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			PROLOGUE

			 

			Kyle Rossetti felt the needle puncture his skin and slide deep into his lower back. 

			Again.

			The pain was beyond compare. An electrical spasm ripped through his legs, but the duct tape holding him firm against the metal table caused the jolt to rebound back into the bone, then out again toward the surface of his skin in a cycle of reverberating suffering—or so it felt.

			Eventually, mercifully, the agony subsided.

			“How attached are you to the notion of being able to, let’s say, run?”

			The voice came from the man standing directly behind him. That he was a man was all Rossetti knew about his captor. Having not laid eyes on him at any point, he had no sense of what the man looked like. His voice was neutral, calm, but filled with purpose. His accent gave away nothing except that he was American, or had at least lived in America for most of his life. Rossetti shook his head—or would have done were it not for the tape holding it firm against the table—and silently cursed himself. Of course, the guy could be from anywhere. Anywhere at all.

			“I can tell you permanent neurological injury is rare—at least it is when the needle is inserted by a doctor. Which, sadly, I’m not. The numbness, the tingling or the pain—they could be normal side effects of what I’m doing. Then again, they could all be signs of irreversible, permanent damage. You never really know. Unless that’s the intention.”

			Rossetti already understood the perverse logic behind this particularly twisted method of torture. The instinct of a victim is always to struggle, to do absolutely anything to avoid the source of pain. With a three-inch needle stuck in your spine, you’ll do pretty much anything you can to stay completely still, which means you won’t struggle and you won’t even consider trying to free yourself, even if that were possible.

			That was assuming you could stay still and not react to the extreme pain searing through you.

			The sweat that had pooled under Rossetti’s torso felt cold and clammy. It was as if fear itself had seeped out through his pores.

			“I’ll ask you again, and if you don’t give me a full and detailed answer, I’ll close my eyes and start to move the needle around in there. Then we’ll both be at the mercy of whatever power controls the random chaos of the universe.”

			Rossetti took a deep breath. 

			He was tough, by any standard. He’d covered numerous wars, including spending five months embedded with the Eighty-second Airborne in Afghanistan. He’d narrowly avoided death way more times than he could remember—or was even aware of, for that matter. He’d been threatened and bullied by lawyers, corporate stooges and government agencies. He’d stood before a congressional hearing and repeatedly refused to divulge his sources, even when threatened with a charge of treason. On that particular occasion, he’d ended up spending over four months in prison until his sentence was revoked on appeal. Writing about the experience—how he’d barely managed to avoid the drugs, violence and degradation that seemed to be commonplace in his country’s correctional facilities, though exactly what they were supposed to be correcting, and how, seemed to have long been forgotten—had earned him a George Polk award, to add to his Pulitzer. He never thought of himself as particularly brave, though he had often been described as such by his colleagues and by those members of the public that still believed in freedom of the press and agreed with the notion of their government being held to account. 

			Right now, he needed all the bravery he could muster, although he already knew that it probably wouldn’t be enough.

			When he’d been grabbed from outside his TriBeCa apartment in the middle of the night and bundled into a van, it had been instantly clear to him that it had to be connected to the recent call he’d received. With a sinking heart and a lurching gut, he had realized that his source’s instructions not to talk to anyone about what he’d told him, nor attempt any form of research—whether verbal or digital—had been not only well intentioned, but also very specifically designed to keep Rossetti alive. Not out of any sense of decency, but simply so Rossetti could share with the public whatever it was that his source wanted to get off his chest. And the same investigative impulse that had singled him out as the journalist most worthy of this scoop was the same impulse that had landed him here. And, he realized, would most likely lead to his demise. People didn’t torture you intensely if they weren’t already intending to finish you off afterwards.

			The voice said, “I’ll ask you one last time. Who contacted you? What did they give you? Who did you share it with?”

			“No one. I swear. I told you everything I know. You think I wouldn’t, given . . . this?”

			“That’s just not good enough, Kyle.”

			The man standing behind him pushed on the needle.

			A supernova of pain lit up Rossetti’s spine. The needle had, quite literally, hit a nerve.

			The journalist howled, his eyesight clouding up from the tears. He was on the edge of fainting. Besides being comprehensively the worst thing Rossetti had experienced in his thirty-eight years, the pain was also the most terrifying as it carried with it the potential for the kind of spinal trauma that could cause paralysis. 

			Paralysis of exactly what, though, was a lottery.

			He felt the air move against his bare skin as the man shifted on his feet. “You might need to find a new apartment. No way is a wheelchair going up those steps.”

			His torturer pushed the needle slightly deeper. 

			The pain was beyond excruciating and only started to subside when the needle was edged back, away from the nerve. As it did, Rossetti wasn’t sure he could feel his feet any more.

			He gasped with relief. “Please. Just say a name. Any name you want. I’ll confirm it’s him. Just . . . stop. Please.”

			The man sighed, then pulled out the needle. It clanged as he dropped it against the metal table. He then snapped off his gloves and let them fall to the ground.

			He stood motionless, his breathing slow and steady.

			Rossetti felt like a trapdoor had just opened beneath him, but he had yet to fall through. He knew it was the feeling you get when something really bad is about to happen, something you have zero ability to stop. He knew he only had a small window left. He knew that what he said now would probably determine whether he lived or died.

			“I’m telling you the truth. I don’t know who he is. Assuming it’s even a ‘he.’”

			“The voice box?”

			“Yes. He said he’d tell me everything at the meeting. Then he didn’t show. That’s all I know—I swear.”

			“But that’s not everything, is it?”

			Rossetti’s mouth felt like the valley in Afghanistan where he’d watched a soldier bleed to death, and despite the warm air in what seemed to be a windowless room, his body now felt icy cold.

			“It is, I swear. Just that—and what I told you he said on the phone about the janitors and the blind. But it’s meaningless, totally meaningless. I didn’t get any hits that meant anything.”

			There was the sound of a syringe drawing liquid out of a vial. Then two small, dull splashes as a couple of drops hit the metal table. The man clearly didn’t want to risk injecting air into his victim’s bloodstream.

			Rossetti’s mind raced with alarm, bouncing against conflicting thoughts, desperately grabbing at anything that carried a hint of comfort. He wondered if the man was going to try some kind of truth serum, but surely the man would have tried that first? He hadn’t seen the man’s face. Didn’t that mean they weren’t going to kill him? But why inject him then? He was already fully immobilized. Unless they were going to move him. But why move him unless they were going to take him home? Yes. That had to be it. They were going to take him home as if nothing had happened. 

			He’d forget the whole thing. Maybe leave the job altogether. Maybe it was time for a change. Maybe he and Samantha could finally have the kids she’d been yearning for since they got married.

			His rampaging thoughts were interrupted by the needle as it jabbed into his neck and delivered the syringe’s contents directly into his vein. He quickly felt a strange warmth flood through his body and, as his consciousness started to fade, he heard the man drop the syringe on the metal table then walk around it.

			The journalist found himself looking into the man’s face. There was nothing that unique about him, nothing vaguely memorable. It was like staring at an expressionless mannequin, a blank template for a male human specimen.

			The man shook his head. “You got one hit. Just not the kind you were looking for.”

			Rossetti’s eyes closed on the man’s cold, dead stare as he slipped into unconsciousness. 

			The next time he opened them, his entire body would be on fire.
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			Allentown, New Jersey

			I really didn’t want to be here. Then again, who would?

