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This one’s for Fran, Jon, Ian, and Alan.

If a person is defined by the company he keeps, then having you guys as friends should make me awesome—but actually, it just makes me very, very lucky.


If you think you are too small to make a difference, try sleeping in a closed room with a mosquito.

—African Proverb


PART 01:

WHATEVER HAPPENED TO HARRY BREWSTER?

It took no comfort from our nurture

It never seemed to understand

We raised our game and fed it virtue

It raised its head and bit our hand.

“It Took No Comfort”

Precision Image
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CHAPTER ONE: ANI

Ani pretended she was lost and went around the block again, just to make sure.

Second time around and the guy was still sitting there, behind the wheel of a car that really didn’t belong on this street. You’d have thought that someone conducting “covert surveillance” would choose a car that blended in on a street in the Arbury Estate area of Cambridge.

A boy-racer GTI with under-lighting, perhaps.

Or a decade-old Subaru.

But not a brand-new, high-end beamer.

That meant a cop or a drug dealer, and the car wasn’t pimped enough for it to be the latter.

Sore. Thumb. Anyone?

Suddenly the dull, pre-weekend day she had just spent at school—math, chemistry, English, and French—was forgotten.

She pulled her hoodie up around her ears, jerked the handlebars of her bike upward, hopped up onto the curb, and pedaled along the pavement away from the BMW. Then she turned out of sight on the other side of the building.

Ani rapped her knuckles on a curtained window around the corner, waited, got no reply.

The guy who lived in the flat was named Kinney, and she reckoned she knew him well enough for a favor or two, but she wasn’t sure if Kinney was his first name or last.

She took out her phone and opened a web browser—a mobile version of the one she used on all of her computers. It was an updated version of the stripped-down browser she’d designed and programmed herself.

Even before the app was open it had already hooked itself up to someone else’s wireless network and bypassed the user security key. She input the few details she knew about Kinney, pushed search, and it ran its trace using someone else’s IP.

It took nine seconds to get the information she wanted and she copied over the number to the phone and pressed dial.

Two rings later Kinney’s lazy voice squeezed “What do you want?” into two syllables: “Whadwant?”

“Hey, it’s Ani. I live upstairs. Can you open your window for me?”

“Huh?”

“Open. Your. Window. Please.”

Kinney made a noise that was probably how a question mark must sound when uttered alone.

A few seconds later the curtains twitched, then moved apart. Kinney’s face appeared at the window, staring out at her with wide eyes. He did a half smile/half frown thing and raised the sash.

“Took your time,” Ani said, handing the bicycle up to Kinney before he had time to refuse and pushing it through the open window. “Good job it wasn’t urgent or anything.” Kinney didn’t have the time—or words—to object and he struggled with the bicycle, making a silent film comedy routine of the whole process as the front fork went left and right and Kinney kept guessing the wrong way and slamming it against the window frame.

“Do you think you could you make just a little more noise?” Ani whispered harshly. “There are people on the other side of town that haven’t heard your inept bicycle wrangling …”

Kinney finally got the bike through the window and inside his flat. Then he moved aside and let Ani climb in.

“What is it this time?” Kinney asked, wheeling the cycle through his living room and toward the front door. “What have you got yourself into now?”

Ani shrugged.

“Probably nothing,” she told him. “But the five-o out the front has his eye out for someone from this block and the law of averages says it’s either me or my dad, so …”

Kinney shook his head.

“Five-o?” he tutted. “Do people really call the police that?”

“Five-o. Feds. Cops. PoPo. Fuzz.” Ani flashed him a smile. “You want more synonyms, or will those keep you going?”

Kinney shook his head again. Seemed like a habit he’d fallen into.

“How can you live like this?” he asked her as he opened his front door and wheeled her bike out into the corridor.

Ani gave him a wide grin that she tried to pour a whole cup of crazy into, just for the effect.

“How can you not?” she asked him, smacking her chest with her hand. “My heart is pounding. Adrenaline is coursing through my veins. In this moment, and others like it, I know with a hundred percent certainty that I’m alive.”

Kinney let her take the bike.

“Try to keep it that way, huh?” he said, and closed the door before Ani could come back with a smart answer.

She shrugged and made her way to the elevator.

She traveled seven floors up in an elevator that smelled slightly worse than a public toilet, in the company of an old woman who kept looking at Ani’s bike as if it were a personal insult to her delicate sensibilities.

Ani tried nodding a greeting, but that just made the old woman’s face curdle. Ani reckoned that the old dear must have seen a lot of things going on around the flats in her time, and her default setting was now one of suspicion and distaste.

Ani thought that it was probably a natural response to a world that had stopped making sense to the woman around the time that the Beatles had first played the Cavern.

There was a mirror on the wall of the elevator that was so stained and graffitied that it was unusable from just about every angle except the one Ani had chosen.

She saw a slim, dark-haired teenager reflected back at her with the slightly Asian eyes that she’d inherited from her rather more Asian mother. Her hair was shoulder length and straight, and her eyebrows were plucked into smooth arches.

Ani wondered what it was that the woman in the elevator saw when she looked at her. Probably another unfathomable teenager of mixed race and with unconventional dress—which made her just something else for the woman to be afraid of in a world that was rapidly losing all sense.

