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Gaia forced herself to stop reading for a moment. Her circulation was moving at light speed. It was too much to digest in one sitting. Too much reality flying off those old pages.

It dawned on Gaia that she was probably sitting in the exact spot where her mother had written these words. Her connection to Katia was suddenly something physical. Something palpable. Her eyes began to well up from the overflow of… something. Joy? Relief? Some kind of raw, unpurified emotion that she couldn’t even name.
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She couldn’t believes he’d let it lie dormant in her psyche for this long. The dream at the monument…

Spot the redhead

GAIA MOORE WAS JUST ABOUT READY to burn this day. As in torch it. As in press delete and erase it from memory. The entire day had been such an utter waste of time. She had already endured two inane arguments with two different teachers, three separate comments from the insufferable Friends of Heather—two declaring a “frizz alert” on her hair and one insulting her “boy-band pants,” whatever the hell that meant. And to top it all off, she had a noxious headache the size of Mount Vesuvius that was threatening to erupt at any second. Actually, to truly top it all off, there was the rest of Gaia’s life. The tragic, all too melodramatic life that always bubbled and simmered just beneath the surface, forcing her to put on a “normal” face while tiny bits of her sanity slowly chipped away and fell into the burning pit of her stomach.

Perhaps she was feeling a tad too dramatic today.

But still, she might have managed to make it home from school without completely losing it, were it not for that one rude son of a bitch—who could break the will of even the most hardened New Yorker. He was a member of that despicable club of citizens Gaia generally referred to as the urban tacklers.

Urban tacklers: those disgruntled boobs of the masses who rammed right into you on the street for no apparent reason, knocking you and your knapsack or your bag of groceries down to the ground and then moving on as if nothing at all had happened.

Gaia had always prided herself on seeing potential urban tacklers coming down the street. That idiot with a Swiss watch and a briefcase who couldn’t bother to look where he was going or that eight-foot-tall anorexic model who just had to make it to her shoot on time, even if it meant flattening some poor sucker standing between her and the cover of New York Bitch magazine. Usually Gaia was able to dodge them or else give them a slight elbow to the shoulder, sending them off in the other direction like oversized metropolitan pinballs. But today she just hadn’t been prepared.

“Oompf!” She coughed up every ounce of air in her lungs as this freight train of a man bashed her in the gut and ran her over without a single word of apology, without even breaking his stride for a moment. The apparent master of human hit-and-runs was already halfway down the block when Gaia found herself lying flat on the sidewalk, her book bag two feet ahead of her and her headache magnified by a thousand. She leapt back to her feet and swiped her bag up off the ground, giving his back the look of death. Man, was she aching to release some of today’s pent-up frustration.

“Hey!” she growled, trying to get a better look at her assailant as he neared the other corner. With his back to her, all she could see was a thin layer of graying red hair on his head and one of those old tweed sport jackets with the fake suede patches on the elbows. For an old man, he’d knocked her down with one hell of a wallop. Old or not, he still deserved a piece of Gaia’s mind.

She broke into a full run, nearly catching up with him. But when she turned the corner to follow him… he was gone. Nothing but a mass of Chanel-wearing mothers in oversized sunglasses.

He had literally disappeared.

Gaia slammed her book bag to the ground, picked it up, and then slammed it to the ground again. There was no worse sensation than the feeling of having someone knock you down in the street and then escape, leaving you completely unavenged—leaving you with nothing to do but stew in your own failure and powerlessness. She was just about ready to start pounding her own head against the building on the corner of Seventy-second and Madison when she realized…

There was something poking at her chest. Something had been stuffed in the inside pocket of her jacket. And it had not been there a minute before.

She reached under her coat and pulled out an envelope. One small tattered envelope. For Gaia Moore, it read, almost illegibly. She stared blankly at her name as her mind caught up with her rash emotions.

Wake up, Gaia. This little collision had nothing to do with street politics or having a lousy day. It hadn’t been some random crash in the street. It wasn’t an urban tackle at all. Gaia knew enough about espionage tactics to realize what had just happened. She had just been “contacted.”

Count Chocula

IT WAS ONE OF THE OLDEST TRICKS in the book. The “bump and run” or the “give and go”—probably one of the first methods of contact her father had ever taught her. When an agent needed to make contact without being spotted, this was often the cleanest method. One quick bump on the street and a message could be delivered without any detection by surveillance. Sometimes without the recipient even knowing she had received it.

Gaia darted her head from corner to corner of Madison Avenue, hoping she might spot the redhead again. But it was no use. He’d blended into the crowd within seconds of message delivery.