			Three o’clock in the morning, me and my partner, Nick Aparo, in our unmarked SUV, parked on a dark street in the middle of nowhere, freezing our nuts off, watching, waiting for the go signal, making sure our target didn’t vaporize before we nabbed him.

			Don’t get me wrong. This is my job. I do it by choice. I do it because I believe in it, because I think what we do, as special agents of the FBI, is important. And the guy in our crosshairs on this particular night deserved our full attention, no question.

			It’s just that I had bigger fish to fry. White whales, in fact, ones the Bureau couldn’t know about. Ones I hadn’t even been completely open about with Nick, either. I’m sure he could sense that something was still eating away at me. Ten years of sharing the line of fire with someone usually does that. If it didn’t, you were probably in the wrong business. But he knew better than to ask. He knew that if I wasn’t sharing everything, it was probably for his own good. To give him deniability, to let him keep his job and not face prosecution. Because to get to the bottom of the shark-infested sinkhole that had first sucked me in a few months ago, I’d probably need to break a law or two. 

			Nick got that—but he wasn’t happy about it.

			So we’d spent a lot of hours in strained silence as we avoided the whales in the room—well, the cabin of our Ford Expedition, anyway—and stared through the condensation-clouded windscreen and the snow flurries outside at the single-story house up and across the street, the one with the hypnotic, mind-numbing Christmas lights twinkling along the edge of its roof. 

			Whatever our target was doing inside his house, he was doing it in considerably more warmth than the poor saps sworn to bring him to justice. We were sitting in north of a hundred thousand dollars of customized FBI vehicle and the heated seats had still managed to conk out, leaving the two of us shivering like we were being continuously tasered. Running the engine while the whole street slept was not an option. Not unless we wanted to give our target a clear heads-up.

			On the positive side, at least no one could see us. In terms of discretion, sitting in a snow-covered vehicle in a line of snow-covered vehicles was pretty much ideal.

			The blizzard had stopped an hour ago, adding a more substantial covering to the inch that had refused to thaw. Now it was snowing again. This cold front was definitely winning in terms of historic meteorological bragging rights. I’ve got to admit: it was exhausting. The body burns up energy trying to stay warm, and at three in the morning, after several nights of this, I was running low on juice.

			I watched my breath billowing out in front of my eyes as I zipped up my FBI parka, the cold metal of the zip reaching its endpoint against my nose. Any more coffee and there was zero chance of sleep when I finally made it home—in time to watch the sun rise as I zoned out against a deeply asleep Tess.

			Nick, on the other hand, had no such concerns and was pouring himself yet another mug from the five-liter flask before sipping the steaming, bitter liquid like it had been lovingly made by his favorite barista. He looked ridiculous in his big, Russian-style fur hat, the flaps of which he had pulled right down over his ears, but nothing I said was going to make him lose it. At least he was watching the house with me and not sitting there flicking through an endless array of female Tinder offerings while subjecting them to the incessant vocal critique that usually accompanied his left- and right-swipes, which was his MO on previous stakeouts. Small mercies, I guess.

			The subject of our impromptu igloo huddle was called Jake Daland. Daland was the founder and head honcho of Maxiplenty, which had taken over from Silk Road not long after we had shut that online marketplace down. 

			Daland had been on our radar ever since he’d set up his first torrent portal. As Hollywood and Washington got increasingly tough on those who wanted to watch their movies and TV shows without adverts and free from the epileptic buffering that still plagued most subscription sites unless you had a fiber-optic pipe to a main POP—or so the NYC field office’s head geek, who couldn’t utter two sentences without quoting Community, had put it—he’d handed the sites over to some underlings and gone underground, starting something far more insidious in the process: an anonymous barter site that would have made the communally minded blush. For its name, he chose a tongue-in-cheek twist on a Newspeak term from George Orwell’s 1984. He also came up with a neat twist to try and avoid the fate of Silk Road by avoiding financial transactions altogether—no cash, no checks, no credit cards, no Bitcoins. Maxiplenty was a darknet barter-only site, an online marketplace where you could do anything you wanted—get drugs, guns, explosives, launder money, or have someone murdered—provided you had something you could trade for it. 

			Daland wasn’t making any money off those transactions. It was set up mostly as a sick, no-holds-barred, quasi-libertarian flip off to the government. You could only join Maxiplenty by invitation. Once you had successfully transacted your first barter, you were invited to subscribe to the online market, and this is where human greed got the better of idealistic nonconformism. The network had become a hub for the depraved—way beyond what Daland himself originally had in mind—while the subscription dollars began to flow in. The site had no overhead to speak of. As Maxiplenty grew, Daland remained in his rented house, spending next to nothing, late-night pizza his only indulgence. He’d obviously been paying attention to all those movies that made it clear that the criminals who stay out of prison are the ones who avoid conspicuous lifestyle upgrades and non-routine purchases.

			When two of his users successfully swapped murders—a movie plot come to life, but with none of the embellishment at which Hollywood so excels—the US Attorney’s Office decided that Daland was at least an accessory and, at worst, had procured both crimes. Several divisions of the FBI were now working together to take Maxiplenty down and lock Daland up. Courtesy of the two guys presently freezing their butts off, we already had signed confessions from both murderers. Getting Daland himself was nowhere near as straightforward. Maxiplenty used a sophisticated network of servers located around the world along with a seemingly infinite process of IP spoofing to disguise both the site itself and those using it. It had taken the techies at Quantico’s Cyber Division lab weeks to secure enough evidence to ensure an arrest stuck. Evidence we now finally had, as of four hours ago. Which is why we were here, waiting for word that power had been cut to Daland’s house before we stormed in.

			We weren’t alone. The whole team, including a couple of specialists from Cyber Division, was waiting close by, equipped with night vision goggles and, with a bit of luck, a little less frozen than us. The aim was to disconnect all the computer equipment—along with any battery backups—before we turned the power back on and began the bagging and tagging. I didn’t want Daland to have the tiniest window in which to hit some kind of nuke switch and wipe his hard drives.

			So here we were, poised, waiting for the engineers from Jersey Central Power & Light to tell us they were ready to hit the switch. They were fairly used to being called out at ungodly hours this time of year. The bad weather and overloading from seasonal light displays meant they had to be available 24/7. Still, it was taking longer than I expected.

			“Heads up, Reilly,” a voice announced through my earpiece. “Looks like it’s feeding time at the zoo again.”

			“Got it.”

			I looked out through the near whiteout on the other side of the windows and saw the now-familiar pizza delivery car with half a plastic forty-eight-inch pepperoni sticking out of the roof glide past. 

			“More pizza?” Nick grumbled, peering out through the windshield. “How in God’s name can he eat so much pizza and stay so thin? Bastard.”

			I turned to face him, a slight grin on my face. “Maybe he doesn’t chase it down with a bowl of lasagna.”

			My partner was fairly legendary for his appetites, particularly when it came to Italian food and generously proportioned blondes. The former had provided something of a distraction when the latter ended up getting him divorced. Nowadays, he was happy to indulge in both, having finally come to terms with the court-appointed bi-weekly weekends with his eleven-year-old son. He’d also stuck with the spinning classes. I lost that bet, along with most of Twenty-six Federal Plaza.

			“What’s wrong with having a pizza as a starter? That’s how they do it in Italy, you philistine.”

			I smiled. “Maybe he’s got a gym in there.”

			His face got all bent out of shape. “At home? Alone? What’s the point of that?

			“The point of exercise being to meet the babes, right?”

			“D-uh. But, hey, if I get to live a couple of extra years, that’s cool too.”

