upstate New York, a couple hours south of here. As I told you, he’s held up through field interrogation,” Mike says. “But soon they will move him someplace and ask him questions in a way that will guarantee answers. He will talk. It’s just a matter of time and technique.”

				Mike is right about that. The Program can make anyone talk. Eventually.

				“So you have an opportunity,” Mike says.

				“An opportunity?”

				“To kill him.”

				I sit back in my chair, the breath suddenly gone from my lungs.

				This is what Mike wants from me?

				“There has to be another way,” I say.

				He shakes his head. “I know you care about this kid, but right now you’re only under suspicion with The Program. Once they break him, you’ll be out of options, and I won’t be able to help you.”

				“Why are you helping me now?”

				“You don’t get it, do you?”

				I shake my head.

				“I need you, you idiot.” Mike leans toward me. “You’re all I have.”

				I’ve never seen Mike vulnerable like this. I analyze his breathing and facial expressions, and it seems like he’s telling the truth.

				He says, “You know my family’s dead, just like yours. I had to make a decision back then, much like the one I’m asking you to make now.”

				“You chose to stay with The Program.”

				“I chose life. I mourned my losses and moved on. I thought you had, too.”

				“Maybe it’s not as easy for me.”

				Mike’s face softens. “Sometimes I forget how young you are, Zach. I know you feel old because you’ve seen a lot of death, but you’re still just a kid. Here’s the deal. If you walk away today, you’re committing suicide. If you stay, you give yourself a chance to grow up and gain some perspective on this thing.”

				“Gain perspective? How am I supposed to do that?”

				“You accept reality,” Mike says. “You lost one family, so you have to find another. The Program is my family now, and I’ll do anything to keep us together.”

				“I’m not like you.”

				“Not yet,” Mike says, “but if you stick around, who knows how you’ll feel after a few years?”

				I look down at the cookies on the table. I think about the time Mike and I first met. We were best friends for a little over a month before my life changed forever. I trusted him then, and I was burned.

				Do I trust him again now?

				There are two possibilities that I can see.

				One, Mike is being straight with me, and he’s giving me a chance to set things right before The Program finds out what I’ve done.

				Two, Mike is lying about my father. By killing Howard, I will destroy my best chance to find out the truth.

				I say, “Did Mother send you to make this offer?”

				“It’s coming from me directly,” he says. “Mother knows nothing about it.”

				Mike crosses his arms, waiting.

				“Maybe you’re right,” I say. “It would be stupid to commit suicide. I need to give this some time.”

				I glance up to see Mike smiling.

				“You made the right choice,” he says.
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				I’m on I-490, heading southeast out of Rochester. Mike’s relaxing in the passenger seat, one leg propped up on the dash.

				“You and I on a mission together,” he says. “It’s sort of like the old days.”

				“In the old days, I didn’t have a license,” I say.

				“It’s hard to believe you were only twelve when I met you.”

				“Is this why you wanted us to meet in Rochester?” I say. “So we could reminisce?”

				Mike nods. “I wanted to remind you of where we began. And how far we’ve come.”

				“Mission accomplished.”

				Mike laughs. Then he sits up straight in his seat, and his voice grows serious.

				“Do you remember your first week in the training house?” Mike asks.

				My thoughts drift back to that time. The memories are painful, clouded in darkness.

				“I don’t think much about it,” I say.

				“I don’t believe you,” Mike says.
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				That’s where they put me when I arrived at the training house, drugged and confused. I was overcome with anger and grief, a twelve-year-old boy who had been kidnapped after seeing his father tied to a chair and covered in blood. I was locked up for days while Mother and Father attempted to indoctrinate me into The Program.

				But their approach wasn’t working.

				I shut down. I wouldn’t speak or eat.

				I knew only one thing.

				Mike.

				He was the one who hurt my father. He was the reason I was a prisoner.

				And I hated him.

				One day the door to the room opened, and Mike stepped inside.

				“You busy?” he said as if he were interrupting me playing video games.

				I looked up at him, seized by two thoughts at the same time.

				One: My best friend is here.

				Two: A monster is here.

				“I brought you something,” he said.

				He was holding an item wrapped in brown paper.

				“Turkey on wheat with avocado and tomato,” he said. “And an oatmeal raisin cookie. Your favorite.”

				“You remember.”

				“I’m the same guy I was last week.”

				“Last week you hadn’t killed my parents.”

				He looked at the ground. Was he ashamed? Confused?

				Knowing what I know now, it was neither. He was acting.

				“You have to eat,” he said softly.

				He stepped farther into the room and closed the door behind him. He placed the food on a table. He knelt in front of me.

				“In war there are casualties,” he said.

				“War?”