She turned her attention back to the envelope, staring one last time at her name in an alien scrawl before ripping it open like a starving child who’d just found the last Hershey bar on earth. She stuffed her fingers in and pulled out a medium-size postcard.

That was all that was inside. One postcard.

And the moment she saw the picture on the front cover… she felt dizzying waves of nausea overtake her entire body. She was staring at one of her least-favorite places in all of New York City. The Soldiers’ and Sailors’ Monument.

The Soldiers’ and Sailors’ Monument was a towering white stone memorial and an expansive concourse built on the edge of Manhattan’s Upper West Side, right by the Hudson River. It had been built years ago to honor all the soldiers and sailors who had died fighting the Civil War. Certainly a noble reason to erect a monument. Still, Gaia had always loathed that monument and the entire concourse surrounding it. She detested it almost irrationally, as if she had more reasons to hate it than she even knew or understood.

She had a faint memory of her father taking her there when she was a little kid. He would pick her up from her first-grade class, take her down to Soldiers’ and Sailors’ for a quick combat training session, and then drop her back off at school before lunchtime was over. God, how she’d hated every one of those lessons. Though that made absolutely no sense. She’d always loved training sessions with her father. What was it about those sessions that she hated so much?

That was the most disturbing thing of all. The not remembering. Her photographic memory never failed her. It was one of her many unexplainable gifts.

Think, Gaia. What’s the matter with you? Try to remember. Something. Anything…

She used to believe that the entire monument was still a dangerous war zone—that perhaps in the middle of the night, when all the New Yorkers had gone to sleep, full-fledged battles still took place on that concourse, replete with charging armies and explosive gunfire, blood-soaked bodies, and severed limbs.

Blood-soaked bodies…

Suddenly she was struck with an image of a blood-soaked man in a black cotton suit. He had a tortured expression on his face—some horrid combination of disbelief and anguish. Who was that man? Who the hell was she picturing?

And then it hit her. Though she almost wished it hadn’t. Her father. It was a memory of her father standing by the monument, covered in blood. But a moment more and she realized… this was not an actual event she was remembering. This was a nightmare. A very, very old recurring nightmare.

God. That dream. How could I ever forget that horrible dream?

It had haunted her every other night for close to a year when she was ten years old. The same nightmare again and again. She couldn’t believe she’d let it lie dormant in her psyche for this long. The dream at the monument…

It was always the exact same sequence of surreal events:

Her father is standing in the middle of the concourse, wearing one of his black tailored suits. In his hand he holds a gun, but he’s not aiming it outward. He has turned it toward himself.

Gaia is a few feet away from him. She is no older than five or six, dressed in her bright purple sweatshirt and matching corduroys, screaming desperately for her father to put down the gun. But her screams are ignored. Her mother is there, too, standing only inches from her father, also screaming.

Ear-shattering explosions go off all around them, from every side of the monument. Shots rain down on them from the Hudson River. It’s a war—a modern-day Civil War—and Gaia’s family is stuck in the center of the battle. Gaia struggles to get to her father before he can fire the gun at himself, but she’s immobilized. She can’t move forward no matter how violently she struggles, no matter how loudly she screams.

And then he fires. He fires bullets into his own body. His shots can barely be heard over the din of the battle as holes erupt all over his chest and arms, dark red blood shooting out of his gaping wounds in ugly rhythmic spurts…

And that was always as far as she’d gotten in the dream. She’d wake up before she could stop him from killing himself.

But this line of thinking would get her absolutely nowhere. She forced herself to shake off all those loathsome memories. This mystery agent had to have had more in mind than just pissing Gaia off and sending her down a very ugly memory lane.

She flipped the postcard over. A typewritten note was folded up and taped to the back side of it. She ripped it off the card, darting her eyes right and left for surveillance as she stepped back into the shadows of the corner building. She unfolded the yellowing piece of paper, desperate to devour every word that her mysterious urban tackler had written.

Gaia,

Do you remember this monument? It was the only time you and I ever met. Perhaps you’ve forgotten. You were quite young. If I’d seen what you saw at that age, I probably wouldn’t want to remember it, either. It’s better if you don’t remember me, anyway.

There is very little you need to know about me. I don’t work for your father, and I don’t work for your uncle. Not anymore. I am doing this for my own reasons. I am doing this because I am old. Too old. And if you have lived a life like mine, then all you have left in your old age is regret. Regret for all the heartless, selfish things you have done.