			I shook my head, sadly. It was a now-familiar exchange enjoyed by us both, precisely because of its familiarity. When they say partners are like a couple, they’re only half right in Aparo’s case. Law enforcement tends to only see one partner at a time.

			The delivery guy kept his engine idling as he hurried up to the door and rang the bell.

			The snowflakes were getting meatier.

			I adjusted the screen brightness on the laptop sitting at my elbow. Four video windows showed the feeds from the cameras we’d managed to set up on our target. I concentrated on the feed from the camera facing the house’s front door, which was hidden inside a newspaper vending machine.

			Jake Daland—elegant as ever in a short, silk kimono over a deep V-necked white T-shirt that exposed a mat of black chest hair—opened the door with the same calm, nonchalant demeanor. No stepping halfway through the door, no furtively peering to left and right. Zero interest in what was outside the house at all. Either he knew we were out here and didn’t care, or—and though possible, it was by now fairly improbable—he didn’t have a clue that he’d been under surveillance for weeks.

			Daland took the pizza box and handed the delivery guy some money. The delivery guy seemed a bit thrown. They exchanged a few words as he struggled with his oversized puffer coat, fishing through its pockets, then shook his head, the cash in his outstretched hand. 

			“What’s he doing?” Nick asked.

			“Daland must have handed him a large bill and the kid doesn’t have enough change.”

			Nick shrugged. “We’re so on the wrong side of the law.”

			They exchanged a few more words, then Daland waved the driver inside. The guy went in and the door closed behind him.

			Moments later, the delivery guy re-emerged. He was holding a gift-wrapped box from his most loyal small-hours customer.

			Nick said, “Now he’s giving the guy a Christmas present?” He shook his head. “I’m telling you, Sean, we chose poorly, man. Poor-ly.”

			The delivery guy got back in his car and drove away.

			It was at that precise moment that my earpiece burst back to life. “We have a go. All teams: get into position.”

			Nick and I climbed out of the Expedition. We were wearing Kevlar under our FBI parkas, even though I thought it was highly unlikely we’d meet any armed resistance. Four SWAT members were already skulking up to the house’s front door, while two other agents, Annie Deutsch and Nat “Len” Lendowski, climbed out of another unmarked vehicle and approached from the opposite direction. We had other men covering the rear of the house. The tech specialists would wait till the house was secure.

			We fell in behind the SWAT guys. “One in position,” I said into my cuff mike.

			“Two in position,” came the confirmation from the rear of the house.

			“Hold,” the voice in my ear said. A brief moment, then it came back. “In five. Four. Three.” Two seconds later, the Christmas lights on Daland’s roof snapped off as the power was cut.

			We flipped down our night vision goggles and drew our sidearms as the SWAT team leader swung his battering ram through the door, but just as we were about to follow them in, an alarm burst to life inside me as my brain spontaneously highlighted something I’d seen as I walked up to the house.

			Something I’d barely noticed out of the corner of one eye.

			Lying innocuously by the edge of the curb, obscured by the shade of some parked cars, barely noticeable: a flash of red ribbon.

			The Christmas gift that Daland had given to the delivery guy only minutes earlier.

			I was electrified with the feeling that something was wrong.

			“Nick! Car—now,” I shouted as I pulled off my goggles and stepped back, toward the sidewalk. I saw Deutsch and Lendowski looking at me, all confused, and just waved them on. “Go, go, go!”

			They disappeared into the house as I passed the gift and jabbed a finger toward it, telling Nick, “The gift’s a prop. He faked us out.”

			We hurried into the Expedition, Nick’s face shooting me a sizeable question mark as I slammed the big SUV into gear and floored it.

			We fishtailed away from the curb, with me shouting over the revs, “The delivery guy’s still in the house. That was Daland who drove off in the pizza car.”

			Nick shook his head. “Bastard’s got a couple of minutes on us.”

			The roads were covered with snow, but the four-wheel drive of the Expedition was rock solid as it ate up the miles. There were no cars driving around, not at that hour, and we soon hit an intersection. I stopped, clueless about which way to go.

			“He knows he’s burnt,” I said. “Which means he knows everyone else is burnt too. So where’s he going?”

			Nick rubbed his face, trying to force his brain into gear. “Daland knows we’ll be looking for the car and it’s not the most discreet ride. He needs to ditch it, pronto.”

			“Yeah, but where? And swap over to what?”

			The onboard satnav flickered through screens as Nick worked it. I couldn’t wait for it to suggest some answers. I scanned the road’s surface and could just about make out a set of thin tracks that turned left.

			I followed. 

			Nick watched as I turned onto another residential street, then his attention went back to the navigation system. Thick walls of snow were now making it increasingly difficult to see where we were going. Even at full speed, the wipers were straining against the weight of the heavy flakes and the trail I was following was getting progressively more shrouded by the new snow.

			We were going to lose him.

			I adjusted the traction control. “He can’t stay out in this. Either he’s got somewhere to lay low nearby or he’s got a fallback drive stashed somewhere.”

			Nick shook his head and said, “I can’t see him having that much foresight. Doesn’t seem in character.”

			I nodded. “A cab, maybe?”

			Nick grabbed the car radio’s mike. “I need the location of all twenty-four-hour cab companies around the target’s house.”

			Moments later, the radio squawked, “Millpond Cabs, corner of North Main and Church.”

			The radio squawked again, another voice this time. It was Lendowski. “Daland’s in the wind,” he said. “The pizza guy is freaking. Daland told him he needed to avoid an angry boyfriend. Told him the angry guy’s girlfriend was in the bedroom and gave him three hundred bucks. Reilly, where the hell are you?” 

			So it wasn’t about change after all. Not that it mattered.

			Nick nudged my arm and pointed urgently to the left. I swung the Expedition accordingly, heading west as Nick answered for us both. “We’re closing on him. You and Deutsch secure the house.”

			“Already done. Power’s back on.”

			“Are we good?” I asked.

			“We’ve got several computers. The hard drives were already over-writing. He had battery backups, but tech disconnected them in time. I think we’ll have enough once they’ve gone through data recovery. There’s also a laptop, but its hard drive’s been pulled.”

			I gunned the V8 engine, the four-wheel drive now winning a one-sided battle against the fresh snow.

			The houses were larger now. Set farther back from the street.

			Nick pointed up ahead. “Five hundred yards more, then we need to cross over North Main onto Church.”

			I was scanning every alleyway as we moved. I peered into a lot shared by a fitness center and a gas station. Nothing.

			“Sean, right there!” Nick shouted as he opened his window to take a better look. I slowed the SUV to a crawl.

			A narrow street ran about thirty degrees off our position. Almost completely obscured by snow-covered trees was the top of a giant pepperoni pizza.

			I swung the Expedition to the left, ready to turn right in another fifty yards.

			Nick gestured toward the fast-approaching junction.

			A single vehicle was midway through a left-hand turn onto North Main Street.

			As we got level with the vehicle, a Toyota Camry, I registered the “Millpond Taxicabs” livery. The cab had pulled away before I could look inside.

			I spun the wheel around, breaking hard. The Expedition skated a few feet in the original direction of travel, then completed the U-turn as the wheels regained traction.

			“That’s him.”

			Nick hit the siren as I swung the Expedition into the empty oncoming lane, accelerated beyond the Camry and swerved back into its path.

			The cab’s driver hit the brakes. Its wheels locked and the Camry slammed into Nick’s side of the SUV, blocking his door.

