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TO THE THREE EXTRAORDINARY WOMEN IN MY LIFE: LISA, AUGUSTA, AND NORA



PROLOGUE

HUAXI TOWNSHIP, SHANXI PROVINCE, CHINA, NOVEMBER 16, 6:42 AM

Hu Mei woke to the sound of firecrackers. Two sets of rattling, rapid-fire explosions cut through the quiet country night, echoed, and then abruptly died. That was the agreed-upon signal—as many packets as the sentries could light in the shortest amount of time—and it meant the police were moving down the one road that led through the narrow, twisting ravine and into Huaxi Township, probably in buses, followed by a pair of jeeps carrying party officials. The officials always stayed in back, out of the line of fire, but nearby, so they could have their pictures taken and claim credit after the police did their dirty work.

These would be prefecture-level officials, Mei thought as she rolled off the foam sleeping pad laid across her makeshift tent; minor party functionaries from Taiyuan, city of the endless steel mills, or maybe even one step up, pompous municipality magistrates from Jinan. Mei didn’t care. No matter who they were or where they came from, she hated them with her entire being: mind, heart, soul.

Hu Mei sat on her knees and folded her blanket neatly—she prided herself on her attention to detail, her unhurried tranquility in the face of impending chaos—then stowed it in her backpack. She closed her brown, thirty-two-year-old eyes and took a moment to contemplate the memory of her husband, Yi, the creases of his lopsided smile, gentle lips, the funny flop of black hair that he used to brush across his forehead. Just the briefest thought of him, dead now six months, brought her comfort. The day would be troubled, she knew this, and that was exactly why she started it with a meditation on Yi’s face. He was, after all, why she was here in the first place.

The grind and groan of a bus engine brought her back to the present. They were close now, out of the ravine probably, passing the marshy ponds on the edge of town. She crawled from her jury-rigged tent—a bolt of blue plastic stretched between bent sticks—and was hit with the first cold blast of a November dawn. The cold didn’t bother her. She had grown up on a farm, had risen before sunrise practically every morning of her entire childhood to feed pigs and chickens and goats. She was a peasant and she knew it, and, like the cold, that didn’t bother her either. On the contrary—she was proud of it.

Hu Mei cupped her hands to her mouth and bellowed as loudly as she could: “Qi lai! Qi lai! Jĭngchá lai le!” Get up, get up! The police are coming!

In the darkness, Mei could see the other men and women climbing out of the tents that made up their protest city on the trampled barley field, at the edge of the fence that ringed the pesticide factory. Of course no barley actually grew in the field. It was as dead as her husband, poisoned and worthless. Everything in Huaxi was poisoned and worthless, everything except the money that came out of the factory.

“Kuài, kuài,” she said, clapping her hands. Quick, quick! Most of the protestors—there were eighty-seven in all—were already on their feet, sticks and banners at the ready. Mei knew that none of them had eaten yet, or had tea, and that all of them were cold. She also knew each was ready to lay down his life for the cause. Each had had his land rights taken, forcibly, secretly, and without warning by the party, which had transferred those rights to the factory owners—a consortium of investors from Shanghai—who had then built this monstrosity. And they had all suffered for it. Their fields had shriveled, their pigs had died, and now, worst of all, they and their loved ones were getting sick: breathing sickness, stomach sickness, skin sickness. Mei didn’t know the names of the diseases, but she knew those diseases were killing them. The factory was going to kill them all, and no one was going to help them. Not the village party leader; he was fully fŭ bài—corrupt—not the township leader, the provincial magistrate, not even the leader of all of China’s Communist Party, Xi Jinping himself. They all suffered from dào dé dún luò—moral decadence. They were all deaf to the villagers’ pleas.

But not for much longer. Not if Hu Mei could help it.

The buses’ headlights swept across the ragged protest tents. The air brakes hissed as the buses stopped and their doors folded open. Black-uniformed riot police trundled off the buses and into the field, quickly forming two straight lines, one behind the other. Mei guessed there were about two hundred of them; she could see their batons and shields flashing in the pink of the dawn, but their faces were covered by black neck scarves. Even from across the field, Mei could sense the policemen’s confidence. They would sweep across the protest village, smash the tents, batter any villagers who got in their way, then arrest the remainder and haul them off to the provincial jail in Taiyuan. A routine maneuver—the protestors were nothing but peasants. They used firecrackers as warning signals. Firecrackers? That was how backward they were.

Hu Mei suppressed a smile. If the police and the party thought they were simpletons, then so much the better.

Mei slipped a cell phone from her pocket. It was shiny and new, unused, not her old phone, the one the police were tracking, and blocking. This one was a gift from a cousin who worked in Chengdu. He was a quality-assurance manager in a cell phone factory. He had stolen two crates of them, along with SIM cards and a list of anonymous phone accounts, and given them all to Mei, who then handed them out to every like-minded person she knew in the Huaxi Valley. Five hundred cell phones. Five hundred untraceable numbers. Five hundred families and their friends, all waiting for a signal from Mei. She calculated them to be about two thousand people. What the party lackeys didn’t understand was that all these villagers, from Huaxi and every neighboring town, felt the same way as Mei—their hearts were bitter. They had been wronged, cheated, ignored.

And here’s the other thing the party didn’t understand. The villagers—these peasants—they trusted Mei. She and her husband, Yi, had spent a lifetime doing good for them, bringing their sick grandparents soup, helping in the middle of the night when a sow gave birth, clearing the milfoil from their ponds so they could have drinking water. Hu Mei loved helping her fellow villagers—it was in her blood—and they loved her for it.

Her fingers tapped quickly across the tiny keyboard: “Tóng zhì men. Shí jiān daò le.” Comrades. Now is the time.

She looked across the trampled field at the eyes of the policemen, now visible in the cold morning light. Arrogant. If she were asked, that was how she would describe them: arrogant. But they wouldn’t be arrogant for long, because there were two thousand angry peasants waiting for them, awake, hiding in the darkness, gripping an armory’s worth of sharpened farm tools.

Hu Mei smiled at the thought of it. And pressed send.
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NEW YORK CITY, MARCH 24, 9:53 AM

Garrett Reilly did not bake that morning, which was unusual. He hadn’t dipped into his bag of Hindu Skunk because it was a Tuesday, and new bond issues priced in the market on Tuesdays, usually right at 8:00 a.m., and if you were stoned when the new issues priced you would miss a step, and if you missed a step you would make mistakes, and if you made mistakes you would lose money.

Garrett Reilly hated losing money.

So he was straight, and he was happy about it, which was doubly unusual. Mostly when he was sober he was angry: angry at his parents, his brother, the government, corporations, his boss. Everybody and everything. He considered anger a constant—his equilibrium state. But when he was high, a fuzzy, contented peace settled on his brain as he watched the buy and sell numbers float across his Bloomberg terminal. Stoned, he could ignore the twenty ringing phone lines at his elbow, and he would wander to the large, noisy room’s single window and watch the seagulls circle over Rockefeller Park and glide out over the Hudson River, or he would trade video-game tips and stories of botched hookups with his coworkers at the other cubicles. They were all young, horny, indifferent to the wider world if it didn’t involve money. Or sex.

But today was different. He had fielded all the calls, had bid on the bonds conservatively, but well, and had made enough money for his firm—Jenkins & Altshuler—to justify his growing salary. That was all run-of-the-mill. Garrett Diego Reilly, two weeks past his twenty-sixth birthday, with a freckled, black-haired, half-Irish, half-Mexican face and the languid drawl of a kid from the slums of Long Beach, California, was a rising star at the firm, a bond trader, probably the best young talent the company had, maybe the best in all of lower Manhattan, so a day of profits was normal. What wasn’t normal were the Treasury bond CUSIP numbers scrolling across his screen. T-bonds, as they were called, were long-term, government-issued debt, backed by the full faith and credit of the U.S. Treasury, and there were a lot of them out there—trillions of dollars’ worth. They had, by and large, financed the deficit spending of the last two presidential administrations, and accounted for a massive amount of the country’s red ink. A CUSIP number—named after the Committee on Uniform Securities Identification Procedures—was a way of tracking every bond and share of stock sold in the United States and Canada. Every T-bond had a nine-digit alphanumeric CUSIP number.

