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      Tuesday, September 7th, 2010, 11:24 p.m.

      Washington, D.C.
    


    
      

    


    
      “Okay, Commander,” Boyle said. “We’re clear.”
    


    
      Steve Day stepped out into the muggy autumn night from the cooler air-conditioned restaurant, surrounded still by the wonderful odors of exquisite Italian cooking. Already on the sidewalk, Boyle, Day’s chief bodyguard, spoke into his link. The limo was there, but Boyle was a very careful young man, one of the FBI’s finest. Only after he spoke did the limo’s electrically locked rear door click open. The whole time, Boyle looked everywhere but at Day.
    


    
      Day nodded at the driver, the new guy. Larry? Lou? Something like that. As he slid across the cloned-leather seat, he was feeling pretty good. Nothing like a seven-course meal and three kinds of excellent wine to put a man in a good mood. Umberto’s was new, but it was at least a four-star eatery—or would be as soon as somebody got around to ranking it, though Day hoped that wouldn’t be anytime soon. It never failed. As soon as he found a new out-of-the-way place with decent food, it was quickly “discovered” and reservations were impossible to get.
    


    
      True, he was the Commander of the recently established Net Force, still the flavor of the month in Washington power circles, but that didn’t cut much ice when rich Senators or even richer foreign diplomats were in line ahead of you. Even restaurant owners in this town knew which backsides to kiss first, and top of the list sure wasn’t a political appointee as far down the food chain as Day was. For now, anyway.
    


    
      Still, the meal had been great: al dente pasta and artery-clogging sauce and shrimp, and salad and palate-cleansing ices. Day was both pleasantly full and slightly tipsy. Good thing he didn’t have to drive.
    


    
      His virgil cheeped at him.
    


    
      Boyle slid in next to Day, closed the door, then tapped on the bullet-proof Lexan partition with one knuckle.
    


    
      The driver started the car as Day unclipped the virgil from his belt and looked at it.
    


    
      His Virtual Global Interface Link—virgil for short—had a flashing telephone icon in the upper right corner of the small LCD screen. He touched the icon and a number blinked onto the screen. Marilyn, calling from home. He looked at the timesig. Just after eleven. She must have gotten back from her DAR meeting early. Those gab sessions usually ran past midnight. He grinned, tapped the phone number twice and waited for the connection.
    


    
      Not much bigger than a pack of cigarettes—he’d giventhoseup twenty years ago, but he hadn’t forgotten how big a pack was—the virgil was a terrific toy. It was a computer, a GPS unit, phone, clock, radio, TV, modem, credit card, camera, scanner and even a little weavewire fax, all in one. The GPS could tell you where you were anywhere on the planet—and because he was a ranking FBI officer, it didn’t have the fudge-factor that commercial civilian units came with, so it was accurate to within five meters. You could link to anybody with a phone or computer, via a scrambled hyperdigital channel so dense they called it a pipe and that would take an expert codebreaker a month of Sundays to tap into. This particular unit would, with the proper code, allow Day to access the FBI and Net Force mainframe DNAs, with their vast information stores. Had he been so inclined, Day could have grabbed a pinch of the powdered sugar that came on the cheesecake he’d had for dessert, dusted a fingerprint left on a plate by his waiter and had it checked, ID’d, and a full history on the man back to him before he’d finished eating.
    


    
      It was great living here in the future, a mere decade after the turn of the century. If 2010 had such wonders, what might it look like in another twenty or thirty years? He was looking forward to finding out, and with advances in medicine, he could pretty much expect to do so.
    


    
      The virgil’s speaker said, “Hi, Steve.”
    


    
      “Hi, Marilyn. What’s up?”
    


    
      “Nothing much. We got done early. I was just wondering if you might want a late supper.”
    


    
      He grinned at the virgil. He didn’t have his camera on, so she couldn’t see the smile. “I just left Umberto’s,” he said. “I think I’ll pass on eating for the next couple of weeks.”
    


    
      She laughed. “I understand. You coming home?”
    


    
      “On the way.”
    


    
      He had a condo in the city, but most nights he tried to get across the river and to the house. The kids were grown, but Marilyn and the dog still liked to see him now and again.
    


    
      He tapped the virgil and re-clipped it to his belt, which needed a little attention. He loosened the buckle a couple of holes and slid the Galco paddle holster with his SIG .40 around toward the front a little so it wouldn’t dig into his right hip. He could have carried one of the new-model wireless KTs—kick-tasers—that were supposed to be better than a gun, but he didn’t really trust them. Yes, he was a political appointee for the current job, but he’d been in the field a long time to earn the spot. He trusted his old-fashioned pistol.
    


    
      Moving the gun helped. While he was at it, he undid the Velcro on his Kevlar vest’s side panels and re-tabbed them a little looser, too.
    


    
      Next to him, Boyle fought to keep his grin under control.
    


    
      Day shook his head. “Easy for you to laugh. You’re what—thirty? Still bulking up at the gym three or four times a week, right? Us fat old desk jockeys don’t have time to stay in shape.”
    


    
      Not that he wasthatmuch out of shape. Five-eight, maybe 190? He could drop a few pounds, but hey, he was fifty-two last June and he was entitled to carry a little extra baggage. He’d earned it.
    


    
      They were on the narrow street behind the new projects, the shortcut toward the expressway. It was a dark and dreary part of town, with streetlights broken out and dead, stripped cars lining the road. Another of the instant slums, going down fast even before the original paint had dried. In his opinion, the current welfare philosophy needed major work; of course, it always had. Though things were getting better, the future still had a way to go to pick up all of its passengers. There were streets in D.C. he wouldn’t walk alone after dark; gun, vest, and virgil notwithstanding. An armored limo made him feel a little more secure—
    


    
      There came a terrific bang, a flash that strobed the limo’s interior a sudden bright orange. The car rocked up on the driver’s side, hung for what seemed like forever on two wheels, then fell back and hit the street hard.
    


    
      “What the hell?”
    


    
      Boyle already had his pistol out as the limo fishtailed, slewed and slammed into a streetlight post. The post was fiberglass. It snapped off at bumper level and fell on the limo, spraying shattered glass in a tinkly rain upon the car’s trunk.
    


    
      Day saw a bulky man in black run toward the car from out of the sticky night. The man wore a watch cap pulled low but not covering his face. He had blond hair, a scar running through his right eyebrow. He was smiling.
    


    
      Day thought he caught a flash of movement at the rear of the limo, but when he looked, he didn’t see anything.
    