When the elevator reached seven, Ani wheeled the bike out and tried to think of something she could say that would make the woman less fearful.

Nothing came to mind.

The doors closed behind her.

And then Ani thought of the perfect remark.

She shook her head, saved the phrase for another day, and approached her front door. Instinctually, she reached out for the door handle.

And stopped.

Man in the BMW downstairs, she thought. What was wrong with that picture?

She pulled away from the handle and propped the bike up against the wall as quietly as she could, moved to the side of the door, and put her back to the wall.

Her heart was still beating hard in her chest.

The man in the beamer had been staking out her building, of that she had been certain. But proper procedure for covert surveillance of that type, at least for law enforcement purposes, surely required two people. A second person would be on hand to witness—and indeed corroborate—the findings of the first. And to make sure that if the first guy missed something, the second wouldn’t.

But the man on the street had been alone.

That could mean he was an amateur, but everything about him had said five-o: hair buzzed short; slightly arrogant set of the shoulders; reasonably tall.

Law.

Which meant he had a partner.

Alone in his car, meant his partner was … somewhere else.

She pressed her ear to the door.

Silence.

For most people, the absence of noise would have been reassuring, but for Ani it ratcheted up her alert level.

The flat where she lived was never silent.

She figured that her dad would be out, but Radio 5 live should have been blaring, because her dad was—it seemed to her—physically incapable of turning the radio off. It was on when he was at home and it was on when he wasn’t, and only Ani seemed able to still its endless cycle of chatter and sports.

Her dad had lost his job at the electronics factory a few months ago after an annual review of inventory had uncovered some discrepancies, and he was always out in search of his next get-rich-quick scheme. Sometimes Ani didn’t see him for days at a stretch, which might seem weird for most fifteen-year-old girls, but it was just the way things were to her and she accepted it without ever really understanding it.

But whether her dad was in or out: there should have been noise.

She took out her phone again and opened up the app that remotely controlled her computer inside the flat. She logged in, opened up iTunes, and selected a track by Skrillex. Then she upped the volume, put her ear to the door, and pressed play.

She heard the guitars at the front of “Bangarang” start up, loud, and then there were sounds of movement as someone slammed a door, opened another, and then scrabbled through the flat, heading for Ani’s bedroom, where the music was coming from.

Clearly her dad, used to Ani’s remote computer activities, wouldn’t have been startled enough to chase down the sound.

Only one explanation made sense: someone else was in the flat.

By the time the bass synth and dubstep beats kicked in, Ani was heading for the stairwell, leaving her bike still standing up against the flat’s wall.

She hit the stair door at a sprint and it flew open. When she heard it bang shut she was already down past the sixth floor landing, taking the stairs two and three at a time.

She didn’t have time to think, just to react.

Hows, whys, and future plans to deal with them both were shelved, and she converted that anxiety into a little extra adrenaline to keep her moving.

She’d played this game when she was a little kid, running downstairs to see how fast she could make it to the ground floor, but the abrupt slam of a door up above her made that game suddenly seem so far away and long ago. Because that slam could only mean that the person who’d been waiting for her in the flat was now heading toward the stairs in pursuit.

Maybe he’d checked out front when the music went off, saw her bike propped against the wall, and had put two and two together.

She stopped for a second and could hear footsteps pounding down the stairs toward her, which meant that she had a floor-and-a-little head start on him. And, of course, he was some kind of law enforcement operative, while she was just a fifteen-year-old girl. His strides would be longer than hers and in a straight race there was no doubt who would be the winner.

Ani started running again, increasing her speed, and her mind was suddenly flipping through possible ways to make the race a little less straight, to make the odds a little less skewed in favor of her pursuer.

He would be able to hear her footsteps, just as she was able to hear his, so hiding on another floor was out of the question. He’d know precisely which one, and he’d find her. Eventually. And she didn’t want to be found.

Jackie boy, what have you gotten me into? she thought as she passed another landing.

She’d been chatting with mates on IRC in the school IT suite at lunch when she’d gotten the message from Jack. A quick, urgent instant message: ani i need your help.

She hadn’t heard from Jack “Black Hat” McVitie for weeks, not since he’d gone dark in the aftermath of their notorious Facebook hack. It had made the papers, even warranting a one-minute piece on the BBC news, and they’d agreed there’d be no contact until some of the dust had settled. Neither of them had boasted about the hack, and no one else knew they had been behind it. That had been the plan: the glory was in the act, not in taking credit for it.

She’d IMed with Jack, and he’d been even more paranoid than before, darkly alluding to “men in black” and covert surveillance.

It turned out that Jack—very much wearing his Black Hat—had been fishing around in some government server and had found a file locked behind multiple layers of encryption. Jack had had no idea what he’d found, but he’d taken the file as a personal challenge and had thrown an arsenal of hacking tools at it, cracking its encryption within a few hours. He said it had taken two, so Ani guessed it was more like six.

It was when he opened the file that the trouble began. Jack hadn’t disconnected from the net, and the file called home. He saw what the file was doing and tried to block the transmission, but it was already too late. It went right through his firewall like it wasn’t there, broke through the software he had running to stop pirated apps phoning home, opened up a socket, and told someone he’d opened the file. He’d never seen a safeguard like this, but he figured that whoever owned that file was probably already on their way. So Jack uploaded the file to SpeediShare, contacted Ani, gave her the link to the file, and told her that if anything happened to him he wanted the file out there.

