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			PROLOGUE

			TYUMEN, SIBERIA

			The American walked into Anatoli’s at five minutes after one in the morning. He paused at the door to cast his eyes around the interior before selecting his usual seat at the far end of the bar.

			He knew the heat from the open fire would be welcome once it worked its way past the numbness in his face. There were no other late-night customers tonight, which suited him fine. The bartender caught his eye and nodded, letting him know he would be over in a minute with his usual. That gave him time to take the top layers off and make himself comfortable.

			He removed the bulky gloves first and then his headgear: a big wool-lined trapper hat with flaps that came down over the ears. He placed the gloves and hat on the bench beside him and then unbuttoned his heavy quilted coat. He heaved the weighty garment off his shoulders and dropped it on the bench. Finally, he removed his sweater and allowed the warmth of the fire to begin working its way into his extremities. 

			It wasn’t the cold that got to you, he often thought. Not directly. The cold was manageable, as long as you prepared for it. It was that constant preparation that ground you down: the coping, the managing, the careful building up and removing of layers just to be able to survive and function in this environment at this time of year. The constant mindfulness required merely to exist. 

			He had caught a documentary on one of the local channels a couple of nights ago about the Space Race. Naturally, it was told from the Soviet point of view, favoring Gagarin and Tereshkova over Glenn and Armstrong, but some things were universal. He thought he knew a little of what it was like to be a cosmonaut: preparing oneself to be somewhere human beings weren’t meant to be. From the perspective of a late night in early December, it was hard to escape the conclusion that Tyumen should be added to that list.

			The bartender was finally getting around to drawing his beer from the tap when the door creaked open and a gust of freezing wind blew in. He looked over to see two people enter. As far as it was possible to tell from their winter clothing, they were both men, reasonably tall. They wore hats and coats as bulky as his own. Beyond that it was impossible to know anything about them—age, weight, even race—until they revealed themselves.

			The bartender swaggered over to him, ignoring the newcomers. He was a brawny Armenian wearing a quilted checkered shirt that showed tattoos on his neck and creeping out onto the backs of his hands. He looked like a side of beef with a goatee. The bartender placed the beer beside him and the American nodded. 

			“Spasibo,” he said in acknowledgment.

			He kept his eyes surreptitiously on the two newcomers. There was nothing outwardly suspicious about them. Probably just local men, finishing a shift at one of the nearby factories. They hadn’t so much as glanced in his direction. But it paid to keep his eyes open anyway. That was why he always took this seat, with its unobstructed view of the door. Mindfulness. Living according to one’s circumstances.

			He took a sip of the beer and grimaced, remembering for the hundredth time how much he missed home. Or anywhere that wasn’t here, for that matter. Tyumen hadn’t been so bad when he had arrived in the summer, when it was relatively warm. The job paid well and the contract was open-ended. It wasn’t a difficult assignment: some close protection, some investigation, the occasional requirement for mild rough stuff. The kind of job he could do in his sleep. 

			The two men had almost completed the arduous process of shedding their outdoor wear, and he could see that they were both Caucasian, young, and in good shape. His internal warning system upgraded them a couple of notches. There was no point keeping one’s eyes open, always selecting a seat with a view of the door, if you didn’t evaluate every potential threat. He had a scale that went up to ten, and he mentally assessed everyone he came into contact with on that scale. These two were nothing to cause undue concern, not so far. They had moved up to a three on the scale now. Almost certainly they were nothing more than what they appeared to be. He logged several instances of a three or four on the scale every month. 

			He took another drink and looked up at the television screen hanging on the wall. It was tuned to Russia Today. All the news that’s fit to broadcast. All the news Putin wanted broadcast, anyway. They were covering a train crash out in Moscow, but he wasn’t really paying attention. He was concentrating on watching the two men out of the corner of his eye. If they had noticed him, they gave no indication. One was watching the TV, the other trying to signal the bartender, who was making a point of keeping them waiting while drying a glass. The American had been here a number of times now, and he noticed the bartender was never so diligent at glass polishing as when there was a customer waiting. 

			But then one of the men produced something from his pocket. It was a large silver hip flask. The man moved his hat on the table to conceal his action from the bartender and then placed the hip flask behind it at a very deliberate angle. An angle that would allow him to watch his position in the reflection without ever staring directly at him. An old trick. Or was it just a coincidence?

			Five on the scale.

			He turned away from the television. He fumbled inside his pocket and withdrew his phone. It was a basic old Nokia. Buttons instead of touch screen, no Internet, no built-in GPS. He examined the screen and glanced up at the door, as though awaiting a tardy drinking partner. He allowed his eyes to linger briefly on the two men, neither of whom were looking in his direction. They were dressed like every other male between twenty and sixty he’d seen come into this bar: jeans, work shirt, heavy boots. No … not quite the same. He risked another glance at the boots. Both of them wore similar footwear, but it was nothing like what the local workers wore. These boots were expensive. 

			The American didn’t bother adding another notch to the scale. He simply placed a five-hundred-ruble banknote on the table next to his unfinished beer and got up, pulling his coat on. He left the sweater on the bench and grabbed his gloves and hat, striding toward the door. He heard a voice from behind him as his hand grasped the handle. 

			“Tovarish.” 

			It was one of the two men. He ignored it. 

			“Wrap up warm,” the same speaker called in Russian. “It’s cold out there.”

			He ignored the call, noting as he did that the speaker’s accent was almost perfect. Almost.

			The subarctic chill hit him like a tangible thing the moment he stepped into the night, ravaging the exposed skin on his hands and face.

			The Jeep was parked twenty yards away, on the opposite side of the street. He hustled diagonally across to it and reached into the pocket of his coat for the keys, barely able to hold on to them in the cold. He managed to activate the remote lock and risked a glance back at the bar as his hand found the door handle.

			The two men were at the doorway. They had taken the time to dress up again properly, so they hadn’t been in a hurry, but there was no mistaking it now. They were interested in him.

			He opened the door of the Jeep and got in. He sighed with relief when the engine thrummed to life as he turned the key in the ignition. With the temperature dropping below minus twenty, it was touch and go whether the vehicle would start. It had already let him down a couple of times. Thankfully, tonight wasn’t one of those times.

			He turned on the wipers, grateful that the layer of frost on the windshield hadn’t had time to harden. He pulled out onto the road and drove away as fast as he dared in the snow, stealing glances in the rearview mirror as the bar and the two men receded from view. 

			He kept on the main road for about a mile and then took a right onto a side street. The apartment wasn’t far, but he didn’t want to go there until he could be sure he hadn’t been followed. He couldn’t risk leading them to Nika.

			And who exactly were they? If he was very lucky, they were merely gangsters. Foot soldiers for a rival of his current employer, looking to eliminate one part of his defensive capability. If he was unlucky … 

			He glanced back in the mirror and saw headlights gaining on him. They had a distinctive angular shape, like flattened triangles. 

			The problem with losing a tail in this town was the way Tyumen was divided by its two rivers and the Trans-Siberian Railway, creating isolated zones and severely limiting the options for movement by road. He spun the wheel and took an immediate left, followed by a sharp right down an alleyway so narrow that it barely accommodated the wing mirrors. He pulled back out onto the next street and crossed the bridge over the Tura, bringing him onto the main E22 route that led west and would take him clear of the city. His eyes flashed back and forth from the road to the mirror as he accelerated. 

			A car emerged from the alley behind him. Same triangular headlights, like the unblinking eyes of a dragon.

			Shit.

			This wasn’t local gangsters; it was them. 

			A realization hit him in the pit of his stomach. They could easily have slapped a tracker on his Jeep while he was in the bar. That would explain why they’d been so unhurried. Hell, they could have been tailing him all day, or longer.

			It had been five years. Why now?

			There was no way he could head back to the apartment. Not now, not in this vehicle. And yet he had to. Because in the apartment, behind a false wall, was the only thing in the world that could protect him from what was coming.

			Or perhaps that wasn’t true. If they were coming for him now, after all this time, perhaps nothing could save him. 

			The buildings on either side became lower and more spread out as he approached the city limits. He couldn’t lead them back to Nika. He hoped they didn’t know about her already. His only chance was to try to lose them in the frozen wilderness outside the city and then somehow double back and disappear. But disappear where? Tyumen already felt like the ends of the earth—if they could find him here …  

			Anyway, he thought, returning to the immediate danger, it wouldn’t be enough just to lose them.

			He reached his free hand out and opened the glove box, withdrawing a Smith & Wesson Governor compact revolver, wrapped in two layers of cloth. It was loaded with six .45-caliber ACP rounds. He shook the gun free from the cloth and placed it on the passenger seat. 