				“You have no idea what’s going on here.”

				I shook my head.

				“We have to talk, Zach. I need to explain some things to you.”

				That’s when he told me about The Program. Not the story Mother had been telling me, the commander explaining the purpose of the army.

				Mike told me the soldier’s tale. The story of war from his perspective. What it felt like to be a soldier for The Program. The sense of honor and purpose.

				He explained the concept of loyalty—not the kind you have for your school or your favorite sports team, but something deeper, a loyalty born out of hardship and forged in blood.

				Loyalty. The essence of The Program.

				Mike talked for a long time while I listened. At first, I was confused, but as time went on, I began to understand.

				Before he was done, I had eaten the sandwich and the cookie.

				And everything was different.
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				Mike wants me to remember the lesson about loyalty, the reason behind The Program’s existence.

				I glance at him next to me. His breathing is steady.

				“I know the day you’re referring to.”

				“We are soldiers,” Mike says. “Never forget what that means.”

				It’s late afternoon now and the sun is high as we turn and wind our way down 96A toward Cayuga Heights. I catch sight of a familiar billboard by the side of the road—a picture of a smiling family sitting at a kitchen table eating dinner. Beneath the family it says:

				[image: Home_heart_is.pdf]

				Steam wafts up from the heart. I used to think this billboard had some greater meaning, but it’s just a stupid ad for soup.

				Mike says, “I’m going to close my eyes and rest a bit, little brother.”

				Little brother.

				I don’t know if Mike saw me looking at the billboard or not, but I wouldn’t put it past him. It’s a classic salesman’s technique. Create the impression of a relationship whether or not it really exists. This is why car dealers call a potential buyer “my friend”. If you create a relationship with words, you create a bond with the person in real life.

				Mike and I are brothers.

				The Program is our family.

				I glance over to see Mike reclining his seat, his eyes shut.

				Closing your eyes next to an assassin. It’s an act of absolute faith. Or stupidity.

				Mike is not stupid. He’s sending me a message.

				You are my brother, and I trust you with my life.

				“Let me know when we get close,” he says.

				I turn up the air-conditioning to cool off the car. A moment later Mike’s breathing deepens and he falls asleep.
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				I roll down my window when I pass the city limits, taking in the sights and sounds of this new place. I am trained to be adaptable, my energy adjusting to locales without any thought on my part. By the time I turn onto Triphammer Road, I am driving like a local.

				I follow Triphammer until it turns into Route 34 in the town of Lansing. The houses are more isolated here. When I get to the address Mike gave me, I find a long, narrow driveway that disappears into a bank of trees.

				I continue past for a mile and a half until I find a recessed area in the woods where I can wait out of sight from the main road.

				I reach over to wake Mike, but his eyes are already open.

				I say, “We passed the house a while back. Not much to see from the road.”

				“Do you want to wait for nightfall or go in now?”

				“It’s a toss-up.”

				“Every minute he’s in there is a minute they might break him.”

				It’s a good point. On one hand, there is safety in darkness. On the other hand, time is our enemy.

				“Let’s go in now,” I say.

				Mike looks pleased with my choice.

				“Do you have anything on the house?” I ask. “Maps, diagrams?”

				“Nothing,” he says. “You have to go in blind.”

				It’s not ideal, but it doesn’t trouble me. You might even say it’s become my specialty.

				A phone buzzes in the car, the double vibration that indicates a secure text message coming in from The Program.

				“Is that you or me?” Mike says.

				I take out my phone and find a secure text from Mother, indicating she wants a callback.

				I lean over and show it to Mike.

				“You ran a leapfrog app?” he asks.

				I nod, check the stats on my GPS. “The phone has me outside a Chinese restaurant near the Ohio State campus.” Four hundred and fifty-seven miles from here.

				“That’s good. She still thinks you’re in Columbus.”

				“I can put her off for a while, send a text to let her know I’ll call her back.”

				“You’re supposed to be waiting for your next assignment,” Mike says. “How would you react to her call under normal circumstances?”

				“I’d grab it fast because I’d be bored to shit, waiting for her or Father to give me mission orders.”

				He laughs. “I used to be the same way.”

				Used to.

				I wonder what changed for him.

				“I’ll call her back,” I say. “Do you want to be here?”

				“It depends. How good are you?”

				Humans behave differently with people around than they do alone. Mike’s asking if his being here will change the way I interact with Mother.

				“You can stay or go,” I say. “It makes no difference to me.”

				Mike grins. “Initiate the call.”

				I open the word puzzle app and arrange the letters.

				Before I press Play, I frame the phone carefully in front of me. Mother will likely do a video call, and if she sees something that doesn’t look like Columbus, Ohio, on-screen, it will give away my location. So I make sure there are no landmarks or signs behind me, and I start the call.

