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Dedication


WC: To Corynne


MM: To Nancy


If Tyranny and Oppression come to this land, it will be in the guise of fighting a foreign enemy.


—John Madison




CHAPTER 1


TUESDAY, JUNE 21.


It was 2:15 a.m. and the stars glittered in the sky outside our window. A soft light entered the bedroom and blanketed most of the light-blue Persian rug lying atop the hardwood floor. The night was quiet.


My mind, however, was racing.


I kept thinking about Pam’s sleeping pills. The ones she had started taking as work got more stressful. I had already opened the bottle twice and peered inside but was too worried that if I was sedated, I wouldn’t be able to handle another surprise the right way. So I held back.


I couldn’t get FBI Special Agent Weiss’s face out of my mind. “Subpoenas are coming,” she had told me about twelve hours before, her sharp green eyes unblinking as she looked right through me, as if envisioning me in a dark steel prison cell. What did she mean? Was I supposed to do something? I still didn’t have a lawyer. How do you find a good national-security lawyer in the middle of rural Indiana? The way Agent Weiss said it—the cool, complete certainty in her voice—was deeply unsettling.


And as I heard her calm, cold warning, my boss’s words pinballed in my mind again and again:


“You are a suspect.”


“You are a suspect.”


“You are a suspect.”


I sat up in bed and turned on the television, quickly muting it. Pam, to my right, was finally asleep. I could hear the familiar purr of her soft snore.


SportsCenter came on, but I had already watched it. Up one channel was HBO. No Country for Old Men was on. But I was not in the mood for a movie—at least not one with the sound off. So I reluctantly punched the number for GNC into the remote and, grimacing, pressed ENTER.


The screen immediately lit up the dark room. Chicago was burning. Flames were blazing into the sky from several buildings downtown and giant plumes of smoke obscured the skyline.


My spine stiffened. I swallowed my breath.


The Chicago River, separating the two sides of downtown, was orange, reflecting the hovering flames. I turned up the volume just enough to hear the audio. The GNC correspondent, Janine Wood, stared into the camera with her deep brown eyes. I always loved her work because nothing frazzled her. Until now. She explained that a series of bombs had exploded only minutes before. Two separate buildings had been hit, she said, her eyes wet, her voice trembling.


The Iranian government had already taken responsibility.


One of the bombs, Wood continued, had been strapped to a man who reportedly was screaming “Iran is king! America no more!” before it detonated in the lobby of a fifty-five-story skyscraper on Wacker Drive.


Chunks of the nearby riverfront Davis Hotel—insulation, glass, and other debris—were floating down the river. The building was in flames.


Meanwhile, in Tehran, US and Israeli air strikes were intensifying. Wood reported that NATO’s secretary general warned that NATO countries would participate in the United States’ and Israel’s illegal actions at peril of their membership.


GNC’s footage showed billows of dark smoke engulfing the Iranian capital in midmorning. The bombs’ pyrotechnics glittered in the smoke, and the sky filled with popping bright flashes of yellow. US fighter jets raced across the screen. Wood explained that the campaign had broadened beyond Tehran, with reports of air strikes in Ahvaz, Rasht, Qom, and Kermanshah. Her strong voice sounded like it was going to break in half.


And then I felt that familiar queasiness when I saw the president, Brian Davis, appear on the screen from the waist up. His black hair was slicked back, revealing an uneven, receding hairline above his scaly white forehead. While the forty-seven-year-old’s paunch was a little bigger than normal, his shoulders and pectorals were typically awkward and oversized (rumor has it he takes cutting-edge synthetic steroids developed at one of his private company’s labs). His thin lips were pursed in smug self-approval—as always. As his dark, shiny eyes danced around frenetically above dark and puffy pockets, one of his Davis Truths rolled out along the bottom of the screen like the punch line to a bad joke: “IRAN HAS LEFT US NO OPTION. IT WILL NOW BE TOTALLY DESTROYED.”