			He nudged the pedal down a little more as he passed the gas station that was the last outpost of the western edge of Tyumen. The E22 highway opened up. Frozen, snow-blanketed fields surrounded him on either side. The city already seemed a long way behind him. There were small dwellings and the abandoned sites of former Soviet collective farms dotted here and there, including one that he knew of that was just off the road about four miles outside town. On some level, he supposed he’d borne the place in mind for a situation just like this one. It was like the cold, he thought. There was never a time when you weren’t planning around it, even subconsciously.

			The other car’s headlights followed about half a mile behind him on the straight road, not quite matching his speed. They didn’t have to. They had all the time in the world.

			There was a dip in the road ahead. He cast a brief glance down at the matt black frame of the revolver on the passenger seat and risked speeding up a little more ahead of the dip.

			The lights in the mirror winked out as he hit the downslope, and he saw the turnoff for the farm fifty yards ahead on the right. He wasn’t planning on losing them. Even if they weren’t tracking the Jeep, it would be obvious he had turned off the road, and where. But he didn’t have to lose them. He just had to buy himself a little time.

			He slowed for the turn, feeling the heavy tires slide a little as he swung out into the road. They held. There was a clutch of barns and darkened farm buildings ahead. He knew this from memory rather than sight. The dark structures registered as a minor irregularity, slightly disturbing the alignment of the sky against the horizon. He pulled to a stop beside one of the buildings and got out, leaving the engine running and the lights on. He slammed the door and sprinted around the back of the barn. Immediately, he remembered he had left his hat and gloves in the Jeep. It didn’t matter. The gloves were too bulky to fit through the trigger guard or to fire accurately, and besides, he wouldn’t get the chance to freeze to death. Either he would be back in the Jeep with the heater on full soon, or he would be beyond worrying about the cold. He heard the shift of gears as the other vehicle took the turn off the main road in a leisurely fashion and began the approach.

			He edged around the far side of the barn so he could lay eyes on the approach road, keeping low. He wondered if these buildings were as deserted as they looked, and decided they probably were, given that there had been no sign of life when he drove up. This side of the barn was exposed to the full force of the wind, and the temperature, which he had thought couldn’t get any colder, dropped still further. Had to be twenty-five below. His hands and face were already completely numb. He would have to trust the joints in his fingers to do what his brain told them, even though he couldn’t feel them move. At least he had the coat.

			Finally, the pursuers appeared, pulling to a smooth stop a short distance behind the Jeep. They were driving a silver Mitsubishi Outlander. A little too new and shiny to fit in, just like the boots. He hoped they would think he was still in the vehicle, but he knew they’d be careful. The two men from the bar got out of the Mitsubishi, guns drawn. In the glare of the headlights, he saw they were wearing lightweight winter tactical gloves. He only wished he’d been as prepared. 

			They stayed close to their vehicle for a second, playing it by the book, checking the area. For these brief few moments, he had them at a disadvantage. They knew he was around somewhere, of course, but they didn’t know if he was in the Jeep or concealed in or around one of the farm buildings. He had picked this spot because there were several potential hiding places. Three or four places he could be, but only two of them to check those places. 

			The pair looked identical in their winter gear. The one who had gotten out of the driver’s side nodded at his partner, an unspoken signal. He began to approach the Jeep, gun extended, while the other one covered the surrounding buildings in smooth alternating motions. Mixing it up, not spending more than a couple of seconds in any direction.

			Time to take the chance.

			He stepped out of cover just as the second man was turning away. He raised the revolver and fired, intending to put him down with a head shot. The gun kicked back. In the cold he barely felt it. The man went down, but it didn’t look like he’d hit the head, maybe just clipped the man’s shoulder.

			No time to confirm, he swung around just as the other one was spinning around from his approach to the Jeep, ducking down to one knee as he did so. He was ready for this, had the muzzle aimed low as he pulled the trigger twice more. A good hit this time, two .45-caliber slugs in the center mass. The guy went down.

			He started to turn back to the first one he’d dropped, but he was too late.

			He registered the muzzle flash from the direction of the sprawled figure before he felt the bullet. No pain, just a sharp impact in his lower right side. He followed through on the action, squeezing the trigger again and again, putting his last three bullets in the guy on the ground.

			He dropped the revolver and unbuttoned the midsection of his coat, his fingers too numb to do the job properly. He reached a hand inside and felt the tear in his clothing and the wound itself. He didn’t need to see it to know it was bad. The volume of blood coursing over his fingers told him that. He put pressure on the hole with his left hand and started to move back toward the Jeep, wondering if he could survive the drive to the hospital.

			And then his problems really began.

			From a distance away, he heard the familiar noise of another engine slowing to take the turn. He looked back toward the highway and saw the lights of two more vehicles turning onto the access road. Distinctive triangular headlights.

			He pressed down on the wound and began to run as fast as he could into the open fields. He wasn’t thinking anymore. He just knew that he could not wait and fight, unarmed and wounded. He might just have time to get away, to circle back around to the main road while they were searching for him. Perhaps he would get lucky and a car would stop for him before he froze to death.

			The snow was powdery beneath his feet and impeded his already stumbling steps. He wondered if he was leaving a trail of blood, but he was too weak to check. If he paused to look behind him, he might never be able to start moving again. His breathing became more labored, the freezing air savaging his lungs as he forced more of it into them. The pulse thudded in his head. He knew his heart was beating faster, which was bad news for blood loss. But if he could just keep going, perhaps he could make it.

			Then he heard the dogs. 

			Frenzied barking, the rapid patter of paws on snow. He turned around as the two black Dobermans closed in on him fast. The biggest one leaped first, bringing him down easily. Jaws closed around his left wrist, joined a second later by another set around his ankle. Again, he felt no real pain, just pressure.

			He lost track of time then, lying on the snow, staring up at the black sky, listening to the guttural snarls of the dogs. It could have been a few seconds or ten minutes later that he heard the voice. The words were in English this time.

			“You had a good run. But it’s over now.”

			The source of the voice appeared above him. Like his predecessors, he wore a coat and thin tactical gloves. He also wore glasses. It wasn’t a face he recognized, but that meant nothing. He knew exactly who the man was and why he was here. 

			He heard a whistle and a clicking noise as the dogs’ handler spoke to them and they released their grip. He didn’t make any move. He had used up the last of his reserves.

			“Get it over with,” he said.

			The briefest smile crossed the lips of the man with the glasses and then disappeared.

			“Soon. You know what we want first.”

			“Go to hell.”

			The man in the glasses held his gaze for a moment, then shrugged and nodded to one of the other men. From the sounds of it, there were at least three of them. Another, taller man appeared in his field of vision, holding a cell phone. He crouched down and turned the screen so he could see it. At first he couldn’t discern what was on the screen, and then he realized that it showed a video image. In close on blond hair. The camera moved out a little and a hand moved the hair to reveal a face. 

			His next breath caught in his throat. Nika.

			Her eyes were closed, tears glistening on her cheeks. The camera reframed again to show the barrel of a gun pressed against her temple.

			The man with the glasses crouched down beside him, glanced at the screen, and looked back at him expectantly. 

			He yelled obscenities at them, tried to lift himself up off the ground, but the bigger one easily suppressed him by pressing the sole of his boot down on his chest as he tried to get up. He yelled some more. And then he told them. He told them everything. Not because he thought it would save him, but because it might just save Nika.

			The man with the glasses listened and nodded.

			“Thank you.”

			“Now let her go. She doesn’t know anything—”

			The man with the glasses reached out a gloved hand, and the other one passed him the cell phone. 

			“Ortega?”

			The tinny voice of the man holding the gun on Nika came through the cell phone’s speakers.

			“Copy.”

			“You can kill her now.”

			He screamed out as he heard two quick gunshots over the phone. He struggled against the boot on his chest until he saw the barrel of the gun yawning in front of his eyes.

			And then there was an explosion of light, and then nothing.
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			1

			SUNNYVALE, CALIFORNIA

			My eyes snapped open and for a moment I thought I was still running.

			I blinked a couple of times and took in my surroundings: hotel bed, blinds open, light from a clear blue sky flooding the room. It took me a second to realize that the illusion of running was caused by the fact I was still breathing hard from the dream.

			I sat up in bed. The hotel room was temperature-controlled to within an inch of its life, but I felt a chill as the covers slipped off and exposed my sweat-drenched upper body to the air. I took a few long breaths through my nose and willed my heart rate to drop to a more medically approved level.

			Breathing and pulse rate dealt with, I gave myself a diagnostic knock on the head. Wow. There hadn’t been a dream like that for a while. Not since the immediate aftermath of Los Angeles. I wondered if proximity was a factor. This was the closest I had been to LA since then, and although I’d been too busy to think much about the whole thing recently, it seemed like my subconscious had been doing it on my behalf.