    
      “Go!” Boyle yelled. “Go, go!”
    


    
      The driver tried. The engine roared, the wheels screeched, but the car didn’t move. The stench of burning rubber filled the car.
    


    
      Day thumbed the emergency scramble button on the virgil, and was already reaching for his own pistol when the man in black reached the limo and slapped something on the door. Whatever it was thunked metallically. The man turned and sprinted away, back into the darkness—
    


    
      “Ou!” Boyle screamed. “He’s stuck a limpet on the door! Out!”
    


    
      Day grabbed the door handle on the driver’s side, jerked it up, dove out and hit the ground in a sloppy shoulder roll.
    


    
      There came the repetitive bark of a submachine gun, followed by thespang! spang! spang!of jacketed teeth chewing at the wounded limo.
    


    
      Day rolled again, looking for cover. Nothing. Nowhere to hide!
    


    
      He glanced back at the car. Saw and felt time become mired in heaviness. Boyle exited the car, gun working, tongues of orange fire stabbing into the dark, but it was like a slow-motion scene in a movie.
    


    
      Boyle jerked as the small-arms fire beat at him, slammed into his torso.
    


    
      In a small corner of his mind, Day knew that most sub-machine guns used pistol ammunition and that the vests he and Boyle both wore would stop any handgun round. As long as they didn’t—
    


    
      —blood and brain matter sprayed from the side of Boyle’s temple as a bullet exited there—
    


    
      —as long as they didn’t think to shoot for the head!
    


    
      Damn, damn! What was going on? Who were these people?
    


    
      In the limo, the driver kept trying to pull away, the roar of the engine continuing. Day could smell the exhaust, the burned tires—he could smell his own fear, too, sharp, sour, overwhelming.
    


    
      The mine attached to the rear door of the limo went off—blam!
    


    
      All the glass in the limo blew out. It sleeted in all directions—some of it hit Day, but he was only dimly aware of it touching him.
    


    
      The car’s roof peeled up a little in the back, leaving a fist-sized gap. Smoke, bitter and acrid, washed over him in a hot wave.
    


    
      The driver hung partway out of his window, boneless.
    


    
      Dead. The driver and Boyle were both dead. Help would be coming, but he couldn’t wait for it—if he did, he would be dead, too.
    


    
      Day came up, took two or three quick steps, jinked right for two more steps, then cut left. Broken-field, came back to him from football in high school thirty-five years ago.
    


    
      Gunfire tried to catch him, but failed to connect solidly. A bullet tugged at his jacket, punched through under his left arm. He felt a sense of outrage. The goddamned jacket was Hong Kong silk, it had cost him six hundred dollars!
    


    
      Another round smashed into his chest, right over the heart. He’d never worn the titanium trauma plate, had just used a trifold of Kevlar stuffed down in the trauma pocket over the heart like a lot of agents did, and the impact hurt like a bastard! Like he’d been hit with a hammer, right on the sternum! Damn!
    


    
      But it didn’t matter. He was up, he was moving—
    


    
      A black figure appeared in front of him, waving a flashing Uzi. Even in the night and murk of his fear, Day saw the man wore bulky combat armor under his black jacket. Day had been taught to shoot to the center of mass first, but that wouldn’t do now, no, no, the SIG .40 wouldn’t hurt the attacker that way any more than the Uzi’s 9mm’s were hurtinghim!
    


    
      Still running, Day lifted the SIG, lined the glowing tritium dot of the front sight on the man’s nose. Day’s vision tunneled—all he could see was the face. The green night-sight dot bounced around, but he squeezed off three shots as fast as he could pull the trigger.
    


    
      The armored attacker dropped as if his legs had vanished.
    


    
      All right! All right! He had taken one of them out, he had created a hole, it was just like in football when he’d been the quarterback so long ago.
    


    
      Now,go through the hole,fast,head for the goal line!
    


    
      He caught motion peripherally, glanced to his left, and saw another man, also in black. The man held a pistol in two hands. He was as still as a painting. He looked as if he were at the range, ready to practice.
    


    
      Day felt his bowels clench. He wanted to run, shoot, defecate, all at the same instant. Whoever these guys were, they were professionals. This wasn’t any street gang looking for somebody’s wallet. This was a hit, an assassination, and they were good—
    


    
      It was his final thought.
    


    
      The bullet hit him between the eyes and took away everything else he might ever think.
    


    
      

    


    
      In the backseat of the Volvo station wagon, Mikhayl Ruzhyó looked into the cargo compartment behind him at the body of Nicholas Papirósa. The body lay on its side, covered with a blanket, and the smell of death seeped into the air despite the covering. Ruzhyó sighed, shook his head. Poor Nicholas. It had been hoped there would be no casualties—it was always hoped to be so—but the fat American had not been as old and slow as expected. They had underestimated him—an error. Of course, it had been Nicholas who had been responsible for the intelligence about the FBI Commander, so perhaps it was fitting that he was the only casualty. Still, Ruzhyó would miss him. They went back a long way, to the days in the Foreign Intelligence Service, the SRV. Fifteen years. A lifetime in this business.
    


    
      Tomorrow would have been Nicholas’s birthday; he would have been forty-two.
    


    
      In the front seat, Winters, the American, drove, and Grigory Zmeyá rode in the passenger seat, mumbling to himself in Russian.
    


    
      Their last names—even Winters—were not those bestowed upon them by their fathers. They were jokes. Ruzhyó meant “rifle.” Nicholas had named himself “cigarette.” Grigory called himself after the Russian word for “snake.”
    


    
      Ruzhyó sighed again. Done was done. Nicholas was dead, but so was the target. The loss was therefore acceptable.
    


    
      “You doin’ okay back there, hoss?” the American said.
    


    
      “I am fine.”
    


    
      “Just checkin’.”
    


    
      The American had said he was from Texas, and either he was or his accent was a passable fake.
    


    
      Ruzhyó looked down at the pistol on the seat next to him, the one with which he had killed the man who had killed Nicholas. It was a Beretta 9mm, an Italian weapon. It was a fine piece of machinery, well made, but it was also big, heavy, with too much recoil, too much noise, too much bullet for Ruzhyó’s taste. When he had beenspetsnazand involved inmokrie dela—wet affairs—he had carried a little PSM, a 5.45mm pistol. The round it fired had been perhaps half as large as those in the Italian gun, and the weapon itself was much smaller than this piece. True, he’d had the armorer tune it for him; but still, it had always been sufficient to do the job. It had never let him down. He would have preferred that weapon to this one, but of course, that would not do. This had to look as if the killing was by someone inside this country, and a Russian assassin’s weapon would ring enough alarms to raise the dead man. The Americans were not altogether stupid in these matters.
    