Before Davis said a word the screen suddenly went black. After a few seconds he was replaced with a gray-bearded man in a white turban and a black robe, glaring out at the world through thick black horn-rimmed glasses, as if the Great Satan were before his eyes. It was Iran’s Supreme Leader Ali Rhouhani, and as I read the subtitles, my stomach tightened into a rock-hard knot of fear:


“The United States’ belligerence will not stand. These war crimes are predicated on a lie. It has chosen a path that will not destroy Iran but rather its own people. Every measure the US takes against Iran will lead to a more powerful countermeasure by Iran. The lessons of the last century—”


The speech was cut off. It was replaced by aerial footage showing large fires concentrated on Rodeo Drive in Los Angeles. Several buildings had been hit. Helicopters were landing on top of the Staples Center, and Disneyland was now an evacuation center. Janine Wood came back on the screen, barely holding herself together. “We have, moreover, learned from American intelligence sources that there are concerns Iran may have gained access to the US electrical grid through its cyber operations. President Davis will address the nation again in about ten minutes.”


Pam awoke and slowly sat up. She looked at me, her soft and sleepy face illuminated by the television screen’s light and clouded with worry as she saw the destruction unfolding on GNC. She put her left hand on my right shoulder and squeezed hard.


“Mikey, what’s going on? Mikey?” she said softly, squinting her eyes.


I could feel her wedding band cold on my skin. She stared at me, then back at the television—terror and confusion in her turquoise eyes. Then back to me. Her long dark hair swung on her shoulders with each turn.


Another Davis Truth blazed across the bottom of the screen: “American people, hold tight. I have this completely under control. Total control. I am with our great generals right now. Iran has made a series of strategic miscalculations. First with its unprovoked cyberattack on our government and now with terrorist attacks on US soil. This will be a great victory for the United States—a great victory—and it will be over soon.”


“Mikey, answer me,” Pam pleaded in an alarmed, trembling voice. I wanted to speak to her, to tell her what I knew, but I was paralyzed by my own fear.


The GNC screen showed a photo of Russian president Igor Pryosnev, chiseled and stern, his black hair shining in stark contrast to his pale white skin. He was smirking, seemingly amused by the unfolding events. The ticker displayed his statement: “Neither Russia nor the world will stand for this dangerous American aggression. America has long been the central global player in cyber warfare. It is transparently using Iran’s cyber activities as a pretext to meddle in the Middle East, yet again, in an impotent, embarrassing effort to cling to its ever-shrinking stature in the world order. Russia stands by Iran and—”


Suddenly, the television went black. The silent flat-screen disappeared into the dark wall behind it.


“Mikey?” Pam said, her voice trembling as I sat frozen with shock, staring ahead. “What’s going on? Mikey? Answer me. Mikey. What’s wrong with you?”


The alarm clock beside the bed came back on and started flashing “12:00.”


“12:00.”


“12:00.”


“12:00.”


The TV violently flashed on and off.


The streetlights outside flickered, bringing our neighborhood’s dense rows of middle-American suburban tract houses in and out of view.


Then the alarm clock, the television, and the streetlights went out completely. Only the stars outside and the fully charged phones beside the bed emitted light. There were screams coming from several homes on the block. A chorus of barking dogs grew louder. A few neighbors were congregating in the street in their pajamas. Pam picked up her phone while I continued to stare at the blank television. She tried to go on the internet, but her phone rejected her: “no connection.”


She reached across me violently and grabbed my phone. Same thing. She slammed it back down loudly on the bedside cabinet, knocking over my glass of water into the bed, and then shifted back to her side of the bed. I could feel the cold water seeping through my boxer shorts.


“Mikey,” Pam whispered intensely, scared to raise her voice in the dark night. Trembling, she grabbed my shoulder and tried to turn my body toward hers. “Answer me. What’s going on?”


Things kept spiraling faster and faster in my mind, and the worst part of it all was that I didn’t know when—or if—it would all stop. I did not know how bad this would get. I felt like I was driving a race car in a thick fog and even though my foot had pressed the pedal all the way down, the car kept going faster and faster and faster.