			I climbed out of the Expedition, pulled my sidearm, and edged around the front of the stationary SUV.

			The shotgun-side rear passenger door opened and Daland emerged, both hands high over his head.

			“Down,” I barked. “On your knees!”

			Nick had climbed over the seats and was now covering the taxi cab’s driver, who had stepped out of the Camry, both hands in the air.

			Daland dropped to his knees, shouting, “Easy with the guns! I’m unarmed.”

			I stepped toward him. “The hard drive. Where is it?”

			“What hard drive?”

			The taxi driver turned toward me, all panicked and jittery. “He threw something out the window as we turned out of Church.”

			Daland lowered his head, then turned toward the taxi driver, his face tight with anger. “They watch everything you do, every website you read, every keystroke you tap in. They know everyone you talk to, everything you buy. They own you. And you’re no one. Imagine what they do with people who matter.”

			I held my position as Nick moved to cuff Daland. “Save the rant for your Twitter feed, Daland.” I gestured at the taxi driver. “Show me.” 

			He led as we jogged back toward the junction with Church, our footfalls crunching in the snow. 

			The radio squawked as I called it in. “Target secure, repeat, target secure. We’ll meet you back at the house. And tell the pizza guy his car is safe.”

			The snow was falling heavier now and sticking to the ground with purpose, but it didn’t take long. We found the hard drive, half-buried in the snow, by the base of a fence.

			I brushed some snowflakes from my face, enjoying the sharpness of the freezing air as it hit my lungs.

			It was good to be done with Daland. It always felt great to close out an assignment successfully. We’d done our part. From here on, the ball was in the DA’s court. Right now, though, that familiar euphoria was tainted by something else, a foreboding about what I needed to get back to. 

			I looked up at the snowflakes, watched them cascade down onto my face which tingled under their gentle, cold stings, and shut my eyes. 

			The season, I sensed, really wasn’t going to be particularly jolly.
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			Boston, Massachusetts

			Dr. Ralph Padley was a creature of habit, or so he liked to tell himself. 

			To his wife, colleagues and students, he was a massive control freak with borderline OCD—and, more often than not, just a massive pain in the ass. 

			This last year, though, his finely orchestrated life had been thrown into chaos by something over which he had no control. That, combined with the absolute dread he felt at knowing that his days were now quite literally numbered, had only made him even less bearable.

			The only person other than Padley who knew the origins of his near-pathological need for control was the psychoanalyst he had been seeing once a week for over a decade. When Padley was eleven—fifty-eight years ago almost to the day—he had failed to save his seven-year-old brother from drowning in a swimming pool during a family holiday at his grandparents’ place in St. Augustine, Florida. He blamed himself. After all, he was the older brother who was supposed to take care of his younger sibling. His sense of guilt, according to his shrink, made psychological, if not emotional or practical, sense, but Padley couldn’t help it. His nascent personality was more significantly affected by the fact that his parents concurred with his sense of guilt and decided he was indeed to blame. The failure of either parent to restart their son’s heart—and both were family doctors—had seeded an idea that would later flower when Padley selected his specialism after his initial four years of study at Harvard Medical School. 

			Before the prognosis, before he’d started losing weight and his skin had taken on a jaundiced tint, Padley had stuck to a rigorous routine. Nowadays, as well as the regular weekly appointment with his shrink and Sunday mornings in church, he went swimming four times a week, attended a concert of classical music once a month and made love to his wife every other Saturday. This last routine suited his significantly younger third wife very well, as it meant she always knew when she’d be free to nip next door and unleash her libido on one of Boston’s leading theatre critics, who despite a host of effete mannerisms and other evidence to the contrary—enough to convince Padley that his neighbor had zero interest in his wife—was most definitively not gay.

			Padley was a Professor of Medicine (Cardiology) at Harvard, a post he’d held since 1985. As a surgeon, he’d saved many lives. He’d also taught many others who’d gone on to save even more lives. Over the years, he’d taken no small dose of solace in knowing that. He’d always considered it some kind of atonement for the other work he did, the work only a handful of people knew about. 

			The work that had the exact opposite effect on its subjects.

			It had all started when he was in his early thirties, at a time he was deep into some potentially groundbreaking research in the field of cardiovascular pharmacology. His declared aim was to create a next-generation drug that could maintain a stable cardiac rhythm—a “pacemaker in a pill” that would, within a generation, render both pacemakers and beta blockers obsolete as interventions for heart attacks.

			The world of medical research being as secretive and competitive as it is, Padley kept his work to himself. Five years and hundreds of lab rats later, however, his experiments took a wrong turn and he ended up creating the very opposite of what he was looking for. 

			The discovery first confounded then terrified him.

			For a while, he struggled with what to do about it. He considered destroying any evidence of his work and forgetting about it. He knew the latter would be impossible and came close to doing the former several times, but he also found that impossible. The potential for his discovery was simply too powerful to ignore. He decided on another tack. Being a staunch patriot at a time when his country was embroiled in hot and cold wars all over the globe, Padley contacted the CIA. They promptly dispatched someone to interview him and turned out to be very, very interested.

			The understanding was simple. He would be paid handsomely to continue to work covertly on perfecting his discovery and its delivery methods while carrying on with his official work at the university. 

			Not long after, the scope of his secret work was broadened. 

			He’d led a double life ever since. Compartmentalizing his life like that didn’t present a problem for someone as maniacally organized as he was. It was actually quite a thrill to feel part of a covert, select group of people who were doing great things for their country. He enjoyed the meetings he was called to attend and, despite not knowing much about a couple of members in that group—not their real names, not a thing, in fact, about their lives—he’d felt a strong sense of kinship with them all and, by extension, with the agency.

			Over the years, both lines of work had progressed successfully. Some groundbreaking research into hearts grown from adult stem cells had eventually put him squarely back on the medical map. Padley had found a way to grow cells that were capable of maintaining a stable electrical charge, without which even the most perfect artificially grown heart simply wasn’t viable for use in a living human being. He resolutely failed to see the irony that someone with no sense of humor had spent his entire professional career to date working with what had been christened the “funny current”, that is, the current that spontaneously occurs in the sinoatrial and atrioventricular nodes of the heart. Or to put it more simply, as he did to his students with a tone as patronizing as it was lacking in self-awareness: the electrical current that provides life to everyone in the lecture theater unless they’re wearing a pacemaker.

			His discovery appeased the faculty that had sunk over a million dollars into his earlier, “abandoned”, pharmacological research. More than appeased, in fact, since they stood to make many times their investment from patents covering Padley’s work. 

			So everyone was happy, except that Padley was still the dour control freak he had always been and his third wife had, much like her predecessors, still failed to achieve a single orgasm with her husband. Given that he’d never been able to bless her with children either, he at least had the decency never to question her burgeoning credit card purchases. Their lack of reproduction, though no longer a point of argument, had left a deep hole in his wife’s soul—or so she put it—a hole that she filled with fundraising dinners and the aforementioned trysts with Boston’s foremost theatre critic.

			Less than a year before, however, everything changed. His whole world was upended by his test results. 

			He didn’t have long to live. 

			The unwelcome, uninvited guest that was metastatic pancreatic cancer was also a very brutal and unforgiving one. 

			His emotive responses to it were unorthodox. 

			A life at the cutting edge of medicine meant denial was never going to be an issue. 

			The same applied to anger and bargaining—the very notions were beneath him. 