    
      He frowned at the Beretta. The Americans had this obsession with size; to them, bigger was always better. Their policemen would sometimes empty handguns containing eighteen or twenty high-powered and large-caliber rounds at their criminals, missing each time, what they called “spray-and-pray.” They did not seem to understand that a single shot from a small-caliber weapon in the hands of an expert was much more effective than a magazine full of elephant-killing bullets in the hands of an untrained idiot—as many of the American policemen seemed to be. The Jews knew this. The Israeli Mossad still routinely carried .22’s, weapons that fired the smallest commercially available rounds. And everybody knew Mossad was not to be taken lightly.
    


    
      But at least the FBI man had died well. He had taken one of them with him and that had been unexpected. He had hit Nicholas three times in the head. Once might have been an accident; thrice, certainly by intent. He had seen the body armor, known what it was, shot for the head. Had he been a bit faster, he might have gotten clear of the initial attack.
    


    
      In the front seat, the Snake muttered something, loud enough for Ruzhyó to hear. He gritted his teeth. Ruzhyó did not like Grigory the Snake. The man had been in the army in 1995, one of the units that had stomped into Ruzhyó’s homeland of Chechnya to kill and rape. Yes, yes, Grigory had been a soldier, just following his orders, and yes, this mission was more important in the long run than any grudges Ruzhyó might have against the Snake, so he would endure the man. But perhaps one of these days, the Snake would speak of his beautiful Medal for Action in Chechnya once too often, and if that day came near enough to the end of the mission so he would not be vital, Grigory Zmeyá would go to join his ancestors. And Ruzhyó would smile while he throttled the stupid oaf.
    


    
      Not today, however. There was still much to be done, bridges to be crossed, objectives to be achieved, and the Snake was still necessary.
    


    
      Which was lucky for him.
    


    
      

    


    
      Alexander Michaels was only half asleep when the small monitor on the nightstand next to his bed lit. He felt the pressure of the light against his closed lids, and rolled toward the source and opened his eyes.
    


    
      The screen’s blue Net Force background came up and the computer’s vox said, “Alex? We have a priority-one com.”
    


    
      Michaels blinked, and frowned at the timesig on the monitor’s upper right corner. Just past midnight. He wasn’t awake. What—?
    


    
      “Alex? We have a priority-one com.”
    


    
      The computer’s voice was throaty, sexy, feminine. No matter what it said, it always sounded as if it were asking you to go to bed with it. The personality module, including the vox program, had been programmed by Jay Gridley, and the voice he’d chosen for it was, Michaels knew, a joke. Jay was a great tech, but a better cook than he was a comedian, and while Michaels found the vox irritating, damned if he would give the kid the satisfaction of asking him to change it.
    


    
      The Deputy Commander of Net Force rubbed at his face, combed his short hair back with his fingers, and sat up. The small motion-sensitive cam mounted on the top of the monitor tracked him. The unit was programmed to send visuals unless he told it otherwise. “All right, I’m up. Connect com.”
    


    
      The voxax—voice-activated—system obeyed his command. The screen flowered, and the somewhat-harried face of Assistant Deputy Commander Antonella Fiorella appeared. She looked more alert than he felt, but then she had the graveyard watch this week, so she was supposed to be alert.
    


    
      “Sorry to wake you, Alex.”
    


    
      “No problem, Toni. What’s up?” She wouldn’t be calling him if it wasn’t vital.
    


    
      “Somebody just assassinated Commander Day.”
    


    
      “What!?”
    


    
      “His virgil sent out an alert. D.C. PD rolled on it. Time anybody got there, Day, his bodyguard Boyle and the limo driver, Louis Harvey, were all dead. Bombs and submachine guns, looks like. Maybe twenty minutes ago.”
    


    
      Michaels said a word he seldom used in mixed company.
    


    
      “Yeah,” Toni said. “And the horse it rode in on, too.”
    


    
      “I’m on my way.”
    


    
      “Virgil’s got the address.” A short pause. “Alex? Don’t forget the assassination protocols.”
    


    
      She didn’t need to remind him of that, but he nodded. In the event of an attack on a senior federal official, all members of that unit had to assume it might not be the only attack planned. “I copy that. Discom.”
    


    
      His assistant’s image vanished, leaving the Net Force blue screen. He slid off the bed and started pulling on his clothes.
    


    
      Steve Day was dead? Damn.
    


    
      Damn.
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    Wednesday, September 8th, 12:47 a.m.

  


  
    Washington, D.C.
  


  
    

  


  
    Red and blue lights from the D.C. police patrol cars strobed the street with primary carnival colors, an effect appropriate to the circus of activity now going on. It was pushing one in the morning, but there were dozens of people lining the road, held back by police officers and bright plastic crime-scene tape. More curious onlookers peered down from nearby buildings. There was something to see, too, what with the blasted limo, the litter of shell casings, the three bodies.
  


  
    It was a bad neighborhood to die in, Toni Fiorella thought. But then, when you got right down to it, any neighborhood was a bad one to die in when death came from a hard and sudden sleet of submachine-gun fire.
  


  


  
    "Agent Fiorella?"
  


  
    Toni blinked away her thoughts on mortality and looked at the police captain, who had, judging by the size and shape of his sleep-wrinkles, been roused from his bed. He was an easy fifty, nearly bald, and certainly, at this moment, a most unhappy man. Dead federal agents in your yard, on your watch, were bad things to wake up to. Real bad.
  


  


  
    "Yes?"
  


  
    "My men have come back from their initial canvass."
  


  


  
    Toni nodded. "Let me guess. Nobody saw anything."
  


  
    "You should go into law enforcement," the captain said. His voice was sour. "You have an eye for detail."
  


  


  
    "Somebody in this crowd must have outstanding warrants for something," Toni said. She waved one arm in accusatory benediction.
  


  
    The captain nodded. He knew the drill. When a cop was killed, it didn't matter if he was local, state or federal, you did what you had to do to find whoever did it. Squeezing some low-life drug dealer or even a citizen with too many parking tickets for information was penny-ante stuff. Whatever it took. You did not let cop-killers slide.
  