Garrett knew his CUSIP numbers. His memory for numbers was photographic. He could scan a page of new bond issues and then repeat them back, number by number, verbatim, a week later. It was part of the reason Garrett, a janitor’s kid, had gotten into Yale. That, and a push from his nagging older brother. It was also part of how he’d landed a job at Jenkins & Altshuler, and then risen to the top of his department. But it wasn’t the entire reason. That came from another, related skill: pattern recognition.

Garrett didn’t just memorize numbers. He sorted them, ranked them, shifted them into discrete categories, until a pattern emerged. A flow. Until the numbers made sense. Garrett didn’t mean to do it—he just did it. Obsessively, 24/7, 365. It was simply how he saw the world, how he interpreted information. It wasn’t even that he found patterns.

He sensed them.

Just the barest hint of a pattern—in numbers, colors, sounds, smells—would start a tingling feeling at the base of his spine, the faintest electric shock that was somewhere between pleasure and alarm. As the pattern, whatever it happened to be, became clearer to him, the tingling dissipated, melding quickly into hard fact. It was always at that point that he knew he had a recognizable, quantifiable thing in front of him—a sine curve of equity prices, a three-to-one ratio of descending musical notes, a purple-to-green blended fade of bus transfer colors—and he would jot it down or discard it and move on to the next one. It didn’t matter if there was purpose or intent behind the patterns; Garrett simply saw them, felt them, everywhere, and then recorded them in his brain. Just like that. Every minute of every hour of every day.

And that was another reason he smoked marijuana: when he was stoned, the tingling went away, patterns melted into the chaotic white noise of everyday life, and Garrett became, at least momentarily, like everybody else. Information wasn’t sorted. It simply was. And that was a relief. Getting high was a vacation from Garrett’s singular ability.

But today, he wasn’t high. He was straight. And he could feel the pattern emerging from the CUSIP numbers on T-bonds being sold all around the world since yesterday, 1:04 a.m., Greenwich Mean Time. The familiar tingle had started just after his second coffee. This one was an almost sensual pulse as he read what must have been the four hundredth CUSIP on a bond selling out of the Middle East. He had read that number five times. And then he let the memory of all the other CUSIP numbers he knew wash over him like a tsunami of digits. And just like that, boom, a pattern emerged.

The first six places of a CUSIP were simple—they identified the issuer of the security or bond. The seventh and eighth digits identified the issue—what it was that was being sold; numbers, usually, for equities, letters for fixed income, or bonds. The ninth—and sometimes tenth—digits were what was known as checksums, automatically generated numbers that ensured the rest of the CUSIP was delivered without transmission errors.

Garrett knew the first four digits of U.S. Treasury bond issues cold: 9128. After that, the digits varied according to type of issue: inflation-protected securities were 10. Short maturing T-bills: 08.

But this pattern wasn’t about inflation-protected securities or T-bills. It involved Treasury bonds maturing in twenty to thirty years, the longest of the government’s debt issues. Someone, somewhere, was selling off T-bonds in small packets, in lots of different markets, all over the world. That alone wasn’t so very unusual. The market for Treasury bonds was huge, and buying and selling them was a twenty-four-hour-a-day game.

But two things were unusual, and they both caught Garrett’s attention.

The first was that all the bonds being sold had been bought at one auction, a dozen years ago, and by one, unspecified buyer.

The second was that if you added up the net worth of all those bonds that had been bought twelve years ago, by that one buyer, it totaled two hundred billion dollars. And even to Garrett, that was a fuckload of money.
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JENKINS & ALTSHULER, NEW YORK CITY, MARCH 24, 11:02 AM

“Someone is secretly selling off U.S. Treasuries?” Avery Bernstein asked, brushing the few strands of thinning hair off his high, fifty-five-year-old forehead, a hint of annoyance seeping into his raspy, Brooklyn-inflected voice.

“Two hundred billion dollars’ worth,” Garrett answered. “Half that much is on the market this morning.”

“And this is a hunch? Or do you have proof?” Avery rolled his shoulders with irritation under the tweed jacket he habitually wore, even though he was no longer a college professor and could afford whatever style of Italian suit he pleased. To Avery, the tweed was a fuck-you to all the big shots on Wall Street: I’ll wear whatever the hell I please, and still make more money than you.

Garrett laid a stack of printed serial numbers on his boss’s desk. “I know it,” he said. “I checked. Absolutely positive.”

“You went through the provenance of each CUSIP number?” Avery asked as he thumbed through the ream of paper. There were easily a hundred sheets there, all in all a few million separate ID numbers. He didn’t have time for this.

“Yes. Well, no. I mean. I didn’t have to. I scan the CUSIPs when they’re issued. And if they show up again, I just . . . I can see the provenance. Not here, on the paper. But in my head. Two hundred billion dollars dumped on the market since midnight yesterday, all from the same auction more than ten years ago.” Garrett’s voice trailed off as he caught Avery’s long, slow-burning, and very dubious stare.

“You read CUSIPs when T-bonds are issued? Why? For fun?”

Garrett shrugged. “Not fun exactly. I just do it sometimes. Especially if the World of Warcraft servers are slow . . .”

Avery glared at Garrett. He could still remember the first time he saw the freckled eighteen-year-old slouched in the back of the Dunham Lab lecture hall at Yale, not even bothering to take notes in Avery’s advanced number theory class. Nothing pissed Avery off more than a student who thought he was too good for the course material. As a not-so-subtle warning, he made his teaching assistant give Garrett—and only Garrett—a clustering algorithms test at the end of the week, but Garrett’s scores were so high as to strain credulity—no one could pick out a sequence in that many number sets. Avery made Garrett take the test again, monitored and in a locked office, but Garrett’s scores were even higher the second time.

Humbled, the TA transferred into the art history program the next day. And thenceforth, instead of trying to scare Garrett into paying attention, Avery took him under his wing.

He mentored Garrett for the rest of that year, bumping him up to graduate-level classes when he seemed bored or distracted, making him do research on stock market return predictability and interest rate fluctuations, even taking him out for the occasional Sunday dinner. Avery had seen his share of genius at Yale, but he grew to have a particular fondness for Garrett. Yes, he was arrogant, often obnoxious, and sometimes completely oblivious to other people’s feelings, but he was honest. Relentlessly so. And when his hardscrabble roots receded into the background, Garrett could be open, even vulnerable. Over plates of lo mein and broccoli beef they had talked about family, about expectations, about disappointment. He reminded Avery of himself at that age.

Then Garrett’s brother died.

Avery still winced at the memory of that bright June morning, the cold fury etched into Garrett’s face as he stood in Avery’s office and told him he was dropping out of Yale. Avery tried to convince him not to, but Garrett was beyond reason. He packed up and went home to Long Beach that very afternoon, wasting all that brilliance. Avery checked in on him from time to time; he knew that Garrett had eventually gotten his degree in computer science from Long Beach State, and then been hired as a programmer for a gaming company in L.A. Still, it seemed a squandered gift.

So when Avery left Yale for the top job at Jenkins & Altshuler four years later, Garrett was one of his first phone calls. He knew what Garrett was capable of and wanted minds like his on the team. And he’d been right to hire him—Garrett was the firm’s best young trader—but recognizing a bunch of CUSIPs and then claiming to see a sell-off of Treasuries on a scale like this was beyond outlandish. It was, well . . .

“And you think you know who is doing this?”

Garrett nodded confidently, arching his back lazily and then plopping his feet onto the coffee table in front of Avery’s office couch. He was so bloody fucking sure of himself, thought Avery, amazed that so much arrogance could radiate from someone who had done so little—so far—to earn it. It was still what most annoyed Avery about Garrett. But then again, the older man thought, that was the trait in Garrett that most annoyed everybody. Twice in the last six months Avery had had to talk an older trader out of moving to Stern, Ferguson because Garrett kept bragging about the returns he’d made that day.

