


[image: Cover image: Going Zero by Anthony McCarten]







[image: Title page image: Going Zero]


ANTHONY

McCARTEN

 

[image: Pan Books logo]





For Jennifer Joel, a great editor.

And as ever, for Eva.






PHASE ONE







7 DAYS BEFORE “GO ZERO”


BOSTON, MASSACHUSETTS

THE FULL-LENGTH MIRROR IN THE lobby, there to lend a sense of light and space to the cramped entrance hall, is spotted with age, the corrosive grime picking at the silvering like a scab. Still, it works well enough for the rent-controlled residents—teachers, low-level civil servants, the owner of a bakery, and half a dozen retirees just grateful that the elevator works most of the time. They can pause and check themselves before going out, take one final glance to make sure skirt hems aren’t snagged in stockings, flies are done up, chins bear no toothpaste, hair isn’t hysterical, toilet paper isn’t clinging to shoes before they stumble into the street to be judged by their fellow citizens.

It’s useful for the end of the day, too. As the residents shake off the chill of the windy streets, loosen their coats, and empty their mailboxes, it’s the old mirror that will give them a first look at the damage the day has done.

The woman who has just come in glances at it reflexively. Here’s what the mirror shows: midthirties; black hair in a bob; big glasses that became fashionable again last year; long, wide-fit trousers with sneakers; and, under her good late-spring last-season coat, a stiffly ironed black blouse with a swirling floral print. She looks a lot like what she is—a librarian, or someone’s idea of the same. Bookish in her buttoned-up-ness, but independent-minded in the details: a huge pendant necklace, jangly earrings, a signet on her pinky. Could be on her way to a church bake sale, or to a #Resist event, impossible to say.

She unlocks her mailbox, pulls out a handful of envelopes, presses the little door closed until she hears the snap of the latch, which is when she sees that the mailbox label is slightly askew, so she squares it.


K. DAY

APARTMENT 10



The K is important. Not the full Kaitlyn. Just that single initial to identify her: call it Single Woman Trick 273. Comes right after walking home with your keys (weaponized) in your hand. Write Kaitlyn Day on the mailbox or directory, and you’re asking for trouble; every passing creep now knows there’s a single woman in the building and could start hanging around just to see if she needs saving, mocking, following, fucking, killing.

She sorts the mail over the recycling bin. Junk. Junk. Junk. Bill. Junk. Bill. And then . . . Oh my God. It’s here. It’s actually here.

The envelope has Department of Homeland Security printed on it. There’s even a frigging seal on the back; she thought that kind of thing went out with the Tudors. Inside, however, shitty government-grade paper where she had expected wedding-invite quality. Still, an invitation nonetheless.

Going Zero Beta Test, it reads across the top of the single sheet. That part is bold and underlined.


Dear Ms. Day,

Congratulations! You have been selected as one of ten participants in the Going Zero Beta Test of the Fusion Initiative, a WorldShare partnership with the U.S. government.

Per instructions, the Going Zero Beta Test will begin at 12:00 noon on May 1. At that time, you and nine other randomly selected participants will receive a message at the number on your application telling you to “Go Zero!”

At 2:00 p.m. the same day, your name, photo, and address will be provided to the joint task force of the Fusion Initiative at Fusion Central in Washington, DC.

While this test is in operation, you are at liberty to take whatever steps you feel necessary, consistent with the laws of the United States, to avoid being detained by the Capture Team dispatched by Fusion Central to find you. Any participants of the Going Zero Beta Test who are still at liberty at 12:00 noon on May 31 will receive a tax-free award of three million U.S. dollars ($3,000,000).

We thank you for your patriotic efforts, and for playing an important part in making your country safer.

Special Notice: Upon penalty of disqualification, you are not permitted to declare, announce, or claim to be a participant in the Going Zero Beta Test until you are cleared, in writing by this office, to do so. Please refer to your application for further details of your nondisclosure agreement (NDA), legal responsibilities, and possible penalties.



Kaitlyn looks up and sees her own reflection in the mirror again. Just an ordinary woman, a dime a dozen. But for the next five weeks, she needs to be exceptional.

Are you ready to be perfect, Kaitlyn Day? she asks herself. For that’s what she’ll need to be now.

Her reflection gives nothing away.

Go upstairs, she tells herself. Check everything. When the order comes to Go Zero, then she must be ready to disappear in the wink of a knowing eye. Erase herself. Vanish.

Who does that? Vanishes? Well, it happens. Hell, she knows that better than most. People can just—poof—be gone.

She needs to rest. This might be one of the last nights she’ll sleep easy in her own bed for a very long while. The reflection in the mirror doesn’t move for a few moments as she considers what lies ahead. Then it moves fast.






7 DAYS LATER: 20 MINUTES BEFORE “GO ZERO”


FUSION CENTRAL, WASHINGTON, DC

ON MAY 1, AT TWENTY minutes to noon, Justin Amari, unbreakfasted, rumple-haired, is greeted by a welcome committee outside Fusion Central, a private complex that had sprung up near McPherson Square the year before with odd speed and mystery—“Silicon Valley Billionaire Cy Baxter Buys Block of Downtown DC, Spending More Time in City, Reasons Unknown.”

