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For Heather, maker of magic





PROLOGUE


The evening’s two Thai coffees, thick with condensed milk and vaporous with rum, swirled around in the soon-to-be-traitor’s stomach. He pushed himself out of the hotel lobby bar and into the neon night, unsure if the jitters he felt were from the industrial-strength caffeine, the syrupy sweetener, or because of the magnitude of what he was about to do.


In any case, the rum helped. The alcohol buzz lent the Bangkok street scene a kind of gentle unreality, and the traitor was carried along among the sights, sounds, and smells as though swept up in some baffling parade.


The man patted his front pocket again, for maybe the fiftieth time since he’d dressed that morning. If he lost the thumb drive, the whole trip would prove a waste. Worse than a waste; a man would have died for no reason. Not that anyone like him was worth shedding a tear for.


As the traitor dodged the handful of people queued up for a street vendor who was hawking something sweet smelling and fried, he realized that the agitation in his stomach wasn’t from caffeine, or anxiety, or uncertainty at all. The electric feeling warming his belly was excitement, pure and simple.


This was the night, now was the time, that he’d spent years dreaming about and months planning for. No one suspected him. There was no one to stop him. The only person who’d known his intentions was no longer in a position to tell anyone—except perhaps the demons of hell.


The traitor had been told that he could no longer be trusted with certain great and lofty secrets—so he’d prove his detractors right. He’d betray every goddamned one of them. He’d tear their world down.


What was about to happen, what he was about to do, would alter the globe so completely that in a matter of days the planet would be rendered unrecognizable. Governments would topple, that much was assured; part of the fun would be seeing which ones, and how. Categories like rich and poor would quickly become meaningless. The existing structures of power would be dismantled completely.


People claimed to want freedom? The traitor would give them as much freedom as they could take. And then some.


The man reached the next block and crossed the street, narrowly avoiding being run down by a motorbike that zipped by, inches from his feet, leaving him coughing in a cloud of exhaust.


He passed by the internet café that he’d identified earlier, then slipped around the corner into the dingy alley behind it.


No one was watching, so no one saw him disappear. Even if they had, they’d have blinked it away as a momentary trick of the eye. People saw—or, more often, didn’t see—only what they wanted to. The traitor knew that better than anyone.


He slipped into the café’s rear door using the key he’d lifted easily from the boy that minded the shop during the day. He sat down at a terminal near the back and booted up the computer. He pulled the thumb drive from his pocket and slid it into the USB port.


His face broke out in a broad smile. He was about to change everything.
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Ben Zolstra gripped the hammer in his fist, then drove the nail home in two hard, sure swings. He repeated the action at the other end of the board, stopping to wipe the sweat from his eyes before lining up the next plank.


The thunderstorm had been bad. Not the worst Ben had ever dealt with, but severe. When he’d made his survey that morning, the lawn and the fields that made up the modest few acres of the Zolstra family farm were littered with fallen branches, and the long dirt driveway that led out to the main road was clogged with broken-off limbs from the surrounding woods. Ben had been busy with the chain saw since dawn.


As the hot day wore on and he’d cleared the road, Ben moved to the barn, which had taken some damage. Could have been worse. The toppling yellow birch had only clipped the corner of the roof. A direct hit might have meant rebuilding the thing from the ground up, a prospect Ben didn’t exactly relish. Though he certainly had the time.


Ben steadied himself on the ladder again, then reached up and held the next board into place across the hole in the barn. He hefted the hammer, ready to swing, but something stayed his hand. Ben squinted in the sunshine at a fine haze of dust that had begun rising over the woods. A car was coming up the driveway. No, not one. From the size of the cloud, it had to be at least two. Likely big vehicles.


The squeak of an opening screen door drew Ben’s attention to the small clapboard house that stood a hundred feet off from the barn. Mary Zolstra stepped out onto the covered porch.


“Expecting company?” she asked.


“I was going to ask you the same thing,” Ben called, descending the ladder and walking toward the little house.


Some dormant part of Ben thought first of defense. The 7 mm Remington Mag hunting rifle in the hall closet. Or the pistol stashed in the duffel under his bed. His mother wasn’t a half-bad shot with her police-issue .40 caliber, either.


He pushed the thought from his mind. This was Vermont, not the Middle East. He wasn’t liable to be the target of a raid here.


Ben mounted the steps, and he and his mother watched from the porch as two large black SUVs burst from the shadow of the woods and angled toward the house. No sooner had they jolted to a halt than two of the farm dogs emerged from behind the house and began circling and barking at the vehicles.


The back door of one of the SUVs opened, and a man in a black suit stepped out. He immediately jumped back in surprise as one of the dogs snapped his jaws at him.


“Christ,” the man said, “you wanna call off your guard dogs?”


Ben leaned forward onto the porch’s wooden railing. “I’m not sure yet.”


The guy was a few years younger than Ben, late twenties probably. Asian. The German shepherd snarled at him again.


“Please.”


“Wait a sec,” Ben said, as though putting it together, “you’re with the Agency, aren’t you?”


“Yes, I am.” The man looked relieved. “Thank you.”


“Hmm.” Ben and his mother shared a look. “Get him, Shadow!” Ben shouted to the dog.