He asked her to grab a copy and keep it safe.

She’d asked him the obvious question:

AniQui: What kind of file are we talking about here?



BlackHat: That’s the thing. It’s nothing. A .wav file. A weird noise. That’s all.



AniQui: A song? What?



BlackHat: No idea. A sound. A noise. But the file called home, ani. They’re after me.



It had sounded fanciful to her, at best. Jack had downloaded an audio file—an uncompressed .wav—and suddenly he was in danger?

Hackers were a paranoid bunch. They had to be to remain anonymous. But Jack had always taken his paranoia to new and extreme levels. Ani knew his hacker ID, that he lived somewhere in London, that he was a badass hacker and … and that was it. His name certainly wasn’t Jack “Black Hat” McVitie: that was just a play on the name of the man whose death in the 1960s had been the beginning of the end for a pair of East End gangsters called the Krays.

Surely this had to be an example of his overcautious nature.

Who would come after him for downloading a sound?

But he had been persuasive and she’d snatched a copy of the file from SpeediShare and saved it to a flash drive, which was now sitting in her pocket.

The thing about being paranoid, though, is that sometimes you’re right. It’s the law of averages. You worry about enough things and one of them is bound to come true someday.

The internet was a digital shrine to paranoia and fear, with millions of people sharing their modern delusions on everything from a systematic cover-up about the existence of UFOs to the 9/11 tragedy being a false flag operation by the US government.

Ani had always taken such conspiracy theories with an ocean of salt, but when she’d tried to get in contact with Jack before going home he’d been offline.

Offline.

For most people that would be no big thing, but Jack was never offline. He lived on the net, and he had gadgets that allowed him access wherever he happened to be.

So was he just being cautious, spending time offline because he was scared the file had called home?

That had been her take on it, but then she’d arrived at the flat and found people waiting for her.

Coincidence?

She didn’t think so.

Suddenly Jack’s fears seemed very real indeed.

Ani hurtled down the stairwell as if the very hounds of hell were snapping at her heels. She felt trapped and afraid, but she had to put those feelings aside and come up with a way to get out of this. Her mind was buzzing with plans that all ended with a question mark. She needed to get out of the building, find a place to hide, and try to figure out what she’d just gotten herself into.

And, more importantly, how to pull herself out of it.

Ani heard a voice behind and above her and guessed that the man chasing her was alerting his buddy in the car below to her escape. He’d be moving to apprehend her at the entrance to the building, so suddenly “down” was no longer an option.

She hit the fourth floor and, through the steel-reinforced glass, she spotted the elevator, with its doors open.

She had no time to think.

She grabbed the handle of the stairwell door and was through it before she’d had time to contemplate what she’d do if the man cornered her in the elevator.

She sprinted for the opening, stabbing the top floor button just as the man appeared on the other side of the stairwell doors. He was young and dressed in a sharp suit, and he had a walkie-talkie in his hand. His dark eyes met hers just as the doors closed. The elevator started to climb.

Ani wondered if he could outrace it.

Doubtful.

Her lungs were burning with the exertion of the chase and she leaned her back up against the wall, hoping that no one pressed the call button before the elevator had completed its climb.

She checked her pocket for the flash drive and shook her head in disbelief. How could something so small suddenly be the cause of so much trouble?

The eighth floor light came on and the elevator shuddered to an unhealthy stop. She hit the doors open button five or six times, even though she’d heard that they had no effect and were only put there to give people the illusion that they had some control over the process.

Eventually, the doors did open.

She ran out onto the landing and headed for the access door to the roof at the end of the corridor.

A Yale lock sat square with the door frame.

She already had her library card in her hand when she reached it, and pushed the card into the crack next to the lock, shoving it left and right until the mechanism clicked open. It wasn’t the first time she’d done the trick—a few of the local kids hung out on the roof at night, doing the kind of things their parents really wouldn’t approve of—but this time was certainly the most urgent.

She went through the door, closing it quietly behind her, and then took the last few steps up to the roof.

Another door between her and outside, but this one was never locked and Ani guessed that someone had thought that the first door was enough to do the job.

She dashed onto the roof and then looked around her. The plan she’d formed in the split second between seeing the elevator and running for it had pretty much ended here: run the opposite direction to the one her pursuer expected.

Standing here on a windswept roof, she suddenly doubted the wisdom of her choice.

As it turned out, a roof was the ultimate dead end.

The only way off it was down.

And it would use gravity, acceleration, terminal velocity, and impact to turn her into a red stain on the pavement.

She had read somewhere that a four-story jump was survivable, but only in about fifty percent of cases. Each additional floor made survival even less likely. Sure, there was an outside chance that she’d get lucky (people had survived much greater falls), but you were getting into the realms of millions-to-one odds, and she liked her life far too much to risk it on a leap.

There were no external fire escapes—just as there were no ladders, ropes, or handily-parked helicopters with the keys in the ignition and a Helicopter Flying for Dummies book on the copilot’s seat.

She looked around again, desperately, her mind whirring.

Above the door leading onto the roof was another flat roof. And a slope that led up to it, following the angle of the stairs beneath.

Suddenly Ani had herself a plan.