			Acceptance was already well anchored inside him—so well anchored that he refused to go through the rounds of chemotherapy that might slightly prolong his life. He didn’t want to spend the time he had left either in hospitals or sick from the after-effects.

			A sense of depression, however, did take root very quickly, and from that depression something else emerged: a fear of what awaited him in the hereafter, and an urgent, rapidly growing need for atonement.

			Memories from years of covert operations and replays of hushed conversations were now vividly consuming his days and his nights. The faces of the dead, in photographs or newspapers or on television screens, accosted him at the most unexpected times, clamoring for attention and shouting out for retribution, while the disturbing, subconscious imagery of eternal damnation haunted his dreams. 

			Much as he tried to shake off this unfamiliar onset of guilt and regret, he couldn’t escape it. 

			He needed to do something about it. He had to seek out some kind of forgiveness. He feared that he was well past redemption, even though he’d always been taught it was always a possibility if the intent was honest and pure. His wasn’t necessarily so; it was driven by a very deep-seated, primal fear. But it was all he had.

			He thought long and hard about what he could do. He didn’t discuss it with anyone; not his wife, not his shrink, not even his priest. He would do this alone. If it wasn’t possible to change the past, perhaps he could, at least, affect the future. But doing it would be tricky—and dangerous. And although he didn’t have much time left to worry in terms of losing it, he clung, like many people who were suddenly faced with their impending death, to every day he had left. 

			No, he would need to be careful. And what he did had to be effective too, if he was going to have a chance at the redemption he sought.

			His first attempt had proved disastrous. He’d thought he’d chosen well. The man he’d selected had solid credentials. But despite all the meticulous planning, despite knowing what he was up against and being aware of the capabilities of the very people who were now his enemies, Padley had failed. The person he’d reached out to was now dead. That man’s death had, Padley was sure, come as a blessing after the torture he had no doubt been subjected to. But Padley’s planning had at least been successful at one thing: it had kept him safe. No one had come after him. He was still free, he was still breathing. Which meant his precautions had worked.

			He just needed to be even more selective in who he approached this time.

			Days and weeks of mulling had yielded a handful of possibilities, but one of them stood out more and more with each deliberation. It even had, he thought, an elegant symmetry to it, which pleased his overly ordered mind.

			He would make the call today, he decided. He’d be even more vigilant, more careful, than he had been the first time around. He’d use a different prepaid cell phone; one he’d also purchased for cash and that couldn’t be traced back to him. He’d still use the agency-level voice changer for the call, the one he’d used on his first attempt. Most importantly, he’d be very, very clear in warning the man about what not to do.

			After that, it would be out of his hands. 

			He’d just need Special Agent Sean Reilly to be as effective at his job as Padley had been at both of his.
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			Mamaroneck, New York

			A gray-white union of sea, land and sky was barely worrying the drapes when consciousness seeped back into me. I twisted around and checked the time: noon. I know this sounds very decadent, but I’d only got back from Jersey just before six. 

			Nick and I had handed over to Deutsch and Lendowski shortly after five, a move that generated the usual sardonic, if unmerited, quip from Lendowski. I had plenty of time for Annie Deutsch. She was in her early thirties and usually wore that earnest demeanor shared by many ex-cops during their first couple of years with the Bureau, her face locked in an expression that looked like its wearer has been told they weren’t allowed to smile ever again. She was attractive and single, two facts on which most of the discussions regarding her had quickly zeroed in. Lendowski, on the other hand, I could do without. Six foot two and pure muscle, he possessed a personality one would describe as belligerent—if one were being kind. He also had that holier-than-thou attitude that always made me suspicious, like it was a fine line between which side of the law he’d ended up on.

			I’d given Nick a lift to Federal Plaza so he could retrieve his own car from the parking garage. Neither of us had much energy left for conversation. The city had looked coldly beautiful as dawn forced its way across Manhattan’s skyline. A few Christmas lights shone in pockets of synchronized color, and it was enough to remind anyone who had forgotten that New York was still the greatest city in the world.

			These overnights were actually a killer. As Nick climbed out of the Expedition, he reminded me to try and stay awake on the final leg. A couple of nights back, I’d very nearly fallen asleep at the wheel and had needed to pull over and grab an hour’s shut-eye before driving home. Then I’d woken with a jolt at two in the afternoon, convinced that my alarm had sounded only moments before. Throw the body clock out of whack and the mind can do strange things. I was now looking forward to doing away with the Nosferatu schedule and getting back to a more normal, mortal routine.

			Tess had driven my five-year-old son, Alex, to school and left me to finish off my fitful six hours. Miss Chaykin—we’re not married—is my partner in everything but law enforcement, although that last bit was debatable, given our various adventures these last few years. I’ve never slept easy alone, and the past few weeks of night shifts and disrupted schedules had only served to underline how addicted I was to having Tess’s warm body beside me. 

			We joked that, as a couple, this could be the closest we’d ever get to the sleepless nights and constant demands of caring for a baby, given that we hadn’t had one together and were still debating whether having one now would be a good move. I was in two minds about that. It wasn’t something I’d ever experienced. I’d missed the first decade or so of Tess’s daughter, Kim, who was now fifteen, given that Tess and I only met a few years ago. 

			I’d also missed out on most of my own son’s young life, given that his mom—someone I had a brief, but intense, fling with a few years ago—had neglected to tell me I was his dad until she and I had reconnected last summer. Not exactly your classic Hallmark family, but these days, I guess, few families are.

			Kim was a great girl, more a fine testimony to Tess’s single-parenting skills than to anything I had contributed since we’d all started living together. She and I got along really well. Much like her mom, she was impossibly headstrong and as sharp as The Bride’s samurai blade, by turns delighting us with her growing independence and infuriating us with her dismissal of entirely reasonable boundaries. After the mortal risks I’d seen her mother take, survive, then thrive upon, I really shouldn’t have been at all surprised. I even liked her boyfriend, Giorgio, a year older than her and a junior who already had Yale in his sights, despite their current sub-seven-percent admission rate. I’d once pictured myself pulling the Bad Boys routine on my daughter’s boyfriend’s ass, shotgun, wife-beater, and bottle of whiskey included, but the darned kid, clever and yet cool and sporty, had cruelly deprived me of any such pleasure. 

			Alex, on the other hand, still hadn’t shaken off his demons. But at least he and Kim had bonded pretty much instantly. To her credit, she had happily embraced the big sister role that had been thrust upon her, and seeing them together was a source of solace in the bittersweet world I seemed doomed to inhabit.

			I threw on a T-shirt and some sweatpants and lumbered down to the kitchen. Despite still feeling groggy, it didn’t take long for the Daland/Maxiplenty case to recede into inconsequence, shoved aside by the resurgent white whales that were crowding my mind. I guess I shouldn’t be surprised. My globetrotting adventures with Tess had served to reinforce the notion that we’re never done with the past. Or rather, the past is never done with us. It’s just a matter of the correct key being turned in the right lock and all the secrets come tumbling out. And we can never know how we’re going to deal with them until they’re staring us in the face.

			Shuffling into the kitchen, I could hear Tess in her home office, tapping away at her desk with the usual deft precision. It still took me twice as long as it should to file a simple report. I poured myself some coffee, glanced at the front page of the New York Times on Tess’s charging iPad, then wandered, mug in hand, into the study, where my very own bestselling novelist/paramour was busy knocking out yet another page-turner.