“Mikey,” Pam repeated, gripping my sweating face with both hands and pulling it to hers. Tears racing down her cheeks. Her lips quivering. Her hair draped across my bare, sweating shoulders. The right strap to her nightgown had fallen to the middle of her arm and her eyes, inches from mine, glowed frantically in the dim light.


“Mikey,” Pam said, again, her voice rising. Her shaking hands tightened their grip on my face. Her nose mashed against mine.


I could see her eyes. I could hear her pleas. I could smell her breath. But the words were stuck behind a wall of my own fear.


“Michael Talbot Housen,” she pleaded. “Answer me.” She looked like I was breaking her great heart. And that look reached my heart and breached the wall. I could not let my wife suffer without me. We were together in everything, including this. So I told her. I told her that I—the most unimportant, the most anonymous, the most innocuous person on the planet—was responsible for this. “Pam,” I said, my voice sounding like it was underwater. “I did this. The war is my fault.”




CHAPTER 2


MONDAY, JUNE 20.


About eighteen hours earlier, I had woken up, showered, and hopped in my 2022 Prius—just like any other day. My commute sucks: an hour each way.


Driving on the long, straight highway, I was surrounded by a familiar panorama of dry Indiana flatland. The uneventful terrain—spacious pastures, modest homes, familiar fast-food joints—grew more visible as the summer sun rose above the horizon. The sea of oncoming, beaming-yellow headlights steadily disappeared into the maturing day. The sky became a bright, cloudless blue.


The Prius said it was eighty-six degrees outside. Already.


“President Davis this morning in a social-media message announced that he will be hosting next year’s G8 Summit at an online resort created by his virtual-reality company Truth,” the CBS News host explained through the Prius speakers.


The mainstream media doesn’t like to call Davis’s posts on his own social-media platform by their actual name: Truths. They instead call them “social-media messages.”


“Participants in the event, Davis explained, won’t have to travel anywhere physically but rather simply wear Truth goggles and participate through a Davis-owned and operated computerized virtual reality. In Congress, Speaker of the House Kathy Stewart and Minority Leader Nick Souza said doing so would be yet another blatant promotion of Davis’s personal companies from the Oval Office and therefore a clear violation of the Constitution’s Emoluments Clause and a high crime under the Impeachment Clause. They are adding this offense to the articles of impeachment in the ongoing House impeachment proceedings of the president. Davis supporters in Congress said they will oppose any plan to ‘damage the greatest president the country has ever seen.’”


I shut off the radio when I reached Armor Security in Bloomington. We make internet-connected security cameras—the kind of high-tech video cameras that organizations use to monitor and secure their premises. I’ve worked here for a few years. The company was doing well before everything hit the fan later that day. Was the fourth biggest in Indiana. We had just made the Fortune 500, and our CEO had become somewhat of a celebrity in the business press.


Armor’s new headquarters is eight stories of modern glass and steel. Plastered across the whole thing is the Armor logo: a red-and-black shield stopping a yellow lightning bolt. The building stood tall against the sky as I pulled up in the Prius. The sun’s glare violently ricocheted down from the windows onto the parking-lot pavement.


The front doors are big, tall, thick, and wide. They boast reflecting glass, which the official version says is to keep out the afternoon sun. So I saw myself walk into work, as usual—just over six feet tall, ash-blonde hair, pale Scottish skin, and an emerging beer belly. I’m still pretty close to my college-baseball-playing weight (less muscle and more fat, but who’s counting?). Pam says I have more than a passing resemblance to some action hero she loved when she was a kid. Rex Rockfield or Rock Rexfield or something like that. I was into baseball cards, not action heroes. She also says I’ve kept my baby face despite turning thirty last year and the salt-and-pepper stubble that now shows up if I don’t shave for a few days.


When I get to Armor headquarters, I habitually grab some coffee in the kitchen on the sixth floor, where my office is. A wildly expensive and elaborate coffee maker is one of our CEO Caleb Wagner’s transparent efforts to make the office Armor employees’ “home away from home.” The coffee is adequate, and the creamer is that fake carcinogenic stuff. So I bring my own carton of whole milk and keep it in the fridge, with a friendly note on it saying: “Hands off!”