Justin spots, among the faces, Cy Baxter’s almost-as-famous-as-he-is right hand, Erika Coogan, cofounder, with Baxter, of Fusion’s parent company, WorldShare. A powerhouse, too, if in her own subtle way.

“Nervous?” Justin asks her as he approaches.

The question surprises Erika into a grin.

“I have faith in Cy, and in what we’re doing here,” she says. Her voice is pitched low, just a trace of Texas left. “But today, for sure I’m nervous. It’s big. Huge.”

Along with other dignitaries, they walk across the lobby of glass and steel, then through a pair of high-security checkpoints, before entering the super-secure area, the no-digital-dust-on-your-shoes, no-cellphones-no-laptops-no-Fitbit-no-recorder-in-your-pen-cap area, whose atrium-like center and active hub, full of dedicated teams on the ground floor overlooked by a system of gantries, has been dubbed The Void.

The scale of it still shocks him. Ice-down-the-spine stuff. A vast hall of screens, within which are rows of desks occupied by the super-smart engineers, data scientists, intelligence agents, programmers, hackers, and myriad analysts from the private and public sectors who are the foot soldiers of the Fusion Initiative. And from a dais on the first floor fit for Captain Kirk, Cy Baxter, vibrating with nervous energy and pride, looks down on his mighty works.

I’m the one who should be nervous, Justin thinks. For one thing, it’s my ass that’s on the line here today.

All the screens—desktop, tablet, cell phone, even the huge ones on the rear wall—are black, sleeping, waiting . . . waiting . . . waiting to be woken.

Justin checks his watch. Fifteen minutes and fifty-nine seconds remaining . . . fifty-eight . . . fifty-seven . . .

When he is waved forward, he walks up to the dais where Cy waits, formally suited for once, sparing today’s crowd his usual adolescent and stubbornly unretired uniform of sneakers, baggy jeans, T-shirt bearing some inspiring quote like WHY THE FUCK NOT?

Also waiting, Justin’s boss, Dr. Burt Walker, CIA deputy director for science and technology, he and Cy up there looking like they’ve just discovered the Theory of Everything. Also with them, less pleased, clearly not so convinced that all this is such a great idea, is Walker’s predecessor (now CEO of some threat analysis start-up), Dr. Sandra Cliffe.

To Justin, Walker looks like he’s trying to spot a ribbon to cut. Wrong era, Burt. No ribbons here. What will initiate the launch of this all-important beta test will be something as inauspicious as the click of a single mouse, which in turn will fire the ten chosen candidates in this secret trial to Go Zero, to get lost. Rapidly, they must disappear off the radar, leaving no trace. But this will not be easy: Cy Baxter and his team of cybersleuths are equipped, as no others in human history have ever been equipped, to find them, and find them rapidly.

Each of the ten participants—or Zeros, as the team knows them—has two hours, and two hours only, to get a head start: to activate their strategy, whatever it may be, after which the pursuit by Fusion will begin in earnest.

“A few quick words,” Cy says with amplified solemnity—at forty-five, he is boyish still, with a slightly forward-tipping body, weight on his toes as if poised always to take a run—“before we begin. First, thank you to our friends at the CIA for this truly historic public-private partnership.” His eyes pass over Justin to settle on Drs. Walker and Cliffe, giving each a meaningful nod. “I’m also grateful, of course, to all of the investors who have placed their trust in us, some of whom are here today.” A nod to the array of suits at the front of his audience. “But thanks mostly to all of you, the Fusion team, for your tireless hard work and genius.”

The Fusion personnel applaud. Made up of experts in their respective fields, and equipped with immense technological weapons and wide jurisdictional powers, they number nearly a thousand here at headquarters but are augmented by thousands more personnel in the field, Capture Teams sprinkled all over the map and ready to pounce. Cy Baxter has drummed into each of them that it is the speed of these successes, as much as the means by which they will achieve them, that everyone has come to witness.

“We have serious business ahead. The next thirty days will determine the fate of a ten-year commitment from the CIA to fund this relationship, the fusing of government intelligence with free market ingenuity.” He pauses then, and seems to weigh his next words carefully. “Everything you see . . . all this”—he waves his hand to encompass the atrium and indicate the three floors of basements beneath them full of thrumming servers coddled in air-conditioned racks, the 932 handpicked personnel (each one rigorously background-checked by the CIA) stationed throughout the ops rooms, VR suites, drone bays, research facility, food court, and offices—“will be nothing if we fail. For me personally, this project is the most important work I’ll ever be part of. Period.”

Applause greets this.

“When I was first approached to see if I could imagine a public-private partnership that might lift this country’s security and surveillance powers to a whole new level, to an incomparable level, I looked at the deputy director here . . . and Dr. Cliffe, who may remember my reaction . . . I believe it was . . . right? . . . ‘You must be shitting me!’”

Laughter on cue.

“But I guess—I guess Orville Wright must have said something similar to his brother, right? Or Oppenheimer when ordered to make a bomb, or Isaac Newton when asked to define which way is up.”

More laughter.

He grins, a surprisingly winning smile. “You don’t know you can till you can. Right? ‘No way’ always precedes ‘of course.’ But despite our confidence, and all the hard work put in by everybody in this room, we still don’t know, one hundred percent, that we can. Hence this beta test. So let’s all get to it. Light the touch paper and see what we’ve got here.”