  


  
    Toni looked up, and saw the new Chrysler town car glide to a stop just outside the police barricade. Two men, the bodyguard and the driver, got out first and scanned the crowd. The bodyguard nodded at the passenger in back.
  


  
    Alex Michaels alighted, saw Toni and headed for her. He held his badge case up, and was waved through by the cops blocking the street.
  


  


  
    Toni felt that mixed rush of emotion she always felt whenever she saw Alex for the first time on any given day. Even in the middle of all this carnage, there was a certain amount of joy, of admiration, even of love.
  


  
    Alex's expression was not grim, but as he habitually wore it, neutral. He didn't let himself show that he felt such things, even though she knew it had to be causing him great pain. Steve Day had been his mentor and his friend; his death must be stabbing deep into Alex's heart, though he would never let on, even to her.
  


  


  
    Maybe even especially to her . . .
  


  
    "Toni."
  


  


  
    "Alex."
  


  
    They didn't speak as they toured the murder scene. He squatted and examined Steve Day's body. She caught a flash of tightness in his face, a quick flex of jaw muscles as he looked at Day. Nothing more.
  


  


  
    He rose, moved to the limo and looked at the other dead agents and the ruined auto. FBI and local police agents still circled around with light bars and videocams, covering the entire street. Forensic techs drew circles around each of the spent shells on the street and sidewalk, noting the location of each empty hull before they bagged it. Somebody would do the super-glue steam on those shells, the fine mist of cyanoacrylate ester that could, when done properly, find a fingerprint on a sheet of toilet paper; and they would do the biological-activity scan that could find a germ in an ocean. But Toni figured that coming up with useful prints or DNA residues wasn't going to be likely. It was almost never that easy. Especially on something as well planned as this obviously had been.
  


  
    After he'd gotten as good a look as he wanted, Alex turned to her. "Okay. Lay it out."
  


  


  
    "As nearly as we can tell so far, it was an assassination, Commander Day the target. A bomb under a manhole cover kicked the limo into a light pole. The door in the rear was blown open--probably a marine limpet of some kind--and the passengers were cut down by several attackers. From the ejected brass patterns, there were three or more shooters. Porter will run the ballistics stuff, but he's pretty sure from what he's already seen they were using 9mm's, at least a couple of submachine guns, and one handgun."
  


  
    She kept her voice level, as if talking about sports stats. She came from a family of expressive Bronx Italians who wore their hearts on their sleeves and who laughed hard or cried hard as needed. It was tough to keep the emotion from her words--she'd liked Steve Day and his wife--but it was her job.
  


  


  
    "Boyle and Day both returned fire. Boyle managed to get off twelve rounds, Day three. Porter has come up with a couple of deformed handgun slugs found on the street whose impact shapes indicated they hit something harder than Kevlar and bounced off. He'll have to run the nose prints to be certain, but--"
  


  
    Alex cut her off. "The assassins wore armor, probably military-grade ceramic or spider-silk plate. What else?"
  


  


  
    "Over here."
  


  
    She led him to a spot behind Day's body. The coroner's people were bagging the corpse, but Alex didn't spare them or his friend a glance; he was all business now. "Day's brass was found there, there, and over there." She pointed at small chalk circles a few meters apart on the street. She moved a couple of steps, and pointed at the street again. "There's a small, congealed blood ooze, right there, and a spray pattern of blood and brain tissue angled that way, behind the blood," she said. She waited, knowing he would make the connection.
  


  


  
    He made it. "Somebody tagged one of the assassins, despite the armor," Alex said. "Day would have known to shoot for the head. But the killers took the body."
  


  
    "D.C. Police have set up roadblocks."
  


  


  
    He waved this off. "This was a professional hit. The shooters won't get caught in a roadblock. What else?"
  


  
    She shook her head. "Until we get the lab work, I'm afraid that's about it. No witnesses have come forth. I'm sorry, Alex."
  


  


  
    He nodded. "All right. Steve--Commander Day--ran Organized Crime for a long time. Crank up the system, Toni. I want to know everything about everybody Day ever talked to in his tenure at OC, anybody who had a grudge. And anything current we are working on. This looks like a New Mafia operation, it's their style, but we don't want to overlook anything."
  


  
    "I've already got teams on it," she said. "Jay Gridley is running the system stuff."
  


  


  
    "Good."
  


  
    He stared at the street, but his eyes were focused on something a million miles past it.
  


  


  
    She wanted to reach out, to put her hand on his arm, to help him carry the sudden load of pain she knew he shouldered, but she held her ground. It would not be appropriate here and now, she knew, and she did not want him to close that door, to turn away from her if she offered comfort. He was a good man, but he kept himself bottled up, never let anybody get too close. If she was ever going to slip past his iron wall, it would have to be with the greatest of care and subtlety. And, she knew on some level, it would be unfair to use the death of his friend to do it.
  


  
    "I'll go with Porter to the lab," she said.
  


  


  
    He nodded, but otherwise did not respond.
  


  


  
    

  


  
    Michaels stood in the middle of a run-down street in the middle of a run-down night, beset with the stink of burned gunpowder, hot camera lights and death, the sounds of police radios and working investigators, the buzz of onlookers held at bay by bored street cops. In the background in the distance, the whine of a maglev passenger train passing at speed, dopplering its way toward Baltimore.
  


  
    Steve Day was dead.
  


  


  
    It hadn't really sunk in yet. He'd seen the body, seen that the light behind Day's eyes was gone, leaving nothing but a shell, a hollow form where nobody lived any longer. Intellectually, he knew it, but emotionally, he was numb. He'd known other people who had died, some of them close to him. The reality of it never became true until days, weeks, months later, when you realized they were never going to call or write or laugh or show up at your door with a bottle of champagne again.
  


  
    Dammit, somebody had put out a good man's lights, snuffed him like a blown-out match, and all Alex Michaels was left with at this moment was the heat of his own anger. Whoever had done it was going to pay--he was going to make it happen if it was the last thing he ever did!
  


  


  
    He sighed. There was nothing else to be done here. The killers would be a long way away by now, and all the door-knocking and witness-interviewing wouldn't turn up anything immediately useful. The shooters weren't hiding in one of the run-down buildings, and even with a photographically accurate description of the assassins, it wouldn't do the investigators much good--they wouldn't be locals. The public didn't know it, but professional killers seldom got caught. Nine out of ten icemen who were caught were turned in by the people who'd hired them, and Michaels didn't see that as very likely in a high-profile operation such as this. Those responsible would know the authorities would not be satisfied merely with locking up triggermen. Nobody would be giving up anybody in this kind of deal. If this was a mob job and the bosses got nervous, the shooters would likely disappear into a lime pit two kilometers past the end of the road in Nowhere, Mississippi. And maybe the guys who shot them would go away, too.
  