My coffee in hand, I headed to my office, which is really a glorified cubicle, but at least it has a door you can shut. My trip was interrupted by my boss, Steve Velarde, who was standing in his office doorway, which is just down the hall from me. He motioned with his head for me to come to him. He had a serious look on his face—a slight frown underneath squinting eyes—that I hadn’t really seen before. Steve’s a nice guy who keeps things fun and light, so the serious look was a little jarring.


As I entered his office, Steve walked behind me to close the door. It was an unusual move. He usually leaves his office door open during meetings. It’s part of his management style: open, friendly, collaborative. I’m not super passionate about my job or about Armor, but Steve is a great boss. He’s the main reason I’ve stayed with the company as long as I have. Even though he’s very busy, he takes time to mentor me and I’ve learned a ton about marketing from him.


After closing the door, Steve sat down behind his desk and looked at me. Forty-eight, he is tall, tan, and physically fit, really fit—squiggly-veins-popping-out-of-his-tan-arms-level fit—with wavy light-brown hair and soft blue eyes. He’s unmarried, but if he didn’t have an unusually large nose, he would be one of the more handsome men on the planet.


A red, white, and blue Davis-O’Neil 2032 campaign flag (“Keep America Great!”) still hangs above his computer, even though Davis’s reelection is already in the bag.


Steve is a big Davis supporter. It’s annoying, but I forgive him given his other virtues. He’s ignorant, not malicious.


Steve rose through the ranks at Armor through general charm, sharp business acumen, and—above all—fierce loyalty to the CEO. But he wasn’t laughing or turning on the charm now.


I could tell something wasn’t right. “What’s up? Is this about the Game Changer?” I asked, as he had been bringing up his side project to me a lot lately. The Game Changer is this piece of software he was working on with a select crew of elite Armor software engineers. He told me once in his office that the Game Changer “will change the world forever.”


He never said much more than that, just that it was “quantum defying.” He made it sound like whoever had it would rule the globe. He didn’t think I could understand it. Though, oddly, he said that Pam probably could. “She has the genes.” Pam has great genes, making her the brains and the beauty of our family. Her parents had been academics. Pam isn’t in academia, but she’s brilliant, the smartest person I know.


“Thank goodness the Game Changer is safe. But we, and you, are not. We’ve been hacked.” He was staring right at me. From that angle, and only that angle, you can’t really tell how huge his snout is. “Our cybersecurity team working with FBI forensic investigators has determined the hacker got into Armor’s computer network.”


He paused and stared at me, like it was my turn to say something. All I could think to say was, “How?”


Steve smiled. “Don’t feel bad Michael, I’m sure you didn’t mean to do this on purpose.” Then he said, “But they got in through your computer when you clicked on a phishing email in January, on, I think, January 25. It was a fake email purporting to be from Ad Supply. Odd because we haven’t done business with them in over a year.”


“Um,” I replied, after a long pause. I have a degree from UC Davis—I know, I know, if he’d been president then I might have applied to UC Santa Cruz—in European history. I understand little about computers and virtually nothing about cybersecurity beyond what I read in the paper about hackers breaking into companies and government agencies all the time. “Okay,” I said, wondering why our own cybersecurity products wouldn’t have taken care of this phishing email.


“It was Iran,” Steve explained. “They have huge cyber operations and have hacked into dozens of US companies. They got into our source code, created a back door, and, after we circulated a software update to our customers, used the back door to covertly get into the Treasury Department’s computer network. We . . . you . . . we got hacked by Iranian cyberterrorists.”


“What?” I said softly. “What does that mean?”


“It means Iran’s state-sponsored hackers downloaded malware and got into your computer after you clicked on the fake link and then roamed around on the Armor corporate network and found their way into the source code we put into our cameras. Then they built a hidden opening in the code so after the Treasury’s IT department downloaded our tainted software update, the hackers were able to get into Treasury’s computer network through our cameras. We have forensic investigators looking into everything so we will know the full picture eventually.”