If only he weren’t so right so much of the time.

“You want to tell me?”

“You don’t want to guess?” Garrett asked with a smile.

“Damn it, Garrett, I’m the CEO of a multibillion-dollar international trading—”

“The Chinese,” Garrett blurted out, cutting him off.

Avery sputtered to a stop. He took a deep breath. “Explain.”

“The bonds were bought twelve years ago at auction through a third-party intermediary out of Dubai. Trading house called Al Samir. The People’s Bank of China uses them—”

Avery cut in: “A lot of people use Al Samir.”

“Sure,” Garrett continued, “but who else has two hundred billion in cash to throw down on U.S. bonds? In one shot? Maybe three sovereign wealth funds in the whole world.”

“Speculative. Means nothing.”

“I’m getting there.” Garrett smiled, clearly relishing the fact that he knew something Avery didn’t. “I’m like a lawyer building a case.”

“Fine. Continue,” Avery grunted.

“There’s been a pattern to the trading. Sixteen different brokerage houses. But none of them are in China, or anywhere in Asia for that matter. If you were Chinese and wanted to dump bonds, but wanted to throw off suspicion . . .”

“You’d use houses anywhere else but your turf,” Avery said, finishing Garrett’s sentence. “Interesting, but still speculative.”

“Trading started at 1:04 a.m., Greenwich Mean Time. Which is nine o’clock in the morning in Beijing. Start of their trading day. Means someone over there woke up, pushed the button, and tracked all day.”

Avery nodded, listening carefully, a ball of worry beginning to grow in his stomach. He rubbed his thumb uneasily along the worn teak handrail of his old college desk chair. “You have more?”

“Oh yeah, big time,” Garrett said. “The kicker was the sell times. After the CUSIP numbers, it’s how I knew something was up. Sell times from every one of the brokerage houses were in a pattern. Timed to the second. I didn’t see it at first, but then I just followed them for a while, and bingo, I knew.”

“What was the pattern?”

“Four, fourteen, four, fourteen. A repeating loop.”

“That means nothing,” Avery said, oddly disappointed. Somewhere in the back of his mind he’d wanted Garrett to be onto something.

“To you. And me. But if you’re Chinese . . .”

Avery squinted, the awful truth of what Garrett was saying becoming suddenly clear. Avery had spent five years teaching mathematics at the University of Hong Kong, five long years immersed in Chinese culture. He whispered: “Four means death.”

“And fourteen means accident. The two most unlucky numbers in China. If you were going to attack your enemy through numbers, and you were way superstitious, you’d sell their bonds every four and fourteen minutes. And the Chinese are crazy superstitious.” Garrett smiled, then he shrugged, a touch of humility seeping through. “I had to Google that whole last bit. I really don’t know crap about China.”

Avery tried to take in the enormity of what he was hearing. The implications of Garrett’s speculation were vast.

“If this is true . . .” Avery hissed.

“It’s true,” Garrett interrupted, rolling up his white shirtsleeves as if to signify how much hard mental work he’d done. “Guaranteed.”

“Then you know what it means?”

Garrett nodded enthusiastically. “Flooding the market with U.S. debt will make interest rates skyrocket. Economic panic. And the dollar will crater.”

Avery frowned. “You seem happy about this.”

“Happy? Not happy? I don’t give a shit. But I know it’s a way to make money. And that’s what we do, right? Make money?”

“You want to bet on a falling dollar?” Avery said slowly, carefully. The ball of worry in his stomach had exploded; a wave of nausea was rising in his throat.

“Fuck yes!” Garrett said, popping out of his seat with excitement, arms waving. “I want to short the shit out of it. I mean, if the Chinese are dumping secretly now, that means they’re going to dump openly later. Probably pretty soon. So, hell yeah, I want to bet on a falling dollar. Bet the farm.”

Avery looked out the window, gazing due west. A plane was on its final descent into Newark Liberty airport. “Garrett, you realize it has the potential to destroy the American economy?”

“But we’ll be stinking rich,” Garrett said. “So who cares?”

Avery turned to look at the young man, whom he had taught as an eighteen-year-old, nurtured and cared for, and was suddenly overwhelmed by the desire to pack it up and head back to Yale, to give teaching another go-round, because it was clear to him that in his twenty years behind the lectern, he had fallen far short of his goal of imbuing the youth of tomorrow with even the most basic sense of morality.
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WASHINGTON, D.C., MARCH 24, 4:14 PM

Major General Hadley Kline could barely keep still. His compact, barrel-chested body, which usually twitched and jerked in rhythmic time to his continuous train of hyperactive thoughts, was now a blur of motion. His arms whirled like windmills as his head shook, his thick tuft of black hair bobbing as he circled the long table at the center of the bland conference room in the basement of the Defense Intelligence Agency’s Office of Analysis Building. A large, white, unremarkable structure tucked in a corner of suburban Washington, D.C.’s Bolling Air Force Base, the DIA building housed the American military’s nexus of all spying, planning, and reconnaissance, and General Kline was the head of the Analysis Directorate. His group’s job was to track all of the voluminous information that flowed into the military’s intelligence machine and make sense of it. In a nutshell, General Kline was there to figure things out. And he loved doing it.

“First question,” Kline barked excitedly in his thick, South Boston accent. “Is it true?”

The table was crowded with two dozen staffers, young men and women from all the different services, all in uniform, scanning laptops and open file folders. Howell, a young Air Force captain from Texas, snapped an answer: “High probability, sir.”

“High? How high?” Kline focused in on Howell. “Certainty high?”

“Ninety percent, sir.”

“How’d we find out?”

“NSA intercept of a phone call to the Treasury Department, sir,” a female lieutenant called out from the back of the table. “Made from an unsecured cell phone.”

“And the call came from”—Kline stopped briefly to tap on an open laptop set at one end of the table—“Avery Bernstein? I know him, don’t I? How do I know him?”

The analysis staffers knew the drill. Kline used his own form of the Socratic method, holding a long, engaged, combative argument—with himself—in front of everyone who had any chance of adding information to The Pile. That’s what Kline called the imaginary open box into which his team dropped useful intelligence: The Pile.

A young black Army captain, Caulk, projected a corporate PR photo of Avery Bernstein onto a flat screen. “CEO of Jenkins & Altshuler, a New York trading firm, sir. Was a professor of advanced mathematics at Yale before that. Served on the previous president’s Council of Economic Advisers . . .”

“Yes. Right. That’s how I know him. We did a deep background on him, didn’t we?” The conversation came quickly now.

“We did, sir.”

“He was clean?”

“He was, sir.”

Kline wheeled again, hands scratching at his neck, as if digging out an unseen mosquito bite. “How’d they react at Treasury?”

A broad-shouldered captain shouted from the back: “No official word—”

Kline interrupted angrily: “Official word is for fucki—”

The captain didn’t let his boss finish: “—but my inside source said that the advanced warning will allow them to buy up the excess supply in the market before word leaks out. Sir.”

Kline smiled. He didn’t mind getting interrupted. He despised the pompous regimentation of the armed services. Titles, saluting, pay grades—in Kline’s experience, they were all impediments to productive, creative thinking. He was in it for one thing, and one thing alone: the thrill of the hunt.

“Okay,” Kline growled, pausing to look out at his assembled team. “The big question? Why? Why’d the Chinese dump a crapload of our Treasuries in secret?”

Captain Howell spoke first: “Annual Taiwan arms sale bill comes up in Congress in two weeks. This is a warning shot off our bow. Stop selling F-16s to their enemy.”

“Not impossible, but conventional,” Kline barked. “Anyone have an idea with balls on it?”

Captain Howell reddened as muffled laughter echoed in the room.

A female lieutenant colonel stood up. “Sir. Malicious mischief. To keep us off balance while they make deals with the rest of the world.”

Kline shrugged. “More ballsy. But two hundred billion is a wicked lot of mischief.”