  
    Net Force had access to the highest technological resources on the planet, the fastest computers on the net, a wealth of information beyond measure. The agents on-line and in the field were also the best and brightest, culled from the cream of the FBI, the NSA, the nation's top universities and police and military agencies. And none of it would help if the assassins hadn't made some kind of mistake. If Net Force didn't get some kind of break. Michaels had been in the business too long to try to pretend otherwise.
  


  


  
    Then again, even professional killers weren't perfect. Now and then, they did slip up. And if they'd made the slightest slip here, something so small it could only have been seen with an electron microscope, Alex Michaels was going to move the entire solar system if necessary to find it.
  


  
    His virgil cheeped.
  


  


  
    "Yes?"
  


  
    "Alex? Walt Carver."
  


  


  
    Michaels let another small sigh escape. Walter S. Carver, Director of the FBI. He'd been expecting the call.
  


  
    "Yes, sir."
  


  


  
    "I'm sorry about Steve. Anything to report?"
  


  
    Michaels gave his boss what they had. When he was done, Carver said, "All right. We've got a meeting with the President and his National Security Team at 0730 at the White House. Put together what we've got. You'll be doing the presentation."
  


  


  
    "Yes, sir."
  


  
    "Oh, and as of now, you're Acting Commander of Net Force."
  


  


  
    "Sir, I--"
  


  
    Carver cut him off. "I know, I know, but I need somebody in the chair and you're him. I don't mean to sound dismissive of Steve's death, but Net Force is responsible for a whole lot more than one man's fate, no matter who he might be. Everybody will bump up a notch, Toni will take your old job. I'll need the President to sign off on it, but we should be able to get you confirmed as Commander in a few days."
  


  


  
    "Sir--"
  


  
    "I need you here, Alex. You aren't going to let me down, are you?"
  


  


  
    Michaels stared at the virgil. He didn't have any choice in this. Shook his head. "No, sir. I won't let you down."
  


  
    "Good man. I'll see you in the morning. Try to get some sleep--you don't want to sound like a zombie when you lay this out. Full assassination protocols are in effect, you understand?"
  


  


  
    "Yes, sir."
  


  
    "Go home, Alex."
  


  


  
    Michaels stared at his car, at the bodyguard and chauffeur who stood watching and waiting. He had a little over six hours to put together a presentation for the President of the United States and his hard-nosed security advisors--not to mention Alex's own boss at the FBI--and supposedly get some rest, too. That last part sure wasn't going to happen.
  


  
    He shook his head. About the time you thought you were in control, life sure had a way of setting you straight. Think you're in charge, pal? Here, chew on this: Your immediate superior just got murdered, probably by the Mob, you just got promoted, and tomorrow, a presentation to the most powerful man in the world will probably make or break your career. How does that make you feel?
  


  


  
    "Like shit," Michaels said aloud.
  


  
    A traffic cop nearby said, "Excuse me?"
  


  


  
    "Nothing," Michaels said.
  


  
    He headed for his car.
  


  


  
    "Home, Commander?" his driver said.
  


  
    Commander.
  


  


  
    The driver already knew about the promotion. Well. One thing was certain. Michaels was damn sure going to use that promotion to take care of this business. Steve Day was his friend.
  


  
    Wrong. Day had been his friend. Michaels wasn't going home, no matter how tired he was.
  


  


  
    "No. To the office."
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    Wednesday, September 8th, 11:19 a.m.

    Grozny, Chechnya
  


  
    

  


  
    Vladimir Plekhanov wiped some of the ever-present dust from the inside of his window and looked down upon the city. Despite the installation of air conditioners and weekly visits from a cleaning woman, there seemed always to be a layer of powder everywhere, fine as talcum, but much darker. Of course, the dust was just dirt now. He remembered a time when much of it had been soot from the crematoriums, the remains of soldiers, civilians and invading Russians. That was a long time ago, almost twenty years, but as he grew older he spent perhaps more time in his room of old memories than he should. Well. Even though he had much to live for yet, and a most rewarding future in mind, he was sixty and should be allowed a glance backward from time to time, yes?
  


  
    From his vantage point in the corner office on the sixth floor of the Computer Wing of the Science Building--formerly, and briefly, the Military Headquarters Building--he had a good view. Here was the new downtown bridge over the Sunzha River; way over there, the massive Makhachkala Pipelines, delivering their ever-more-precious black fluid to the waiting tankers on the Caspian Sea. Just there, the remains of the barracks where Tolstoy had served as a young soldier. And there, in the distance, the Sunzha Range of the mighty Caucasus.
  


  


  
    As cities went, this one was not bad. It was hardly a village--nearly half the population of the entire country lived here--but even so, at less than three quarters of a million people, it was not an overly large city. And in a beautiful country it was.
  


  
    Oil was still the lubricant that ran Grozny's economy, though it was running out, bleeding away faster than it could have been replaced by ten thousand dinosaurs dying and instantly rotting each day--a thing even Steven Spiel-berg and all his movie magic could not provide. The flare stacks at the refinery ran day and night, spewing fire and smoke into the skies, but in the not-too-distant future those fiery towers would go dark. Chechnya needed a new base for its economy. A base that he, Vladimir Plekhanov, was going to provide. For even though he had been born a Russian, he was as much Chechen as any man. . . .
  


  


  
    The sound of his computer's telephonic program interrupted Plekhanov's musings upon his Grand Plan. He turned away from the window, walked to the door of his office and smiled at his secretary, Sasha. He then closed the door quietly but firmly before turning to his state-of-the-art workstation. "Computer, sound dampers on."
  


  
    The machine hummed and obeyed the vox command. "Dampers on," it said.
  


  


  
    Plekhanov nodded at the machine, as if it could see and understand his gesture. It could not--but he could have programmed it to do so had he wished.
  


  
    "Yes?" he said in English. There was no visual mode on this line, nor would he have wished for one. Of course, the communication was secure--as secure as the best Russian military encryption program could make it. Plekhanov knew this because he himself had written the program under contract to the Russian Army, and there was no one likely to hear this communication remotely capable of breaking it. Perhaps some of the Net Force operatives might, but they would be . . . otherwise occupied just at the moment. He smiled. Still, he spoke English because Sasha had not two words of that language; nor did anybody likely to be passing by.
  