“Okay,” I said, desperately trying to understand where this was going, because surely Steve wasn’t blaming me. “So I clicked on a link to a survey? I don’t remember that.”


He arched his eyebrows. “Really? Nothing.”


I didn’t know what he wanted me to say to that. I mean, I get so many marketing emails every day that they all look the same and become a blur.


“Well, even if you really can’t remember,” Steve said, shaking his head, “you opened it, Michael. The forensic team confirmed this.” He paused again. I just stared at him, so he underlined things for me.


“This is not good, Michael. Again I don’t want you to feel bad, and I have your back, but I can’t sugarcoat this either.” He looked at me with the deepest concern. “This means that Armor is on the hook for letting the Iranians into the US government’s house.”


I winced. “But don’t we have internal security measures to stop that kind of thing?”


He smiled again, shaking his head. “We have internal security measures, Michael, yes. For example, if you tried to read my email, I would know. But we can’t stop everything from getting in, no company can. And we don’t have anything to stop hackers who get in because you let them in. There’s a human element here.” Then he said: “There’s nothing Armor or any other company can do if you actually click on a bad link that gets through.”


“But, Steve, I didn’t know. I didn’t know it was a bad link.”


“And we don’t know what the Iranian hackers did once they were inside Treasury’s network,” he said, ignoring me. “But from the limited information the Department of Homeland Security has been willing to share with us, it sounds pretty bad. Very sensitive information was accessed and exfiltrated. The Iranians may have encrypted some of it too, so that the government can’t even access its own files. The Treasury is part of the National Security Council. The fallout is huge. The hackers apparently got into other government agencies, too, through Treasury.”


“Okay,” I said, disoriented, slumping in my chair. “I’m sorry.” It was all I could think to say. It clearly wasn’t enough.


“It’s a straight line, Michael,” he said bluntly, with a mix of agitation and disappointment in his voice. “The forensics team confirmed they got in through your computer, directly to the Treasury.”


I just sat there quietly, looking down at my hands and then back up to Steve.


“Again, I have your back,” he said. “Always have and always will. But this is serious. Caleb is pretty shaken up.”


“I understand,” I said, nodding slowly.


“We have a meeting with Caleb at eleven and the FBI will be here at two,” he said, standing up from behind his desk and walking toward the door. He put his hand on my shoulder as I rose, and looked me square in the eyes. “See you in ninety minutes sharp.”


“Got it.”


But I didn’t get it at all. I was going to meet with the founder and CEO of our company in ninety minutes and then with the FBI because I had clicked on a phishing link? They would want to know what I remembered about that email. In the time I had left before the meetings, I would try my best to remember anything at all.




CHAPTER 3


MONDAY, JUNE 20, LATER.


I went to my office, the tiny glassed-in closet—like a fishbowl for humans—and slammed the door shut. Then I went into my inbox, which, as usual, was overflowing with unread messages from all over the marketing universe. I searched for the Ad Supply email, in vain. I didn’t think it would be there because I usually just delete emails like that, and Armor automatically empties its employees’ email trash after sixty days. And, sure enough, it wasn’t there.


I thought hard, and I kind of remembered the email. Maybe. But I wasn’t sure. I get hundreds of emails a day and among them is tons of crap and I don’t really pay attention to emails unless I get one that matters. Who does? A survey from a former vendor wouldn’t qualify. And the emails that do matter, well, I can’t always remember some of them, either. How was I going to remember this?


I closed my eyes and tried to take a deep breath. My heart was thumping fast and hard. I bit my bottom lip hard. This was bad, I thought. Precisely how bad? I didn’t know yet. But bad.


Really.


Fucking.


Bad.




CHAPTER 4


MONDAY, JUNE 20, LATER.