			She sat behind a very cool, huge aluminum desk that had been crafted from the tip of an old aircraft’s wing; a gift from yours truly after her first novel hit the New York Times bestsellers list. Her eyes lingered on her screen as I sat down in an armchair facing her, coffee cradled in both hands. My attention was drawn to the rear of the house. The deck and small garden were, I now noticed, dotted with strands of miniature red and green lights. I gazed through the French doors, transfixed for a moment, then Tess looked up and smiled that radiant smile that always makes me give a conflicted and perverse thanks for the violent night when we first met.

			She swung her long legs out from behind the desk. “Christmas lights and two thousand words already. Not a bad morning’s work, huh?”

			I smiled. “You’re such a slacker. No lunch break for you.”

			She tilted her head and pursed her lips. “Actually, I figured we’d skip lunch and just head upstairs and you could help me choose which dress to wear Thursday night. Unless you have other plans?”

			I was about to voice an objection—I mean, sure, we were going to be having dinner with the president. The president. At the White House. The dress choice was, I guess, important—and then, the look on her face as she’d said it hit a certain sweet spot inside my skull and I realized that this was code for something else entirely.

			Jeez, I love this woman.

			I titled my head, mock-studying her. “I did, but I know how much the holiday season means to you and the last thing I’d want is to disappoint you.”

			She flashed me a grin. “Hang on to that thought, cowboy.”

			I did have plans. I’d arranged to meet Kurt Jaegers in Jersey. Kurt was a white-hat hacker, a tech wizard who was helping me out privately, totally off the books. He’d asked for a meet, which could mean he had news for me, good news. I wasn’t holding my breath, but I also had some new ideas on how he could help me with the white whales I was hunting. 

			Right now, all that could wait.

			I needed to live a little first.

			 

			So, the white whales. 

			Not one, but two things eating away at me, chewing me up from the inside. Come to think of it, I’m not sure whale is the best metaphor here. Something like the alien from, well, Alien, the one that burst out of John Hurt’s chest in the first movie, is probably a better fit.

			For starters, I was still trying to track down the elusive “Reed Corrigan.” Corrigan—real name, unknown—is the ex-CIA spook who had orchestrated the brainwashing of my son, Alex, earlier this year. A son I never knew I had, up until then. His mom, Michelle, was an ex-DEA agent I’d dated while on assignment in Mexico, before I met Tess. Michelle and Alex had got caught up in a sick plan to flush out a psycho Mexican drug baron nicknamed “El Brujo”—the sorcerer. The plan involved brainwashing Alex and using him as bait. Corrigan had worked on the CIA’s mind control programs and had arranged to have some pretty disturbing things dumped into Alex’s brain. The plan had gone seriously wrong and I’d got sucked into it. It had ended up causing Michelle’s death and left me and Tess to pick up the pieces with Alex while Corrigan, whoever he was, was still out there somewhere. 

			I wasn’t going to stop until I found the bastard.

			Alex was now doing better, thanks to a shrink we’d been taking him to see every week. His nightmares had subsided, but they were still there, off and on. Moreover, the nasty things they’d planted in his mind about me were, I felt—maybe more out of hope than out of anything concrete—starting to subside. I didn’t get the feeling that he was looking at me as apprehensively and fearfully as he often used to. We were tiptoeing our way into doing some normal father-and-son stuff, like me taking him to Teeball practice on Saturday mornings, but we still had a long ways to go.

			To find Corrigan, I’d recruited Kurt to help me get into the CIA’s files. When that didn’t work, I’d resorted to blackmailing a CIA analyst Kurt had identified for me, a sleaze called Stan Kirby who’d been having an affair with his wife’s sister. That exercise had mixed results. On the one hand, and totally unexpectedly, it turned out to be key in saving the president’s life—hence our forthcoming dinner at the White House with the Yorkes themselves in a couple of days’ time. On the other hand, it hadn’t been much use in helping me get my hands on Reed Corrigan. 

			Kirby had dug up three case files that mentioned Corrigan, but they were all highly redacted and weren’t much use. 

			One of them, though, kicked up the second whale, or alien, or whatever metaphor you feel works best here. That file, which concerned an operation called “Cold Burn” that Corrigan and Fullerton had been part of, also mentioned something called “Project Azorian.” Not particularly ominous in itself, except that it then mentioned someone with the initials CR. 

			I knew the name Azorian. As a ten-year-old, I’d seen it on a printout on my dad’s desk. It had sounded funny and caught my eye. When I’d asked him about it, he’d brushed it off as nothing important, and we’d joked about it being a good name for a comic book or sci-fi movie, à la The Mighty Azorian.

			That wasn’t long before I’d found my dad slumped behind his desk shortly after he’d blown his brains out.

			My dad—Colin Reilly.

			CR.

			Seeing his initials alongside a mention of Azorian in the same file that concerned Reed Corrigan had jolted me like few things I can remember. First, my son, and now, my dad too? I was now even more determined to find this Corrigan, not just out of a burning desire to make him pay for what he did to Alex, but to find out the truth about my dad’s suicide, if that’s what it really was. I didn’t know what to believe any more, and I had a strong feeling there was more to it. I mean, given what this creep and his crew were capable of, and given their abilities when it came to manipulating people, I was imagining all kinds of dark scenarios surrounding my dad’s death.

			It was all the more painful as I never really got a chance to know him. He was a tenure-track assistant professor at George Washington University, an expert in comparative law and jurisprudence, and he was consumed by his work. He wasn’t the most gregarious or emotive person I had ever met, and he always seemed to have weightier things on his mind than hanging out with me. I don’t think he was ever able to fully park the issues that fired him up or kick back and enjoy the simple pleasures of a family life. When he was home, he spent a lot of time in that study of his, which was off limits to this ten-year-old, not an unreasonable rule given the books and paperwork that were stacked all around it and my propensity to sow havoc. I do know he was well respected, though. A lot of people turned up to his funeral, men and women who, to me at the time, seemed like a very dour bunch of people, even given the circumstances. 

			My mom didn’t talk about it much. Growing up, the subject of his suicide was off limits. Not that I asked much. At the time, all she’d told me was that, after his death, she’d discovered that he’d been depressed and was on medication. It was the most I’d ever got out of her on the subject. I don’t think she ever really dealt with the grief or the sadness that he’d never told her about it. She just bottled it up, same as he had, I guess. Then, when I moved out and went to study law at Notre Dame, she remarried, moved to Cape Cod, and threw herself into her new life. We never talked about my dad after that. It was like her first husband had never existed.

			I learned later that it’s perfectly normal for a ten-year-old boy to repress the memory of his father’s blood splattered against a wall—indeed, the first time in decades I had recalled the memory so vividly was when reading the redacted file from my reluctant CIA source about the man who had brainwashed my son. Mothers, however, are generally expected to ensure that the memory doesn’t become buried too deep. On balance, maybe we both came out of it OK.

			Thinking about my absent father also reminded me of how I wanted to always be there for Alex. My line of work, however, wasn’t the most risk-free of occupations. It was something I needed to figure out.

			One thing I didn’t need to figure out, one thing I knew with absolute certainty, was that I would never forgive the man who subjected a four-year-old boy to treatment that was still beyond belief, even though I’d seen the results with my own eyes. Whatever it took, I was going to find him. Nothing would ever change when it came to Reed Corrigan and me.

			Problem was, he was proving impossible to track down. The CIA was clearly protecting his identity, for reasons they weren’t about to share with me. He was obviously a valuable asset, and I’d run out of options in terms of flushing him out.