  


  
    "The job is done," said the voice from thousands of kilometers away. It was Mikhayl, amusing himself by using the name Ruzhyo--thus, Mikhayl the Rifle. A violent man, but loyal, and most adept. The proper tool for the mission.
  


  
    "Good. I expected no less. Any problems?"
  


  


  
    "Nicholas unexpectedly decided to retire."
  


  
    "How unfortunate," Plekhanov said. "He was a good employee."
  


  


  
    "Yes."
  


  
    "Very well. You are moving into the new quarters?"
  


  


  
    "Yes."
  


  
    Even though the link was encrypted, old habits died hard. Their spetsnaz days were long past, but still deeply ingrained. Plekhanov knew that the hiding place was San Francisco, so there was no need to say it aloud. Should some nascent mathematical computer genius manage to miraculously obtain a recording of this conversation--and even more miraculously, decode it--what would he have? An innocuous dialogue between two unidentified men, bounced off so many satellites and through so many relays as to be untraceable, filled with generalities so bland as to mean nothing. A job? Someone named Nicholas retiring? A move? There was nothing there.
  


  


  
    "Well. Continue as planned. I will contact you when further work is required." He hesitated a moment, then realized one more thing needed to be said. Communism was dead and rightfully so, but the workers still needed approbation to feel a sense of accomplishment. A good manager knew this. "You did well," Plekhanov said. "I am pleased."
  


  
    "Thank you."
  


  


  
    That ended the conversation.
  


  
    Plekhanov leaned back in his chair. The Grand Plan was progressing exactly as he had intended. Like a snowball rolling down a hill, it had begun small, but by the time it was done, it would be vast and unstoppable.
  


  


  
    He pushed the intercom buzzer on his desk. A few seconds passed, and nothing happened. He pushed the button again. Still no response. He sighed. The intercom was broken again. If he wanted tea, he would have to go and tell Sasha. He was on the way to being the most powerful man in the world and he had to work in an office wherein the simplest devices were in need of repair. He shook his head. That was going to change.
  


  
    And that would be but the smallest of changes. . . .
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    Wednesday, September 8th, 7:17 a.m.

  


  
    Washington, D.C.
  


  
    

  


  
    Alexander Michaels had felt better. As his chauffeur maneuvered the car toward 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue, he shuffled through the hardcopy printouts yet again, ordering his thoughts as best he could. The town car was bracketed fore and aft by bodyguard vehicles, governmental-gray cars whose drivers and passengers carried enough hardware to sustain a small war. The protocols were pretty clear about what must be done in the event of a high-level federal assassination. The genesis of these protective measures went all the way back to Lincoln. Most people didn't realize that the murdered President had not been the sole target of Booth and his fellow plotters.
  


  
    Michaels had been to the White House several times, although always as a backup to Steve Day, never on the hot seat himself. And he had every scrap of information the FBI had on the assassination on tap, all duplicated on a small disk capable of holding gigabytes of material, nestled inside a coded plastic case, ready to load into the White House's Secure System. Should something happen to him, anybody who tried to break open the disk's case would be in for a hot surprise when ten grams of Thermoflex went up with enough heat to melt the case, the disk and the fingers of anybody stupid enough to be holding both.
  


  


  
    The White House Secure System was a set of special computers without any links to the outside world, along with state-of-the-art antivirals and sweepers installed, so once his information was installed there, it would be safe.
  


  
    Still, he was tired, had drunk too much coffee, and he wanted nothing more than to find a bed far away from all this and sleep for a week.
  


  


  
    Well, too bad. That's not what you signed on for, now is it?
  


  
    The virgil cheeped.
  


  


  
    "Yes?"
  


  
    "Alex? You ready?"
  


  


  
    The Director. "Yes, sir. I should be there in about five minutes."
  


  
    "Anything new I should know about?"
  


  


  
    "Nothing substantial."
  


  
    "All right. Discom."
  


  


  
    The procession arrived at the West Gate. Alex alighted, was checked by the metal detectors, bomb sniffers and an HOS--a hard-objects scanner--this latter a new device designed to keep ceramic or plastic guns and knives from sneaking past. He checked his taser, got a receipt and visitor badge, then ran the gamut of Marine sentries at the door who checked his ID. The Situation Room where his meeting was scheduled was one of the older ones, one level down, under the Oval Office.
  


  
    Another pair of Marines inspected his badge as he exited the small elevator, and a trio of Secret Service agents in suits nodded or spoke to him as he headed toward the Situation Room. He knew two of them, one of whom had been with the Bureau back when Alex had been stationed in Idaho.
  


  


  
    "Morning, Commander Michaels," his old Idaho friend said.
  


  
    "Hey, Bruce." The term "Commander" still made him uneasy. He hadn't even wanted this job. He sure as hell hadn't wanted it at the cost of Steve Day's life. The silver lining here was that being in charge gave him the best chance of catching Day's killers. And he was damned sure going to do that.
  


  


  
    A final check, the thumbprint scanner, and the door opened to admit Alex.
  


  
    Inside, Director Carver was already seated at a long table shaped like the office above the room, sipping coffee from a china cup. Standing to his left was NSO Assistant Director Sheldon Reed, making a call on his virgil. A middle-aged secretary in a tweed skirt and white silk blouse sat at a small table off to the side, a steno pad in front of her and a voxax unlinked recorder next to the pad, that next to a computer station. A Marine in dress uniform poured coffee from a silver pot into a cup balanced perfectly on a saucer, then set the steaming brew down next to Carver on the right--that would be Alex's seat, and the server would know he took it black. Hardcopy reports duplicating the ones Michaels carried were inside sealed folders that lay upon the table in front of each chair.
  


  


  
    Carver smiled his professional smile at Alex and nodded at the seat next to him. Alex was halfway there when the door opened and the President and his Chief of Staff, Jessel Leon, entered the room.
  


  
    "Good morning, gentlemen." The President nodded at the secretary and smiled. "And Mrs. Upton. I've got a busy schedule, so let's get right to it. Walt?"
  


  


  
    "Mr. President. Around midnight, Steve Day, the Commander of the FBI's Net Force, was assassinated. You know Alex Michaels--I've bumped him into Day's chair. He'll lay out the situation as we now know it."
  


  
    "Helluva way to get a promotion," the President said, nodding at Michaels. He sounded a little nervous. Worrying that maybe he'd be the next target? "Okay, let's hear it."
  