Extended applause. Cy loves these people and they love him right back, for ample reason.

Justin’s eyes stay on Cy as he wonders, Just how rich is this guy? No one is quite sure. His biography is opaque. Details scarce. Born where exactly? Even over this there is confusion. Cy says Chicago, but no birth certificate has been offered to answer rumors that his Slovakian mother brought this only child to the United States at seven. Recently, when the Ravensburger jigsaw people approached Cy, releasing a thousand-piecer of him—arms akimbo in front of a Bezos rocket ready to set WorldShare security satellites in orbit—folks finally gained a forum, with avid fingers and searching eyes, to do what up till then had been a purely mental challenge: assemble a clear picture of this man.

Justin has studied him from afar, collected the facts. Magazine profiles, invariably flattering, reveal a slow developer, one late to learn which fork to use, the right way to say words like niche (Cy: “nitch”). IQ of 168, though. A lonesome kid, often bullied, almost good-looking, although his small eyes were slightly asymmetric, his elbows and shins blotted with eczema. Got into computers early, then rode the tech wave. Built the garage start-up into a business valued at twelve billion dollars by the time he was twenty-six, and was off to the races. His thing, initially, revolutionary tech and social networks. Grew WorldShare from a small, friendly information exchange—“Wanna hook up?” “Sure, why not?”—into a global friendship ecosystem and from there fanned out fast, in all directions, sinking the profits into riskier ventures as if betting on swift greyhounds.

Wall Street fell in love at first sight with this future-seeing whiz kid, pipelined money into his escapades: cybersecurity, home protection cameras, alarms and public surveillance tools, even communication satellites. Midas-rich after a decade but never one to flaunt it (never photographed at Paris Fashion Week, no Hollywood friends, no giant yacht or private jet), he quietly, without undue publicity, also bet big on a green, wholesome, earthly, and even interplanetary future. Now he funds solar power research, battery life extension, and transparent cryptocurrency for the Federal Reserve, while also digging modular nuclear reactors to finally end the era of oil. What makes some people love Cy, find him so appealing, beyond his brilliance and despite his wealth, is how he truly seems to want to use who he is, and what he possesses, to aid the world when he could just, well, surf. Or rocket into space.

And not just a workaholic, he makes time for his private life: plays bass guitar in an indie four-piece and sweats at his local Palo Alto public tennis court twice a week. He has never been romantically linked with any other woman than Erika Coogan. He told Men’s Health he finds much-needed balance in meditation. He can endure the lotus position for hours, and perform ‘the plank’ exercise for well over fifteen minutes. (When the media disputed this, he livestreamed a twenty-three-minute retort.) He has emerged, ultimately, a cult hero: head and heart in twin good health.

Quite an act to pull off, concedes Justin, that in this unadmiring age a billionaire can acquire and achieve so much and yet engender so little disdain. Further proof, he is forced to conclude, of the abiding benefits of keeping whatever the hell you actually do way, way, way under the radar.






18 MINUTES BEFORE “GO ZERO”


89 MARLBOROUGH STREET, APARTMENT OF KAITLYN DAY,
BOSTON, MASSACHUSETTS

THE CLOCK SEEMS TO HAVE stopped. Time crawls, collapses, and just when she’s sure that something is wrong, that there is a wrinkle in its weave, the second hand ticks forward again. She curls up at the far end of the sofa, a blanket over her knees and a book in hand, a book she can’t even remember picking up, long ignored on the overpiled coffee table, slippery with magazines twisted over one another like strata after an earthquake—the Atlantic, the New York Review of Books, the New Yorker.

But she isn’t reading, she’s debating: This is a bad idea, this is a brilliant idea, this is insane. This is her best chance, her last chance, roiling like waves, crashing and receding.

Forget. Remember. The thoughts break and shatter over her too quick to latch on to.


Backpack

Sleeping bag

Hiking boots

6 T-shirts

1 extra pair of jeans

Anna Karenina



Breathe, woman, she tells herself. Breathe slowly. Remember who you are. I am Kaitlyn Day, she whispers, like a mantra. Thirty-five years old, birthday September 21, Social Security number 029–12–2325. These familiar facts are a healing oil, a balm, a prayer wheel, a tether to hold on to, and finally she can feel the air filling her lungs, reaching her blood.


Road maps

Pup tent

Gas stove

Cooking pot

Face mask

Phone K

Phone J

Compass

Canned food

Cutlery

Trail mix

Can opener

Tampons

Soap

Toothpaste

Flashlight

Batteries

Water bottle



Kaitlyn Elizabeth Day. Born and raised in Boston. Parents gone. Two brothers—lost touch with both. They like sports, she likes books. They got jobs in construction, she became a librarian. They shout at the TV, she writes to senators. They have no imagination, Kaitlyn has too much. In fact, Kaitlyn has way, way too much imagination. Sometimes so much that her brain spins too hard and has to be regulated with little white pills.

She has a plan. And it has to work. It has to. It’s gonna be fun, she tells herself. It’s also gonna be terrifying.