The young agent screamed as the dog reared up on his hind legs . . . then rested his large paws on the man’s shoulders and started licking his face. Ben and Mary burst out laughing.


The rear door of the other SUV shot open, and a white man in a dark suit leaped out.


“Oh, for God’s sake,” the older man said, “quit fucking with Agent Wei, will you?”


Ben almost did a double take. He recognized the man at once, but he could hardly believe Jeffrey Novak would show up unannounced at his home.


“Zolstra, you’re really off the grid,” Novak said.


The man had enough gray in his hair to look distinguished, but he was still in fighting trim, and his strides were long and fast as he made his way up to the porch. Wei managed to untangle himself from Shadow’s affections and trailed somewhat sheepishly behind the older man.


“That’s kind of the point,” Ben answered.


Novak and Wei reached the bottom of the steps leading up to the house. Novak made a show of looking around at the lawn, the fields, the barn.


“What are you, playing farmer now?” he asked.


“I’m not playing at anything.”


Ben looked at his former boss and took a moment to assess the situation.


Jeffrey Novak was standing in front of him. The deputy director of the Central Intelligence Agency. In person. In a place that was, if not exactly the middle of nowhere, then close enough. Something big had happened. And if they were here for Ben’s help, then it had to be real fucking big.


“Where are my manners? This is your mother, Mary, isn’t it?” Novak said, looking up at her and smiling. “I understand you retired last year. What a career. Was it thirty-four years on the force?”


“Thirty-six,” Mary said, “and I don’t find you charming, so don’t bullshit me.”


Novak eyed Ben. “I see where you get your sparkling personality.”


Now it was Ben’s turn to smile. “So what’s with the social call?”


“We need to bring you in on something.”


“What?”


Novak held his arms out. “Do I have to stand out here all day, or can we go in and have a seat?”


Ben said nothing. Mary lowered herself into a rocking chair and settled in. Novak sighed as Wei shifted uncomfortably next to him.


“Look,” Novak began, “we got a situation.”


“There’s always a situation.”


“Not like this. This is, uh . . .” Novak shook his head, at a loss. “This is new.”


Ben swatted at a fly that buzzed around his face. “Well I don’t know about anything new. I’ve been off the board for, what, two years?”


He feigned indifference, but Ben knew exactly how long it had been. He’d thought about the Agency every day of the seventeen months since he gave his notice to Director Harris. Chopping wood, pulling weeds, changing the spark plugs on the tractor—nothing he did could make him forget what he’d lost when he turned his back on the CIA. But he sure as hell wasn’t about to let Novak know that.


“Who asked for me?” Ben said. “I know it wasn’t Harris.”


After the way Ben had left, he’d half-wondered if the director had a mind to take him out. Maybe that was just the paranoia of spending ten years as a field agent tracking some of the nastiest pieces of shit the world had to offer, but there it was.


“It was my idea to come get you,” Novak said. “The director only approved it because I insisted.”


That was a surprise. On their past operations together, Novak had, at best, only tolerated Ben.


“Listen,” Novak said, “everything unraveled so fast after you returned from Belarus that I . . . I never got to say how truly sorry I was. About your brother.” He looked over to Mary. “About your son. He was a fine Marine. He served honorably in Afghanistan.”


Ben twisted John’s Annapolis class ring, which hadn’t left his pinky since it had come into his possession two years before.


Mary nodded. “I thank you for that.”


But Ben felt his blood rise. “What does the Agency know about honor?”


“Benjamin.” Mary’s hand clasped around Ben’s wrist. “Let the men come inside.”


Ben gave a reluctant nod. He turned and stalked into the house, the screen door slamming in its frame behind him.


“Well?” he called to the agents from inside.


Novak and Wei mounted the steps and entered the house, following Ben to a rough-hewn wooden table pushed against the wall of the tiny kitchen. They sat down. Ben stared at Novak across the table.


“You’re trying to bring me in for this . . . whatever this is,” Ben said. “Why?”


“You’re the best,” Novak said simply, “and we need the best right now.”


Ben might have been flattered if he hadn’t known from experience that the word of a CIA agent wasn’t worth much.


“So are you going to tell me what this is about or do I need to read your mind?”


“It’s better you see it for yourself,” Novak said. “We’re here to bring you to a briefing, if you agree to come with us.”


“Where?”


“Washington.”


Ben had always loathed the capital’s swampy air and reek of hypocrisy.


“How about we save the trouble and you just tell me now?”


Novak smirked, but his eyes were tired. “You wouldn’t believe me if I did.”


“So what makes you think I’m going to pick up and leave with you, if you won’t tell me why?”


Wei scowled at him, and Novak’s placid facade finally cracked in frustration.


“How about the fact that I dragged my ass all the way out here, personally, to come find you? When I tell you we need you, I mean it, dammit. I want you to take the lead on this, if you’re willing.”


Ben leaned back in his chair and folded his hands behind his head. He was going with them. He couldn’t pretend he hadn’t known it from the second they’d rolled up.


“If I come and see what this is about, it’s not going to be like before,” Ben said. “If I don’t like what I hear or see, I walk.”


“That’s fair.”


“And if I’m the lead on something, it means I’m the lead. Agreed?”


Novak nodded his head, tracking with Ben. “You’ll be free of the usual red tape.”


“What about Harris?”