			My job is to find people who don’t want to be found. Ordinarily, a third party engages my services, but I had made an exception for that case. A serial killer the media had christened “the Samaritan” had been abducting and killing lone female drivers in LA. Some of the details of the investigation that had been leaked to the media reminded me of Dean Crozier, a man I had worked alongside years before. We had been members of a very effective, very secret military intelligence organization that found a great deal of work for our respective talents. I had a strong interest in keeping out of the orbit of our mutual former employers, so it had not been an easy decision to offer my services to the LAPD. But in the end it had been the only decision. My fears had proved grounded on both counts: Dean Crozier was the Samaritan, and I wasn’t the only one who had made the connection. 

			I remembered the man in glasses. The cold look in his eyes as he held the gun steady. An unfamiliar face, but he knew who I was.

			Maybe things have changed, he had said. 

			I had gotten myself out of that situation though, and things had been quiet ever since. Except that on some level I was still waiting for the other shoe to drop.

			A soft cuckoo noise chirped in tandem with the vibration of my cell phone, getting gradually louder. My morning alarm. I rolled over and hit mute. 

			I showered, shaved, and dressed for my appointment. A charcoal two-button Brooks Brothers suit and a light blue broadcloth shirt. I packed my laptop and left the room as I’d found it. I took the stairs to the ground floor, grabbed a bagel from the breakfast buffet, and checked out. 

			Outside on the street, the sky seemed even bluer. A cold day by California standards, but I wasn’t the type to complain about the thermometer reading fifty degrees in January. The fresh air soothed the nagging headache the dream had left me with, and I hoped that the images still flashing before my eyes would fade along with it. There was a line of three taxis parked outside the hotel, and I got into the one at the front. I told the driver I wanted to go to Moonola House. Before I could give him the address, he just nodded and pulled out onto the road. I guessed Silicon Valley cabdrivers were accustomed to making most of their trips from hotels to one tech company or another.

			I snapped open my laptop and took another look at some of the documents I had downloaded on the company I was about to visit. It sounded like a straightforward job, but they all do at first. I had time to read a couple of articles about Moonola in tech journals and one from the New York Times before we reached the neighborhood that was my destination.

			The area looked something like an expensively designed college campus from twenty years in the future. Lots of well-maintained stretches of lawn and leafy trees. The buildings were all wide two- or three-story structures with smoked glass and steel exteriors, many of them with tasteful sculptures or water features outside. Almost none of them presented anything so gauche as a lot number or a sign identifying the name of their company. Instead, I saw lots of logos, artfully composed monograms, and the like. The driver pointed out some familiar names like Yahoo! and Google as we passed their outposts. I was grateful he knew where he was going, because I would have had difficulty navigating the maze of hieroglyphics. My job requires that I’m good at finding things, but I have my limits.

			Case in point: The company I was looking for was called Moonola. The building was another sprawling glass and steel block, distinguished from the others only by a cartoon image of a smiling cow. I wasted a few seconds trying to work out the correlation between the logo and the name before realizing that I was probably giving it more thought than the marketing team had.

			“This is the place?” I asked as the driver pulled to a stop at the bottom of a path of black slate paving slabs that led to the entrance of the building.

			“Mmm-hmm,” he answered in the affirmative, checking the mileage and telling me the fare. 

			“You don’t look like you belong here,” he offered as I handed over the cash.

			“Too old?” I asked, figuring the average age of a software guru was probably about twenty-two.

			“Too dressed up.”

			I glanced down at my suit. Even with my natural inclination to go tieless, he was probably right. 

			I walked the length of the path, noting the security cameras watching me the whole way. The entrance was a double glass door, with the cow motif reproduced in frosting on the panels. It was a welcoming image to put on the front door, although the effect was undermined a little by the cameras and the sign warning that all visitors must be checked in, everyone had to swipe their pass, and NO TAILGAITING. There was an intercom. I pushed the buzzer and a female voice answered immediately. 

			“Moonola, how may I help you?”

			I gave her my name and told her I had a meeting with John Stafford, and she buzzed me in. I entered a small lobby with a flight of stairs leading to the second floor. The stairs were carpeted, and the place had a vague smell of newness. Like the recent memory of cut wood and fresh paint. At the top of the stairs was another locked door, although this one had a window into reception that let the receptionist see me. She waved at me and I heard a click as she unlocked the door remotely. Reception was another small, low-ceilinged room with no windows. The receptionist was a blonde in her midtwenties wearing a black blouse. She sat behind a high desk.

			She smiled welcomingly, but before she could speak I heard an abrupt voice from my right.

			“Carter Blake?”

			I turned to see another door leading to the interior of the building. A short man in jeans and a Led Zep T-shirt. He had a lanyard around his neck holding a white card, which I assumed was a security pass, but it was facing the wrong way. He had dark hair, glasses, one of those little tuft beards under his bottom lip. 

			“That’s me,” I said. “You’re with Mr. Stafford?”

			John Stafford was the name I’d been given. It hadn’t rung any bells with me when I’d heard it the previous evening, but a little Googling had revealed he was something of a hot young gun in software. Not a Mark Zuckerberg or anything like that, at least not yet, but the kind of guy who would probably be commanding the front cover of Wired within the next year, and Forbes the year after that.

			The guy with the tuft beard sighed, as though accustomed to but still mildly resentful at being defined by his association with Stafford. “I’m Greg. John’s downstairs. Come on.”

			He had already turned to go back through the door when the receptionist piped in. “He needs a visitor’s pass.”

			“You haven’t given him a pass yet?”

			“I was just—” 

			“Give him a pass, Hayley.”

			I exchanged a brief, knowing look with Hayley as she showed me where on the form to sign, and then she gave me a red credit card-sized pass in a holder and lanyard. I took it and thanked her. “Security first,” I said.

			Greg snorted. “Yeah. Lot of good it did us.”

			I followed him through the door, and we headed along a corridor, through another security door, and down a flight of stairs. The decorators had obviously been commissioned only to cover the public-facing areas. As we got deeper into the building, it reverted to function rather than form: no carpets, cinder-block walls, strip lighting. It felt more like a bunker down here. I supposed it was, in a way. 

			We passed a series of doors, and I could hear a faint rumble, like the engines on a cruise ship. Greg saw me looking and nodded at one of the doors.

			“It’s not all ours. We host for a couple dozen companies.”

			“Do they get a room each?”

			“The big ones do.”

			We passed through another security door, which was the fifth time we’d had to swipe a pass, by my count, and entered a space not much larger than a phone booth. Greg waited for the door we’d used to swing shut until it clicked. 

			“You can’t open the next door until the first one locks. This is the highest security area. Moonola servers only in the next room.”

			“Do you have any idea where he might have gone?” I asked, to fill the time.

			He looked unimpressed. “Isn’t that what you’re here for?” 

			I didn’t answer that. A green light clicked on in the last panel, and Greg swiped his pass. 

			We walked out into the Moonola server room. It was difficult to judge the dimensions of the space because everywhere you looked were arrays of locked cages the height of jumbo-sized refrigerators. Inside each cage were the servers. The noise was much louder in here, so much so that I didn’t catch Greg’s next words. I went out on a limb and guessed it was something dismissive and nonessential. The temperature was noticeably hotter in here, despite the big air-conditioning vents in the ceiling that were blowing away, contributing to the din. I removed my jacket and folded it over my arm as I followed Greg.

			We turned a few corners and made our way deep into the heart of the maze. I couldn’t help but think it seemed a little anachronistic; all of these tin boxes whirring away in secrecy behind the sleek shiny devices we all take for granted these days. A moment later we arrived at what I assumed was our destination.

			A man with his back to us, dressed in khaki skateboard shorts and a tennis shirt, was standing in front of an open server cabinet. He was tapping away at the keyboard of a kind of oversized laptop that seemed to have slid out of the section of the server tower just above waist level. Greg called out, but his voice was lost in the din. He reached out and tapped the man on the shoulder, but he ignored it, finishing tapping out whatever he was doing on the keyboard. Ten seconds later he hit the return key, snapped the lid of the laptop down, and slid it back into place. He swung the grilled door back into place in front of the tower and locked it before slipping the key back into his pocket. Only then did he turn around to acknowledge us.

			I recognized him from the pictures I had seen on the website and on many of the articles I’d read on the company. Except that in every one of those pictures, he’d been wearing a wide grin that was just on the acceptable side of cocky. He wasn’t grinning now. The confident light blue eyes were the next thing you noticed in pictures after the grin, but they were the first thing that stood out today. Only today they looked different—wounded, but purposeful. His thick, dark eyebrows were bunched close together above those eyes. His shaved head gleamed under the fluorescent lights as he walked toward me, his hand outstretched. I shook it. 

			“John Stafford.”