By the far edge of the roof was a cube of brick that acted as some kind of vent. She took off her hoodie, emptied out the pockets, and then placed it on the ground, some of the dark blue material showing around the edge of the cube. She fluffed it up as best she could in an attempt to make it look more substantial.

Then she made her way back the way she had come in.

But much faster.

She ran past the door, to the edge of the building behind it, and clambered onto the sloping part of the roof. Then, as quietly as she could, she edged herself up the incline until she reached the flat part, and lay prone.

Squashed down, hidden, over the door.

And waited.

Of course if one of the men had been outside watching for her, this could all be in vain, but she kind of doubted it. When there was a chance that she was making for the exit, keeping a man outside would have been the sensible play; but when she’d started back up into the building, Ani was gambling that both men would be coming to search for her. It was a matter of strategy: two men could block off more escape attempts than one.

Lying there, though, she had a moment where she felt like giving in to panic. The molten fire of adrenaline was pumping through her veins; her throat was scorched dry with exertion; her heart was pounding in her chest. She had joked to Kinney about how it was better to feel alive, but right now those words sounded hollow and boasting.

She was fifteen years old, and already her life was traveling on a course that she no longer felt in control of. Indeed, it felt like it was spiraling into chaos and madness.

Here she was, perched on the highest point of her building while men in suits were hunting her down. Playing this scene in a video game would be a lot of fun. Experiencing it for real, she was suddenly asking herself a whole bunch of questions about the direction her life had taken.

Ever since she and Jack manufactured a virus to affect the cattle on the Facebook version of FarmVille—a piece of malicious code that spread through users’ accounts and had quickly turned into a worldwide epidemic of digital foot-and-mouth disease—she had been living in fear of repercussions. They had concocted the plan out of utter desperation at the way people spent more time looking after digital animals rather than standing up for their real-life counterparts, but if you messed with a corporation like Facebook, it was certain that someone would be working on tracking you down.

But this incident seemed unconnected to Facebook. This was something else entirely, a .wav file that Jack had downloaded without knowing the kind of storm it would bring down upon his and Ani’s heads. What could be so important about a sound file, for goodness’ sake? Why was it so critical that these men retrieve it?

And who did she think she was kidding, hiding up here like a common criminal, when she should be in her flat doing her homework, listening to music, surfing the net, and waiting for her dad to get dinner ready?

It was too much.

Too … She broke off her train of thought and listened carefully.

There was a sound of footsteps beneath her, the scuffles and squeaks of someone trying to move quietly, but who ended up making more noise than they would have walking normally.

Her breath caught in her throat.

The door beneath her opened.

“Stay close,” a voice ordered. “Don’t let her reach this door.”

“I’m not the one who let her get away in the first place,” another voice replied. “So you keep your eyes open and fix your own mistake.”

There was an odd metallic sound—a slide and click—that Ani knew she should recognize.

“A gun?” the second voice said. “Really? What, you’re going to shoot a teenager now?”

“If I have to,” the first voice answered.

“Are you listening to yourself? I mean, overreaction, or what?”

“Shut up and keep looking.”

“Jawohl, mein führer.”

“Are you calling me a Nazi?”

“No …”

“Because it sounded like you just implied a similarity between me and Adolf Hitler… .”

“It’s just something people say …”

“I’ll have you know, my grandfather died fighting Hitler… .”

“What, in actual hand-to-hand combat?”

There was a full five seconds of silence where, it seemed, the exchange could go either way; it could escalate, or fizzle out.

It fizzled.

“You … you just look over there,” the first man said harshly, but without real anger. “And keep an eye on this door.”

As the second man obeyed, moving in the direction his partner had just indicated, Ani heard him say under his breath: “I wasn’t calling you a Nazi. But if the jackboot fits …”

Ani risked a quick peek over the edge of the roof and saw that the two men were moving left and right and away from her. Still too close for her to make her move, but going in the right directions.

She saw the exact moment the man with the gun spotted her hoodie.

He was moving like the guys in TV cop shows, with the gun sweeping side to side in front of him like a divining rod, and then he did an almost comic double take as he saw the material poking around the corner.

He waved for this partner, motioning for him to approach from the left, while he went right.

Ani just waited until they were on the other side of the roof, dropped down from her vantage point, doubled back out the door they’d just come through, and bolted it behind her.

When she made it to the second door she could hear the two men banging in pursuit. She ignored the sound, slamming the door behind her, and promptly collided with someone standing in the corridor.

Ingy Havel was the kind of kid that the Daily Mail had fun writing about. A third generation immigrant from an Eastern European place Ani couldn’t pronounce for its complete lack of vowels, Ingy was a petty crook, an all-round hard man, and wore his No Fear hoodie like it was a badge of belonging. Two of his lackeys—school bullies without a school—stood on either side of him, their eyes bulging in surprise.

“Whoa there,” Ingy said, and Ani was relieved to see a smile on his face. “What’s the rush?”

“Men. Chasing. Me,” Ani said, trying to catch her breath.

“Police?” Ingy asked her.

Ani shrugged. “Something. Like. That,” she managed to say.

“Hate to see a damsel in distress, don’t we, boys?”

The two gorillas nodded and grunted agreement.

“We’ll slow them down. You should go.”

“Thank you,” Ani said. “One of them has a gun.”