2 MINUTES BEFORE “GO ZERO”


FUSION CENTRAL, WASHINGTON, DC

“LET ME FINISH WITH A thought. One last thought.” Cy Baxter pauses to survey his audience. How good he is at this, thinks Justin, how controlled. A little awkward but endearingly so, the remnants of a friendless childhood still apparent, too much time coding, unresponsive to the distant playground squeals, and then a few years later, already with a hundred grand in the bank but no date for the prom.

“Today is not just about a proof-of-concept trial or even an opportunity to show our partners”—he turns to nod at the two esteemed CIA PhDs sharing the stage—“what we can do when we pool our resources and work together . . . though it is, and we will. Today is really to welcome in a partnership years in the making, drawing together the combined resources of law enforcement, the military, and the security industry—NSA, CIA, FBI, DHS—integrating them for the first time with the hacker and social media communities, all coordinated by the brilliant intellects of the crew here at WorldShare.”

A smattering of applause here from the corporate sector.

“There they are, Fusion’s parent company! . . . And all combining to form a bleeding-edge, three-hundred-sixty-degree intelligence data-sharing matrix unlike anything the world has ever seen. So pretty cool.” Here he glances again at his CIA paymasters with a friendly collegial grin that shows just how unbelievably smoothly this has gone thus far. “So in conclusion, our almost ridiculous aim has been pretty simple: make things a whole lot tougher for the bad guys and a whole lot easier for the good guys, using the best technology we have to do it. Of course we care about privacy. Half of what we do here at Worldshare is protect people’s privacy. But if you’ve done nothing wrong, which covers ninety-nine percent of us, then you may be more prepared to sacrifice a little of that sacred right in exchange for greater security, peace, law, and order. Let me tell you who cares about privacy protections the most: wrongdoers. They need them, to hide. September eleventh forced us to rethink the delicate balance between private security and public safety. Back then, we had all the data we needed to prevent that catastrophe but we lacked the will and the means to aggregate that intelligence. Today, in this building, we draw together as never before both the will and the means.” As if running for office, he concludes with something slightly unexpected: “May God bless America and our troops! And now . . . let’s roll.”

With this, he points to a digital representation of a large analog clock projected onto the wall behind him, the final seconds before noon expiring with the sweep of a second hand climbing to join, like a clap, the hands of minute and hour.

On the stroke of noon Cy speaks the vitalizing words “Go Zero,” and synchronous with this a single mouse is clicked somewhere in the bowels of the building and a message sent to ten cell phones across America: a small two-word phrase that almost rhymes. The hiders now have two hours before the seekers set out to find them.






ZERO HOUR


89 MARLBOROUGH STREET, APARTMENT OF KAITLYN DAY, BOSTON, MASSACHUSETTS

BRRRRRRR BRRRRRRR BRRRRRRR BRRRRRRR

As she scrabbles for her phone, she knocks it to the floor and it skitters under the sofa, where a dried-out, un-sprung mousetrap waits, tense with force, craving for months a visitor. But, after coming perilously close to a nasty surprise, her searching fingers merely brush the contraption aside to close on the vibrating phone. With shaking thumb, she opens the text message. Reads:


GO ZERO

She immediately flips over the phone, takes out the battery. Showtime.



SEVEN MINUTES LATER SHE’S ON the street, swimming in the current of humanity. Need to hotfoot it now. Only two hours to get lost. She’s buried her features under a Red Sox baseball cap, large sunglasses, and an N95 face mask. She’s done her homework, knows all about facial recognition cameras and how to outwit them. She’s also wearing so many clothes that she might even elude anyone (or any bot) on the lookout for a thin bookish type.

Furthermore, she’s read up on gait recognition technology, knows she needs to not walk like herself but can’t walk erratically, either, which would in itself set off computational suspicions. What she must do—and is right now trying to do, which is requiring serious concentration—is to walk like somebody else consistently, to create a distinct persona and give that persona its own gait, a unique style of comportment she can also maintain. She cannot have, in the first hour, some computer somewhere pinging with an alert that there is a suspicious woman on a Boston street right now walking like three different people, either because she’s a drunk or is trying to fool them. Hence, she is trying to walk like a singular invention, Ms. X, someone her age perhaps, but more confident than she is, happier, less burdened, with more of a skip in her step and roll to her hip. Down the street she moves in the manner of this Ms. X, but this is harder in practice than she thought it would be, as she kicks out her ankles, swings her free arm, arches her back, and steps like a runway model in an immediately exhausting ordeal of fabrication.

What is she doing anyway? This elaborate game of hide-and-seek? Kaitlyn’s a librarian. A librarian, for Pete’s sake, about whom—in two hours from now—they will already know more than even she knows—far more. Habits and patterns she’s not even conscious of. Blood type (Does anyone know their own?). Star sign (okay, Virgo). Relationships (not much to learn here). Bank account number, bank balance (nothing to write home about). Children (zero, that’s an easy one). Mental health (fragile, records available). Fuck, she thinks as her knees knock. Walk, Ms. X. Stay in character. PS: Walk faster.






CAPTURE WINDOW: 29 DAYS, 22 HOURS, 21 MINUTES REMAINING


FUSION CENTRAL, WASHINGTON, DC

ONE HOUR AND THIRTY-NINE MINUTES after Go Zero, the Fusion teams are at their posts, waiting before their rows of darkened screens, obedient to the order not to tap even a space bar until the ascribed two hours of lead time have elapsed. Only twenty-one minutes remain before the most high-stakes challenge of their professional lives begins. Tick, tick, tick . . .