			“Carter Blake,” I replied. “What do you need from me?”

			He answered without hesitation. 

			“I need that son of a bitch’s balls. On my desk.”

			2

			Sunnyvale, California

			I’ve had clients who would have been speaking entirely literally when they made a request like that, but I was reasonably sure that John Stafford was employing hyperbole. 

			“I’m afraid that’s not part of the service.”

			Stafford didn’t smile. “Let’s talk upstairs.”

			Five minutes later, we had ascended to the second floor again. Out of the noise and the heat and the strip lighting. Back to smoked glass and expensive design and the smell of newness. The view from Stafford’s office window looked out on the leaves on the trees at the front of the building. On the journey back up from the server room, we’d managed to off-load Greg, so it was just the two of us discussing the terms of the assignment.

			Stafford was sitting behind the aforementioned desk: a piece of plate glass balanced on steel legs, supporting three screens arranged around a flat wireless keyboard. Far too tasteful a setup for what he had requested a few minutes before. He was a little older than I had estimated from the photographs: in his early thirties, perhaps. Not old old, but not exactly a spring chicken for this line of work. He looked away from me, glanced at one of his screens, then out of the window, and sighed. He considered his response to my initial question. I could see that this was a frustration for him, having to tell somebody else what he wanted done. Technical people can be like that—they’re used to solving their own problems, dazzling laymen with their mastery of the occult arts of coding or hacking or whatever. 

			“His name is Scott Bryant,” he said after a minute. “One of my senior developers. He’s worked here for the past eighteen months. Yesterday evening he walked into our secure data storage center—which you’ve just visited—and downloaded some very confidential, very valuable proprietary software belonging to me onto a flash drive. He hasn’t been seen since.”

			“And you want him located so you can get your flash drive back.”

			“So I can get my company’s future back, Blake.”

			“You’ve tried the police?” A question I generally ask. Often it’s rhetorical, but not in this case.

			“Of course. They sent a car around to his apartment, but of course he had cleared out. He’s technically wanted, and they’ll do their best to pick him up. You know what that means?”

			“The same thing it means when they tell a burglarized homeowner they’re looking into it?”

			“Exactly. They don’t get it. They don’t care, because they’re not paid to care.”

			“Which is why you’re paying me to care, I take it.”

			“I hope so. I wanted the best, and your name came up.”

			“Okay. You’re paying me to care, so why don’t you start by telling me about this software? Starting with how time sensitive this is. Is Bryant planning to upload it to the Internet? Because if so—”

			Stafford shook his head impatiently. “No. This isn’t some Ed Snowden thing. This is about money. If he makes this public, it’s worthless to him.”

			I nodded. “So he’ll need to find a buyer, or meet up with them if he’s found one already.”

			“Right.”

			“So what is it? What exactly has he stolen?”

			He hesitated, as if it took an effort of will to discuss it with an outsider. “It’s called MeTime. It’s going to revolutionize social networking. Think about your Facebook page. If—”

			“I haven’t gotten around to Facebook yet.”

			He stopped and looked at me as though I’d walked off a UFO. 

			“But you know what it is, right?” 

			“Sure, an electronic tagging system that lets you upload pictures of food.”

			For the first time, he cracked a smile. “This will blow Facebook out of the water. It’ll make Facebook look like a paper journal.”

			“So it’s potentially lucrative.”

			“You could say that.”

			He began to give me an explanation of how unique and special his software was. He started out reasonably intelligibly, before descending into techno-babble. My attention wandered. From the lower levels, I could hear and feel the rumble of the thousands of servers. It reminded me of the thought I’d had earlier on. I pointed in the opposite direction, up to the ceiling. “I thought everything was in the cloud these days.”

			Stafford shook his head again. “If we’d stored this on a private cloud, there wouldn’t have had to be an inside job, Blake. Some hacker in China would have had it six months ago. Physical is still best for security.” 

			“But no system is without vulnerabilities.”

			“Correct.”

			I sat back in the chair. “I’ll need his full employee record, past employment, plus anything else you’ve got on him.”

			“You got it.”

			“How well did you know him?”

			He shrugged. “As well as any of my team. Kept himself to himself. I don’t mean to say he was antisocial. I mean, he would come out for beers sometimes.” 

			Stafford stopped and thought some more. I could tell he’d be able to reel off chapter and verse if I’d asked him how good a developer Bryant was, or what his three biggest screw-ups had been over the last year and a half. But forced to consider him as a man rather than an employee was a stretch.

			“Single, I think. Or … wait a minute. He mentioned a wife once.” He stopped and made a visible effort to recall the details. “Ex-wife maybe?”

			“Does she live nearby?”

			Stafford held up his hands in defeat. I made a mental note to follow up on that one.

			“Okay, let’s think about the software. Who are his potential customers? I’m guessing your rivals?”

			Stafford visibly relaxed, on more comfortable ground again. “I can get you a list. We can narrow that down pretty easily. Proving anything is another matter.”

			“Great. Get me that and his company record as quickly as you can and I’ll get to work.”

			“So we have a deal?”

			“One last question: What do you want me to bring back? The software or Scott Bryant?”

			He paused, considering the question.

			“I need both, Blake. He has to go to down for this.” He waved his hand around to symbolically encompass the building. “I have more than thirty people whose jobs depend on this, and Bryant just sold us all out.” 

			I sat back and considered it. “Understood. It’s important to establish the ground rules up front. Now here’s mine. I get half the money up front, half on delivery.”

			“Not a problem.”

			“The next one is the most important: I work on my own. As soon as you commission me to find Scott Bryant, that’s it. I’ll come back if I need anything from you, but otherwise you leave me alone.”

			“I’ll need regular updates.”

			He slid a tastefully designed business card across the glass desk. I took it and put it in my pocket.

			“Fair enough, but I’ll call you. Last rule: I do things my way. That means you trust me to take any reasonable steps necessary in order to complete the job.”

			“I’m happy with … those decisions being taken on a need-to-know basis,” Stafford said after a moment.

			I smiled. “Don’t worry. I don’t think we’ll need to bend too many rules on this one. But you never know, and that’s why this rule is important. I won’t burden you with the details, and you don’t ask how I got the results.”

			Stafford nodded assent. “That’s it?”

			“That’s it.”

			“Then let’s get started.” 

			3

			New York City

			Emma Faraday nodded briefly in acknowledgment as the doorman stood to attention at her approach. She stepped through the open doorway and looked left and then right. Hank, her driver, was parked at the curb, twenty yards from the front door. He was short, bald, and in his sixties. He had seen her first and was already opening the rear door of the black limo.

			She settled back on the leather seats and fastened her seat belt as Hank pulled out into traffic. Normally garrulous, Hank seemed to sense that this was not one of those days when his employer wanted to be chatted to. She reached into her bag and retrieved her Surface Pro. Detaching the keyboard, she placed the tablet component on her lap and switched it on. A second later, she had the file on her screen again. She had revisited this particular file on and off countless times over the past nine months and with increasing frequency over the past eleven days.

			The file provided a partial history of a specific individual. The records were minutely, even obsessively detailed up until November of 2010. After that, they were culled from numerous, more casual sources. News reports. Questions asked of potential witnesses. Snatched screenshots from blurry security footage. 

			Faraday tapped on the screen a couple of times and navigated to the photo library. The photographs were arranged in strict date order and provided a pictorial narrative of the subtle way the subject had changed himself for the camera over the years. Expression, posture, hair length, facial hair, glasses present or absent. Everything fluctuated from image to image, except for the distinctive green eyes, which were the same in the first photograph and the last. 

			A soft ping alerted her to a new e-mail message. She tapped the screen again twice, and the image of the subject was replaced by her secure inbox. Except for the most recent arrival, the inbox was entirely clear, the way she liked it. 

			The e-mail was from Murphy, confirming that everything was on track for this evening’s operation. The preliminary subject’s location had been confirmed and verified. She only wished they could be as certain about the whereabouts of the other subject, the one in her file. 

			She acknowledged the e-mail with a simple “Okay,” archived it, and closed the inbox window. 

			The subject’s photograph appeared back on the screen. The most recent DMV picture, under the new name. As Hank braked for a red light, the sound of a sudden impact drew her eyes away from the screen and to the street outside. A tow truck in the next lane had rear-ended a blue Ford. She watched as the driver got out, berated the tow truck driver, and then shook his head as a symphony of horns chased him back into the driver’s seat to move off, reluctantly chalking it up to experience.

			She looked back to the screen, thinking about what would happen once the ball was rolling. They had a multilayered series of plans leading off from the outcome of tonight’s operation, like a formula. If A happens, then they implement X. If B, then Y and Z. Separate courses of action with their own branches and sequels. In theory, they had covered all bases. But in her experience, the human element always trumped theory. And that could cut both ways.