Ingy smiled, wide and toothy, and his blue eyes sparkled.

“Now it gets fun.” He shooed Ani away down the corridor.

She reached the elevator, stabbing at the button, and feeling a surge of relief when the doors opened instantly.

She heard Ingy shout: “We’ll have to go out sometime.” It sounded more like bravado in front of his friends than a genuine offer.

And then the doors closed and the elevator started moving down.

She rode it to the ground floor and ran out of the building, her mind racing. She needed to get away, but she had no idea where she could go. She kept thinking about the memory stick in her pocket and the value of the secret that it contained.

She needed to work out what it was she had, and find a way to get herself out of the mess she had suddenly found herself in.

She had to find someone who could help her.

Someone with mad skills.

Someone she could trust.

Someone who could tell her what the file meant.

It took her all of six seconds.

Uncle Alex, she thought. If anyone could help her, it was her uncle.

With her mind made up, she started into town.
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CHAPTER TWO: JOE

Joe Dyson stood in front of the house and tried to remember why, exactly, he’d agreed to come here. Oh, he knew why he was here, and what he was supposed to do here; he just couldn’t remember precisely how Abernathy had talked him into it.

The house itself was a beige-fronted terrace—what he’d have called a row house back in the States—with the front door and windows painted in some overpriced heritage shade from one of those “quaint” British companies who thought Mouse Back or Baby’s Breath were reasonable names for types of paint. The bare branches of a twisting wisteria crept from right to left, so it looked like it was scratching at the wall with skeletal fingers.

It was a nice little piece of high five-figure/low six-figure real estate in an area that had seen a tremendous change in the last forty years.

Once the poorer, dirtier part of the borough of Kensington and Chelsea, Notting Hill had been far removed from the setting for Hugh Grant and Julia Roberts’s romance in the nineties romcom. Big houses, with owners who could no longer afford to employ servants, were sold for dividing up into bedsits and cheap lodging houses, and the area began a downward slide into slumhood. It was only recently that the moneyed classes had moved back in and turned the place into one of the most desirable postal codes in London.

Joe doubted he could afford an hour on a parking meter around here.

He rapped at the door and waited.

And waited.

Rapped some more. Louder this time.

And waited some more.

Nobody in?

It seemed likely.

Residents of neighborhoods like this one weren’t the kind of people who let someone knock loudly on their front doors without answering.

Certainly not twice.

After all, what would the neighbors think?

Joe took a look up and down the road. No twitching curtains. No nosy old ladies giving him death-ray glares. So he took a walk down the row of houses, counting them as he did, and found the alleyway that led to their backyards.

He weighed the risks against the gains and then ducked down the alley. The temperature seemed to drop by a few degrees the moment he left the sidewalk. Pavement. Whatever. It got tiresome: thinking in two versions of the same language had become perfectly natural, but he was acutely aware that whenever he opened his mouth he needed to be sure the right one came out.

He reached the end of the houses and there was a footpath leading left and right past garden fences. He took the right-hand path that led back parallel to the way he’d come and counted houses again, this time from the back.

He scanned the area, again keeping an eye out for nosy neighbors, then stopped in front of the house he was looking for.

What kind of trouble have you gotten yourself into, Lennie? he thought.

Only a couple of hours ago, Joe felt like his life was over.

He’d been standing by the Thames under one of the bridges that crisscrossed that mighty river, staring out across the water. Boats passed by, gulls wheeled across the sky, but he’d only been vaguely aware of any of it.

He was focused on his own thoughts, not the scenery.

The spring sunlight barely reached the shaded spot where he’d stood for twenty minutes, unmoving, and the single tear he’d cried had long since dried on his cheek.

A siren screamed through the morning air and snapped Joe back to the world with a sudden jolt. He shook his head to clear the dark thoughts that had been consuming him and, as if on a prearranged cue, a blue SUV came into view, slowed, and parked a few feet away.

A man got out and walked toward him, looking immaculate—as always—in his Savile Row suit and improbably expensive shiny shoes. Joe looked down at his own ratty jeans, rattier hoodie, and mud-splashed sneakers and shrugged.

“Thought I might find you here,” the newcomer said.

“Don’t you mean you checked the GPS in the chip inside my head and just followed me here?” Joe asked bitterly, making no attempt to hide the rough edges of his accent.

It was instinctive whenever he spoke to the man, a kind of unconscious Reset to Default.

Although he was seventeen years old, Joe always felt like he was about twelve whenever he was in the presence of Abernathy. Joe had worked for him for nearly four years and the closest he’d come to discovering a first name for him was “Mister.”

“Half a million pounds of our government hardware in that head of yours entitles me, I’d think,” Abernathy said.

“Come to reclaim it?” Joe asked. “I have a Swiss Army knife, and I’m sure it has a tool for removing experimental tech from inside kids’ heads. It has a toothpick, too.”

“I’ve come to reclaim you,” Abernathy said.

“Not interested.”

“You know, I wouldn’t have to resort to digital Where’s Wally? if you answered your phone every now and then.”

“I’m guessing you mean Where’s Waldo? Anyway, it’s not going to happen.”

“I need you. Someone’s in trouble.”

“Someone’s always in trouble.”

“That used to mean something to you.”

“Used to,” Joe said coldly. “Past tense.”

“Two words will change your mind.”