The broad-shouldered captain broke in. “Sir, aren’t we overlooking the most reasonable explanation? The Chinese no longer think U.S. Treasuries are a good investment, so they’re getting rid of them. They’re doing it in secret in order not to upset the world markets. Or make us angry. We’ve been waiting for the Chinese to dump our Treasuries for a while now.”

Kline stopped pacing and nodded thoughtfully. “Yes, Captain Mackenzie, that is the most probable explanation.” He scanned the room. “Are we in consensus?”

There was a general nodding of heads. Kline waited. And then a sly smile cracked the right side of his rugged face. A young, black-haired Army captain rose up from the back of the conference table. She stood ramrod straight, lithe, and naturally athletic, her intense blue eyes focusing in on Kline. Good Lord, she was beautiful, Kline thought, quickly reminding himself that he was happily married, and that coming on to a military subordinate was punishable with life-ruining jail time.

“Yes, Captain Truffant?” he asked. “You have an alternate theory?”

“Yes sir, I do,” Alexis Truffant said quietly but surely. “It is only a theory.”

“For now, everything we say is theoretical. Speak.”

“Sir, I think . . .” She hesitated. “I think China just declared war on us.”

The intakes of air around the room were audible. And so was the silence that followed. Kline nodded without saying anything, still staring at Alexis Truffant’s sparkling blue eyes. She was physically beautiful, yes, but she was also in possession of the ability to think logically and independently, no matter what the situation, or how intense the pressure. To Kline, that was true beauty. It was why she was here.

She continued: “I just think it’s a war we’ve never seen before.”

•  •  •

Kline caught up with Alexis as she waited for the elevator back to her office on the third floor. “Captain Truffant, walk with me.”

“Yes sir.”

Alexis turned and quickly fell in step with General Kline. “You want to query me on my war thesis? I have reasons that I think—”

“No. I agree with you.” Kline cut her off. “Selling our Treasuries in the shadow market is as close to a declaration of war as you can get these days. Even if we’ve been expecting it. And I also agree that it will be a war that we don’t really understand.”

“Oh, I, I . . .” Alexis stammered in surprise, immediately regretting it, waiting for her boss to jump all over her. She’d been with Kline long enough—two years now—to know he brooked no hesitation or indecision. He wanted the people working for him confident, determined, and forceful—even if they were wrong. But instead of chiding her, he shook his head quickly.

“Was it Bernstein who spotted this?”

“No sir, a subordinate in his office.”

“We have a name?”

“Garrett Reilly. Twenty-six years old. Bond trader.”

“Twenty-six? He performed a pretty spectacular feat of intuitive mathematical investigative work.”

“He did, sir.”

“We know anything else about him?”

“His name is on the lease on a two-bedroom apartment in lower Manhattan. He’s in an impressive tax bracket for a twenty-six-year-old. Yale dropout. Graduated Long Beach State with a computer science and math degree.”

“Dropped out of Yale to go to Long Beach State? Shows a distinct lack of judgment.”

“Dematriculated Yale two days after his brother was killed . . . in Afghanistan.”

Kline pulled up short and stared at Alexis. She continued: “Marine Lance Corporal Brandon Reilly. KIA at Camp Salerno, June 2nd, 2008. Sniper round to the neck.”

Kline said nothing and, for once, didn’t move. Alexis watched him, knowing exactly what gears were turning in her superior’s head. After ten long seconds, Kline nodded slowly, almost imperceptibly. “Garrett Reilly? You think he could be the one?” The question hung in the air. “For Ascendant?”

Alexis Truffant had asked herself the same question when she first glanced at Garrett Reilly’s file two hours before. She had studied the young man’s picture, his handsome, boyish face, blue eyes, the sullen, almost arrogant smirk on his lips; she had run his brief work and education history through the brute logic processing of her own extremely ordered brain. They’d been looking for someone for more than a year, with no success, and the clock was ticking; funding for the project was about to run out. And so she answered her boss, couching her response as carefully as possible, because Alexis Truffant was, at heart, intensely risk averse: “A distinct possibility, sir.”

Kline stared at his subordinate, and Alexis knew he was looking for some trace of doubt on her face, some hint of reservation. The Army was a quagmire of double-talk and hedged bets. So she took a deep breath and said it again: “Distinct possibility.”

Kline nodded, wheeled, and started to walk away. He barked over his shoulder: “You know the drill, Captain. Get to it.”

“On it, sir,” she said, already running for the elevator.
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NEW YORK CITY, MARCH 24, 9:27 PM

Garrett sat at a table in the back of McSorley’s, near the bathrooms, where it smelled more like stale urine than stale beer, but he didn’t care because he was with his friends, and the three of them had already plowed through four pitchers of half-and-half and six shots of tequila, and anyway, the back afforded him the best view of all the other half-wits in the crowded East Village bar, and Garrett loved casting scattershot aspersions. Like the four young, gray-suited hedgies at the window, singing an off-key rendition of that stupid Journey song they played to end The Sopranos—he could really hate on them.

“Fucking hedge-fund guys,” Garrett growled between sips of beer. “Look at those assholes. Hedge funds are a Ponzi scheme. How can people not see that?”

Mitty Rodriguez, five foot four and two hundred pounds of squat, Puerto Rican gaming programmer, and Garrett’s best friend, raised her beer in a salute. “Why don’t you get off your sorry ass and hit one of them? Knock his teeth out.”

“Maybe I will,” Garrett said, sizing up the biggest of the hedgies: six foot two, muscled, looked like he might have been a lacrosse player.

Shane Michelson shook his head. The lanky junior currency analyst with bad skin was by no means a fighter. “Can we please not get kicked out of another bar, Gare? Please. I’m running out of happy-hour spots.”

“Yeah. Sure. Fuck ’em. I’m going to make more money this week than they’ll make in their entire lives.”

Shane shook his head disbelievingly. “How you gonna do that?”

Garrett scanned the young women standing at the bar. One caught his attention: striking, tall, olive-skinned. “Dollar’s gonna tank. And I’m going to ride it all the way to the bottom.”

Shane laughed. “Garrett. I’m a currency analyst. The dollar shows no sign of tanking.”

“Maybe you’re not a very good currency analyst.”

Mitty gave out a squeal of delight. “Ooo. Bitch slap. Catfight, catfight!”

“Fuck you, Garrett.” Shane looked away, pissed. Then his curiosity got the better of him. His friends knew better than to discount Garrett’s boasts entirely; they had a nasty habit of coming true. “What do you know? Tell me.”

“T-bond dump. It’s coming. Sovereign wealth fund. Flooding the market. Carnage on the horizon.”

“I didn’t see excess Treasuries on the block.”

“Federal Reserve probably buying up the excess. So no one panics. Hey, see that girl at the bar?” Garrett nodded. “I think she’s checking me out.”

“Who would want to kill the dollar? Is it the euro zone? They’re our friends.”

“She’s a hottie.”

“Russia? They don’t hold enough of our debt. An Arab state? We’d nuke them. The Japanese? It would sink their economy.”

“Can we not talk about money for a change?” Mitty said. “I did a forty-man raid on Kel’Thuzad today. Almost took the Citadel, but that pissant Nefarian screwed me . . .”

Garrett smiled. He and Mitty were kindred souls—tech-obsessed gamers who lived as much online as they did in the real world. They’d met in a first-person shooter chat room and become best friends long before they ever set eyes on each other. Virtual life was what bonded them. That, and a deep-seated love of stirring up trouble. Mitty was the only person Garrett knew who could piss off as many people as he could, and do it faster as well. Some nights it seemed like there were entire neighborhoods of New York City where the two of them were no longer welcome.

Shane closed his eyes for a moment, then opened them in surprise. “China?”

Garrett stood up, straightened his loosely hung tie, and smiled. “I’m going home with her tonight.”

Shane shook his head: “No way. The yuan is tied to the dollar. We sink, China sinks. Their exports to us will go in the toilet. Why would they do it?”

Garrett stared at Shane. He was drunk, and tottering, but even tottering Garrett radiated an arrogant self-assurance. “I haven’t quite figured that part out yet. But the Chinese are sitting on 2.7 trillion dollars in cash, so I’m guessing they’ll do just fine. See you guys tomorrow.”