			Project Azorian also turned out to be a blind alley, both regarding Corrigan and my dad. Also named “Project Jennifer,” it was the CIA’s code name for an eight hundred million dollar operation to raise a sunken Russian submarine from the Pacific Ocean floor back in 1974. Howard Hughes had lent his name to the project to help with the cover story that the vessel that would raise the sub, the Hughes Glomar Explorer, was out mining manganese deposits. It had been one of the most expensive and technologically complex operations in CIA history—and one of their biggest successes—but the huge dossier about it was, in terms of what I was after, a dead end. I couldn’t for the life of me figure out what the sub project had to do with my dad, or what it or my dad had to do with the CIA op called Operation Cold Burn.

			The link with my dad, though, could open up some fresh possibilities. I’d asked Kurt to take another peek inside the CIA’s servers to see if they had anything else on my dad. So far, he hadn’t had much luck on that front either.

			All of which left me with two final angles of attack. 

			One was for me to bully Kirby, the CIA analyst/Lothario, once again. Get him to fish for files about my dad, this time, see if following that trail instead would lead me to Corrigan. 

			The other was to talk to my mother and see if she knew more about my dad’s death than she’d let on.

			I really wasn’t looking forward to either of them.
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			Newark, New Jersey

			I walked across to the north side of Riverbank Park and waited, glad to be out in the open air and, for that matter, anywhere other than the inside of a Ford Expedition. Out here, most of the snow had already melted, though more was apparently due later tonight. 

			I’d crossed paths with Kurt Jaegers for the first time a few years ago when he moved up to the seventh spot on the FBI’s cybercrime watch list after hacking into the UN’s server farm, using the same skill set I needed to track down Corrigan. He agreed to help me and hacked into the CIA’s databanks after I promised him a get-out-of-jail-free card should he ever get arrested for something reasonably defensible. Kurt soon embraced the project with gusto, which surprised me. I was supposed to be one of the bad guys, as far as he was concerned—you know, big brother and all that. But Kurt and I connected. He had a good heart. I liked him, and I enjoyed hearing about the fantasy idealist world he inhabited. 

			For our meetings, Kurt always insisted on different locations and times to ensure that I hadn’t been followed, even though I was pretty sure I was perfectly capable of doing this myself. His levels of paranoia weren’t too outrageous, though, considering the people we were up against, although time was tight, me being due to meet Nick at Federal Plaza at four for the Daland post-arrest briefing.

			I took a few steps toward the river and casually scanned through three-sixty. I was clean.

			Kurt told me that he’d read a stack of books on fieldcraft and practiced covert techniques within MMORPGs—the “massive” in Massively Multiplayer Online Role-Playing Game, he’d assured me jokingly, was not a reference to his waist size. People overuse words a lot nowadays—everything is amazing, everyone’s a genius—although in his case, massive was an understatement. But as he emerged from the tree line to the south, it was still bizarre to see the new, thinner Kurt. He’d lost a ton of weight—OK, maybe not an actual ton. I thought I could take some credit for him dropping so much flab. Our regular meetings not only got him out of the house, but also appeared to have given him a sense of purpose where previously, he had none. 

			Over the months he’d been helping me out, I’d gotten to know Kurt well. He’d opened up to me—probably more than he’d done with most people, I thought, given what he’d told me about his life. He hadn’t had it easy, not that I’d imagined otherwise. 

			Throughout his school years, Kurt had been the butt of exceptionally cruel jokes—both verbal and practical—by a clique of particularly vicious girls. This systematic campaign had stemmed from his temerity in asking one of them to a dance at their fifth grade end-of-year party, a crime seemingly so heinous that he deserved to be punished for it till the end of his schooling.

			By middle school, this clique had shared their hatred of Kurt with their meat-head boyfriends and his final two years of education had been off-the-charts intolerable. If it hadn’t been for his Sony PlayStation, his dial-up modem and the trailblazing Internet chat rooms he’d joined as soon as they launched, he would have put an end to his miserable existence long before he’d had a chance to think through the long-term consequences of such a decision.

			As with many other social outcasts, the Internet and the rapidly growing gamer culture it fed off ended up giving Kurt a reason to live. And like most hardcore gamers, he was a neophile at heart and wanted to see what would come next. He instinctively knew that games would become better, faster and more immersive and he wanted to be around as they did so. By the time he was twenty, he was as addicted to console games and the online world as he was to food, his treatment at the hands of the witches of East Brunswick having served to confirm his withdrawal from the world of women made of flesh and his dedication to those made of pixels.

			If I didn’t need Kurt myself, I’d probably have recommended him to our Cyber Division by now, but he and I had developed a routine and neither of us seemed to want to mess with it. Over the last few months, we’d worked together enough for me to mostly can my sarcastic instincts and accumulate no little respect for Kurt’s doggedness. I also knew enough about the way things were going with surveillance and data-trawling capabilities, drones, high-powered mikes and micro-cameras to understand that one day, real-world agents would be almost entirely redundant. I just hoped that day didn’t come until I had taken my pension.

			Kurt was grinning from ear to ear as he ambled toward me, his gait still that of someone carrying the hundred extra pounds he’d recently shed. Maybe it was because of the holiday season. Christmas turned guys like Kurt back into Fifth Graders—happy ones at that. If it wasn’t for keeping our meetings on the down-low, I fully suspect he would have been wearing a green knitted sweater that featured a reindeer.

			Glancing from side to side, he covered the final few yards to where I was standing and gave me a small bow. 

			“Kon’nichiwa, watashi no kunshu.”

			This was another of his tradecraft obsessions: routing our phone calls through Japan-based Skype accounts that he’d hijacked and never referring to himself or to me by our real names on any calls or texts. Which made no sense at all, given that we weren’t even remotely Japanese. “Kurt, seriously. We’re actually here, together.”

			“No names, dude,” he said, flinching. “Come on. What if someone’s tailing you and listening in on us?”

			“I think I’ve got that covered,” I said, then added, pointedly, “Kurt.” With a juvenile half-grin. 

			He just brought it out in me.

			He groaned, then gestured around him. “What do you think? Cool spot for a meet, no?”

			“Pure genius.” See what I mean? We all do it. 

			On the other hand, I did resist saying “Kurt” one more time. 

			Instead, I said, “You sure you haven’t spent time at Quantico?” No way could I kill the sarcasm entirely. Especially when Kurt had me on a continuing tour of the myriad attractions of Essex County.

			“Quantico, shwantico,” he scoffed. “I’d like to see how long you and your guys would survive in the siege of Orgrimmar.” 

			I ducked asking what that was—the cultural reference gap between us was beyond unbridgeable—and studied his face, then I scanned him up and down more carefully. Something else had changed, something other than the dropped weight: a general overhaul on the grooming front. Then it hit me. The Amazing Shrinking Kurt was chasing a female. As impossible as that sounded, I was somehow sure he was definitely on the prowl, and his upbeat manner made it clear he thought he was getting somewhere. 

			Not ideal, from a purely selfish point of view. Last thing I needed was for Kurt’s mind to be diverted from the hunt. 

			I spread my hands quizzically. “Who is she?”

			Eyes wide, Kurt pulled back his head for a second. “What? No!”

			“Come on.”

			“How’d you—?” Then his grin returned and he wagged a puffy finger at me. “Oh, you’re good. You’re like so totally in the zone.”

			I tilted my head, my expression egging him for an answer. “Spill.”

			“You’re gonna love her. She’s great. And she’s solid, a real asset for the team. She’s going in deeper than I ever could.”