My greatest regret is what I have done to you, Gaia.

Gaia, listen to me now. This is what you must understand. Loki has been confusing you and manipulating you with nothing but lies and half-truths for so long. That is why I have contacted you.

I am here to give you the truth, Gaia. I know that “truth” has become a very relative term for you. So I have brought proof.

Proof of your past in every possible form. My organization (or rather, the one I belonged to until today) deals in information. It is an organization far more powerful and resourceful than the CIA, and let’s just say that I have “permanently borrowed” a number of very valuable files from our headquarters. I am now in possession of not only extensive photos, but also just about every piece of personal documentation pertaining to your family and your past. I have dossiers on you, your father, your uncle, even your mother. So you see, I will not need to convince you of any stories. I will simply provide you with all of this documentation—the clues. All you need to do is put the clues together, and you will learn the entire truth for yourself.

Of course, Loki has surely learned of the missing dossiers by now, and I’m quite sure that I have been slated for termination. But Loki cannot kill me if he cannot find me. So, we must do this my way. The rules are unfortunate, but they are absolute necessities:

 	I cannot be seen, and we cannot be seen together.
 	I must stay constantly mobile.
 	I can only provide you with clues that can be carried and hidden quickly.
 

Once I am absolutely sure that I have shaken Loki’s surveillance, I will inform you of a meeting place where I’ll be able to provide all the remaining materials and answers you need in full detail. But for now, we must proceed with extreme caution.

If you agree to my terms, then signal me by following up on the first clue. The choice is yours. I will wait for your answer.

Let me give you your past so you can change your future. As George Santayana once said, “Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it.”

Sherlock Holmes

THAT WAS IT. NO SIGNATURE, NO further explanation, nothing. The only other thing on the page was an illegible scribble at the bottom.

The note had momentarily overloaded Gaia’s brain. Was any of this for real? What did he mean, “It was the only time you and I ever met”? Who was he? And if Gaia had met him, then why on earth couldn’t she remember?

She slid down against the wall of the building, staring at the note in one hand and the disturbing postcard in the other. This mystery agent somehow seemed to understand her better than her father did. But what struck her even more than his understanding of her botched life was his damn near clairvoyant understanding of the cure. He was absolutely right. The only thing that could heal her now, the only thing she still allowed herself to yearn for, was the truth about her past. Maybe she could understand her mother. She had lost her so young that sometimes, no matter how much she loved her, she wasn’t sure whether she’d really known the woman at all. And she had already heard so many different stories, so many broken shards of history that never fit together. Maybe the mystery agent could finally help her to sift out the lies and put all those broken pieces together. Maybe he could tell her once and for all how everything went so terribly wrong with her parents and her uncle. Maybe he could finally tell her who the real Loki was, her uncle or her father? And God willing, maybe he could tell her, definitively and unequivocally, whether her fearlessness was engineered or just a freakish accident of nature.

The mystery agent held so many potential answers. Could he be just another unreliable manipulator like her uncle and her father? Was this just another one of Loki’s tricks? Was he there only to confuse her and fill her head with more truckloads of horse crap?

But he’d already answered that question, hadn’t he? She didn’t need to trust him. All she needed to do was examine his supposed files full of evidence. And the sooner she saw his “evidence,” the sooner she’d know whether he was a friend or a foe, whether his version of history was fact or fiction.

Good. Fine. Then it was decided. Gaia was in. She was in one hundred percent.

All she had to do was find the first clue. Which apparently was easier said than done.

She scanned every one of the sentences in his note. Maybe there was some kind of code embedded in his words….

Then she scanned the postcard itself, scouring over the picture again and the blank white space on the other side, but she found nothing.

Jesus, was he trying to avoid Loki’s surveillance or was this supposed to be some kind of ridiculous treasure hunt? Gaia was in no mood to play Sherlock Holmes. She ran through the note again until she had the ingenious idea to turn the note over.

When she saw the flip side of the note, she realized that he had not typed it on a regular piece of blank paper. He had typed it on the back of a title page from an old book. No wonder the paper was so thin and yellowed with age. It had been ripped out of a book that was probably more than twenty years old.

She examined the book’s title, printed in bold elegant letters on the center of the page:

The History of the Peloponnesian War Thucydides

Up in the top-right corner were her father’s name and the date, written neatly in his unmistakable handwriting. Tom Moore 2/15/83. The bottom of the page had been stamped by the bookstore in blurry black ink.