			Murphy was beginning to disconcert her a little on this operation. He seemed be taking an unusual interest, to care a little too much about it. She supposed that could be explained by the fact that he had worked with the man in the file. There was an unavoidable personal dimension there. She was uncomfortable with that. But on the other hand, it made Murphy particularly valuable on this operation. 

			In some ways, Murphy had made things less difficult for her than they could have been, when she had been brought in to direct the organization a year ago. The change of personnel had been made in unfortunate circumstances—the previous director had killed himself after being diagnosed with terminal cancer. It had been decided that an entirely fresh way of doing things was required. 

			The upper reaches of the DOD had begun to question the veil of secrecy drawn over so many of the operations of the organization, even though they seemed happy enough with the results. The organization was a black box. An entity defined by inputs and outputs, with no one able to see its internal workings. Instructions in one side, results out the other. The detail of what went on in the middle was lacking, and that was beginning to make people nervous.

			So Faraday had been quietly imported from the CIA. Her track record with the agency, including an impressively disaster-free stint as station chief in Baghdad, gave her the skills, the background, and the credentials to take over as director. She understood, too, that the fact she had no dependents and kept any romantic relationships brief and entirely isolated from the job had worked in her favor. 

			That did not mean it had been an easy transition. The organization was the most closed of closed shops up until that point, run as near to a personal fiefdom as the US military allowed by just one man since the early 1990s. But that was where Murphy had come in handy. He had proved an able right-hand man, quelling potential dissent among the men and occasionally translating her more controversial commands into more digestible language. Freed to focus on the big picture, she had started out with one aim: to keep what worked, and to ruthlessly jettison what did not. A year on, she was pleased with the progress. Tonight’s operation would begin the work of cutting one of the last remaining ties to the past. 

			So why did she feel so uneasy about it? 

			Hank started signaling and looked for a place to stop as they approached the building on West Fortieth. It was an unassuming thirty-eight-story glass and steel structure, built within the last fifteen years. It didn’t stand out, certainly didn’t look as though it might contain the headquarters of a secret military intelligence organization, but then that was entirely the point. 

			The organization had started out in a windowless subbasement in the Pentagon more than two decades before, moving to an office park in Virginia in the late nineties to blend in more fully. After 9/11, the organization had looked ahead of its time. It had been designed as an agile, kinetic response to emerging threats; focusing on bringing together the top tier of military and intelligence operators in a small, compartmentalized unit. These attributes put the organization in a perfect position to adapt to the new world. In 2003, it had moved once again, to its present location. The shifts in physical distance from the seat of power seemed like an apt metaphor. 

			As Hank pulled to a smooth stop at the curb, she looked down at the file one more time. The green eyes stared back at her from the DMV photograph, as though aware of her gaze. 

			The subject had the ideal skill set for the work they did. An expert tracker, good with people in every way that mattered, above average on the firing range, adept in unarmed combat. A strategic thinker, too, able to respond creatively to changing conditions on the ground. Both a thinker and a warrior. Carter Blake would be a perfect asset, if she were recruiting.

			But more likely, within thirty-six hours, he would be dead. 
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			New York City

			The twenty-fourth-floor conference room of the building on Fortieth Street was overheated, and the absence of windows meant that after a while you could almost forget you were in the heart of the city. If you spent long enough in here, it was possible to forget what country you were in. It had the feel of a bunker, nothing to distinguish it from similar rooms across the globe. Cornell Stark couldn’t help but wonder if that was deliberate, given the subject matter of today’s briefing.

			Stark glanced around him. Twelve men in the room altogether, and he wondered how many of them knew why they were here. The only reason he knew was because he had been on the Crozier operation and Murphy had given him a heads-up that this was coming. The men were seated in two rows of six, facing the screen at the front of the room. At first glance they didn’t look like what they were. For a start, grooming choices varied as much as they would have in a gathering of college students: buzz cuts to longer hairstyles, clean-shaven to bearded. The men were mostly dressed in cargo pants and T-shirts: the colors black or dark blue or olive green. None of them was wearing an official uniform of any kind. But a random civilian who happened to open the conference room door and look in would not mistake this group for anything but a team.

			Not that anyone would be in a position to just walk in here by accident.

			Stark himself wore boots, black combats, and a black tennis shirt, and he was one of the clean-shaven, short-haired contingent. He had been regular army up until a year ago, and he was still getting used to this. Not just the disregard for strict uniform and grooming standards, but the patterns of deployment. The long periods of downtime followed by a sudden call, after which he’d be expected to report within the hour and in peak fitness. Ranks were almost never referred to. The only person who was ever called anything other than their last name was Faraday. The director.

			Stark checked his watch. Four minutes to noon. Which meant the briefing would begin in precisely four minutes. Murphy was a precise guy. And even had he not been, Faraday was going to be in on this one, and Faraday made Murphy look carefree and relaxed.

			The other men were talking among themselves, waiting to find out why they were here. Some were shooting the shit about what they’d been doing on downtime. Some were speculating carefully about where they were possibly about to be deployed. Stark thought about the common denominators of the eleven men plus himself and decided Murphy had made these particular selections because, for want of a better descriptor, these were the most normal guys in the team. None of them would particularly stick out in a crowd, like the six-foot-eight Davis would have. They were all reasonably at ease talking to people, blending in. 

			Blending in would be important. 

			The only one who didn’t quite fit that bill was Usher. Like Stark, he was sitting in silence, observing the others. He was at the far end of the front row—diagonally as far away from Stark as he could be. He wore glasses and was dressed neatly, but in subtle contrast to the others. He wore black jeans, soft shoes, and a white oxford shirt. That hypothetical civilian, in his or her brief glance into the room, might have had time to note that of all the men, Usher seemed to sit at one remove. As Stark’s gaze lingered on Usher’s profile, he sensed he was being watched and his head snapped around. Their eyes met. Stark smiled and raised his eyebrows, as if to say, “Do you know why we’re here?” 

			Usher’s expression didn’t change. After a moment he looked away again, staring at the blank screen on the wall. Usher knew, he decided. Usher had been in LA, too. 

			There were men in the unit with whom Stark got on very well. There were others who proved more difficult to like. Usher was in neither of those two brackets. He was an enigma. He never spoke about anything not directly related to the job. Even then, he was economical with words, communicating exactly what he needed to as efficiently as possible. Stark had tried to engage with him a couple of times and concluded that, as smart a guy as Usher was, his brain was evidently missing the software that allows a person to interact normally with other people. 

			The conference room door opened and the conversation trailed off as Faraday entered, followed by Murphy. Jack Murphy was tall and broad-shouldered. Although he was wearing a dark suit, white shirt, and tie, there was no mistaking his military bearing. He was in his midforties, and although his days in the field were now behind him, Stark was in no doubt that he could still handle himself in a rough situation. The serious, focused version of Murphy had shown up today. He was the type of guy who could buy a round of drinks and fit in with the crowd at the bar, but he was capable of switching that off and projecting the persona of a cold professional when necessary. Stark wasn’t sure which was closer to the real him. He reminded Stark of a politician, which explained why he’d been able to move so seamlessly into the role of deputy director. Not, of course, that anyone referred to him as such. 

			Emma Faraday, on the contrary, had only one side that Stark was aware of. The director was all business, all the time. She actively disliked any hint of levity. She discouraged any attempt at small talk. Stark had seen her respond to an innocent comment about the weather with a withering put-down. As far as Faraday was concerned, if it wasn’t related to the job in hand, it was a waste of breath. 

			She was shorter than Murphy, around five six. Light brown hair pulled back in a severe ponytail, a midnight-blue shirt under a black pantsuit. She was a little younger than Murphy, too, but still older than the rest of them. Her high cheekbones and piercing blue eyes would have demanded attention even if she hadn’t been the only woman in a roomful of men. Her permanent frown spoiled the effect somewhat. Thinking about it, Stark genuinely couldn’t recall ever seeing Faraday smile in the year she had been in position as director.

			The conversation immediately died away, and the men straightened in their seats, awaiting illumination as to why they were there.

			Stark saw Murphy glance discreetly at Faraday before starting to speak. She responded with an almost imperceptible nod.

			“Gentlemen,” Murphy began. “I’ll cut to the chase. You’re about to be deployed on a mission to acquire a target. The target in question is smart, he’s deadly, and he knows our methods. This is not business as usual.”

			“Sounds like business as usual to me,” Dixon cut in, to mild laughter from some of the others. Faraday fixed the brawny Texan with an arctic stare, but said nothing.

			Murphy left a pause before continuing. “First point of difference: As you may have gathered, given that you’re not sitting on a C-130 right now, we’re working stateside on this one.”