				The word puzzle app disappears. A moment later Mother is on the screen, watching me.

				“How’s my favorite son?” she says.

				I note Mike’s eyebrows rise slightly beside me.

				Favorite son is nonstandard phrasing. Mother is admitting she has other children, comparing us with one another. She does not do this.

				Mother watches me carefully on-screen, gauging my reaction.

				I smile into the camera. “Your favorite son is great,” I say.

				I don’t know what Mother is up to, but my guess is that it won’t take long to find out.

				“How’s your summer vacation going?” she says.

				Vacation. One of the ways we describe the waiting period between assignments.

				“To be honest with you, it’s a little boring,” I say.

				“You’re anxious to get back to school,” Mother says.

				“You know me, I prefer to be busy.”

				Mother brushes the bangs from her forehead. I notice she’s wearing glasses with designer frames. I’ve never seen her in glasses before.

				“Are those new?” I say.

				Mother grins and adjusts the glasses. “Nice of you to notice,” she says.

				“We may not get to see each other in person very often, but that doesn’t mean I’m not paying attention.”

				“You’re always paying attention.”

				“Like mother, like son,” I say.

				Mother looks pleased.

				She says, “I’m calling to tell you I can’t bring you back from vacation just yet. Things have been—busy—at home. You know how it was when you left.”

				Mother is talking about the terror attack in Boston. Most of the Northeast Corridor is still on edge after the bombing by homegrown teen terrorists.

				Mother says, “If you can stand it, we’d like you to stay there, relax, and enjoy yourself for a while.”

				“I’ll do whatever you think is best.”

				“That’s my boy. Your father and I may even have a surprise for you.”

				I feel my muscles tense.

				“A good surprise, I hope.”

				“Is there any other kind?” Mother says. “Stay put and I promise we’ll be in touch soon.”

				I can tell she’s not going to give me any more information right now, so I move back to the standard script.

				“Will do, Mom. Love you.”

				“Love you, too.”

				The call ends. I put the phone down.

				“What do you think?” I say to Mike.

				“Strange.”

				“Exactly.”

				“Let’s put it in context,” Mike says. “She knows about Howard, but not what he was doing exactly.”

				“She knows he hacked into The Program server and she probably suspects it has something to do with me.”

				“Right, so how would she react to that?”

				“She’d take me off the active list until she could find out the truth. But she wouldn’t want me to suspect anything.”

				Mike nods agreement. “It’s not safe for her to send you on assignment until Howard cracks.”

				“If I were her, I’d stall for time. And I’d try to find out if my operative was loyal or not.”

				“How would you do that?”

				“I’d set a trap.”

				“Break it down for me.”

				“Guilty people do stupid things,” I say. “The pressure of guilt drives people to expose themselves. So if I were Mother, I’d keep things positive, maybe even make overtures of friendship and loyalty. I’d try to increase the person’s guilt. That’s what Mother was doing on this call. That’s why she broke protocol and said I was her favorite son.”

				Mike smiles. “Very perceptive,” he says.

				“So I’m correct. Mother is setting a trap.”

				I watch Mike’s expression. It does not vary.

				“You think I’m the trap?” Mike says.

				“It’s possible.”

				“If this was a trap, it’s already been sprung. You admitted to me that you knew the kid. You admitted he was working with you. That’s enough information, isn’t it? Enough for me to report back to The Program and for Mother to issue a kill order.”

				“It’s enough. I agree.”

				“But here we are. And you are alive and well.”

				“Here we are.”

				“This is not a trap,” Mike says. “It’s an opportunity to clear your name.”

				I lean back in my seat. It’s my turn to close my eyes.

				“This is kind of nice,” I say.

				Mike doesn’t speak. I’m guessing he’s perplexed by my statement.

				“I mean being on a mission with you, Mike. Reasoning it out together.”

				“What can I say? We’re Program brothers.”

				I open my eyes and look at Mike. My former best friend and greatest enemy. Perhaps there’s another chapter in our future.

				Could we be brothers?

				Mike says, “Let’s talk about how you’re going into the house. I assume you have a plan.”

				“I have two plans. One with you and one without.”

				“You’ll have to do it without me. That’s not a problem, is it?”

				“Are you kidding? I work best alone.”

				I take Mike through the plan that’s been forming since I arrived in town. He asks what I might do in different scenarios, and he makes a few suggestions that are helpful.

				But there’s only so much planning we can do. When it comes down to it, I’m breaking into a secure house with a long list of unknowns. Usually on a mission like this, I would leave nothing to chance.

				But in this case, I have to make chance my friend.
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