  


  
    Michaels took a deep breath, as quietly as he could. He walked to the computer, opened the coded disk packet he carried and handed the disk to the secretary. She inserted the disk, and ran the viral scan. It took all of five seconds. "You're set up for voice command," Mrs. Upton said to him.
  


  
    "Thank you," Michaels said. "Computer, image one, please."
  


  


  
    A holographic projector in the ceiling clicked on, and a three-dimensional image of the assassination scene, photographed from a police helicopter less than eight hours ago, blossomed in the middle of the table.
  


  
    Michaels began to lay it out. The explosion, the attack, the dead and suspected dead. He did it methodically, taking his time. He had the computer show other views as he talked. After ten minutes, he paused and looked around the table. "Any questions so far?"
  


  


  
    "Any other unusual activity regarding federal officials last night?" That from the President. Yes, that was a prudent question. Who might be next?
  


  
    "No, sir."
  


  


  
    "Anybody step forward to claim responsibility, terrorist groups, like that?"
  


  
    "No, Mr. President."
  


  


  
    "Anything on the bombs?" Reed asked.
  


  
    "The charge under the manhole cover was a U.S. Army antitank mine, and the explosive's taggants identified it as part of a batch that supposedly went into the ground in Iraq during the Gulf War. Likely dug up by some farmer with a metal detector and sold on the black market. Or maybe diverted by a quartermaster before it ever got to Iraq. No way to tell at this point."
  


  


  
    "The limpet on the door was untagged, but our lab says it's Israeli small-marine surplus, about five years old."
  


  
    "Probably pick up one of those at a good-sized gun show," Reed said. He smiled to show it was a joke. He sounded nervous, too. Not really afraid, but a little edgy. Understandable.
  


  


  
    Michaels continued: "No prints or DNA dregs on the expended brass, all of which were identical. From the bullets removed from the victims and cars, the ammunition appears to have been factory-loaded Federal 147 gr. 9mm Luger FMJ round-nose, and would have been subsonic from either a pistol or a submachine gun. Extractor marks on the casings show that both types of weapons were used. So far, recovered tags from the gunpowder show the lot numbers to be parts of shipments that went to Chicago, Detroit, Miami and Fort Worth."
  


  
    "Good luck tracing that," Reed said. "And those guns are probably in the bay by now."
  


  


  
    "All right, we have the facts, such as they are," the President said. "How about a theory. Who did it, Mr. Michaels? Who are they going to come after next?"
  


  
    "Computer, image twelve," Michaels said.
  


  


  
    Another holoproj appeared, also from the air, but this one showing a different scene, recorded in daylight.
  


  
    "This is an FBI archive image of the scene of the killing of Thomas 'Big Red' O'Rourke in New York City last September. The method of attack was remarkably similar. A bomb went off under the Irish mobster's armored limo, the doors were blown off by limpets, O'Rourke and his bodyguards were killed by multiple rounds from 9mm pistols and submachine guns."
  


  


  
    "There have been other killings like that, haven't there?" the President said.
  


  
    "Yes, sir. Joseph DiAmmato, of the Dixie Mafia, in New Orleans last December, and Peter Heitzman in Newark this past February. The FBI's Organized Crime Unit believes the hits were ordered by Ray Genaloni, head of the New York City Five Families, but the investigation is still pending."
  


  


  
    "Meaning you don't have anything concrete yet," Reed said.
  


  
    "Nothing a federal prosecutor wants to take into court, no."
  


  


  
    The President nodded. "So it looks like what we're talking about here is mob related? Not some kind of terrorist activity?"
  


  
    Michaels was careful with his next words. "Sir. At first glance, it would seem a strong possibility."
  


  


  
    Carver said, "If I may, Alex?"
  


  
    Michaels nodded, happy to let his boss take over. He hoped his relief didn't show too much.
  


  


  
    Carver said, "Commander Day was head of the FBI's Organized Crime Unit for several years. During that time, many of the top people in the major New York families were arrested, and half of those were convicted and put away. Genaloni's father and older brother were among those imprisoned. The mob wouldn't lose any sleep over Steve's death. And they tend to have long memories."
  


  
    " 'Revenge is a dish best served cold,' " the President said. "Isn't that a Sicilian proverb?" He looked a bit more relaxed than he had. The mob wouldn't be gunning for him.
  


  


  
    He stood, glancing at his watch. "I hate to cut this short, gentlemen, but I have pressing matters elsewhere. It looks like this is some kind of mob thing, and while I regret the loss of Commander Day, I can't see that national security is at risk here." He glanced at Reed, who shook his head.
  


  
    Or their own asses, Michaels thought.
  


  


  
    "Okay, Walt, I would like to see this cleared up. Keep me apprised. Gentlemen. Mrs. Upton."
  


  
    With that, the President and his Chief of Staff left.
  


  


  
    Carver moved over to where Michaels stood near the computer. "Well, that wasn't so bad, was it?"
  


  
    "No, sir."
  


  


  
    "All right. We'll start some heat Genaloni's way," Carver said. "The man won't be able to pee without somebody watching him from inside the bowl. I want you to get your computer people digging."
  


  
    "Yes, sir."
  


  


  
    "Talk to Brent Adams at OC. He'll be told to cooperate. We aren't going to have a turf war here--I'm giving this one to you. The President of the United States has just told us he wants to see this cleared up, and it did not sound like a request to me."
  


  
    "No, sir."
  


  


  
    "That's it. I want situation reports daily, sooner if anything breaks. Anything else you can think of?"
  


  
    "No, sir. We'll keep you in the loop."
  


  


  
    "Good man."
  


  
    Not until he was back in his car and well away from the White House did Michaels allow himself to relax. This high-level stuff was risky. He would rather be in the field, training new agents, anything, than playing with politicians and security advisors. Here, a misstep, one word out of place, and you'd be counting paper clips the rest of your career. So now, aside from his personal agenda, he had it straight from the top: Find out who killed Steve Day.
  


  


  
    Find out--or else.
  


  
    Fine. No problem. That was exactly what he planned to do, and he had the resources to do it.
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    4
  


  


  
    Wednesday, September 8th, 9:30 a.m.

    Quantico, Virginia
  


  
    

  


  
    Toni Fiorella was in the small gym practicing djurus when two members of the newest class of FBI mainline recruits came in. There were maybe a dozen people already working out--lifting weights, using the flywheel bikes or punching the heavy bag, but most of them were regulars, instructors or people assigned to Training HQ. The trainees tended to stay in their own gym, which was just fine with her. Newbies, most of them fresh out of law or accounting schools, tended to think they knew everything, and that the Bureau should feel honored they had chosen to grace it with their wonderful presence.
  