			The men were too jaded to show much in the way of surprise, but Stark noticed a couple of raised eyebrows from his vantage point. Jennings and Abrams exchanged a glance. They were sitting together, as usual. Their similar builds, hair, and features had led to Faraday mixing them up a couple of times early on, leading in turn to the nickname that both men hated: the twins. 

			“This is real world?” Abrams asked. If they had genuinely been twins, Abrams would have been the evil one. Stark had had to rein in his predilection for mayhem on more than one occasion. 

			“Real as it gets,” Murphy confirmed. “Second point of difference. I told you our target knows our methods. There’s a very good reason for that. He used to be one of us.”

			Faraday stepped forward as the screen lit up behind her, showing a low-res photograph. It showed a man in his mid-to-late thirties, dressed in a suit and wearing dark glasses. He was entering the lobby of a building, the picture taken from a security camera. A better-quality photograph appeared on the right-hand side of the screen, superimposed over the surveillance pic. This one was head and shoulders: an identity photograph from a driver’s license or passport. It showed what Stark assumed was the same man: dark hair, green eyes, a carefully neutral expression, as though he didn’t want the picture to reflect any kind of likeness.

			Faraday said nothing for a moment, scanned the seated men with her stare. She looked as though she was daring someone to speak before she began. Nobody took her up on it.

			“A couple of you in this room know who this is. For the rest of you, he’s from before your time. We knew him under a different name, but he is currently calling himself Carter Blake.”
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			New York City

			Stark watched Faraday as she paused to study the faces of the men in front of her. They were all listening intently, eyes focused either on her or on the screen. Stark saw Murphy and Ortega exchange the briefest of glances. So Ortega knew about this, too. It made sense. He was one of the longest-serving men in the room. Perhaps he, too, had worked alongside Blake. Ortega was about five seven, of stocky build, and with a white scar down the right side of his face. Stark had yet to work with Ortega, but his initial impressions left him wary. He was always quick with a joke, but Stark sensed a faint air of desperation beneath the quips. One of those men who seemed to obsess about making sure nobody put one over on them. 

			After a minute Faraday continued. “Blake was with us from 2003 to 2010, involved in actions in the Middle East, Central America, the Horn of Africa, and some more places we don’t talk about. He was your classic triple threat—he came in on signals intelligence, but quickly proved even more adept on hum-int, and he could more than handle himself in combat. He preferred small teams.” Faraday paused, corrected herself. “Actually, that’s something of an understatement. His optimum size of team was one. It seems that’s still the case.”

			She turned back to the screen and clicked the pointer to activate the next series of images, flashing up one by one on the screen. Headshots of people Stark did not recognize. News headlines referring to missing people. And then headlines from the LAPD’s Samaritan investigation. 

			“Since leaving under … difficult circumstances, it appears he’s set himself up as a private contractor. Doing similar work to what he was doing with us and offering his services on the open market.”

			The blond-haired man in the front row cleared his throat. He was more powerfully built than any of the others, his black T-shirt straining over his wide arms. Stark had not worked with him before and couldn’t remember his name. Something Polish, Kaminsky perhaps? 

			“Similar work, ma’am?” 

			Faraday nodded at the blond. She didn’t mind being interrupted for a question, as long as it was a serious one. “That’s right, Kowalski. He’s a locator. He makes himself available to those who need somebody found, people who have exhausted the traditional channels or are prevented from using them. He’s exclusive, tends to be expensive, and he works through personal recommendations. He’s been reasonably smart. That’s one of the reasons he’s managed to stay off our radar for the past few years.”

			“Until now,” Murphy said.

			Faraday nodded and clicked on to the next slide. There was no one in the room who didn’t recognize this one. The tall, slim man pictured on the screen had caused this secret unit a lot of trouble the previous year.

			“I assume I don’t need to give you Dean Crozier’s résumé,” Faraday said, her gaze dropping to Usher in the front row. She looked from him to Stark, who made sure to meet her gaze with an expression that said she sure as hell didn’t.

			Crozier had also been a member of the unit. Whereas the man now called Carter Blake had specialized in locating people, Crozier had specialized in ending them. He had been a little too zealous in the pursuit of that task, so much so that Faraday’s predecessor had reserved him for deployment in parts of the world where his brutality would go unnoticed. But still, stories had circulated about him among the other men. That he hadn’t confined his killings to designated targets. That he had taken enhanced interrogation to a level that made the Russian FSB look like bleeding-heart vegan hippies. There was even a story that he’d killed his own parents as a kid and had gotten away with it due to lack of evidence. 

			Suffice to say, nobody was overly saddened when Dean Crozier departed the unit for parts unknown. There was an unspoken suspicion that he had been dealt with permanently, on the orders of Faraday’s predecessor. Unfortunately for a lot of innocent people, that hadn’t been the case.

			“As most of you know,” Faraday continued, “last year the LAPD and the FBI uncovered evidence of a serial killer who had been operating nationwide for a time span that happened to coincide exactly with the time since Crozier left us. There were things about the killer’s MO that raised some flags: the military experience, the use of tracking devices and booby traps, and most of all, the use of this weapon in the murders.”

			The screen changed to show a long, curved dagger. 

			“Crozier’s signature,” Faraday added. “We couldn’t stand still on this. He was out of control, and that was unacceptable.”

			Not for the first time, Stark wondered what was most unacceptable: the dozens of murders Crozier had committed across the country, or the fact that it was clear they could not rely on him to keep his mouth shut about his past when he was inevitably caught. Given the parameters of their mission, he had a pretty good idea. 

			“We sent three men to Los Angeles,” she said, briefly glancing at Stark and the other two she was talking about: Abrams and Usher. “They completed the job.” 

			Reflexively, Stark looked back to Usher. This time he didn’t move, his eyes staring dead ahead at Faraday. The truth was, only Usher knew exactly what had happened out at the abandoned film set in the mountains where Crozier had been found dead, along with his half sister and apparent partner in murder. 

			“During the Crozier operation, we hit a complication,” Faraday continued. “The morning before we finally caught up with him, the LAPD managed to come up with a suspect all on their own. Needless to say, they got it completely wrong.”

			Carter Blake’s image flashed up on-screen. It was the driver’s license picture again, only this time it was part of a screen grab from an LA news channel. Blake’s picture was on one side, a blond newsreader on the other, mouth open, brow furrowed. The ticker along the bottom read, LAPD IDENTIFIES SUSPECT IN SAMARITAN SLAYINGS.

			“The officers concerned at the LAPD have been singularly uncommunicative on this, but we managed to piece things together. It seems we weren’t the only ones who worked out it had to be Crozier. Blake did, too, and he volunteered his services to catch him.”

			“But it was a dumb move,” Murphy said, stepping forward again. “He had the inside track, but he had to know there was a possibility this could happen. He stayed under the radar for four years and then this.”

			Stark raised a hand, his eyes meeting Faraday’s.

			“So why are we going after Blake?”

			“For the same reasons Crozier had to be put down. One, he knows too much. Two, he’s a danger to society.”

			“All due respect,” Stark said after a moment’s thought, “from what you’ve told me, that doesn’t sound like the case. He was helping the cops. He’s not a killer like Crozier.”

			Murphy smiled knowingly and glanced at Faraday, as though to say, Do you want to tell him, or shall I?

			Faraday didn’t return the glance. She just clicked to the next slide. It showed a good-looking couple. The man was in good shape, in his midforties. He had brown hair, was wearing a dark suit and a smile as wide as the Mississippi. He had his arm around a woman: a brunette with big, expressive brown eyes and a smile that was even more dazzling than her companion’s. They were pictured in front of a sea of smiling faces. In the background, you could make out red, white, and blue balloons suspended in the air.

			“Do you recognize this man, Stark?” The tone in Faraday’s voice was subtly mocking, and well it might be. Because there would be few people in the country who wouldn’t recognize the man and woman in the picture. Their faces had been on the front page of every newspaper in the Western world five years ago.

			“Of course I do. Are you saying Blake knows something about the assassination of Senator Carlson?”

			Faraday took her time answering.

			“I’m saying he pulled the trigger.”

			FIVE YEARS AGO

			New York City

			“Excuse me. Are you looking for somebody?”

			I turned my head at the sound of the light female voice and saw its owner approaching me across the tiled floor of the lobby with speed and purpose. The first thought that popped into my head was, Here comes trouble. Although the question and the tone in which she’d asked it were polite, her expression said differently. It seemed to say she had a hundred and one things on her to-do list and she didn’t have time to be dealing with some nobody who had wandered into the wrong Midtown office building. 