“You let me worry about him. I’ll keep him out of your way, you have my word.”


His word again. Ben met Novak’s eyes across the table, and the man didn’t flinch.


“Fine,” Ben said. He was only agreeing to a meeting, after all. “But don’t tell me we’re driving there.”


“The chopper’s not far. I didn’t want to land on your front lawn.” Novak stood. “We should move, if we’re going to make it. You still keep a go bag?”


Ben nodded once.


Novak grinned. “Figured as much.”


“Old habits,” Ben allowed.


His duffel was packed and ready, gathering dust under his bed. It contained what it always had: a few changes of clothes, three passports in different names, roughly two thousand in cash, a pair of burner cell phones, a tactical folding knife, and a loaded SIG Sauer P229 with two extra magazines.


“Grab it,” Novak said, turning toward the door. “We’ll meet you in the car.”


Novak motioned to his junior associate and left the room. Wei narrowed his eyes at Ben before following his boss.


Two minutes later, Ben was shouldering his duffel bag as he pushed through the screen door out onto the front porch.


Mary rose from her seat. “Come back in one piece, you hear me?”


They embraced. Ben descended the steps and walked to the open door of one of the waiting SUVs. He tossed the duffel inside. With one hand on the door, he took a last look around him at the little patch of Eden where he’d been raised, and where he’d spent the last year and a half. Whatever was waiting for him down in Washington, was it worth leaving all this again and jumping back into the fray?


There was only one way to find out.


Ben got into the vehicle and closed the door. As the SUVs barreled down the long rutted driveway toward the main road, he didn’t look back.
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The sudden lift of a helicopter, the swooping pitch and yaw, the chop of the blades felt as a fluttering in the solar plexus—Ben was in his element again. The big difference was the terrain below. It wasn’t the familiar sun-bleached clay of Helmand Province, or the yellow rubble of Ramadi. Instead, Ben stared down at the reflection of the late morning sun bouncing off the dark ribbon of the Potomac a thousand feet beneath him.


On the seat opposite Ben, facing him, sat Novak and Wei. Novak addressed Ben through the noise-dampening headset he wore.


“Whatever you’re thinking this is about,” Novak said, “I can tell you you’re wrong.”


Ben shrugged, but the question ate at him: What was important enough to track him down at his mom’s place in Vermont? And why did it have to be him, specifically? Sure, Ben had distinguished himself in the field, but he’d also proven to be a thorn in the side of every higher-up who’d ever had the displeasure of trying to manage him. Novak included.


“Whatever it is,” Ben said, “I’m confident the CIA will find a way to make it worse.”


Wei glared at Ben. “You know, everything I’ve heard out of you this morning tells me that the director is right. A man like you doesn’t belong here.”


Ben felt the warm flush of adrenaline. “A man like me?”


“A traitor to the Agency,” Wei said.


Novak shot his underling a look. “That’s enough.”


Ben leaned toward Wei. “Now would be a good time to stop talking about topics you don’t know anything about,” he said. “I’d hate to get blood on that nice white shirt of yours.”


Ben wasn’t bluffing; he had nothing to lose. Wei held Ben’s gaze for a few seconds, then snorted and looked away. Ben sat back in his seat.


They began to lose altitude. The helicopter made a broad bank to the right, revealing the long, clogged avenues of Washington, D.C. Their destination came into view: the White House.


During his decade with the Agency, Ben had never set foot in the building where his orders ultimately issued from. Now, descending on the place from above, it appeared almost comically small on its patch of grass, its flagpoles like toothpicks. Ben bristled at the thought that a single resident of one little house controlled so many lives across vast swaths of the world. Such a concentration of power, Ben had learned the hard way, was how monsters were made.


No one said another word as they descended to the ground, no comment about how exceptional it was to have permission to land here. The skids of the helicopter touched down on the grass, and a huddle of Secret Service members, suited and wearing their telltale coiled earpieces, rushed to slide open the side hatch. The humid late-July heat poured into the cool cabin.


Ben leaped out of the chopper. Above him, the rotors cut the air with deafening thunder. Ben smiled to himself as he watched Wei jog from the chopper in a rookie crouch, though the Huey’s blades were nearly fifteen feet off the ground. As Ben and Novak walked away from the aircraft, Ben took in his surroundings. On the ground, it was hard not to be at least a little impressed to be standing on the famous South Lawn, steps from the Rose Garden and the White House’s southern colonnade.


Two high-ranking officers stood a ways off from the landing pad, a black woman and a white man, both in green and khaki, festooned with pins, ribbons, and medals. Powerful Marines with chest candy galore.


The officers exchanged nods with Novak. The woman gave Ben a grim smile and held out her hand. She called out over the whir of the chopper blades, “Mr. Zolstra, I’m Lieutenant General Moore.”


They shook hands as Ben wished her a good morning.


Ben didn’t need an introduction to the distinguished-looking man at Moore’s side. He recognized the bushy, gray eyebrows, with the gray mustache to match. The reputation of this old-guard walrus of a man preceded him.


“General Walsh,” Ben said, extending a hand. “I’ve been an admirer of your approach with the Kurds. That’s the kind of smart power the military needs more of.”


The general trained his gaze on Ben, looked him up and down, turned to Moore, and said, “Let’s hope this wasn’t a mistake.”