Dr. Sandra Cliffe waits among them. At sixty-eight, a feisty veteran of many battles. Seen it all and seen off many rivals. Way back in the 1990s, Sandra had been the first to successfully encourage the CIA to pursue partnerships with the private sector. Even personally designed a proposal to procure technology at the development stage from the tech giants. They gave her the CIA Director’s Award for that, the Defense Intelligence Agency Director’s Award, the CIA Distinguished Intelligence Medal, the National Reconnaissance Officer’s Award for Distinguished Service, and the National Security Agency Distinguished Service Medal. She resigned in 2005, satisfied with her contribution. For nearly a decade afterward she resisted public office, until the new (friendlier) president made her a member of the National Science Board and the National Science Foundation in 2014. The next president (more hostile) ignored this position, before his successor (friendly) reaffirmed it, and so it is in this capacity she has been dispatched here today to put Oval Office eyes on the Fusion Initiative in general, and on her successor at the agency, Dr. Bertram “Burt” Walker, a George W. Bush appointee, in particular.

Sandra Cliffe’s big worry is this: Back when she first encouraged the CIA to work with the private sector, there was no question that the assets the agency procured were to be owned and operated by the CIA, the DIA, the National Geospatial-Intelligence Agency, and/or the wider governmental community. They were specifically not to be either co-owned or entirely operated by an unelected entrepreneur who had sworn no oath to anyone other than his shareholders. As a result, she is suspicious of this project and will not cry a river if this beta test falls flat on its way-too-expensive face.

When she turns to look at Burt Walker, he smiles; wowed by so many blinking lights and screens crammed with data, he seems much happier about all this than she is.

Fusion is Burt’s baby. He’s fifty-five. Shirt misbuttoned under a ten-dollar tie. Hot-faced, as if by a wet-shave barber’s towel. Fusion is his biggest roll of the dice as deputy director by far, and is his own attempt to do for the agency in the 2020s what Dr. Cliffe so elegantly and successfully achieved three decades earlier—namely, to expand and modernize the agency’s activities. With the CIA largely prohibited from operating at all on U.S. soil, and only then against foreign threats, Burt sees in Fusion, and in Cy Baxter, a way to quietly expand the agency’s domestic operations without triggering a big, multiyear, committee-choked argument in Washington about overstepping its charter.

Fusion can therefore do, on the CIA’s behalf and very discretely, what the CIA cannot do directly.

The backroom deal Burt has struck with Cy Baxter is as simple as it is fragile: should this beta test prove a success, then Fusion will be bound by an annual contract with the CIA that will thereafter pay all the Fusion Initiative’s bills, roughly nine billion dollars a year for the next ten years. Under this secret charter, Fusion will have access to all the agency’s relevant intelligence data from the country’s national intelligence network, with strict guidelines on its use. In return, the CIA will enjoy unfettered (and undisclosed) access to Fusion’s massive library of private information on everybody who ever installed WorldShare: currently more than two billion people. In addition, Fusion will make available to the CIA its brilliant tech partners around the globe, plus their cutting-edge surveillance assets, both on the ground and—in the form of WorldShare’s constellation of low-orbit WorldOne satellites—in space.

Burt sold the deal—the exact terms of which have been kept from Congress—by persuading his bosses and the Pentagon that the government faces an existential choice: either a partnership now with Baxter’s WorldShare or a risk of falling perilously behind China and Russia, both of which are state sponsors of cyberweaponry.

Under cross-examination in a classified Pentagon approval hearing, he was asked how it had happened that an organization as mighty and established as the CIA could fall so far behind a social network in intelligence-gathering capabilities.

Simple, Walker replied. WorldShare, unlike the CIA, faced no constitutional, legal, or regulatory constraints. “These Big Tech giants have had it all their own way, been granted a license to basically steal and manage and manipulate and sell human experience and personal data for nearly two decades, and no one on the Hill has really said boo. So is it really any wonder that they now exercise almost total control over the production, organization, and presentation of the world’s information?”

Thus, the most secretive branch of the world’s largest superpower has no choice but to set a place at the big-kids’ table for Cy Baxter, who is at least a guy the CIA can work with.

No surprise, then, that Cy is smiling down from the gantry on the first floor as the final seconds count down before the beta test begins, as excited as a champagne-bottle-heaving princess at the slipway launch of a new ship of state. He and his generation are effectively declaring victory today: victory for his young industry once considered so frivolous, now entrusted with mighty work. In addition, it’s a more personal victory for Erika and himself, scarred as both are by a tragedy for which this project is, in no small part, a profound response.

Should the beta test succeed, and no one except perhaps Sandra Cliffe doubts that it will, the era of total information will have arrived—for better or worse—and can be put to work making the country (and world) a safer place.

Three.

Cy makes fists of his hands, raises them aloft . . .

Two.

How great if it all works out. For everyone. Really.

One.

Everyone except for the bad guys.

“Showtime!” Cy proclaims.