“Mike, what’s up, man?” my friend Bo said a few minutes later as I walked by his cubicle, trying to get some air, trying to think. He had a crooked half-smile and slightly bewildered look, his dark curly hair and tanned tubby cheeks perched just above the wall of his cube. I would never, under normal circumstances, just walk right by Bo’s cube on a Monday without stopping by to say hi and see how his weekend was.


Bo, short for Bautista, is a manager in IT—a wonky techy. He loves Armor. He was employee ninety-two or something like that. So loyal to Armor, Bo has never sold a single share of Armor stock. And Caleb Wagner is his hero. His superhero. If Bo had a son, his name would unquestionably be Caleb. Bo is what us nonbelievers at Armor (that would be me, Kerry in customer service, and a few other brave souls) jokingly call a Caleb Bot.


When I first joined the company Bo was warm and welcoming, like he wanted to be my best friend. We’d have a beer after work, and talk about baseball, and sometimes watch baseball games at Duke’s sports bar. Then he invited me to a Davis rally in Indianapolis. I wasn’t sure if I could be around so many Davis bots all at once. But Pam said to go and keep an open mind and soak it all in as a learning experience. So I went. The whole thing was nuts. Thousands of people cheering wildly and laughing uproariously for Davis, no matter what he said. It was entertainment, not politics.


“What’s up,” I responded. “How are you?”


“I’m good. Adjusting to Monday. This one hurts.” He tapped a hand to his head and grinned. “One too many mojitos, amigo.”


I nodded with an absent smile.


“You okay? Mike?”


“Sorry, dude; yeah, I’m okay.”


Bo could tell something was off. If something is going on in my head, it oozes out of my face. I’m as transparent as the air we breathe. Always been that way. The good side of this is that it makes people trust me. They know I can’t fool them. The bad side, of course, is that it volunteers all sorts of things I would rather keep to myself.


“I’m okay,” I repeated. Bo nodded gently, skeptically, more out of politeness than belief.


Bo had come to America from Cuba as a child, with his parents fleeing Castro and Communism. He gets his news from Davis’s cable outlet called—what else?—Davis News, which delivers whatever “truth” Davis decides to convey.


More people watch Davis News than the other cable networks combined. A lot more. Davis started the network about six years ago, just before his first presidential run


At about the same time, he started Public Protection Centers, Inc., a corporate prison provider, another one of his conglomerate’s subsidiaries. Since Davis became president, PPC’s profits have quadrupled.


I think it was Aesop who said, “We hang the petty thieves and appoint the great ones to public office.”


“So how was your weekend?” Bo asked me, just after my harrowing meeting with Steve. He was leaning against his glass cubicle wall in his brown suede suit, light-purple shirt, and pink tie. Bo is an eccentric dresser, to put it mildly. One of a kind would be more accurate. “Quite a game yesterday. Soderstrom is hot.”


Bo loves baseball; I do too. Almost lost it when my team, the Oakland A’s, nearly moved to Vegas before the owner’s mom exercised some provision in his trust fund preventing the move. I was a pitcher in college. Had the kind of slider that could paint the black so well—break at the edges of the strike zone—that my teammates called me Michelangelo. Then I blew out my shoulder and that was the end of my major-league dream.


“Sure you’re okay?” Bo continued.


“Yeah, just too much going on at once.”


“Pam okay?”


“Yes. Thanks, she is. Working on a cool film.” Pam is an archival producer on documentary films. I call her a history detective. She likes that.


Bo didn’t ask about the film but instead said: “Let me know if there’s anything I can do.”


It was an odd thing to say. As if he already knew I was in trouble. Or was the look on my face so worried and shaken that he could just tell something was wrong? And why did he ask about Pam? He doesn’t know her all that well.


Part of me wanted to tell Bo what had just happened with Steve. But I didn’t completely trust him not to take whatever I said back to Steve or even Caleb. Maybe, the thought flashed across my brain, Bo had something to do with it. He’s a manager in IT, after all. But why didn’t he know about my email encounter with Iranian hackers? Or did he? Would all of IT have been in on the “forensic investigation”?