Walsh pivoted on his heels and started walking up the gravel path that led to the West Wing. Moore motioned for Ben to follow her, then did the same. Wei, too junior for the meeting, remained outside.


Ben followed as the uniformed brass led him past the outside of the Oval Office—curtains drawn tight—and through a side door. They moved down a series of identical beige corridors. Depictions of the building from movies and TV had prepared Ben for halls crowded with young interns, their eyes sunken with exhaustion, sleeves rolled up, hands filled with manila folders. But the place was eerily empty.


They rounded a final corner and came to a door flanked by two stone-faced Secret Service agents. The agents stepped aside, and Ben followed his welcome party into a dark and windowless room. As his eyes adjusted, he saw that a long table took up most of the space. Around it sat a sober array of men and women in dress uniforms and dark suits, all of whom turned to see who had arrived. Ben thought what an alien figure he must make to be entering this place in his beat-up boots, grass-stained jeans, and loose, untucked shirt.


Three hours ago I was patching up a barn, Ben thought, and now I’m in the White House Situation Room, surrounded by some of the most powerful decision makers in the country. It wasn’t what he’d bargained for over his morning coffee.


“Take a seat, Mr. Zolstra,” said a man in a charcoal suit, with a thin comb-over.


Novak had already sat, and Ben lowered himself into the leather chair next to him, scanning the faces of the assembled group for some small clue as to what the hell he was doing there. What he saw on the expressions of those around him was not encouraging. These people, for all their rank and their toughness, looked terrified.


The same man cleared his throat and spoke again. “Now that we’re all present . . . welcome, ladies and gentlemen.” His voice was hoarse, tired. “I think there are enough of us from different departments that quick introductions might be in order. I’m George Torozian, the president’s national security advisor.”


He turned to the white-haired woman in the burgundy blazer next to him. “Meg Byrne,” she said with a curt nod. “Director of the National Security Agency.”


As the other introductions were made, the full magnitude of Ben’s position sank in. He was in the fucking White House, and the country’s entire security apparatus was shitting its pants. What in God’s name was going on? For the first time, Ben felt the cold finger of fear run up his spine. Not debilitating fear, but the kind that sharpens the senses and prompts a person into action; the kind that demands to be conquered.


A man who had been lingering in the shadows stepped toward the table and into the light. His eyes were black pinpricks behind his wire frame glasses. He had the satisfied look of an owl that had just devoured its evening rodent.


“Bill Harris, director of the Central Intelligence Agency,” he said in a tone that told Ben there would be no further introductions.


Ben’s former boss paused to glower at him, his disapproval at Ben’s presence as clear as if he’d flipped him the bird.


“You’re all here to help us with a very unique problem,” Harris continued. “Because there are a lot of rumors flying around, and everyone’s department is working with different information, the president has asked me to bring everyone up to speed and get us all on the same page. So let’s get right to it.”


Harris nodded to Torozian, who used a remote to turn on a digital projector. A huge screen hanging on the northern wall blinked to life.


“Last night at 2100 hours,” Harris said, “the video you’re about to see was uploaded to a dark web forum called Baphomet. The video, please, Mr. Torozian.”


The video began to play.


It opened with a black woman in her late twenties on the stoop of a building, sitting slightly apart from a group of female friends.


“Come on, Mack,” one of the friends encouraged her. “Do the thing you told me about, the thing you found on Torsquare.”


The woman, Mack, waved them off.


“Shit,” one of the others said, “she probably can’t even do it again.”


The others reacted in a chorus, prodding Mack. She took the bait, standing up and tugging her sweatshirt’s hood over her loose braids. She pulled a scrap of paper from the pocket of her jeans and began to read from it.


In the grainy video, her eyes appeared to cloud over as she pronounced a series of strange, guttural sounds. The other women stood up, shouting excitedly, clutching one another’s arms, jumping in place. The camera changed position, and it became clear what they were reacting to: ten feet from Mack, a small sedan had left the pavement and was slowly rising into the air. The shot zoomed out wide and pointed up and down the street. There were no cables, cranes, or tow trucks in sight. The car rose to a height of about seven or eight feet, and in the wide shot other people on the sidewalks began to stop and point, their faces pasted with expressions of stark disbelief.


Then there came the loud blast of a truck horn, and Mack’s head snapped up, distracted. The car dropped, crashing to the asphalt in a cacophony of exploding glass and bursting tires. Mack and the others began to scatter.


The video ended.


The recessed lights of the Situation Room pinged on. The faces around the table were grim. Whatever the hell Ben was supposed to have seen of importance in that video, he’d definitely missed it.


“Who is she?” a man at the far end of the table asked.


“We don’t know yet, but the person who uploaded the video goes by the handle FarGone,” Harris said, slowly circling the long table. “Low-level DoS attacks of inconsequential corporate targets. Kid’s stuff—for now. We’re watching them.”


“Do we know how widely the video has been shared?” asked Lieutenant General Moore, the woman who had shaken Ben’s hand on the lawn.


“That is difficult to determine,” answered NSA Director Byrne. “Thus far we’ve had success keeping it off YouTube and the larger file-sharing sites. There are other videos like this, though. We’re scrubbing everything we can find, but we can’t be everywhere at once. They’ll get out. The only question is when. After that . . .” She shrugged.