He waded across the crowded bar, weaving unsteadily between tables. He stopped short when he reached the girl at the bar. One of the hedgies was chatting her up. Garrett scowled—fucking hedgies—then elbowed his way between them. “Dude. Sorry. I was talking to her already. You’ll have to go back and sing some more with your friends.”

The hedgie—it was the lacrosse player, and he was big, for sure—shot Garrett an angry look. “You out of your mind? I was talking to her. Fuck off, buddy.”

Garrett smiled at the young woman. She didn’t seem particularly impressed with either of them. Garrett leaned close: “What I meant to say was, in my head I’ve been talking to you for the last hour. We’ve been having this amazing conversation. But then this joker interrupted us, and I knew I had to come to your rescue.”

The young woman snorted a half laugh. The lacrosse player grabbed Garrett by the shoulder. “I’m gonna crack your fucking head in, asshole.”

Garrett let himself be turned around. He looked the lacrosse player up and down. “Lemme guess. Duke. Econ major. Varsity lacrosse. Third year at Apogee Capital Group?”

The lacrosse player gaped. “How the fuck did you know that? You been stalking me?”

Garrett smiled. “Why would I bother stalking you? No, it was easy. Apogee Capital is four blocks away. But they’re down seventy percent on the year. Your suit is a knockoff from Hong Kong, not Kiton from Italy, and your shoes are at least two years old, which, for a hedgie, is ancient. They were hiring three years ago, but not now, so you’re a bottom-rung guy and you’ve stayed at the bottom, but you got the job because Apogee’s CEO played lacrosse at Duke, which is where your accent places you, and only a hedgie loser would sing Journey at the top of his lungs in a crowded bar.”

The next thirty seconds were a blur to Garrett. He knew for sure the hedgie took a swing at him, and also that he was ready, so he ducked left and drove his right fist into the hedgie’s solar plexus. He’d used that move on the streets of Long Beach more times than he could count. He wasn’t the strongest guy out there, but he was quick and he was an experienced street fighter. He kicked hard at the doubled-over hedgie, then raced toward his three hedgie friends, who were crossing the bar to join in. Garrett shot a kick at the first one’s knee, putting him out of commission, then shoved the second one into the third, the two of them tumbling onto a table, sending pitchers of beer and glasses shattering to the ground. By this time the entire bar was in motion, some people running for the exits, others trying to get a better view. A few girls were shrieking as Mitty rumbled across the room to get a couple of licks in—she never missed a chance to throw a punch—but she was too late, because the hedgies were down for the count and Garrett was already out the door and onto the street, looking for an alley to sprint down and resigning himself to the fact that he was going to sleep alone tonight.

Garrett ran for three blocks, due east, figuring the hedgies would never find him, then slowed for half a block and vomited into a trash can. He wiped his mouth clean, still tasting the hot dog he’d had for lunch but feeling better, and was cutting across Tompkins Square Park when out of the corner of his eye he saw someone following him, about a hundred yards away. He hurried across the park without looking back, then tucked around the corner of a building on Avenue B and Tenth. He waited, thirty seconds at most, then jumped out as the person who was following him turned the corner. He grinned. “Couldn’t stay away, could you?”

It was the girl from the bar.
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LOWER EAST SIDE, MANHATTAN, MARCH 24, 11:01 PM

Garrett ordered two coffees, a plate of fries, and a bowl of avgolemono soup. “Two spoons for the soup,” he told the waitress at the Greek diner. “The lady will probably want to share.”

The waitress shrugged and shuffled off to the kitchen, passing a series of travel-agency posters with pictures of whitewashed houses on stark Aegean islands. The lone other customer at the diner’s counter sipped his coffee and read a paperback.

The girl from the bar shook her head. “Is that your dinner?”

“Already barfed up lunch,” Garrett said. “So, yes.”

“I’m beginning to worry about your long-term health prospects.”

“Are we planning on knowing each other long-term?”

The girl stared at him. “You always get into fights at bars?”

“I’ve been in a few.”

“You’re pretty good at it. Fighting, that is.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment. Why’d you follow me?”

“To see if you were okay.”

“And if I wasn’t, you were going to help me how, exactly? Call 9-1-1?”

“How’d you know where that guy worked? The guy in the bar?”

Garrett shrugged. “You heard my explanation. The clues were there if you pay attention.”

“But most people don’t pay attention?”

“That’s right, most people don’t. But let’s talk about you, not me. For instance, I don’t think you wanted me to notice you. I think you were spying on me.”

“Why would I do that?”

The waitress brought two coffees. Garrett dumped sugar and cream in his. He stirred the coffee and thought about the question. He studied the girl from the bar, her face, her clothes, then went back to stirring his coffee. After about thirty seconds of thinking, he said, “Two possibilities. One, you’re desperate to fuck me. But even at my most arrogant I would say that’s remote. I don’t get that vibe off of you, which is a shame, because I could rock your world if you gave me the chance.”

“And two?”

“This morning my boss called the Treasury Department and told them I figured out the Chinese were dumping U.S. bonds in a big way. The Treasury Department told the CIA or the NSA or some such spook agency—no, wait, gotta be military, you seem military, the way you sit, your seriously out-of-style haircut—and they sent you here to figure out if I was an insane person or actually knew what I was talking about.”

Captain Alexis Truffant tried not to let the surprise show on her face. Garrett had made her in less than five minutes. And with astonishing accuracy.

Garrett smiled at her. “I’ll tell you what. How about we forget I ever mentioned possibility number two, we pretend number one is right, and you and I head back to my apartment, which is just around the corner?”

Alexis sipped her coffee. “How did you know?”

Garrett leaned back, shrugged. “Like you said, I pay attention. It’s the only thing that makes sense. The dollar didn’t sink today, so Avery must have made that phone call. The Fed bought up the T-bonds. You and whatever agency you work for caught wind of this. Or maybe you listened in. Avery doesn’t have some secure phone line. And that freaked you out, ’cause what China did could be seen as an act of war, right? I mean, it’s pretty aggressive. Maybe there’s a million Chinese infantrymen landing at Zuma Beach right this second. All doing kung fu in the sand, like in a Tarantino movie. That would fucking rock, right? Anyway, I wouldn’t have put any of it together if you hadn’t followed me, but I should have guessed, because you were watching me pretty intensely at McSorley’s, and, honestly, I’ve never, ever gotten lucky at that bar. The chicks there just want to drink. And none of them are as hot as you.”

Alexis leaned forward. “The act-of-war idea. You just came up with it? Right now?”

The waitress brought a plate of fries and a bowl of avgolemono soup and set them down on the table. Garrett fork-speared a fry, dunked it in ketchup, then looked at Alexis.

“You have a name?”

“Alexis Truffant.”

“Army, right? First lieutenant? Maybe captain?”

“The latter.”

“Impressive. Shooting up the ranks. You save someone’s life? Cap a bunch of bad guys in Fallujah?”

Alexis shook her head no. “I just show up for work on time.”

“Yeah, right,” Garrett snorted dubiously. “So it’s the act of war you’re interested in? You work for some kind of military intelligence division?”

“I’m not at liberty to say.”

“Gimme a fucking break, Captain Truffant.” Garrett spit out her rank. “You think I give a shit what bunch of monkeys you work for?”

“I’m sure you don’t. But I can’t tell you, all the same.”

Garrett laughed. “Military people. All the same. Rules. Regulations. Just following orders. Just killing people. Launch Predator drones. Whoops. Collateral damage. Whoops. Friendly fire. Just remember, you followed me. I didn’t spy on you. I didn’t go knocking on your door.”

Alexis watched as Garrett snarled, stabbed more french fries and chewed them angrily. His face was suddenly flushed. “Is this about your brother?”

This time it was Garrett’s turn to fall silent. He stared hard at the food on the table in front of him, jaw set, lips quivering. He stood abruptly, rocking the table and spilling his cup of coffee. He glared down at Alexis, who was still seated.