			I felt a stab of bile in the back of my throat. “‘Going in?’ What are you talking about? You told her? About us?”

			Kurt backed away a couple of steps. “Relax, dude. Hear me out. She doesn’t know who you are, doesn’t know why we’re looking for Corrigan. But she’s got skills, man. Real skills.”

			I took a deep breath and calmed myself down. Kurt was no fool. He also wasn’t having much success in penetrating the CIA’s servers beyond what we already knew. Maybe he did need help. I was well aware that hacking government agencies had become considerably more difficult since the exploits of Chelsea Manning and Edward Snowden. But this was a dangerous game to invite someone to play.

			I gestured to an empty bench. We both sat, Kurt edging away till there was a couple of feet between us.

			“OK, so . . . who is she?”

			Nervously, he crossed and uncrossed his legs. “She’s called Gigi. Gigi Decker. Here . . .” 

			He took out his smartphone, swiped his finger across its screen to unlock it, and handed it to me. Its screen showed a full-figured and surprisingly attractive redhead who was—presumably, knowing Kurt’s interests as I did—dressed in the garb of some kind of World of Warcraft character.

			Gigi was clearly screensaver-serious.

			He reclaimed the phone. “Lady Jaina Proudmoore. Archmage of Kirin Tor. That’s her real hair, by the way.” He added this last part with genuine pride.

			“I can see what you mean by solid. She seems totally . . . reliable.” I can’t really raise one eyebrow, but if I could, it would have been up.

			Kurt looked offended. “Hey, when she’s not in Pandaria, she’s one hell of a hacker. I mean, truly outstanding. She’s hacked the CIA’s D-bases deeper than anyone I know. And the cool part is she’s ideologically neutral. She hacks because she can.”

			“And to impress you, of course.”

			He beamed. “What can I tell you? I’m a catch.”

			I rolled my eyes, but my mouth smiled. He really was a lovable son of a bitch. I hoped Gigi wasn’t about to break his heart, and not just because that would screw us both.

			“OK, so she’s amazing.” Clearly, I need to retract my grumpy earlier criticism about contemporary word use. “So what did she find?”

			He grimaced. “Well, it’s good and it’s bad.”

			My entire body tensed in anticipation. Maybe our search was finally going to move out of park. “What do you mean?”

			He closed the space between us. “She went in and snooped around the user records and protocol logs related to the terms I’d been using in my searches around both Corrigan and your dad and came up with nothing. Then she went in again and went deeper. Still nothing. Then a couple of days later, we tried again, only this time, the logs and the user records themselves were gone. Everything that had data links to our target folders. Gone. I mean, up until now, they’ve been changing the access codes as per standard operation procedure at Langley. But in the last week, they’ve modified the protocols and wiped dozens of files.”

			He gave me that knowing look, the one loaded with portent.

			I already knew the answer, but I asked anyway, “So they know we’ve been looking?”

			He nodded, his eyes even wider with conspiracy.

			“I’m having a hard time seeing anything ‘good’ here, Kurt.”

			“Well, yeah, agreed, that part’s not great. But there’s more. Gigi, she doesn’t give up easy. And this was like a challenge for her, like they’d thrown down the gauntlet. So she goes into overdrive and starts trying all kinds of things, including this little trick of hers. She tries misspelling Corrigan in her trawl. She thinks laterally like that, you know?” He paused and nodded, more just to himself, grinning with admiration, savoring the thought. “And she got a hit. One with an ‘m’ at the end, as in, Corrigam.”

			“You’re kidding.”

			“I’m telling you. She says it was more common than you’d think before spellchecking technology closed that crack.”

			He went quiet again. Kurt had this irritating habit of pausing to build portent. Maybe he’d watched too many badly written TV shows and it had affected the cadence at which he spoke.

			“And . . . ?” 

			“She found a reference to Reed Corrigam—with an ‘m’—in a deep archive. It was in a report from the Direccíon de Inteligencia—the DI, Cuba’s intelligence agency.”

			I knew what the DI was, but I didn’t want to burst his bubble. We at the Bureau had been known to butt heads with their operatives in Miami. Instead, I just said, “Makes sense. They would have been operational in El Salvador back then.” 

			Kurt nodded, then looked around suspiciously, gave our surroundings a second pan-and-scan, then pulled some folded papers out from his pocket and handed them to me. “It’s all in here. It talks about a meeting a DI guy had with Corrigan. It says there was a leak from the DI, and the DI agent is only referred to by his initials, but it mentions the name ‘Octavio Camacho’ as well and I googled that. The hit that seemed most promising was this guy,” he said as he flicked through the printouts before pulling out a particular page. “He was a Portuguese journalist.”

			“‘Was?’”

			“Yep. Camacho died in 1981.”

			I flicked back to the report about the meeting. It had also taken place that year—a couple of months before Camacho’s death.

			I could feel my shoulders drop. “That’s it?”

			Kurt’s face followed suit. “So far. But she’s still at it. She’s trying to hack some digitized archive backups. The encryption-compression algorithms aren’t as secure as those for live data. At least not for Gigi when she’s in the zone.” He brightened at her name. The guy was totally lovestruck. “But maybe you’ll come up with more on the Camacho front. Maybe you could check with Portuguese Intelligence, see if they’ve got something on Corrigan.”

			“Or Corrigam.”

			He smiled. “Exactly.”

			I wasn’t thrilled. It wasn’t much—not much at all. Just another dark alley with an insurmountable brick wall at its end.

			Kurt read my face. “Dude, we’ll find something. She will, anyway. I know it.”

			I shrugged. “All right. Do me a favor. Check on something else for me.”

			“Shoot.”

			“You remember our little Casanova down in DC?”

			Kurt gave me a curious look. “Our man Stan?”

			“Exactly. See if you can find out what his calendar looks like for Thursday.”

			He scratched the top of his ear with his thumb. “This Thursday? The day after tomorrow?”

			“Yep.”

			“Thursday was Stan’s booty night.”

			I said, “I’m wondering if it still is.”

			He nodded slowly to himself, the ear-scratching slowing down too. “No problemo. Easily done.”

			“Great. Thanks.” I tapped the printouts as I stood up. “I’ll let you know what I find.”

			“Cool,” he said as he got off the bench too. “I’ll say hi to Gigi from you.”

			I gave him a chastening scowl.

			He said, “Dude, lighten up. It’s Christmas.”

			I took a couple of steps, then turned back toward him.

			“Treat her right, Kurt. She seems like a keeper. But don’t let her push it too far. I don’t want either of you ending up in an orange jumpsuit or as permanent houseguests of the Ecuadorian embassy. Not so soon after you’ve found each other.”

			Kurt beamed and patted his heart. “Thanks, man. Truly. I’m just . . . thanks.”

			“Don’t push it, Jaegers. My Christmas spirit only extends so far.” I turned and walked away. I couldn’t resist a smile as I headed back toward the Expedition, but I felt deflated. The Kurt route—now the Kurt and Gigi route—was going nowhere. Once he got me the info I needed about Kirby, I thought I might have to set him loose. I’d miss him—but this was getting us nowhere, and it was putting him and his archmage, whatever that was, at risk.

			I was getting into the Expedition when my work BlackBerry rang. 

			I checked the screen.  There was no number appearing on it. It was a private caller. 

			“Agent Reilly?”

			I froze. The voice was cavernous and artificially monotone. Whoever it was was using some kind of electronic voice changer.

			Never a good sign.
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