And with this, in the same instant that all the computers and myriad screens spring to high-res life, the old-fashioned clock projection goes dark, and in its place on the huge LCD screen, appears a large backward-counting digital clock—with old-fashioned block numerals—proclaiming in blazing red:


29 DAYS, 21 HOURS, 59 MINUTES REMAINING








29 DAYS, 21 HOURS, 59 MINUTES


BOSTON, MASSACHUSETTS

THE RULES WERE THAT THE candidates had only two hours to Go Zero. How quickly two hours can speed by! Two hours and one minute after the Go order, Kaitlyn knows that her super-smart pursuers will surely have her address, her bank details, her cell phone, her biography in large part, her tax returns, her medical records, her emails, her photos. She can feel them crawling all over her, inspecting her, scanning her, invading her as if conducting a physical pat-down, as if harvesting lint from beneath her nails, tugging a strand of hair to break down her DNA. She flinches as she thinks of the limitlessness of these digital violations. But now is not the moment to lose her nerve. Just follow the plan, she tells herself. Adapt if necessary, but stick to the plan. She knows this is all one hell of a risk, this little Day One strategy she’s cooked up, which is to not run too much, or too far, just slowly make her way to the local bus station at the appointed moment and then take it from there. She’s done her homework and she’s said her prayers. Holy Mary, Mother of God. It has to work. She goes through her mom’s favorite saints in her head. She’s not really a believer, but she needs all the divine help she can get. Should have lit more candles, she thinks. Asked for an angel or two to look out for her. What would it hurt?

Boston. Home. But suddenly it’s enemy territory. Eyes everywhere. She’s been watching the cameras on familiar streets for a while, but she feels these same cameras are all now watching her. Somehow there seems to be far more of them than before, at every crosswalk, appearing on nearly every bike messenger’s helmet. These cameras, they don’t bother you when you know they’re not looking for you, but when you know they are, how insidious they become. Everyone and everything now appears to be a possible informant, the entire world around her hostile.

Her core strategy right now is to do the wrong thing, smartly. Upset their expectations. They are expecting from their contestants craftiness and guile, brilliant ruses and wild misdirects. So what if she doesn’t try too hard to escape? In trying too hard, she’d probably play into their hands.

For instance, nothing in the rules says you can’t fly to Honduras or Patagonia, but to do that you’d invariably along the way encounter the state’s methods of surveillance at their most intense. The very attempt to put yourself beyond their reach would prove your undoing. So, having decided there’d be no airports or border checkpoints in her plan, she started to think about actions that might be truly unexpected from a woman like Kaitlyn Day. What could she undertake that would definitely not fit with their predictive model? What would jar with her personality profile and background, and so would not be anticipated?

She’d read up about the behavior modeling the new surveillance society had developed to stay one step ahead of criminals, to know before the bad guys did what they were going to do based on past behavior and the human truth that no one basically changes, not really, apart from the odd spasm and flourish. Qui non mutantur. So for sure they’d be making models of Kaitlyn right now, and from her track record be able any second to figure out, and with a high degree of probability, just what she was most liable to do next. So, what if she upset that whole apple cart? Threw a wrench in their works? What if she not only walked like someone else but also thought like someone else, acted like someone else, reacted like someone else, became someone else?

Approaching the bank, her life for now something of a masquerade, she studies her fellow citizens, all of whom are engaged in their own performances of self and selfhood, their own mini masquerades. Who among them is a spy? Is a fake? A fraudster? And which of them is out to get her? This young male approaching, like all his phone-clutching generation walking around as hunched over as homo habilis was 2 million years ago—is he the enemy? Or this other en-phoned person, a woman posting her Twitter update perhaps, or tracking her steps, checking the calorie count in the average muffin, or getting notification of a discount voucher for the coffee shop she just went by, and all of it recorded, reordered, mined for consumer insight by data conglomerates, insurance companies, political campaigns? Warren had explained all this stuff to her back in the day, and when he finished she canceled all her accounts the same night. Bam. Everyone else suddenly looked insane. The way they were living their lives was clearly pure madness. And yet they call Kaitlyn crazy!

Kaitlyn loves detective stories, classics but also the new stuff; they line the walls of her cramped little apartment, and in pride of place sits the stories of Edgar Allan Poe. Now, you can forget Sherlock Holmes. That endlessly recycled Masterpiece sociopath was a cheap copy of the one and only C. Auguste Dupin, hero of Poe’s “The Murders in the Rue Morgue.” What a story. Yeah, the one with the ape in it. Dupin can astound his friends by reading their minds, replying to their unspoken thoughts. He knows what someone’s going to do before they themselves know. He has a thirst for detail, a way of seeing, and of remembering and interpreting what he sees. Dupin deduces, extrapolates, infers, predicts. Just a made-up story of course, and a cool idea, but no one can see that much and remember that much and predict what is going to happen before it does. Till now. Now? Now everyone carries a little oblong form of C. Auguste Dupin in their pocket; it analyzes their sleep cycle, their heart rate; learns their schedule, their commute; overhears their conversations; deduces their next moves. This miniature sleuth knows just when a news alert should reach you, just which advertising slogan to hit you with so that it steers you in through the appropriate shop door at just the right moment.

Okay. Okay. Here we go.