“No, they won’t.”

Abernathy looked Joe square in the eye. “Leonard Palgrave.” He turned and walked away.

Joe waited a full five seconds before following.

The backyard of the last address for Lennie Palgrave had a high fence with a gate. Joe tried the handle.

Locked.

It figured.

The fence was old with cracks in some of the panels, so Joe put his eye to one and looked through. A large garden that was mostly given over to a lawn; a couple of silver birch trees; a bike propped up against the back wall.

He wondered what to do next. Climbing over the fence would probably lead to a neighbor calling the police and he hadn’t brought the tools he’d need to open the gate quietly. He had no idea if Lennie even still lived here—the address Abernathy had given him was a month old at least, and there was no way to be certain that Lennie hadn’t moved on.

Joe weighed the alternatives and decided that the vagueness of the information meant that breaking in would be a mistake.

He was about to give up on the house when he spotted movement in an upstairs window, as if a shadow had just passed behind the net curtains.

He made his way around to the front door and knocked again.

A lot harder this time.

Made it sound official.

There was a sound from within.

Someone was coming down the stairs.

Joe got himself ready for whatever it was that was about to greet him.

Abernathy took Joe to a riverside greasy spoon that was light-years away from the boutique cafés that Joe imagined he usually frequented. None of the chairs matched, the tablecloths were paper, and its smell of cooking bacon reminded Joe of a hole-in-the-wall diner near Coney Island that his mom had taken him to whenever she got back from a “business trip.” That made it just about the finest smell in the world.

Abernathy bought Joe what was referred to as a full English breakfast—four strips of bacon, sausages, fried eggs, fried tomatoes, fried mushrooms, fried bread, toast—to which Joe added some hash browns, extra toast, and a stained mug of instant coffee with the curse taken off it with multiple sugars. Abernathy ordered mineral water. It was delivered in a slightly dirty glass, making his lip curl.

Joe ate like he hadn’t had anything for a month and Abernathy just sat and watched him tear through his meal. Joe was pretty sure he didn’t blink the whole time.

When he was finished Joe looked up, wiped his mouth with a napkin, and said, “No.”

“I thought Leonard Palgrave was a friend of yours.”

“Actually, you know he is. And his name’s Lennie. And it’s still no.”

Abernathy studied the tabletop.

“What’s he done, anyway?” Joe asked finally.

There was a slight twitch of Abernathy’s top lip that could have been a smile or a sneer.

“That is the question I was hoping you would try to answer.”

Joe shook his head. “Nice coincidence, isn’t it?”

Abernathy raised an eyebrow. “I’m not sure I know what you mean,” he said gruffly.

“Oh, come on. One of your operatives goes AWOL and suddenly you’ve got a case involving a friend of his?”

“Okay, I understand what you’re saying. But I believe that the universe tends to put people in the places they’re needed, at the times they’re required. I understand your suspicions, but this isn’t a trick to lure you back to duty. I would never be so”—he waved his hand in the air as if fishing for the right word—“transparent.”

Joe tried to look unconvinced.

Failed.

Abernathy might be many things—among them haughty, overbearing, and arrogant—but he certainly wasn’t a liar.

But the big thing was still unspoken between them, the elephant in the room, and Joe couldn’t think about anything else until he’d drawn Abernathy’s attention to it.

“I’ll only let you down. You know I will.”

“You’ve let no one down,” Abernathy said.

“Tell that to Andy.”

Abernathy paused. “It wasn’t your fault.”

“Says you. Not me.”

“Just look into this one thing for me. Go save your friend. Maybe it will balance out …” He left the sentence unfinished.

Joe pushed his plate aside. “So I’ll ask again: what did he do?”

Abernathy handed him a folded piece of paper. “That’s his last known address.” He stood up, pausing to brush a wrinkle from his suit trousers. “Find out how he’s doing. What he’s doing. Report back if you find out anything.”

Abernathy paid the bill on the way out of the door.

He didn’t look back.

While the person took their time answering the door, Joe got himself ready. First he chose the accent to match the situation, immediately disregarding the hybrid US/UK one he’d been gaining since moving here, and going for something a little more Notting Hill friendly. Then he loaded a few personality traits from the many he had stored away inside the chip in his brain.

Immediately, he felt his back straighten, giving himself an extra inch in height; felt his face set itself into just the right mixture of expressions: expressions that would make him seem friendly, concerned, and vaguely—indefinably—official. He reinforced the expressions by manufacturing the precise pheromones to accompany them.

The chip in his head was capable of a whole lot of really cool things, but pheromone control was one of the coolest. Sure, it had taken him months to learn to effectively use pheromones—chemicals produced naturally by the body that had subtle, subliminal effects on other people who encountered them—but they were now an indispensible weapon in his armory. Insects used them for marking territory, warning comrades of danger, attracting mates, calling other insects toward them, even calming distressed pals. Human pheromones were still a disputed topic among scientists, but Abernathy’s Research and Development team were light-years ahead of the private sector, and Joe carried software that gave him complete control of their production.

It wasn’t a miracle mind-control device or anything, but producing the right pheromones at the right time could subtly alter a person’s perceptions. It gave Joe a small edge by chemically reinforcing his deception.