“What language is she speaking?” Moore asked.


“Our linguists believe the words may be ancient Sumerian,” Torozian said. “We’re still trying to find an expert.”


“Where are we on countermeasures?” asked Walsh.


Countermeasures?


“I’m sorry,” Ben interjected as Harris was about to respond, “but what was that supposed to be?”


“I think you just saw what it was,” Torozian croaked.


“I don’t have any idea what I saw,” Ben said. “Countermeasures against what, exactly?”


“The girl’s ability, Mr. Zolstra,” Torozian said. “What she did.”


“I still don’t understand. What are you telling me? That a hacker and her friends pretended to levitate a car, and that’s the reason the most powerful people in the country are gathered here today?”


“No, Mr. Zolstra,” Walsh said, glaring at him. “We’re here because this video is not a fake.”


“Do I have to be the one to say the word?” Moore cut in. “Fine. It’s magic.”


Ben snorted, incredulous. “Really? That’s the conclusion that the best intelligence services in the world have drawn here? Not that it’s a green screen and some halfway decent CGI, but magic?”


“We’ve subjected the video to thorough analysis,” Torozian said, “and, yes, that is our conclusion.”


Ben sat back in his chair, gripping the armrests in frustration. All this pseudoscientific horseshit—telekinesis, future visions, mind reading—had been studied again and again, sometimes even by the Agency. It always added up to nothing. And the simple reason for that was what every rational person already knew: magic didn’t exist.


“We located the original Torsquare post that one of the women referred to,” Harris went on. “It went up yesterday at 1600 hours. It was a word puzzle, an easy substitution cypher. When solved, it read ‘Merlin says.’ Typing that back into the text field activated a function that opened a new window and generated the words that the woman in the video was speaking. We deleted the post, but it’s already reappearing on various sites on the dark web. There’s something else, too. Just before the puzzle appeared, someone calling himself Merlin posted this on the same forum.”


Torozian leaned over and tapped a key on a laptop. Identical screens on opposite sides of the room sprang to luminous life, showing bright green text on a deep blue background.


“ ‘Your world is about to change,’ ” Harris said, reading the text aloud. “ ‘Your certainties will be undone. Your corrupt hierarchies will die. You may destroy yourselves, but you may ultimately liberate yourselves. The choice is yours. Can you handle freedom?’ ”


Torozian spoke to the group. “As you can see, it goes on like this for a while. It’s a manifesto of sorts.”


A manifesto. About the existence of magic. The national security brass had really outdone themselves this time. Ben felt the urge to get up and walk out of the meeting.


But then something floated up from the recesses of his mind, an old Arthur C. Clarke quote. Any sufficiently advanced technology, it went, is indistinguishable from magic. It was true. Brandishing a smartphone in the Middle Ages would have probably gotten you burned at the stake.


Is that what they were dealing with here? Some kind of superadvanced tech? Ben decided to hear them out.


Harris continued. “When Merlin finally gets to the point, he mentions a series of what he calls ‘protocols’ that are going to be released in the coming days, to random sites on the dark web. He says each one will be different, and each will, and I quote, ‘challenge everything you think you know about the world.’ ”


Moore chimed in with a question. “So we’re thinking this . . . levitation spell, or whatever it is, is the first of these ‘protocols’?”


Harris nodded. “That is our current thinking. And as to your question about countermeasures, General Walsh, we already have agents working on it.”


He walked to a door at the far end of the room and rapped on it twice. It opened, and a young man entered the room, looking nervous. He stood rigid at one end of the table as Harris presented him to the group.


“This is Agent Thompson. He’s been working with the protocol since we discovered it. He isn’t the only one we’ve got on it, but he’s the best so far.” Harris sat down at the table and removed a pen from a pocket inside his coat. He set the heavy Montblanc in the center of the table, then turned to the young agent. “Go ahead, Thompson.”


Thompson’s hands, hanging at his sides, were shaking. Ben couldn’t blame him for his nerves—a guy just starting out, in a room with so many people who would happily make or break his career.


Thompson opened his mouth. Out of it came the same incantation in the same alien tongue that they’d heard in the video. Novak’s pen began to tremble on the dark wood table.


“Jesus Christ,” the woman sitting beside Torozian whispered.


Thompson said the words again. This time, the pen rose about two feet off the table. It began to traverse the table’s length like a slow, miniature missile. Ben watched as the pen passed in front of one wide-eyed senior advisor, director, or Joint Chief after another. Then the pen wobbled and took a nosedive back to the table.


Ben looked over at Thompson. The young agent’s forehead was beaded in sweat, and the underarms of his baby-blue Oxford were dark with moisture. It was clear the demonstration had cost him a tremendous amount of concentrated effort.


For a long moment, no one spoke. Ben was as speechless as any of them. Whatever it was that had just happened, no one here could explain it. That didn’t make it magic—but it did make it uncanny.


Harris dismissed Thompson, then eyed Ben. “I assume you finally understand now, Zolstra, why we are all gathered here this morning.”


“I’m beginning to.” Ben ran a hand across his stubbled chin. “You’re considering this . . . ability . . . as a new kind of weapon, is that right?” Harris raised his eyebrows, signaling him to continue. “If we follow that logic, it’s fair to conclude that this may pose any number of security risks, depending on how powerful the telekinetic ability is and how far it extends.”