			She had light blond hair and was probably about five -five—though it was hard to be certain since she was wearing heels. She had blue eyes and wore subtle pink lip gloss. She had on a smart charcoal pencil skirt and a matching jacket over a cream blouse. There was a laminated identification pass clipped to the lapel of the jacket. She was carrying an iPad that I guessed had a list of those hundred and one tasks arranged in strict order of priority. She stopped two steps in front of me and looked up at me expectantly.

			“Yes, I am.” I smiled. “My name’s—”

			“Who?”

			“Excuse me?”

			“Who are you here to see?”

			I glanced down at the pass on her lapel. In contrast to the way she was looking at me right now, the picture showed her smiling warmly. There was a barcode and a string of letters and numbers, and a name and a position: Carol Langford, Director of Operations.

			“You work for John Carlson?”

			Carol Langford sighed, as though resigning herself to wasting a couple more minutes on me than she’d budgeted for. “I work for Senator Carlson, yes. Do you know what that means?”

			“It means you have a lot to do today?”

			“Correct. Today and every other day. Now, if you’ll be so kind as to state your business, I can either pass you along to the correct person or help you find your way out.”

			“I have a meeting with him.”

			“With whom?”

			“Senator Carlson.”

			She blinked. “No, you don’t.”

			“How do you know that? I haven’t even told you who I am yet.”

			“I don’t need to know who you are.”

			“You don’t?” 

			She shook her head. “Because I do know that you’re not the executive director of the Lake George Association, with whom Senator Carlson is meeting in twenty minutes, and you’re definitely not Elizabeth Carlson, who’s meeting the senator for lunch directly after that.”

			“How can you be certain of that?” I said, unable to resist the urge to provoke her a little more.

			It failed. Rather than get more irritated, she loosened up, giving me a sarcastic smile. “Because Mrs. Carlson is never early for any appointment.” 

			I nodded. “Inside knowledge.”

			“No substitute for it.” 

			Before we could circle back to the question of who I was and why I thought I had a meeting with her boss, we were interrupted by her cell phone ringing. Carol raised her eyebrows to excuse herself from the conversation and retrieved the phone, glancing at the display before she picked up.

			“Senator? I’m good, thank you. I was—”

			She paused, and her blue eyes flicked back in my direction. “Yes, there is a man in reception, but he …” Her gaze took on a more focused edge, and I could tell she was checking description. It felt a little uncomfortable, like being scanned. 

			“Yes, that’s him. Okay. Now? Okay.”

			She hung up and composed a polite smile that perfectly matched the one on her badge. “My mistake. It appears you do have a meeting with the senator.”

			“Not a problem.” I smiled. “I guess somebody screwed up on the scheduling.”

			The smile vanished at about the precise moment the realization hit me that the person responsible for the scheduling was standing right in front of me. 

			“Unlikely,” she said coldly.

			The reception desk was set between two rows of electronic turnstiles that guarded access to the rest of the building. Carol Langford asked for a visitor pass for me and we passed through the turnstiles and into one of the three waiting elevators. She hit the button for the twenty-sixth floor and the doors closed silently. 

			“How long have you worked for the senator?” I asked to break the ice as the elevator began its ascent.

			“Almost three years, now.”

			“Must keep you busy.”

			She looked at me for the first time since the lobby and nodded slowly. Neutral expression, but I could tell from her eyes that she was amused at my efforts to work myself back into her good graces through small talk. 

			The floors on the display clicked past: nine, ten, eleven. A weird thought occurred to me. The ascending floors were like a clock ticking down to the last time I would ever be alone with this woman, in all likelihood. And for some reason I didn’t quite understand, I didn’t want that time to be over just yet.

			“You know,” I said, as though having given it careful thought, “if you give me your number, I could call ahead next time. Make sure there are no surprises.”

			She looked up at me and blinked, then shook her head in amusement. “Really?”

			“Not smooth enough, huh?”

			“I’ve heard smoother.”

			“Cut me some slack. I’m rusty. I’ve been out of the country for a while.”

			“You have, huh?”

			The floors clicked up. Twenty-two, twenty-three. I felt the elevator begin to slow.

			I shrugged. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to offend you.”

			“Who’s offended?” she said, which I figured could mean anything.

			The digits hit twenty-six. The elevator chimed softly and the doors slid open on a stretch of hallway, opposite floor-to-ceiling windows facing east. The sun shone out of a clear blue sky over the East River, flooding the carpeted floor with light.

			Carol turned left and marched down the hallway without waiting for me. I followed. Without looking back, she spoke, all business once again.

			“Care to tell me what you’re meeting the senator about?”

			“I would if I could,” I said.

			“Classified?”

			“Even to me,” I said. 

			It was the truth. I wasn’t sure how or why the senator had found me, but I was intrigued enough to want to find out. We passed several offices before we got to one at the end of the hall with a name plate that read SENATOR JOHN CARLSON.

			She paused at the door and turned back to face me. “I’ll tell you what,” she said. “There’s a restaurant in Little Italy I like. It’s called Terradici’s. Think you can you find it?”

			I smiled, caught off guard. “Sure. I’m good at finding things.”

			She nodded. “Eight o’clock, then. But only if you’re confident of my ability to not screw up the scheduling.”

			Before I could open my mouth to respond, she turned away from me, knocked on the door, and opened it. She showed me into a big office with more floor-to-ceiling windows and a view to the south this time. Books lined the two side walls, and the carpet felt deeper and plusher underfoot than the one in the corridor. There was a big desk in front of the window and a big man behind it, already getting up to greet us.

			John Carlson was young and in good shape, especially for an elected official. He wore a striped shirt. His jacket was off, draped over the back of his chair. I was unaccustomed to meeting public figures in person, and there was an odd feeling of disconnect. He looked like he had stepped out of the television screen, or off the cover of Newsweek—the same build, features, the same brown hair, brown eyes, tanned complexion I’d seen so often at one remove. It took me a second to figure out what was missing: the five-hundred-megawatt smile. In its place was a look of grim focus, like he’d been preparing for this moment over and over in his head all morning. I think I knew at that moment why I’d been called in.

			I held my hand out and he took it, gripping it firmly and doubling up with his left hand as his eyes held mine. A real politician’s shake. We said each other’s names, even though we both knew them already.

			“Thank you, Carol,” he said, without taking his eyes off me. I glanced at her and saw her quickly recompose her features from a frown. I got the impression she wasn’t used to being dismissed quite so abruptly. 

			She nodded. “Let me know if you need anything.”

			The door closed behind her, and Carlson stepped back a couple of paces, perching on the edge of his desk. He indicated the twin upholstered chairs facing the desk. I pulled one of them toward me and sat. He looked down at me, his eyes still sizing me up. I wondered if this was some kind of business manual technique to reinforce power relationships in a meeting or something. 

			“Thank you for coming in. I appreciate it.”

			“Not a problem,” I said. “Have to say I’m curious.”

			“You want to know why I wanted to speak to you.”

			I took my eyes off him and looked out at the city for a few seconds before answering.

			“That’s just the tip of the iceberg,” I said. “I’m curious about who told you I was someone you needed to speak to. I’m even more curious to find out how you found me—my apartment in the city isn’t held under my name, and I’m out of the country for work a lot. That’s all very curious. But the thing I’m most curious about is why you don’t want anyone to know you’re meeting with me, to the extent that one of your closest aides didn’t know about it until the last minute.”

			He watched me, unblinking, while I said all this. After I’d finished, he nodded slowly. 

			“Fair enough. I think I can answer your questions with one word.”

			I kept my face impassive. “Is it a magic word?”

			For the first time, I saw a hint of the famous Carlson smile. “You could say that. I hear you and your cohorts like to think of yourselves as magicians, of a kind.”

			All doubt evaporated. And I knew what the word was. I also knew I had to extricate myself from this room as quickly and as cleanly as possible. I cleared my throat and smiled at him.

			“My cohorts?” I repeated, hoping my tone conveyed the right balance of confusion and amusement. 

			Carlson nodded again, but his smile was gone. He stood up, and I noticed that there were two plain manila file folders on his desk: one thick, one thin. He reached down and picked the thin file up. There was no label on the cover. He opened it and leafed through a couple sheets of paper.

			“Says here you’ve been working for Uncle Sam for the last six years. Overseas Personnel Planning. Nice salary. Lots of foreign travel. Pretty cushy position, by the looks of it.”

			“It’s harder than it looks.”

			“Oh, I don’t doubt that. I don’t doubt that at all. Because this is all bullshit.”

			He closed the folder and slapped it on the desk, staring back down at me.

			“Why don’t you tell me about what you really do,” he said. “Why don’t you tell me about Winterlong?”

			6

			Sunnyvale, California

			After leaving the Moonola building, I took another cab back into the center of Sunnyvale and found a quiet coffee shop. I ordered a large cup of black coffee and read through Scott Bryant’s employee file. There wasn’t a great deal to read. 