Those thoughts collided in my head. And until I could untangle the wreckage, I would say little. So I nodded and smiled and said: “Will do.” And then I hurried to my office to prepare for my meeting with Caleb Wagner.




CHAPTER 5


MONDAY, JUNE 20, LATER.


About forty-five seconds after I knocked, the dark mahogany door to Caleb Wagner’s spacious corner office swung open, fast and hard. I walked in, slow and hesitant.


I had never been in Caleb’s office before. Without speaking, Caleb pointed at a lonely chair in the middle of the room, instructing me where to sit. Steve was sitting in the chair next to Caleb’s large and well-kept desk. He looked at me and nodded. I could tell he was worried about me and nervous about what Caleb might do.


The rest of the office was a mess, with stacks of papers and piles of old, legacy Armor cameras. He had the same Davis-O’Neil 2032 flag (“Keep America Great!”) that Steve had, also hanging above his computer.


Caleb is another disciple of President Davis. “A fellow entrepreneur,” Caleb will say. He came to the USA as a kid from Poland in the late 1990s and became the classic successful immigrant. Living the American dream. Total assimilation, to the point of swapping out his Polish name, Kazmir Piechur, for an American one, Caleb Wagner. Caleb started Armor when he was sixteen years old in his family’s garage in Bloomington, twenty-nine years ago. The company has occupied virtually all of his thoughts ever since.


Caleb is short and stout, with blue eyes and blonde hair aggressively slicked back with way too much gel. His cheeks are tan and puffy, and his eyebrows thick. He’s got a fair amount of stubble on his face by 10:00 a.m. and nearly a full beard by the time he leaves the office at 8:00 p.m. or so. He’s always clean shaven, though, when he goes on TV, no matter what time of day.


He can be ruthless. I remember how Caleb fired one hundred employees within twenty-four hours of his investment bankers saying he needed to reduce costs shortly before the Armor IPO. Someone handed him a list of Armor employees and he marched right down and crossed off one hundred names—a fifth of the company. My name was going to be one of them, but Steve stepped in and talked him out of it.


There’s a bright, multicolored ticker just outside the kitchen, about ten feet long and five feet tall, flashing Armor’s stock price in real time. If the price is going up (which it usually is) Caleb will walk by (he always walks fast, his thick thighs mashing together with each self-important stride) and give it a thumbs-up. If it’s down for the day, however, he pretends the thing isn’t there.


Armor began as simply a security-camera company but, in keeping with the times, became an internet-connected security-camera company. Our customers can watch the footage of their premises in real time from any connected device (computer, tablet, smartphone) in the world. Caleb is proud to explain to anyone who will listen—Armor employees, Wall Street analysts, his kids’ friends’ parents—that Armor now has over two hundred software engineers developing the cameras’ cutting-edge networked technology.


Getting the initial sale to the Treasury two years ago was huge. The timing couldn’t have been better: a few months before the IPO. Armor already supplied cameras to several federal-government agencies, including the FTC and EEOC. But a major department like Treasury? That was big. Caleb talks about it all the time. He met with the Treasury’s head of procurement no less than six times. We had to cut them a huge discount. But it was “the best deal I ever made,” Caleb often says. “If we can keep the Treasury secure, we can keep anyone secure.”


Right now, with his eyes fixated on me in a highly caffeinated stare, he was making me feel very insecure.


“Michael,” Caleb said in his baritone voice, “we’re in trouble.” I held my breath. “Do you remember clicking on a link in an email from Ad Supply in January? It was purportedly a questionnaire asking for feedback on their services.”


“Um. Vaguely,” I replied. And “vaguely” was a stretch. I couldn’t remember a damn thing.


“What can you tell me about it?” Caleb asked, taking a sip of coffee from his red-and-black Armor Security mug.


I took another breath before I spoke, aware that everything I said could be interpreted in ways I couldn’t predict. “Not much. I looked for it after speaking with Steve this morning but it wasn’t in my email. Must have deleted it.”


“You’ve done all of your cybersecurity training and the module on phishing emails, right?”


“Yes.”


“Does Pam know anything about this?”