Harris stood again and resumed his pacing around the table. “We believe the ability to perform these, ah, maneuvers”—he couldn’t seem to bring himself to say “magic spells”; Ben didn’t blame him—“is not equally present in all people. In fact, many of our agents have not been able to utilize the protocol at all.”


“What determines their level of ability?” Walsh countered. “And how much power can one person yield?”


“Quite frankly, we don’t know the answer to either question. That’s part of what makes the threat so troubling.”


Certain scenarios were easy enough for Ben to envision. Telekinesis would be an assassin’s dream, for one: every hit made to look like a freak accident—no weapons, no fingerprints. Planes might be yanked out of the sky by terrorists hiding safely on the ground. World leaders snatched in the middle of speeches and sent flying through the air into waiting getaway vehicles.


“So do we have any idea what the next protocol will be,” asked Byrne, “or when it will be released?”


“All we can confirm is that we do not believe it has been released yet. If it has, we haven’t located it. As to what it could be . . . it’s impossible to say. If telekinesis is real, the next protocol could be anything.”


A laugh burst from a rotund man in a navy blue pinstripe suit. “This is absolutely preposterous.”


“I don’t find anything amusing about this threat, Secretary Meyer,” Walsh said icily, “and it troubles me that you do.”


“I agree with the general,” said Harris. “This may seem harmless now, but imagine the damage that could be done if terrorists get their hands on this.”


“Or North Korea,” a woman in a naval uniform added.


“Precisely,” Harris agreed. “That cannot be allowed to happen.” He stopped directly across the table from Ben, training his hard gaze on him. He appraised Ben through his wire frame glasses. “So tell me, Zolstra, what would you do if you discovered a dangerous new technology that could easily be weaponized, and you still had no sense of its scale or scope?”


“I would learn as much as I could about it, while trying like hell to contain its spread,” Ben answered immediately. “Then I’d find its creator and make sure from now on he works for us, and only us.” Almost as an afterthought, Ben added, “And if he has a problem with that, I’d take him out.”


Novak, turning in his seat to face Ben, unrolled a wolfish grin. “You just described your own mission to a T. You’re tasked with putting together a team—of your own choosing—to do just that. Find out what we need to know. Who is Merlin? One person or many? What do they want? How can they be stopped? And what exactly is the extent of these protocols?”


Ben had to laugh at the man’s presumption. “I’m tasked? I don’t know if you got the memo, but I don’t work for you people anymore, remember?”


“How could we forget, after the way you left?” Harris growled.


“But,” Novak added, eyeing Harris sharply, “some individuals who have the ear of the president remember you differently. They remember how you were first in your cohort at the Farm. They remember a decade of intelligence gathering throughout Asia and the Middle East, running your assets like no one they’d ever seen, squeezing intel where no one else could. You knew the whole underworld of international terror, and its financiers and tacit supporters, as well as anyone.”


“Better than most, from what I heard,” Byrne chimed in.


“You kept your country safe,” Novak continued. “You worked fast, you were adaptive.”


“Thanks,” Ben said, “but I don’t need to hear my own résumé. What’s your point?”


“The point is, you’re what we need. Someone smart and experienced enough to command a field team with minimal oversight. Someone quick on the ground who can think like the enemy and anticipate their moves. You’d have access to everything, the full support and resources of the United States government. So what do you say? You in?”


Ben drummed his fingers on the arm of his chair. It was a tempting offer. Command of a handpicked team. The chance to be the first to hunt down a new kind of enemy. Unlimited funds for any supplies or operations he deemed necessary. But Ben didn’t play nice with others in the best of times; after the circumstances surrounding his departure from the CIA, how could he ever trust these people again?


“If I were to do it, I’d need someone who can really work this . . . new physics.” Ben couldn’t call it magic. That was nuts. “I’m not talking about the pen trick Thompson did, either. I need someone with real strength.”


Novak and Harris shared a look.


“You may meet that person soon,” Novak said. “We’ve got a team chasing down a solid lead as we speak.”
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After the meeting adjourned, Ben and Novak followed their Secret Service escort back out of the maze of the West Wing. Harris’s voice came booming from down the hallway behind them.


“Zolstra!”


Ben stopped. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Novak wince.


“You said you’d keep him off my ass,” Ben said, glancing at him.


“And I will,” Novak said in a half-whisper. “Just don’t say anything stupid.”


“I’ll say whatever the hell I feel like.”


“So will I,” Harris called, approaching fast. He was roughly Ben’s height, but his gaunt, pale face, long arms, and dark suit gave him the look of an undertaker. “I don’t trust you.” He jabbed a finger toward Ben. “I don’t like you. And frankly I don’t want you here. You’re here because my deputy insists, despite plenty of evidence to the contrary, that you’re the man to be put in charge of this operation.”


“Director—” Novak began.


“You don’t trust me?” Ben said. “That’s fucking rich. You fed Congress a steady diet of bullshit about our black sites in Eastern Europe for years. You said anything as long as they’d keep cutting the checks to fund your own personal Spanish Inquisition.”


“It’s called the war on terror, Zolstra,” Harris said. His voice was calm, but a vein in his neck pulsed visibly. “If you can tell me how to wage war without hurting the bad guys, I’m all ears.”