[image: Image]

February 15, 1983. There was something special about that date—something her father had always…

Of course. The book. Gaia was suddenly awestruck by the weathered page in her hand. She’d known there was something special about this book, and now she finally understood what it was. This was the book her father had been searching for the day he met her mother….

“The story of how young Tom met the even younger Katia,” as her father used to say. He had told Gaia the story more than a few times.

It was a cold day in February 1983. He was searching for a book for his thesis—a rare edition of none other than Thucydides—and walked into this little bookshop on Waverly. That’s when he first saw Gaia’s mother, sitting on the floor of the bookstore, surrounded by stacks of books. As the story went, all it took was for their eyes to meet and they fell in love at first sight.

For a long time Gaia believed that she would fall in love just as quickly and as simply as her parents had. That was until she got older and found out that love felt less like the story her father told and more like a story from the Bible: lots of struggles and plagues—everyone either gets punished or dies. At least in her experience. All the more reason to envy and worship her parents’ perfect love affair.

Suddenly this yellowed piece of paper had become incredibly precious to her. A page from the book that had brought her parents together. She ran the tip of her index finger gently across her father’s signature, realizing how long ago he had written it. Long before Gaia had been loaded up with heinous resentment for him. More than a year before she had even been born. Long before everything had gone so terribly and miserably wrong.

Now she understood. The mystery agent was starting her off from the very beginning. From the very first day her parents had met. And this was his first “clue.” Her heartbeat increased at an exponential rate as her eyes drifted down to the blurry stamp at the bottom of the page. The Waverly Bookshop. 16 Waverly Place.

Next stop: Greenwich Village.

History Repeating Itself

WHAT IF IT WAS GONE?

This thought hadn’t even occurred to Gaia until she’d jumped off the train at Sheridan Square. Her parents had met almost twenty years ago. What were the odds of some tiny cluttered bookshop still being at 16 Waverly?

But as she raced down the quaint little street, with its well-preserved brownstones and its well-kept trees, she discovered a tiny glass blip in her peripheral vision. She nearly fell over, slamming on her own brakes. There on her right, squeezed mercilessly between two dark town houses, down a flight of gray iron steps to the basement level, was the Waverly Bookshop. It was hidden almost completely from view by the garbage cans on the landing and the stacks of dark, aging books filling up the glass window, but it was still there.

Gaia took the iron steps in one leap and tumbled into the shop, pushing the door against a rusty jingling bell that announced her entrance.

So this was where her parents had met…. To call the shop tiny would be a little too generous. It was a shoe box.

Peering over one of the towers of books, she could see the white-haired head of the proprietor.

“Afternoon,” she heard him mutter.

“Hi,” Gaia replied, standing up on her tiptoes to see the man’s face. “Where’s the history section?”

“You’re looking at it,” he mumbled, keeping his eyes pinned to his own book as he turned the dusty page.

“Riiight,” Gaia replied, looking back toward the wall at a sea of unmarked shelves. “Um…” she began again, wondering if he would even answer two questions in a row, “do you have The History of the Peloponnesian War, by Thucydides?”

The old man’s eyes actually drifted up from his book. He stared at Gaia over the top of his glasses, which were just about to fall off the edge of his nose. “Huh…” he grunted quizzically. “You know, I just had someone in here yesterday, sold me a rare edition of Thucydides. Isn’t that amazing…? Not worth anything, though. It’s missing the title page.”

Gaia tried not to swallow her tongue with excitement. She’d picked the right clue. “Where?” she blurted, knocking two books off a stack as she leaned forward. So much for containing herself. “Where is it?”

“Third shelf up on the wall behind you,” he said.

She turned to survey the shelf. “Therman, Thilson, Thorn… Thucydides!”

She tugged the book out and dropped into a seated position against the shelf, flipping open the front cover. There was a thin strip of torn jagged paper close to the binding. She pulled the mystery agent’s note out of her bag and placed it up against the tear. The edges matched perfectly. The page had definitely been ripped out of the front of this very book. Her heart skipped as she flipped to the next page. There was a quote printed at its center.

“History repeats itself….”

—Thucydides

Again, this thing about history repeating itself. Just like the quote in his note. What was he trying to tell her? Was this supposed to be another clue? She flipped quickly through the book, looking for any other clues or clarifications, but there was nothing. If Gaia was expected to start reading through Thucydides, she would just have to shoot herself right now. She dropped the book to the floor with frustration.

But as she leaned to pick it up, she caught a glimpse of the shelf again. And that was when she saw it. There in the empty space where the book had been, peeking out from behind the row of books, was a large manila envelope.