My heart thudded faster. Why did my wife suddenly come into this conversation?


“No, she doesn’t,” I replied, hoping my pale Scottish cheeks didn’t flash crimson with the anger rising up in me.


“You may want to check with her and let me know what she says.”


I didn’t respond, because I couldn’t say anything that would advance my own position in this room. I looked over at Steve, who just stared at me, expressionless. Then I looked back at Caleb.


“Well, the investigation has been ongoing since we got wind of this six weeks ago from the FBI,” he said. “It was leaked to a local reporter who called me this morning—I refused to comment, but—” He held his hands out, as if to say, the vultures are circling. “So, we are letting you know now before it’s public. It could go viral. This will not be good for the company. We are, after all, a security company. Since you are a suspect, we did not tell you about any of this. The FBI wouldn’t let us.”


The words rang in my ears:


You are a suspect.


You are a suspect.


He then stood up. “Don’t be late for the meeting this afternoon with the FBI.”


“Okay,” I said, my heart thumping harder now. Meeting with the FBI? As a suspect? What? “Why would I be a suspect?”


“Because . . . well . . . to be blunt: given who your wife is, since her family is from Iran, it looks like you knew the email was coming and clicked on it on purpose, to let Iran into our network. Why else would you have clicked on it?”


What? Whoa. My stomach fell through the floor.


“It was an accident Caleb. I didn’t click on that link on purpose. People mistakenly click on bad links every day.”


“Michael,” Caleb said, pointing out his office window to the sea of Armor employees hard at work. “I have spent thirty years building this thing.”


“I know,” I said.


He just stared at me and touched his hair, making sure the gel was holding it in place.


A few seconds later the door to Caleb’s office slammed shut behind me as I walked back to my office, shell-shocked. Now they had brought Pam into this and made it seem like she was part of some sinister foreign plot. I could sell my Armor shares and Pam and I could hightail it out of Bloomington before sunset, I thought. But that would be an admission of guilt. And the feds would surely find us quickly.


Did Caleb and the FBI really think I clicked that link on purpose? My father used to say to me, “Do not be afraid of the truth, Michael.” I wasn’t afraid of it now. I was terrified.




CHAPTER 6


MONDAY, JUNE 20, LATER.


“How’s your day going, honey?” Pam texted me a few minutes later, at 11:46 a.m. No way I was telling Pam what was happening right now. Eventually, yes. Of course. But it would have to be in person. I needed to think this through first so she wouldn’t freak out. Or at least so she’d freak out a little less than if I just blurted everything out in real time. Like I probably shouldn’t respond with this: “I’m having a bad day because the FBI thinks you, me, and your family hatched a treasonous scheme to hack into Armor’s source code and then into the United States Department of the Treasury. How are you?”


“Same ole, same ole,” I texted back, instead. “You?”


“Good. Got some cool footage for the doc. Well not cool, exactly, but compelling.”


“Got it,” I wrote. I knew the kind of brutal footage that she had to view was a reason for the lorazepam.


“Miss you, Mikey. What time will you be home?”


“Should be normal. Will call you in the car. Cool?”


“Yes, love you.”


“Love you too.”


“Oh, I have a surprise for you.” she texted.


“What is it?”


“You’ll see. :)”


Pam has bright turquoise eyes, long black hair, a gentle aquiline nose, and soft pale skin, which all merge into a beautiful poem of Persian descent. It’s hard on her, having lineage to Iran, a country that most Americans associate with violent extremists and failed armament agreements. She’s defensive about it. So am I.


Pam’s parents were from Iran. They were both young academics who fled the country in 1979. Pam was born Parvineh, which means butterfly in Farsi, in Los Angeles. The kids at school made her turn Parvineh into Pam in grade six just to stop the “getting it wrong on purpose” club. She grew up in a home infused with Persian culture—the philosophy, the science, the art, the food. The air was full of the sweet, rich scent of saffron and her mother singing radif, Iranian folk songs, and the floors had thick, heavy rugs so beautiful other people would have hung them on the wall.
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