“You know nothing about me. About my brother. About my life. Nothing.” He threw a twenty-dollar bill on the table and marched out of the diner.
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BETHESDA, MARYLAND, MARCH 24, 11:55 PM

General Kline’s computer screen in his home office showed that the incoming call was from an unsecured cell phone. It was five minutes before midnight. He had been reading through a packet of intelligence briefs on Chinese intentions toward Taiwan, and now he couldn’t fall asleep. There were 250,000 People’s Liberation Army regulars sitting on the coast of mainland China, ready to make the ninety-mile boat ride to unite the two Chinas. And the U.S. Pacific Fleet was not far away. He answered on the second ring.

“Kline here.”

“I’m calling from my cell phone. It’s a personal line.” It was Alexis. Kline could hear the street sounds of New York City in the background. She was using no armed services formalities—no yes sirs or no sirs—as he had taught them to do when in the field.

“Understood.”

“I met him.”

“You talked to him?” Kline was surprised. “Your directive was to not make contact . . .”

“I had no choice. He figured out who I was pretty quickly.”

“Okay. So be it. Give me the rundown.”

“Angry. Very. Aggressive. Confrontational. Unafraid.”

Kline pulled out a notebook and scribbled down what she told him. She would be insightful—Alexis Truffant could read people. It was part of what made her so valuable to Kline. “Unafraid how?”

“He got into a bar fight with four guys. All bigger than him.”

“Who won?”

“He did. Handily.”

“Okay. I guess I like that.”

“He’s also smart. Observant. He pegged who I was almost immediately. And who I worked for. And how I knew about him. With a minimum of clues.”

“No shit?” Kline said, a smile creasing his face. “He knew our company name?”

“No. Generalities. But he was close. Very close. About me. About how the information was transferred. And why. He even guessed at the thesis you and I talked about in the hallway. About why this was happening.”

“He knew the country and why they might be doing it?”

“Yes. And he clearly had just come up with the idea on the spot. His ability to detect underlying patterns is off the charts.”

“What else?”

“Arrogant. Emotional. Volatile. He likes to drink. And he likes women. A lot.”

Kline chuckled. He could only imagine how Garrett Reilly must have come on to Alexis. He would have paid to see that. “I like to drink. And I like women.”

“Then the two of you will get along great.” Kline could hear an edge in her voice. He ignored the attitude—he deserved that one.

“Okay. He could be a match. Any drawbacks?”

There was a brief silence on the line. Kline could hear an ambulance somewhere in the New York night. “Yes,” Alexis said, “and it’s a big one.”

“Lay it on me.”

“He hates the United States military. With a passion.”
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MOFFAT COUNTY, COLORADO, MARCH 25, 8:55 AM

Matt Sawyer downshifted his Ford F-150 pickup truck into second gear to climb around the last switchback of Colorado County Road 55 before he approached the mine. To his right was a thousand-foot drop down Henderson Canyon, lined with pine trees. To his left was the jagged flank of Tanks Peak, still snowcapped, clouds breaking against its summit on their journey east across the country. It was beautiful, but Sawyer didn’t care. He took a deep breath, gunned the engine, and passed the last stand of trees before the fenced-in parking lot.

The first thing he saw were the half dozen men holding homemade signs standing in a knot by the edge of the lot. They’d been there three weeks ago, when Sawyer started the job, and they were still there today. They wore hard hats and lined denim jackets. They turned toward the sound as his truck rumbled past, and Sawyer could see the lifeless despair in their eyes. They were protesting, but their hearts were no longer in it. One man shook a sign, and Sawyer read it briefly: “Save Our Mine. Save Our Jobs.” Yeah, Sawyer thought, good luck with that.

The next thing he saw as he parked near the mine’s cyclone fence were the armed guards watching the protestors. There were about forty of them, some with rifles, others with handguns tucked into their holsters, all wearing visible Kevlar vests. They wore sunglasses and baseball caps, each man buff and anonymous-looking. That’s a bit of overkill, thought Sawyer. Who the hell would mess with one of those guys? But forty? Good Lord.

Sawyer grabbed his wallet and work box and jumped out of the truck. He flashed his contractor ID to a particularly hostile-looking guard at the gate, and was halfway to the main mine building when McAfee, in his tailored gray suit, strode out to meet him. Sawyer couldn’t remember if McAfee had ever told him his first name—probably not—and hell, Sawyer didn’t really care to know it, anyway.

“Sawyer, good morning, how are you?” McAfee said, shaking his hand. As usual, McAfee wore nothing over his suit jacket despite the high-altitude cold. Sawyer thought he might actually be a robot.

“I’m okay, I guess,” Sawyer said, lying.

He opened his mouth to say more but McAfee cut him off. “Good. Let’s get this over with.” He walked quickly to the mine-shaft elevator entrance, a small concrete blockhouse with a single, rusting iron door. Sawyer frowned, then followed. He had maybe two minutes to give McAfee one last pitch—somehow, he’d hoped to do it aboveground. The iron door was open, and the elevator was waiting for Sawyer. He stepped inside. McAfee stepped in with him. “I’ll inspect with you, if you don’t mind?”

That wasn’t really a question, Sawyer thought, was it? He said, “No. Please do.”

Sawyer closed the gate, keyed the winch engine, and started the elevator’s descent into the mine. The moment the car slipped below the surface the two men were surrounded by darkness and by sound: the mechanical grind of the cables straining overhead, and the wind being displaced below them, as they dropped three thousand feet into the earth. Dim yellow light illuminated their faces and not much else.

Five minutes later the elevator stopped with a low crunch as they reached the main shaft of the mine. Sawyer opened the gate and stepped out. He loved being inside mines. It was still a thrill for him, one he’d probably never get over: dark, strange, the smell of earth, the heat that grew as you descended. Other people got claustrophobic, but not him. He paused, took a breath, and turned to McAfee. It was now or never.

“A lot of molybdenum left in these seams,” he said.

“I’m sure there is, Mr. Sawyer.”

“Worth a lot of money. Maybe a billion dollars.”

McAfee squinted in the dim lamplight. Sawyer could tell he didn’t like being underground. He was trying to control his breathing, control his panic. “I wouldn’t know,” McAfee said.

“The U.S. used to produce a quarter of the world’s supply of molybdenum. Now maybe ten percent. Without this mine that will drop to five. We’ll become a net importer of the stuff.”

McAfee fixed Sawyer with his most lawyerly stare. Sawyer bit his lip and continued: “It’s a rare element. It’s vital. We use it in heat-resistant alloys—you know, for fighter planes, rocket engines. All kinds of high-tech stuff. It’s damn valuable.”

“Mr. Sawyer,” McAfee said curtly. “Please check the detonators now.”

Sawyer winced, then nodded. The conversation was officially over. He walked the length of the shaft. There were five separate branches, tributary seams that led off from the main one. Sawyer carefully checked the detonators, explosives, and cables at each spot in the mine. Everything was secure. As usual, he’d done an excellent job, even if it broke his heart to do it. He returned to McAfee, standing by the elevator, twenty minutes later.

“Good to go,” Sawyer said.

“Then let’s get the fuck out of here,” McAfee said. It was the first time Sawyer had ever heard him use a profanity.

They rode up the elevator in silence. Sawyer stopped the car halfway up and primed the explosive he’d rigged in the elevator shaft. When it blew, the only channel into the mine would be destroyed. It would take a new owner many years and many millions of dollars to get back in here. In fact, it might just be impossible. That’s what McAfee had told him the new owners wanted when they hired him: Make it impossible to get back down here. Sawyer shook his head at the memory. Why had he agreed to this?

McAfee bolted from the elevator the moment it reached the surface. Sawyer lingered a moment, then shut the door and walked to the outer edge of the farthest mine building, a low-slung brick building where he had rigged the blasting control panel yesterday. McAfee joined him, this time accompanied by two bulky, gun-toting guards. Sawyer asked one of the guards to put out the first warning. The guard barked into a walkie-talkie. Sawyer armed the control panel.