The door was opened by a pretty girl in her mid-to-late teens; she had expensive highlights in her hair and expensive clothes. Artist-precise makeup. Light blue eyes. The hand holding the door had perfectly manicured nails, not the hideous fake ones favored by so many of her peers.

“Hi,” the girl said, sounding bored more than hostile.

Joe thought what the heck? and added attract pheromones into the mix.

“Hi there,” he said. “My name’s Joe. I’m looking for a friend …” He ended the sentence with the rising tone that made it sound like a question. Antipodean rising inflection: an Australian imported intonation that also managed to gently condition the listener to accept questions.

The girl’s expression matched her bored tone.

“How very nice for you,” she said. “I usually make friends the old-fashioned way, but if going door-to-door is working for you, then good luck with that.” She looked ready to slam the door in his face.

Joe smiled, but it was a precise smile requested from, and executed by, the chip inside his head. Most people didn’t even consciously notice the sort of expressions manufactured by his onboard hardware and software. That was because they were micro-expressions, the tiniest changes in the muscles of the human face that viewers analyze without even knowing they are doing so. Everyone’s face makes them, but very few people have complete mental control over them. Reading micro-expressions makes it possible for some people to tell what others are thinking just by looking at their faces. It wasn’t telepathy; just very small facial expressions of the type that Joe’s chip was capable of faking.

This smile had a touch of vulnerability, which he—of course—underlined with the necessary pheromones.

The girl’s face suddenly shifted. She sensed the change in Joe and looked concerned. Joe almost felt guilty manipulating her.

Almost.

“I’m sorry,” he said, acting like he really was sorry. “I didn’t mean to disturb you.”

He emphasized the apology with a slight turn of his body as if he were about to leave.

Which he wasn’t.

“That’s all right,” the girl said, her bored—then teasing—manner disappearing in an instant. “Look, don’t go. How can I help?”

Joe made his face look grateful.

“I’m looking for a friend of mine. This is the address I was given by his parents …”

The girl now looked positively eager to help.

“What’s his name?” she asked, and Joe was surprised to see her actually pout to stress her femininity, until he realized he hadn’t turned off attract.

Still, the mix seemed to be working, and it would have been a shame to spoil a winning recipe.

“Lennie,” Joe said. “That is, Leonard Palgrave. We went to school together. Kind of lost touch… .”

Something flickered in her eyes when he gave her Lennie’s name, but he couldn’t really get a feel for what it was; it was too quick, too vague, and she recovered very well and very quickly.

“I know Lennie. He lives here.” A tiny frown crinkled her brow. “Or he did. I haven’t seen him for a couple of weeks, maybe more.”

“Oh.” Joe tried disappointed as a facial and chemical combination, but retained the smallest trace of attract. “Do you know where he went?”

The girl shook her head.

“I don’t know that he’s moved out, exactly. It’s just that I haven’t seen him around. My folks rent out a couple of rooms,” she explained, “so there’s a fair amount of coming and going. It’s just the last time Lennie went … well, he didn’t come back.”

“But he hasn’t moved out?”

“No. I mean his stuff’s still here… .”

Joe decided to shake her up a little and tried worry and concern. And attract. “I hope he’s all right,” he said, getting the pitch of his voice just right.

The statement seemed to shock the girl.

“Oh. I hadn’t thought …” Joe saw an opportunity for a little indignation, contemplated how it would be mean of him, then used it anyway.

“… that something might have happened to him?” He immediately scaled back on the indignation and went back to concern. “I just hope he’s okay. His parents are worried… .” The shifts in chemicals kept the girl off balance, uncertain.

Once, long ago, Joe had found this sort of deliberate abuse of people’s emotions distasteful, but once he’d started saving lives and putting bad guys away, he’d become more ambivalent toward it. Yes, it was manipulative and a little cruel, but it also got results where anything else would probably fail. But he had made a mental pact with himself that he would only use it for work, never for fun.

He mostly even kept to the pact.

The girl was riding his pheromone waves of concern, and he cut it off entirely in case she actually started crying.

“Should I have called the police?” she asked, her voice shaking.

“No, of course not,” Joe said quickly. “He could be on …” He went to say “vacation” but realized it would ID himself as a nonlocal. “… holiday. Or maybe he’s met up with friends… .”

This seemed to reassure her because her posture visibly relaxed.

“Look, do you want to come in? I mean, standing here on the doorstep …”

She left the end of her sentence suspended in the air for him to finish. It replicated the way he’d left the end of his last sentence hanging, and that was a pretty solid sign that she was starting to trust him. Mirroring, they called it in the courses that Joe had attended. He smiled, but not too much and with a little relief, and she ushered him into an immaculately neat hallway.

There were waxed oak floorboards underfoot, neutral magnolia on the walls, a few tasteful framed pictures and the sweet smell of jasmine in the air. Two of the pictures were of dogs, Joe noted; the other a country landscape.

She led him past the stairs and into a kitchen at the end of the hall. The kitchen revolved around an Aga stove, with a huge oak table and a breakfast bar close enough to take advantage of the heat the Aga was belting out.

“Can I get you anything?” the girl asked.

“I’m fine. And I’m Joe, by the way, Joe Dyson.”

He’d already told her his name when she first answered the door, but she hadn’t offered up hers yet and he liked to put a name to a face.

So did Abernathy.