She walks up to the bank. Asks Warren, mentally, to wish her luck, then stands at the ATM, awaiting her turn. In broad daylight. Cap. Sunglasses. Over her face this whole time (no one bats an eyelid anymore, will ever again) has been the COVID mask. But now, oddly, she takes it off. Breathes deeply. Her turn. Hail, Mary, full of grace. She steps forward. Punches in a knowingly telltale PIN, and even glances up to the where she feels sure a hidden camera is capturing her, recognizing her. She offers her unmasked face to this unseen eye, holds it there, calm, nice and still, before she takes the regurgitated cash, pulls up her mask again, and is gone.






29 DAYS, 21 HOURS, 14 MINUTES


FUSION CENTRAL, WASHINGTON, DC

SO FAR, SO GOOD.

Cy is in his tech-filled office on the first floor as the first alert comes in. His glass desk lights up. The librarian, Zero 10. The Boston gal. Great. They have a Capture Team in that city. Cy doesn’t run out of his office; he strolls. Of all the Zeros whose identifying details he has been studying for the past sixteen minutes, Zero 10 immediately announced herself to him as the one most representative of an unsavvy citizen, a beautiful bungler happy in the delusion she lives in a world where everything she does is still private.

But he had hoped that even the librarian would offer more of a challenge than this. She has apparently gone up to an ATM and used her own debit card. No fun at all. He sure hopes that his technology, vast and various, gets a far better test drive by the time this is all over. In order for the CIA to be impressed, and so to approve a ten-year, ninety-billion-dollar package, he needs them to see his teams work through hard problems, really get their teeth into tough-to-solve situations, dig deep into the digital detritus that the ordinary person leaves behind, and demonstrate unimagined capacities of physical detection and capture, because the Zeros of the future will be not librarians, but state-backed cyberenemies of America: Russian and Chinese hacker gangs deploying elaborate, nearly undetectable and totally indefatigable strategies; North Korean cryptocriminals; Iranian blackmailers; anonymous terrorists loosed on real American streets.

So picking up Zero 10 in under an hour will not be really as great as it seems. In fact, he regrets his own insistence on being left out of the Zero selection process, a process largely the work of his CIA partners, tasked under the agreement with recruiting five representative civilians and five professionals. A librarian, though? Representative? Really? A book person? When the rest of the world had gone digital a generation earlier, some fuckhead on his team chose a book person, an antiquarian, to stretch Fusion? He makes a mental note to complain about this lost learning opportunity, before realizing that analog people (haven’t thought about them in a while) actually hold advantages in the modern surveillance world, their boo-boos far less likely to set off digital alarms, making their capture more reliant on traditional means. Still, and too soon even for his liking, this analog butterfly has been nabbed in his flashing net.

He comes out onto the elevated walkway over central control and looks down at the big screen.

“Visuals?” Cy calls down.

Erika is on the floor. He waves, she waves back.

Without Erika, none of this, he thinks. How much I owe her. Some relationships bust you up. Some make you. Rare ones inspire things like this. Looking down on all that he, with her help, has built, he affords himself a compliment also: not too shabby for the son of a single mom who sold empty soda bottles for pin money on the poor blocks of Portland, Oregon, but who is now an essential part of the internal security apparatus of America and beyond, in charge of a facility that might detect the next strange viral outbreak as soon as it starts, pick up chatter at the planning stage of a soundwave attack on U.S. embassy employees, repel ransomware shutdowns of vital services, stop another Jeffrey Epstein in his tracks, not to mention what happened to Michael! Poor Michael. Thinking of you today, dude, he reflects as his eyes turn upward in a secular prayer to the ceiling and the universal spaces beyond.

The low-res footage lifted from the ATM is now ten feet high on the giant screen. A program, one of his own creations, automatically freezes the video on its favorite frame, draws green lines across the planes of the face, measures the distance between the eyes, the shape of the ears, the generous slice of Kaitlyn Day’s mouth, and runs it against a still from a video taken during the interview phase. Perfect match. Now they have a choice of angles from the ATM, so they can track her face anywhere. He watches as Zero 10 turns and walks out of the frame. Cy glances at the time stamp: fifty-three seconds ago. A person, now a pulse on the map. Washington Street. She doesn’t stand a chance. At this rate, he bemoans, they won’t get to play with any of their best toys.

“Can we get Medusa on her?” Cy asks. He means the superdrone hardware that can cruise as high as twenty-five thousand feet, carry multiple cameras, and use exceptional optical engineering to enable them to get a perfect close-up of Zero 10 while still keeping an eye on the surrounding fifteen square miles.

Erika shakes her head. Negative.

He gets it. Boston is one of those cities. You’d have thought that after the marathon bombing they’d have clamored to have a Medusa drone circling up there, but no.

Erika turns back toward him. “But we have compact drones moving to the scene, as well as CCTV. She’s heading toward Chinatown.”

As Erika listens in on the operators of the fleet of next-gen mini-drones, each no bigger than a paperback, Cy comes down the spiral staircase. “Where’s the Capture Team?” he asks.

“Her apartment. They were just setting up to conduct the initial sweep. Four minutes out.”

Cy rolls his shoulders to relieve the stress that accumulates both there and in his neck. “After they pick her up, they can join the alert teams for Zeros Seven and Four. And do I have a yoga appointment tonight?”

“Drones in the air, and yes, we flew Kuzo in.”

“What would I do without you?” Dating her is like dating reliable software.