“Put out the second warning, please,” he instructed the guard, who broadcast it into the walkie-talkie.

Sawyer glanced over his shoulder. The protestors were inching closer to the fence that surrounded the mine, knowing what was about to happen. A phalanx of guards inside the fence moved to block their view. Sawyer turned one last time to McAfee.

“I just don’t understand,” he said, emotion creeping into his voice. “Why would a new owner buy a mine for a hundred million dollars and then destroy it? Can someone, somewhere, explain that to me?”

McAfee looked serenely unperturbed. “Mr. Sawyer. You and I, we are employees. We are hired once, and if we want to be hired again, we do our jobs without question. The owners of this mine have their reasons. I do not care what they are, and neither should you. My records indicate you are being paid $213,000 for your demolition services. That is twice your initial bid. If you want the remainder of your fee, then you should push that button. And push it now. I have a flight to catch.”

Sawyer put his thumb on the red button that would send an electric pulse down the blasting wire to the detonator caps, heating the explosive to charge level and destroying the Henderson Canyon Molybdenum Mine. He thought he heard someone yell “Don’t do it!” from the parking lot. But maybe not. He pressed the detonate button. There was a faint rumble, like distant thunder. The ground under his feet shook, pebbles dancing on the dirt. Pine trees above him swayed, and then were still.

And that was it. The mine was obliterated.

The protestors in the parking lot turned despondently away from the fence and climbed into their cars. Sawyer watched them go.

McAfee handed him a piece of paper and smiled. “So, Mr. Sawyer, I trust we’ll meet again on the next one. If there is a next one.”

Sawyer looked down at the piece of paper. It was a check, made out to Matt Sawyer, for $58,500.

Sawyer grimaced and thought: What the hell have I done?



8

NEW YORK CITY, MARCH 25, 5:48 AM

Garrett woke up alone in his airy, fourth-floor walkup apartment Wednesday morning, hungover and annoyed; first and foremost at Avery, for calling the Treasury Department and spilling the beans about the bonds. To Garrett’s mind, Avery had broken the first rule of the finance game—don’t leave money on the table. But Garrett knew Avery well, knew that he was by nature conservative, and he could forgive his old professor his weakness on that front. After all, Garrett reasoned as he made a cup of instant coffee, pulled on a new pair of slacks, and took a quick, satisfying bong hit, if he’d really wanted to make the big score he should have kept the news to himself and shorted the dollar on his own. With the leveraging power of a new currency derivative he’d been toying with, Garrett could have easily parlayed his guess about the Chinese into a profit of $40 million for the firm in less than a week.

But he hadn’t done it, and Garrett knew part of the reason he hadn’t was vanity. Deep down inside he wanted to tell someone—someone of importance—that he’d figured it out, that he’d caught a sovereign wealth fund manipulating the global markets before anybody else had. He was proud of himself, and he wanted the world to know, and to celebrate him. Which brought him to the second person he was annoyed with: Captain Alexis Truffant.

Here again he was of two minds. On the one hand, he was furious that she had brought up his brother, used a cheap psychological trick to get a rise out of him. Why she would want to get a rise out of him he hadn’t figured out yet. But he would. And how dare she—and her nameless bureaucratic spy agency—go digging around in his past? In his life? What business was it of theirs? The idiocy of not telling him things, the pompous secrecy, their air of importance, all of it drove him to distraction. It was everything that was wrong with the armed forces in this country. It was the same shroud of secrecy that he had encountered when he tried to find out about his brother’s death in Afghanistan. The same stonewalling, the same cheap use of the national security card. The memory of the hours he spent on the phone with the Armed Services Bureau of Records, trying to get a clear story as to who had actually shot the bullet that cut through his brother’s neck, made his stomach churn. Why hadn’t they done an analysis of the slug? Couldn’t it have been friendly fire? There had been Army Rangers in the vicinity at the time of the shooting.

He could feel the acid pooling in his gut. He hated them. All of them, even the cute, young ones like Truffant.

And yet, he was also secretly proud. Proud that they—whoever they might actually be—had thought enough of his analysis to investigate him. The big bad federal government had come after him, Garrett Reilly, a junior bond trader working out of a cubicle in lower Manhattan. He liked that. He liked that he could throw stones that caused ripples in the giant lake that was the nation’s intelligence-gathering bureaucracy.

Garrett walked the twenty blocks south and west to Jenkins & Altshuler and still got there by 6:30, half an hour earlier than anyone else in the office. He checked the overnight London Interbank Offered Rate (the LIBOR, the rate used by banks when they loaned each other money) and the values of the euro, yen, and yuan. He scanned the prices on intermediate-grade corporate bonds that had been issued overnight. Mostly he eyed the price of the dollar, keeping a tracking window open on his Bloomberg terminal, looking for even the slightest hint of a move. But none came. The dollar held steady across the board, against all other currencies. Garrett swilled more coffee. At 7:30 he jogged up one flight of stairs to the twenty-third floor and sat in the chair outside of Avery Bernstein’s office. Liz, his redheaded, middle-aged secretary, was already there, answering the phone. Garrett smiled at her, but she ignored him; then he checked the time on his cell phone, and waited. Avery Bernstein, tweed jacket draped over his shoulder and a Wall Street Journal tucked under his arm, walked in two minutes later. Garrett popped out of his seat.

“I don’t understand why you called the Treasury Department . . .”

“Garrett—”

“You destroyed any chance we had of riding a down trend. If the dollar—”

“Garrett!”

“—crashes now we’ll have no advance warning and we’ll be—”

“Shut up!”

Garrett fell silent. Normally, when people told him to shut up, Garrett hit them. But he couldn’t hit his boss. And, anyway, he liked Avery. A lot. Thought of him—sometimes—as the father he’d never had.

“Come into my office.” Avery disappeared into his office. Garrett followed and Avery shut the door behind him, then sat at his desk. Garrett could see lower Manhattan out the window behind Avery, a writhing landscape of miniatures: people, cars, and helicopters, all specks in the distance.

“Sit down. Say nothing.”

They sat in silence for what felt, to Garrett, like five minutes, but in reality was more like thirty seconds. Avery booted up his computer and tucked away his briefcase.

“You have stumbled upon something very serious . . .”

“I didn’t stumble on it. I did the resear—”

“Shut. The fuck. Up.” The tension in Avery’s voice made the words crackle. Garrett pressed his teeth together. Avery’s eyes scanned the walls and desktops of the office, as if searching for uninvited guests. Or, Garrett suddenly realized, listening devices. A chill ran down Garrett’s neck.

Finally, Avery looked at him. “This is what I will say to you. And it is all I can say to you.” Avery fixed Garrett with a long, unhappy stare. “Are you listening?”

“Yes.”

“This is not you buying a Texas muni bond on the cheap. Or me trying to talk you out of quitting Yale. This is big. This is scary. Bigger and scarier than you can imagine.”

There was silence in the room. Then Avery said, “What did I just say to you?”

“That this is big. And scary. Bigger and scarier than I can imagine.”

“You have learned how to listen. Good. So. I have been contacted by people. People I cannot name. And they have told me, in no uncertain terms, that you are to keep the information you have gleaned to yourself. You are to say nothing. To no one. Now. And forever. Is that also clear?”

Garrett started to reply, to argue that he didn’t give a shit what the military or the government wanted him to do, but then he caught a glimpse of the flat, worried expression on Avery’s face, and thought better of it. He nodded a yes.

“It’s clear,” Garrett said.

“Okay. Go back to work.”

Garrett stood, went to the door. Avery called after him. “Garrett, one other thing.” Garrett turned, and watched his boss. Avery was wincing slightly, as if pain were suddenly radiating through his body. Garrett had known Avery for eight years, and understood that he was a worrier, through and through, but he’d never seen his old professor look quite so afraid.

“Please,” Avery said, swallowing hard. “Be careful.”
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The bond trading room was abuzz with chatter and ringing phones. Garrett sat at his desk and tried to focus on his work. The phone rang, he answered, and tried to give coherent responses, but his mind was elsewhere.

Be careful. Say nothing.