She took out the thick padded envelope with her name once again scrawled in the center in red ballpoint ink and ripped open the top of the envelope. A small stack of handwritten pages fell into her lap.

The most gorgeous and familiar scent floated up from the parchmentlike pages. A scent that had always intoxicated her and comforted her, like rich and spicy lilacs. It was the smell of coming home after school. A real home. A home with her mother in it.

Gaia grasped the pages gently and brought them closer, letting the light shine on the smooth script handwriting. The words were written in Russian. And the handwriting was her mother’s.

Unbelievable. Somehow the mystery agent had gotten possession of authentic pages from her mother’s journal—her own private diary.

Gaia had always taken for granted that she was fluent in most of the modern languages, but at this moment she had never been so grateful for her extraordinary skills. Her mother’s own private thoughts were sitting right before her eyes… and Gaia could translate every word.

The date on the first page: February 15, 1983.

2/15/83

I wish I could find the words to describe the beauty of a glazed chocolate doughnut. I just ate two of them in about four minutes. Perhaps I have found my justification for coming to this country—Dunkin’ Donuts. The man who invented Dunkin’ Donuts should be given some kind of national award for luring impressionable young women from communist countries over to the great United States. I am not here for political asylum, Mr. President. I am here for the doughnuts. It is not your free-trade economy that interests me. It is your use of rainbow sprinkles.

I wonder how much more time I’ll spend alone in bookstores, “studying up” for a nonexistent journalism career. I mean, for God’s sake, that was the reason I came to this country. Free speech. That and the whole horrible mess back home. But I don’t know anymore about journalism—too dangerous in Russia, too uninspired here. If only my singing career would take off and I could put my dreams of becoming a journalist aside. Or maybe doughnuts are the answer…. Maybe I’ll just be known as the Russian runaway who beat the doughnut-eating world’s record in 1983.

I’m beginning to sound just like my mother. negative. I can’t help it. It wouldn’t be nearly as difficult if I weren’t so alone. I don’t understand it.

Where on earth are the quality men in this country? The ones with ideas and humor and… all right, at this point I’d settle for one without that horrible hairstyle worn by that poor guy from Flock of Seagulls….

And why are all these Russian men coming on to me lately? There have been five or six in the past two months or so. It’s so bizarre.

And even as I write this, another one has approached me. Another dim-witted Russian buffoon whom I have been ignoring for the last twenty minutes. He just pretends to look at books and then tries another line every few minutes. He’s already attempted such brilliant openers as, “That’s a lot of books you’ve got there,” and, “I’ve never seen a woman read so many books.” “Hmmm, that’s funny,” I want to say. “I’ve never seen a man with so few redeeming qualities.” But that would only encourage him.

Oh my God. Never mind the nitwit who won’t stop buzzing in my ear. The most beautiful man in New York City just walked in. Listen to you, Katia. You sound like an overexcited teenager.

Perhaps that’s because you are an overexcited teenager. Now, get your heart out of your throat and breathe. Don’t you look up and stare at him again.

No, I’m sorry. I have to look up and stare at him again.

Too Much Reality

GAIA FORCED HERSELF TO STOP reading for a moment. Her circulation was moving at light speed. It was too much to digest in one sitting. Too much reality flying off those old pages.

It dawned on Gaia that she was probably sitting in the exact spot where her mother had written these words. Her connection to Katia was suddenly something physical. Something palpable. Her eyes began to well up from the overflow of’ something. Joy? Relief? Some kind of raw, unpurified emotion that she couldn’t even name.

In fact, all these shapeless, overwhelming emotions were really just the by-products of one very simple revelation. For the first time in her life, Gaia had realized that her mother’ the person she admired more than any other and contemplated more than any other’ was just like her. The same attitude, the same frustrating combination of independence and loneliness, the same profound appreciation for the glazed chocolate doughnut. Gaia and her mother were related by more than just blood. And somehow, at least for one moment, that had made everything—Gaia’s past and present—so much lighter.

But that one revelation was just the beginning. She peered down at the thick manila envelope and realized that there was much more inside than just her mother’s journal pages.

She grabbed the open envelope and flipped it upside down as a veritable treasure trove of historical documentation fell into her lap. Leaning forward, she organized the remaining contents of the envelope: one fully equipped minidisc player, one blue binder, which she immediately recognized as a CIA transcript, and one minidisc. The disc was clearly meant to accompany the transcript and was titled:

Thomas Moore Incident Report—10/16/1990

CIA File # NIR-P4855J

Digital Transfer

The first voice she heard she couldn’t recognize. The second voice sounded like a younger George Niven; she just wasn’t sure. But the moment she heard her father’s voice through the earphones, she knew the mystery agent was absolutely for real.