As Cy takes his seat on the dais, Captain Kirk once more, the main screen fractures into half a dozen Kaitlyns walking down the street from the ATM, three from fixed cameras, joined now by three others, more distant but closing fast, a little flock of aerial shots.

“Who is piloting?” Cy asks.

Three hands nearby shoot up briefly, and he issues instructions.

“One of you get in front of her, feed her stride through the gait analysis and cross-reference it with the static cams.” There’s no point really, she is in the bag, but it will train the algorithm and keep the gals and guys in the Void on their toes until the Capture Team shows up.

One shot on the screen swoops and spins as a drone speeds ahead of the others, then flips around. Following events on the screen and also glancing at the operator at the controls, he thinks, is like being swung on one of those kids’ teacup rides. It’s smooth, though—the gimbal in the camera makes it easy, and the processing speed and the 5G connectivity make every little thing frictionless. Cy leans forward, selects a couple of options from the drop-down menus on his own screen so that he can monitor the real-time analysis of how Kaitlyn moves, how her hips roll, her legs strike out and extend, her arms swing, each of these common in the human catalog but here represented as spiraling lines of cold numbers standing in for something intimate, personal, specific. He is watching a machine think. It is beautiful, one of the human mysteries being encoded, Homo erectus in motion. Then it stops. No Kaitlyn on any of the six screens.

He looks up.

“Where is she?”

“She went in there,” Erika says. One of the drone cameras is showing a sad little bodega.

“CCTV inside?”

“Nothing,” one of the team members specifically assigned to Zero 10 calls. “They aren’t linked in. Do we wait?”

Cy breathes. Realizes they are actually looking to him for an answer. Still has things to learn about being a general on active duty in a combat situation; this moment feels very far from chairing a board meeting or signing off on an annual report or okaying the latest software update. “Does this store, by any chance, have a back door?” it occurs to him to ask.

One of the drones skips niftily over the roof and descends right into the back alley, hanging there like a hummingbird, waiting. It captures a fire door, just then swinging shut. The alley is empty, though.

Cy twirls his finger and the pilot turns the drone in an agonizingly slow circle: dumpster . . . fire escape . . . garage doors . . . There! “The garage!”

As Cy shouts, the drone jerks then steadies and races down the alley like a gundog, reaching the street just in time to see Kaitlyn Day . . . stepping into a cab.

“Talk to me!” Cy shouts. Suddenly, he’s not bored anymore.

“Capture Team at two minutes. And we have the cab ID’d.”

A taxi driver’s license comes up on the screen with a badge number, followed shortly by almost everything known about the visa-overstaying Moldovan father of three who owns the medallion.

The other Zero teams are watching the big screen now, too, pulled away from their own work in the Void and elsewhere by the twitching excitement of the chase.

The drone pilot who caught Kaitlyn getting into the cab is still in pursuit, using his generation’s gaming skills to jog the hand controls this way and that. He dodges the street furniture, arcs around trees, lurches low under the overpass on Washington. Then, in the moment his view is blocked, the cab turns into a stream of traffic, of other cabs, so that the entire chase team is now vicariously dodging between lanes on Stuart Street, then north on Charles, veering round a bus, swinging away from the sidewalk while a second drone takes a shortcut under the trees and swoops over the heads of up-gazing tourists with nothing to hide (“There ought to be a law against these drones”)—in time to see the cab ahead pull a hard left to the wail of horns. The drone twitches. Responds. Renews the pursuit.

“There!” Cy shouts as, finally, the cab pulls up fast next to the stairs of the Park Street T, choked with student traffic sprawling down into the subway. He catches a glimpse of a slight, dark-haired woman diving down into the heaving mass of teenagers.

With that, she’s gone. The drones sit uselessly over the entrance to the subway as the Capture Team screams up in a blacked-out SUV and all but two pile onto the street in their black uniforms, anonymous jackets. The two who remain pull the driver out of his cab, flashing their badges. The driver does not look exactly happy to see them.

As the Capture Team gives chase, Cy smiles and slaps his palms on the tabletop, mostly in appreciation of the librarian’s unexpected skills and his excitement that she is presenting a decent challenge after all! How cool is this? The team’s body cams give Cy eyes on the pursuit as they (unarmed of course) stumble down the stairs and push past the kids on the narrow escalator.

“Facial recognition in the station is getting nothing,” one of the Zero 10 minions says. “And she hasn’t used her CharlieCard on the turnstiles.”

The screen flutters with a wide array of images from inside the station as his people plug into the station’s CCTV network. A mass of Bostonians. All shapes and sizes and colors. All moving, veering, mingling. Cy bites his lip. There are too many of them—too many Red Sox caps and winter hats and turned-up coat collars (even in May), the urban hurly-burly, and his facial recognition algorithms scramble to keep up with the boggling math of ordinary human diversity. Park Street. Two subway lines, four directions to choose from. Blind spots. Pillars. For the first minute he’s hopeful, but as the second minute expires he starts to think she’s gone. She got away.

That merits another smile of appreciation. Well waddaya know? “Split the team. Send half back to her place to complete the scans, keep half in place, and keep the recognition running on all downtown cameras. Hell. Run it over the whole city.”

He heads back to his office, still smiling, thinking perversely, Go, Kaitlyn.
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