Why was this so big? Were the Chinese really at war with the United States? He had made that claim to Captain Truffant almost as a dare. He checked online sites—the New York Times, the AP wire, Google News—and then foreign sites as well—the BBC and Times of London. There was no mention of hostilities between the U.S. and China. Anywhere. Not even some minor diplomatic incident, a trade dispute or a political prisoner jailing that threatened to escalate into something more serious.

He forced himself not to think about it. He bought and sold bond futures for the next four hours, but he wasn’t sharp. He was hungover, a little stoned, and now tense and disoriented. He ended the morning session down $43,000.

At twelve-thirty he took his usual fifteen-minute lunch break and went downstairs to grab a falafel from Abu Hasheem’s street cart, which was always parked a block north of his office. Garrett liked Hasheem. The falafel vendor was from Lebanon but was a fast convert to all things American. He was a diehard Knicks fan. Garrett teased him about this. Garrett was a Long Beach boy—he had spent his life following the Lakers.

Garrett paused as he stepped out of the lobby of his building, on the corner of John and William streets, and stood for a moment to take in the sounds and smells of lower Manhattan. A taxi honked. A truck rumbled past. The March light couldn’t reach the street down here, blocked by the looming skyscrapers of the financial district. Garrett watched the stock traders and bond salesmen hurry to their lunches, jackets pulled tight against the wind. He stepped out of the shelter of his building and joined the flow of pedestrians moving east on John Street.

And that was when he felt it. That tingle of unease at the base of his spine. It felt like a chill almost, like a single drop of ice water trickling, very fast, from the base of his brain to the middle of his spine, and then radiating out like a faint, cold shock through his arms and legs. It was familiar to Garrett, how he felt when he discovered a pattern in a seemingly random swirl of chaos. And yet this was slightly different—it was a break in the usual. Something, somewhere near him, was wrong, deviating from the norm. Adrenaline flowed through him. He walked quickly, spooked, Avery’s warning—Be careful—echoing through his thoughts.

Out of the corner of his eye he saw a young man in a gray sweatshirt watching him from across the street, slouching against a beat-up, white, windowless Chevy van. And then a second man, in a leather jacket, halfway down the block, cell phone to his ear, also watching him, eyes locked onto Garrett. The man in the leather jacket turned away quickly, still on his phone. Garrett felt another jolt of adrenaline course through his body. Were they watching him? Or just watching the street, as Garrett himself was doing? Was he being paranoid? Had Avery thrown off his delicate sense of what was normal, and what was a ripple in the normal?

He kept walking, cursing under his breath. The idiots in the military, spreading fear and paranoia. They played their stupid games and now he was playing along with them. But he wouldn’t. Men in sweatshirts were men in sweatshirts, and New York City was full of them, whether they watched him or the pretty girls going the opposite way. He marched east another twenty steps, and then he stopped abruptly, for no reason that he could clearly state, except that every nerve in his body seemed to be telling him to do just that: stop.

A young woman carrying a salad bumped into him, muttered an “Excuse me,” and walked past. Garrett’s eyes flickered back and forth between the two men he had noticed, one ahead of him, the other moving parallel to him. Looking closer, he could see that one of them was Asian, but the other had turned away from him. Garrett pivoted 180 degrees, as if on an internal autopilot, and started to walk back toward his office. His mind was suddenly, inexplicably blank. He seemed to know one thing, and one thing alone: Get back to your building.

Behind him, he heard a sharp, staccato shout, and then an engine revving. He shot a look back over his shoulder and saw the slouching man running in the opposite direction down the street, away from Garrett, while the white van he had been leaning against pulled into the street and raced toward him. Garrett watched as the van picked up speed, and then suddenly, the driver’s-side door opened and a small, dark man in a T-shirt and jeans leapt out, hitting the pavement at a sprint in the opposite direction, leaving the van to drift down the street, unguided, by itself. The small dark man ran east on John Street as Garrett watched, frozen. The van ricocheted off the side of a parked Hyundai, then barreled down the street, out of control. A taxicab honked angrily. The other pedestrians on the street—businessmen and delivery boys, secretaries and tourists—began to run. Everyone now seemed to have sensed the impending trouble that Garrett had felt in his bones. He shook himself from his frozen reverie, pivoted on his left foot, and broke into a run. He managed five steps down the street before he was suddenly tackled by someone emerging from a doorway and thrown to the ground. He landed hard on his shoulder, slamming into the pavement, then rolled, and caught a quick glimpse of the face of Captain Alexis Truffant.

She was yelling at him: “Head down! Head down!”

Those were the last words he heard, because a millisecond later there was a flash of white light, a wave of sound that battered his ears, and a cloud of dust and debris that rocketed across his field of vision. Garrett could feel the pulse of an explosion. It thrust his body across the pavement, into Alexis’s, and rolled them over each other twice, maybe three or four times—he lost count—then deposited them both at the marble base of a building.

Garrett lay there for a moment. He blinked. He felt for his arms and chest, and then his face. He seemed to be all in one piece. Around him there was smoke and chaos. People staggered past, covered in dirt, one older lady with blood smeared across her face. Garrett got to his knees, but he was dizzy. He put his hand out for support, and it hit the shoulder of Alexis, squatting next to him. She seemed to be talking to him, her lips moving, but Garrett could hear nothing, and he realized the explosion had deafened him. Alexis grabbed his hand. She was yelling at him, but he could make out the words only by reading her lips—“Are you okay?”

He nodded his head yes, and then tried to speak the words “I can’t hear you,” but he had the strange sensation of speaking without hearing himself, as if he were wearing noise-canceling headphones. He tried to yell, but the effect was the same, worse even, because his throat was rasping and filled with dust and smoke. He wanted to retch.

Alexis tapped her own ears, then shook her head sideways, indicating no, she couldn’t hear either.

“Come with me,” she said, or at least Garrett assumed she had said that, because he could see her lips moving. The two of them rose, unsteadily, to their feet. Alexis held on to Garrett’s hand and led him quickly down the street, past the lobby to his building. The plate-glass windows were shattered, laid about in tiny fragments across the marble floor. Garrett recognized the building’s security guard wandering from his desk. He looked dazed, lost.

Alexis dragged Garrett around the corner. There, on William Street, parked in front of a fire hydrant, was a gray SUV. The back door was open, and a stocky, crew-cut man in a black suit was holding it open and signaling for them both to get in. Garrett had a moment’s hesitation, but it was overridden by his dizziness and confusion. He and Alexis dove into the backseat, the door closed behind them, the SUV swerved out into the street, and Garrett had the instantaneous and very powerful thought that his life, in that one brief flash, had changed forever.
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The SUV sped through the narrow streets of lower Manhattan, heading south. Police cruisers flew past them in the opposite direction, blasting down one-way streets the wrong way and jumping onto the curb. Garrett fought to slow down his breathing. He closed his eyes as he was jostled in the backseat, trying to focus on his hearing. He could begin to make out passing street sounds, and then the groan of the SUV engine. This calmed Garrett—at least he wasn’t permanently deaf.

He looked over at Alexis. Her face was covered in dust. She had traces of blood on her cheek and chin. She wore a brown suede jacket, which was now scraped and torn around the shoulders. Her mouth was moving—she seemed to be muttering to herself, and Garrett suspected that she too was testing her hearing.

“Can you hear?” he asked.

She nodded. “A little. You?”

“It’s coming back,” he said.

“Are you hurt?”

Garrett rolled his right shoulder. It was stiff, but not too bad. Nothing worse than he’d experienced playing high school football. “I’m okay. You?”

“I’m fine.”

“What happened?”

“Car bomb.”

“Who did it?”

“Don’t know.”

The SUV pulled under the East River Drive and onto the side street that bordered the water. They stopped at the edge of a dock that jutted out into the river. The whole drive had taken less than five minutes.

Alexis opened the door. “Come on. Let’s go.”

Garrett scanned the dock, the street around it. “This is the helipad.”

“Yes. We need to go. You need to see a doctor.”

“There are doctors in New York. Quite a few.”
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