“That’s pretty easy to say when you weren’t the one in charge of the torture,” Ben retorted. “I don’t remember seeing you there in a freezing interrogation room, trying to avoid the puddles of watery shit and puke on the concrete floor from an all-night run on a hapless Afghani village idiot who just happened to be a driver for some Taliban warlord—”


Harris held up a hand. “Spare me the sob story. You knew what the job was, who these people were. If someone drives for a terrorist, guess what? They’re a fucking terrorist.”


“So screw Geneva, throw out the rule book, and just make ’em talk.”


“You’re goddamn right.” Harris nodded emphatically. “If you’re going to play against us, you’d better be ready to take your fucking medicine.”


“There’s that good ol’ American moral clarity,” Ben said, his voice heavy with sarcasm.


Harris got in his face. “If you didn’t like it, you could have walked away.”


“I did.”


The Secret Service agents watched Ben and Harris square off, looking uncertain if they should intervene.


“Oh, yes,” Harris acknowledged, “you sure did. But not before raising hell. I almost lost my job because of your little crusade against me, asshole. Jerking yourself off in Vermont, writing your letters to senators on the Committee on Foreign Relations, the Select Committee on Intelligence. I had to testify before Congress.”


Ben had wanted Americans to know what was being done in their name. But all of Harris’s testimony took place in closed session. Ben had heard about it through some contacts in the room. Nobody had cared what Harris was up to. After the terrible things he’d ordered done, and the agents he’d left traumatized for doing them, the master himself never had to answer for a damn thing.


Novak tried again to intervene. Although he was the shortest of the trio, he had the thick, wide-shouldered build of a college wrestler. He inserted himself between Ben and Harris, who were still staring at each other.


“We agreed to leave the past in the past,” Novak said to Harris. “I’ve chosen Agent Zolstra because he has the contacts and the skills to lead this team. And”—Novak turned to Ben with raised eyebrows—“I’m sure Zolstra recognizes that whether he likes it or not, if he wants to be a part of this operation, then Director Harris is in charge.”


Novak’s eyes pleaded with Ben to grant Harris at least that much deference. Ben couldn’t make himself agree even to that. The director and his methods were an indelible stain on both the intelligence community and on Ben’s own history. Still, the mission was intriguing, and Ben had to admit he already wanted back in on the action. It was all Ben could manage just to keep his mouth shut.


That seemed enough to satisfy Harris, who straightened somewhat and nodded.


“If I catch even a whiff of insubordination, you’re gone. Is that clear?”


The director didn’t wait for a response. He turned and stalked back toward the Situation Room.


“Jesus,” Novak said under his breath to Ben, shaking his head as they resumed their walk toward the waiting Secret Service agents, “you never make things easy on yourself, do you? I can already tell that before this is over, I’m going to regret going to bat for you.”


“No one asked you to.”


Novak let out a dry laugh. “Is that how they say ‘thanks’ where you come from?”


Ben ignored him, his mind already back on the mission. “How long before we know if the team was successful in capturing this secret weapon of yours?”


Novak glanced at his TAG Heuer. “I expect to hear that they’ve got her in custody any minute now.”
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Eila Mack clicked the play button on the video for what had to be the twentieth time. She’d been up since well before dawn, too excited to sleep. She dragged the timeline marker to exactly forty-eight seconds. That’s when the video version of herself said the words that started levitating the car. She watched herself pull the hood up over her braids, her typical reaction to being photographed.


On the video, Mack spoke.


Esh-ka-lam, shu-rin-mah-ka-la, nish-tah-pah-kah.


With the prodding encouragement of her friends, she had gotten lucky; it was only her second time trying to use the magic words. The first time, just about an hour before the video was shot, she’d barely managed to slide her couch forward a few feet.


Mack looked at where she’d scrawled the words onto the inside cover of one of Ray’s matchbooks from the off-track betting place. She caressed the edge of the matchbook lovingly. The rush she felt from the power of those words . . .


It was her friend Lasha who had come across the “Merlin protocol” somewhere in whatever dark corner of the internet she did her shady business in, and passed it along to Mack. Lasha was definitely involved in some secret hacker shit. Mack didn’t ask questions.


“It’s probably nothing,” Lasha had said in her email. “But I know how you like this weird stuff.”


Lasha always teased Mack about her interest in astrology, in Tarot, crystals. Mack could never quite explain that it wasn’t like she believed in all of it, it was just that she didn’t totally disbelieve. It helped sometimes to make sense of things. To understand how she’d gotten to where she was.


Or how she might get out.


Now Mack was lying on the bed with Ray’s laptop opened next to her, reading the words out loud again, in parallel with yesterday’s video of herself. She still couldn’t believe what she’d done. She’d lifted a car.


She pulled the timeline marker back to forty-eight seconds and let it play again. She turned the volume up as high as it would go and concentrated on practicing the odd, guttural sounds. She wanted to learn them by heart, to get them just right.


Esh-ka-lam, shu-rin-mah-ka-la, nish-tah-pah-kah.


And then it happened. The empty bottle of rye—the last bottle, the one she’d kept around instead of tossing it when it was finished fifty-six-days-and-counting ago, as a reminder that she was Done with That Trash—rose from the floor of the open closet. It was now floating in the air in the middle of the room.