			It contained the things you’d expect from any company: Bryant’s résumé, submitted on his application for the job; his sickness and vacation record; details of his salary and benefits. As you’d expect from a company that employed highly skilled technicians, it also contained the successful results of his selection and evaluation tests. And as you’d expect from a company that developed a highly marketable and attractive product that could be stored on a flash drive, there was also a background report. As Greg from Moonola would no doubt have pointed out: A lot of good that did.

			It looked as though the agency that had been commissioned to look into Bryant’s background had done a reasonably thorough job. His employment history and educational qualifications were bona fide, matching exactly with what he’d put on the résumé. Bryant had graduated in the top five percent of his class at Stanford, and had worked for four other Silicon Valley tech companies at steadily increasing pay grades and levels of expertise prior to joining Moonola. I didn’t recognize the names of any of the four other companies, but I assumed they all had colorful fonts and probably some anthropomorphized animal as part of their logo. A financial check showed he had no significant credit card debts at that time, and that he didn’t appear to owe anything but a sizable mortgage on a property out in Palo Alto. Was there such a thing as a non-sizable mortgage, these days?

			That led smoothly into an evaluation of his personal life. Again, no obvious red flags. Married for four years at that point to Jasmine Mary Bryant, a thirty-one-year-old botanist whom he’d met while at Stanford. They had one child: a four-year-old girl named Alyssa. 

			The one question mark was over a six-month gap in his résumé. Bryant had taken a sabbatical from the company he was working for at that point, picking up early the following year just before he moved to another company. The report noted that when questioned about it at the Moonola interview, he said they had briefly relocated to Seattle while Jasmine’s mother was undergoing chemotherapy for breast cancer. When the mother-in-law got the all clear, they came back to Palo Alto.

			Aside from that, there was absolutely nothing out of the ordinary. A stable, ordinary, professional guy. So what had gone wrong?

			I remembered Stafford mentioning that Bryant had split from his wife. Actually, he had thought Bryant was single at first, then remembered “something about an ex-wife.” I wondered how recent that was; thought about calling Stafford and then decided it was unlikely he’d have paid enough attention to Bryant’s personal life to know. Besides, there was an easier way to check.

			I leafed back to the personnel details and checked the address. The house in Palo Alto was there as the initial home address from the time of his recruitment, but there was an amendment about six months ago. Bryant had moved from what Google informed me was a good-sized three-bedroom detached house in an affluent suburban area to a one-bedroom condo in Monte Sereno. Still a nice place, in a desirable Silicon Valley commuter town within a half hour’s drive of Moonola. 

			So six months ago, something had happened that had meant Bryant had moved out of the family home and into a place of his own. The cops had already given the condo a once-over, according to the report. I wondered if they had checked out the previous address. Given the lackadaisical approach Stafford had complained about, I thought it was worth the cab fare to Palo Alto to find out.

			I picked up the sheaf of papers, tapped them square, and tucked them back into the plastic wallet Stafford’s receptionist had provided. I finished my coffee and took my phone out. I tapped into recent calls and scrolled to a number saved under the letter C. I tapped again and listened to the electronic ringtone. It would be midafternoon in Florida, and I wondered if Coop would be in the bar already. 

			There wasn’t really an accurate description for what Coop did, but agent probably came closest. Or perhaps broker. He was the guy people talked to when they wanted something done. He was the guy who could contact people like me, or whoever was most appropriate to the job at hand. Our relationship was based on a carefully balanced combination of mutual trust and “don’t ask.” I didn’t know too much about him or how he came to be so well connected, and he didn’t ask too much about me. He had no more than a vague idea about where I hung my hat, and I was supposed to know only that he was based somewhere in Florida. It had been Coop who had referred me to Stafford, for his usual modest commission. 

			The ring cut out, and I heard distant traffic noise.

			“How’d it go?”

			I smiled. Straight to the point, as always. “Good. I think I have somewhere to get started.” 

			“Glad to hear it,” Coop replied, his already-gravelly tones betraying the onset of a cold. “I’ll process the up-front, and you can let me know when you deliver.”

			“Your confidence in me is inspiring.”

			He chuckled. “I don’t think this is going to be one of your tougher assignments, Blake. A computer nerd on the run? What’s the worst that could happen?”

			I shook my head. “Stop it.”

			“Stop what?”

			“Tempting fate. You know what I say: There’s always—”

			“‘Always something you don’t know,’” he finished. “Anyone ever tell you you’re one of life’s pessimists?”

			“You know what the Russians say about that?”

			“About what?”

			“They say that a pessimist is a well-informed optimist.”

			“Cute.”

			I smiled. “Take care of that cold, Coop. It’s chilly out there.”

			“Not in Florida.”

			“Even in Florida.”

			We exchanged goodbyes and I hung up, looking back at the file photo of Scott Bryant. It was an upper-body shot of an African-American man in his midthirties, slightly overweight, with close-cropped hair and a neat beard. He wore rimless glasses and a burnt-orange short-sleeve shirt and was flashing a wide grin for the camera. The impression was someone who was pleasant and friendly and a little nerdy. The picture was as unassuming and nonthreatening as the information in the background check.

			But the background check had reinforced an entirely false impression. I wondered if the photograph would, too.
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			South of Portland, Oregon

			It was torturous, keeping to fifty in the slow lane, but Scott Bryant knew it was worth the frustration to make sure he wasn’t stopped. The car itself—a blue ’07 Pontiac, bought cash via a pseudonymous eBay account—wouldn’t give the highway cops cause to stop him, but if he was pulled over for speeding, he would be forced to show his driver’s license, or claim he didn’t have one with him. Either one would spell trouble. So although the pace was frustrating, it was necessary. 

			He still had plenty of time, anyway. The buy was set up for tomorrow morning at eleven. A little less than twenty-four hours, now.

			After that it would all be over and he’d be on his way to … someplace else. He hadn’t decided where yet. That wasn’t due to a lack of planning. He had been meticulous about every detail of what he needed to do from now until tomorrow morning at eleven. 

			Getting into the server room to swipe a copy of MeTime and then leaving without being challenged had been the most difficult part. Unfortunately, it had been impossible to cover his tracks for long. It was inevitable that they would have discovered his crime by now. He wondered if they had gone to the cops immediately. He had a hunch that Stafford wouldn’t want to, but even if he did, he had cleared the apartment in Monte Sereno out a week ago. The only other connection he had in California was Jasmine, and she wouldn’t be able to tell them anything useful. 

			The thought of her triggered a nauseous feeling of guilt in the pit of his stomach. He had thought about calling her to tell her about what he was going to do. He had wanted to, but deep down he knew it was better this way. If this didn’t work out, it was all on him, and that was the way it needed to be, for all their sakes. But a part of him wondered what she would have said anyway.

			So far, everything was going to plan. He had tried to leave nothing to chance. He had cut his credit cards up and put them in the trash. He’d wiped the data on his old cell phone and then smashed it and tossed it into the storm drain at the bottom of his street for good measure. He had a new set of clothes, a new prepay phone, and enough cash for unexpected emergencies. He had food and bottles of water for the journey. He had twenty dollars in singles for tolls. He had planned out every detail from walking out of Moonola yesterday right up until eleven a.m. tomorrow at Wakey’s Diner. At 11:05, he’d be leaving with two million dollars in cash, walking a hundred yards across the street to the bus station, and beginning his new life.

			What happened after that was a mystery even to him. Deliberately so. It was as though it would be tempting fate if he made concrete decisions beyond the culmination of his plan. On a rational level, he knew it was dumb. He remembered how Jasmine had teased him about his superstitions: that somebody who worked with the hard and fast certainties of technology could be in thrall to such primitive instincts. Don’t walk under ladders. Step on a crack, break your mother’s back. 

			Never enter through the front door. Never count your money when you’re playing. Never accept the winnings in fifties.

			He knew superstition wasn’t related to the part of him that was good at his day job. It was an intrinsic element of the other side of him. The one he had known to keep hidden from Jasmine until it was impossible to hide it any longer.

			It was funny. For the first time, the two halves of his life had come together, because this was the highest-stakes gamble he would ever make in his life. The highest stakes he would ever play, for the biggest payoff.

			For some reason he thought about the guy who had sold him the Pontiac last night: a short, nervous-looking guy who introduced himself only as “Bill.” According to Bryant’s instructions, Bill had delivered the car to an empty parking lot. After Bryant had checked the car over to make sure the tires and lights were all fine, Bill had accepted eight hundred and fifty dollars for the transaction—eight hundred for the car, fifty for delivery. After they had shaken hands, Bill had tapped his shirt pocket, just to make sure the money was still there. Just then, Bryant did the same thing, making sure the MeTime flash drive was still there. 
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