It made filing reports a whole lot easier if you could list a name rather than refer to your subject as “attractive teenager.”

“Ellie,” the girl said. “Ellie Butcher.”

Joe offered his hand and they shook. “Pleased to meet you, Ellie. You said your parents rent a couple of rooms …?”

She looked a little embarrassed, but Joe eased it with pheromones.

“It’s the economic downturn. It helps pay the bills.”

“A great idea. Very sensible. And how long has Lennie been living here?”

“Not long,” Ellie said, sitting at the table and gesturing toward a seat for Joe. “Two months, give or take. He answered a small ad, seemed nice …”

Joe sat down and nodded encouragingly. “He’s a good guy … At school he … helped me out a few times. I feel like I owe him.”

Sometimes getting information out of someone was as much about telling the truth as it was about lying.

Joe had met Lennie Palgrave during his first disorienting week at Horace Walpole Secondary School, near Windsor.

He’d been moved there midway through the winter term of what the Brits called Year 10. He’d been having trouble at his first English school because his ever-present anger issues had started rearing their ugly head again.

Of course, his feelings had been made stronger by being suddenly uprooted from the bustle of New York to the Hobbiton-like existence of rural England, and had culminated in his punching a bully who just wouldn’t let up about Joe’s accent. His mother had disagreed with the headmaster’s solutions, so she’d called in a favor from a family friend—Abernathy—and Joe had transferred at the same time he became a youth operative for Abernathy’s anticrime youth task force.

It had been a hectic transition from inner city public school to countryside private school—although for some mystifying reason the Brits used “public school” as a euphemism for what was really a private school—and it had carried a very steep learning curve.

So steep it was practically perpendicular.

Abernathy had supplied three private tutors to help speed up Joe’s transition into the UK school system, but coupled with the increased complexity of the intelligence service training, Joe was still feeling out of his depth. At times he wondered if he hadn’t made some hideous, embarrassing mistake.

Walking into his first English lesson Joe had done the look around and watch people avoid eye contact that had greeted him in every other class and was preparing to settle at an empty desk when suddenly one of the kids deliberately caught his eye. Joe had done a double take, and the kid had nodded at the empty seat next to him, smiling. Joe had felt spectacularly grateful for the gesture and ended up sitting down next to Leonard Palgrave.

Lennie was one of those pale kids with skin that seems just opaque enough to be solid, but transparent enough that you can see more than the usual amount of blood vessels through it. He was mousy-haired and quiet, but when he did speak he had a wicked sense of humor. He was a voracious reader and, although he could quote Plato, Feynman, Proust, and Sophocles until the cows came home, he also had a deep and abiding love of science fiction.

Joe learned about all of that later, of course. On that first day Lennie was just a friendly face in the crowd.

“Hi, I’m Lennie,” he’d introduced himself and offered a hand for Joe to shake.

Joe had immediately made the assumption that Lennie was unpopular, and that what Joe perceived as kindness in calling the new kid over had actually been a desperate act of loneliness, but that turned out to be far from the truth. Indeed, Joe would learn later, Lennie was very popular and had just made sure that he was sitting alone so he could invite the new kid over.

He’d done it so that Joe had a friend.

It was an act Joe had never forgotten.

Sitting there in Ellie Butcher’s kitchen, Joe found himself wondering again what kind of trouble Lennie had managed to get himself into. The simple fact that Abernathy had asked Joe to check up on him set off all kinds of alarm bells, but Lennie didn’t fit the profile of people that Joe was usually ordered to investigate.

He just wasn’t the kind of kid who courted trouble. He was easygoing, bright, and—as far as Joe was aware—he’d never put a foot wrong.

“So what’s Lennie been up to?” Joe asked casually, making it sound like gossip rather than an interrogation.

Ellie shrugged.

“To be honest, he keeps mostly to himself. I’ve had a few conversations with him but he always seems so distant… .”

Distant certainly wasn’t a word that Joe would have used to describe Lennie, which was worrying. Outgoing was more like it. Maybe Abernathy was right and Lennie was mixed up in something.

“Has he ever brought home any friends? Anyone I can get in touch with?”

Ellie frowned. “He brings back some of those X-Core types occasionally,” she said, pronouncing it Cross Core. “But I never got any of their names …”

“X-Core?” Joe asked, dredging through his memory for what that might mean and coming up blank. “What’s that? A videogame? A new extreme sport?”

“It’s a type of music,” Ellie explained. “Apparently, it’s going to be the next big thing.” She paused. “I doubt it. It sounds like a bunch of tone-deaf people throwing fits in a scrap yard.”

“That bad, huh?” Joe said, mildly disappointed. What kind of music Lennie listened to was hardly mission-critical information.

“Terrible. Thank heavens for headphones.”

“Yours? Or his?”

“His.” Ellie smiled. “He played it loud a couple of times, but I can be awfully persuasive.”

“I bet you can.” He stopped.

Lennie playing loud music? And, come to think of it, Lennie playing any music that wasn’t classical?

Joe felt a tingle in his spine. Maybe this was mission critical. It sounded like there had been a distinct change in Lennie’s behavior; there was a connection to some new musical subculture: it wasn’t too much of a leap to imagine that music had led Lennie to more dangerous behavior. It certainly wouldn’t be the first—or last—time that music had caused someone to drop out of society.
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