CIA File #NIR-P4855J [Incident Report]

Rating: CLASSIFIED

Transcript Recorded—10/16/1990 16:55:57

Administrating: Agent John M. Kent

Reporting: Agent Thomas Moore

AGENT KENT:   Incident report, October 16, 1990, approximately 1700 hours. This is Agent John Kent administering, Agents Moore and Niven reporting.

KENT:   Tom, if you’d like a little more time’

MOORE:   No, John. I’m ready to report.

KENT:   All right, then. If you wouldn’t mind, based on today’s unexpected events, the Agency would like you to start with February 15, 1983.

MOORE:   The day I met her.

KENT:   Yes. If you wouldn’t mind.

MOORE:   Mind? I could never mind talking about that day.



1983


They could have been talking about farm equipment, and it would have been just as arrestingly intense.

Dudley Do-Right student

TOM STOOD ON THE CORNER OF Waverly and Sixth Avenue and double-checked the address on the business card. 16 Waverly. Where on earth was 16 Waverly? He’d walked down Waverly Place hundreds of times before, and there was no Waverly Bookshop, he was sure of it. He scanned an entire 360-degree radius and forced himself to walk east. Tick-tock, Tom. Wasting time…

This was simply not what he should be doing, and he knew it. No offense to the academic community, but Tom’s knowledge of history and historiography had already surpassed that of most of his professors, and the thought of having to defend his thesis to those hypocritical nimrods was wearing extremely thin. He had already suffered through two inane arguments this morning with two different professors who’d failed to credit him in recent publications, and it was all getting so pointless. So painstakingly tedious. Such a waste of time.

No… that wasn’t it. That wasn’t it at all. Never lie, Tom. Especially not to yourself. The truth was, his frustration had nothing to do with his professors. The only person he was truly frustrated with was himself.

The complete paralysis of Tom’s life was no one’s fault but his own.

Fact: His brother was already a full-fledged agent, and they were the exact same age. They were twins, for God’s sake, so what the hell was Tom’s problem? That was the question. They were supposed to be working together—Tom and Oliver, in the Agency, together. That had always been the plan. But here Tom was, looking for some obscure book for a useless graduate thesis, while Oliver was already out there on the front lines doing the one and only thing Tom wanted to do. The thing he was born to do: be an agent. He knew it with every ounce of his being, even if Agent Rodriguez couldn’t see it. Which, obviously, he couldn’t.

The thing was, as far as Tom was concerned, he was already an agent. He dressed like an agent: suits that blended into the background. He stayed fit like an agent: three hours a day of martial arts training (karate, jujitsu, aikido, t’ai chi, muay thai). He studied like an agent: modern and ancient languages, international policy, mathematical properties, encoding and code breaking. But most important, he had trained himself to think like an agent.

It was a skill—a trick he did with his eyes. He could look everywhere, notice everything, and people couldn’t see him doing it. He could walk down Waverly Place right now, pissed and frustrated as hell, yet still looking like nothing other than a young fresh-faced kid, drinking in the clear winter air without a care in the world. But he was actually seeing everything. The car with the missing hubcap. The license plate of that car (Connecticut; badly bolted in). The woman shivering slightly in the cement doorway of the shabby apartment building. She was waiting for someone. He could tell by the anxious wrinkles in her forehead and the way she flicked her cigarette. She’d never remember seeing Tom, but two days from now, he would still remember her. That was the art of spying. And Tom had damn near mastered it, whether Rodriguez understood that or not.

God, who am I kidding? Tom scolded himself. That’s just a game. I’m just playing a kid’s game. He could play “spy boy” to his heart’s content, but it would do nothing to mask the simple truth.

He was, in fact, so green that he’d nearly walked right by the Waverly Bookshop twice. Oh, yeah, Tommy. You’ve mastered the art, all right. Yes, the bookstore did in fact exist, though in Tom’s defense, situated on the basement level, blocked off by garbage cans on the landing and featuring a dirty glass window, it would be easily missed by anyone.

Tom froze on the landing. He’d trudged down all this way just to get this one book, but now that he’d finally reached his pointless destination… he wasn’t even sure he wanted to go in. Did he really want yet another book for a thesis he didn’t even want to finish? A book recommended to him by an agent who thought he was nothing more than an eggheaded academic? No. No, he certainly did not.
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