She felt an exhilarating surge of blood through her body, and her mouth pulled back in an involuntary smile. Magic! Actual real magic. She was doing it again—and it was even easier this time.


She looked from one side of the room to the other. As she somehow sensed would happen, the bottle followed her eyes, winging effortlessly from side to side. She rolled her eyes, and the bottle made a little loop-de-loop.


Mack laughed like she hadn’t done in God knew how long. She felt warm, like she was swaddled in a two-drink buzz. She looked up, and the bottle flew toward the stained ceiling tiles. She looked down, but before she could stop it, the bottle crashed hard onto the wooden floor and shattered into pieces.


The front door opened, then banged shut. “What the fuck was that?!”


Ray. Shit. Shit.


She wasn’t even off the bed before he stormed into the room, all two hundred muscled pounds of him. Fresh off the graveyard shift he hated, Ray’s bad night was written all over his face. They were all bad nights lately. He flung his keys onto the dresser and stared down at the remnants of the bottle on the floor.


“What the fuck, Eila? I gotta come home to this?”


“I’m sorry.” She scrambled to her feet. “It was an accident. I’ll clean it up.”


She tiptoed around the glass, careful of her bare feet. She was headed to the linen closet to grab the broom, but Ray planted himself in the doorway and refused to move. She stopped a few feet from him. Out of arm’s reach.


“Is that my computer?” Ray’s question was soft, but his nostrils were flared in anger. “The computer you know is private?”


Mack didn’t speak. Sometimes it was better not to.


“I can’t even believe you. You’re lying on the bed, watching videos, drinking down your fucking bottle, while I’m working my ass off to provide for us. And you’re using my computer. Without permission. Is that what’s happening here?”


“Baby.” Mack tried to smile. A taut face helped keep the tears in place. Ray hated tears. “I only needed to—”


The blow was sudden and harsh, Ray stepping closer to jab his fist into her gut. Never in the face—he was too smart to leave marks.


She doubled over, stumbling forward. Her left foot came down on something cold and hard. She gasped as the sliver of glass opened the flesh of her heel. Her left leg buckled and she sat down hard on the floor, narrowly avoiding more glass shards.


At once, Ray was towering over her, his hand raised to strike again.


Mack squeezed her eyes shut, raised her arm in a feeble defense, and waited. Somewhere she heard the strange words of the spell, repeating on a loop, and for some reason that was deeply comforting.


The next blow never came.


“What the fuck are you doing?! How are you doing this?!”


Ray’s voice. He was scared. Ray was scared.


She opened her eyes. There was Ray, floating in the middle of the room just like the bottle had been. He was waving his arms and kicking his legs, frantic, but he was just . . . hovering there. He couldn’t move an inch.


“Put me down, bitch!”


Her mind spun. She was doing this. She was levitating a two-hundred-pound man, and it had come so naturally.


Ray starting cursing her out again.


“Just be quiet!” she shouted, needing a moment to get her bearings. She waved her arms at him, like she was pushing an invisible box forward with both hands. Ray careened backward into the wall, the air rushing out of his lungs on impact. His elbows left gaping holes in the plaster.


God, that felt good. Mack’s blood sang in her veins. She motioned Ray off the wall, and with little effort or conscious thought returned him to the center of the room, still suspended off the ground.


“What are you doing?” Ray was still catching his breath. “What the hell is this?”This was magic. This was power. She felt electric.


She leaned over and inched the glass out of her heel, inhaling sharply as she did so. She stood up. She stepped toward Ray, careful to keep the weight off her left leg. Ray flailed his arms to try to back away. He was trying to back away from her.


Mack smiled. She tasted iron in her mouth from where she’d bitten the inside of her cheek when she’d fallen. She spat a gob of blood on the floor at Ray’s feet. Ray stared warily at her like he was seeing her for the first time. Like she was a different person. Maybe she was. She sure didn’t feel like the same person she’d been before the words had come into her life.


“Baby,” Ray said. He’d stopped flailing and now just hung awkwardly in the air. He was using his nice voice. How had she ever fallen for it? “I’m sorry I did that. You know how I get about my things. Come on, now. I forgive you, you forgive me. Put me down.”


The man in front of Mack had never looked helpless before. Mean, sure. Plenty of times. Especially in the last two months since he’d gotten fired from the plant and had to start working security at the ministorage place. His temper had always been nasty, but lately it was quick, too. Helpless, though? This was something new.


She bent down and picked a large, sharp piece of glass from the floor. Holding the shard loosely, she stepped closer to Ray, who stiffened.


“Look at me, Eila.” Ray cooed the name—eye-luh—that he’d earlier barked out like a curse. Mack did look at him. She wasn’t afraid to. “Who was there for you when nobody else was? Who took care of you, baby?”


Mack hesitated. It wasn’t total bullshit. Ray had helped her. When her little brother, Nathaniel, died, she was already living in Cincinnati, far from the support of her family in Pittsburgh. She was so devastated she could hardly feed herself. Lost her job at the hospital, was about to lose her apartment. Then Ray showed up—tall, broad, and so tender—and took her in. By the time she saw what kind of man he really was, she’d burned so many bridges she had nowhere left to go. She’d been living with Ray for three years. Three foggy years spent mostly drunk and under his thumb.
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