  
    She shifted into a right-front stance, most of her weight on her forward foot, knee bent, did the windshield-wiper-like two-handed block to control the center, left, right, then shot her right elbow upward in a short, tight strike to an imaginary opponent's head. She slapped the elbow with her left hand to simulate the hit, slid the left hand under the right arm, where it stood ready to sweep away an opponent's return punch, then shot the straight right and left punches that followed.
  


  


  
    This was the first djuru, and a very simple sequence.
  


  
    One of the newbies, a tall, muscular man in blue spandex bike shorts and a matching FBI-trainee T-shirt, looked at Toni, then chuckled and said something to his buddy.
  


  


  
    The second newbie was a short and compact man, a bit on the pudgy side, with a thick bar of eyebrows. He laughed in return.
  


  
    Toni ignored the two, did the left punch and chambered that arm by her hip, then stepped forward with her left foot, to mirror the moves she'd just done.
  


  


  
    Day's death had affected her more than she would have thought, and Alex's state of mind was also weighing heavily on her. She'd come to the gym to burn off some of her frustration at not being able to reach out to Alex the way she wanted. The workout wasn't helping much, and she wasn't feeling particularly charitable just now.
  


  
    She finished the series of steps and strikes, made the backfist turn and started back the way she'd come, starting into the second djuru's pattern. In Bukti, there were eight short forms, or djurus, that many sambuts--prearranged fighting sets--and techniques beyond counting based on those few simple routines.
  


  


  
    Spandex and Eyebrows had faced off against each other; they danced back and forth, sparring. Even though she knew she should have been concentrating on her form--her guru would have frowned at her lack of attention--she watched the two men peripherally. Spandex threw a lot of high round and spinning kicks, most of them to the head, while Eyebrows barked several kiais, the karate-style guttural yells used for focus, as he backpedaled and ducked or blocked the kicks.
  


  
    She figured Spandex for one of the Korean styles, Eyebrows for a Japanese or Okinawan fighting form. Both men looked fairly adept, though Spandex was better.
  


  


  
    She saw Spandex grin, then launch a flying-spinning back-kick.
  


  
    Right out of a bad action movie, she thought. She kept her pace even, trying to pretend she didn't notice them. Her expression gave her away, though--she couldn't stop the smile completely.
  


  


  
    Spandex caught it, and he was not pleased.
  


  
    He did a quick bow to Eyebrows to show he was done, then turned to face her. "Something funny, ma'am?" He had a strong Southern accent. Alabama, Mississippi, maybe.
  


  


  
    Ma'am. Well, he wasn't paranoid, because she was laughing at him, however hidden she tried to keep it. And, truthfully, she hadn't really tried very hard to hide it. She had to watch this, the feeling of superiority she got when she saw one of the other Oriental fighting styles. Everybody thought their own system was better; she knew hers was.
  


  
    Toni was about to the end of her set anyhow. She stopped. She knew she didn't look particularly imposing in her old black sweats, wrestling shoes and sweaty headband. And at five-five and a hundred and thirty pounds, she was almost a foot shorter and probably seventy pounds lighter than Spandex. But his tone irritated her.
  


  


  
    "No," she said. "Nothing funny."
  


  
    "Really? I thought maybe you were, you know, amused by my form or something."
  


  


  
    "No. It's not amusing," she said. She started to turn away.
  


  
    Eyebrows decided this was a good time to jump in. He said, "My friend here has a second-degree black belt." He waved at her, as if to take in the form she'd been practicing. "I bet he could teach you some things."
  


  


  
    "I'm sure he could," Toni said. Yeah, how to move wrong. But she kept her mouth shut as she headed for her towel. Might as well shower. She wasn't going to be able to concentrate with these two bozos flexing and being macho. She'd grown up with a houseful of brothers; she knew once the testosterone got to flowing, it was like the full-moon tide, there was no stopping it. Pretty soon, these two would be spitting on the ground and adjusting their crotches, or as close as they could get to it indoors.
  


  
    Manhood was a tricky business. She ought to know better than to mess with it by now.
  


  


  
    "So, what is that little shuffle thing you were doing?" Spandex said. He and Eyebrows grinned at each other.
  


  
    Little shuffle thing. Oh, boy.
  


  


  
    She turned back to face the pair. "It's called a djuru," she said. "The style is Pukulan Pentjak Silat Bukti Negara-Serak ."
  


  
    Spandex gave her a big grin. "Sounds like some kind of Thai food with peanut sauce. You, uh, have any rank in it?"
  


  


  
    "We don't have belts. You're either a student or a teacher. I'm a student."
  


  
    "Well, it looks very nice," Spandex said. "Even though I never heard of it."
  


  


  
    Nice.
  


  
    Toni smiled. There were a lot of things she generally let pass when she heard them from obnoxious men, and condescension had to be high on her list, since she got so much of it. She was only twenty-seven--that got comments, a woman--more comments, and Italian--that one was usually good for three or four Mafia jokes. She wondered why it was men felt the need to behave with her as they sometimes did. Not all men, not all the time, but enough so that it was sometimes a chore dealing with them. More than sometimes, it seemed to her.
  


  


  
    Another day, in a better mood, she'd have smiled and shaken her head and turned away, let the boys have their fun. But right now, she didn't much feel the milk of human kindness flowing through her. It had been a long, crappy night, and was shaping up to be a long and crappier day. She didn't need this. And know what? She didn't have to take it.
  


  
    So she said, "I'm sorry your education has been so narrow."
  


  


  
    Spandex frowned. He knew an insult when he heard it. "Excuse me?"
  


  
    She smiled wider, as sweet as she could make it. "Which part didn't you understand?"
  


  


  
    "Look, ma'am, there's no reason to get snotty."
  


  
    "Oh, I agree. So, you're a black belt, is that right?"
  


  


  
    "That's right."
  


  
    "Tell you what. Why don't you come over here and see if you can hit me? And I'll show you how my little shuffle works."
  


  


  
    Spandex and Eyebrows exchanged glances. Spandex hesitated, and she knew why. This was a no-win situation for him. If he whacked her, he was a big bully picking on a little woman. If she whacked him, his manhood would be in great jeopardy.
  


  
    "I don't think so, ma'am. I am an expert. I wouldn't want to hurt you."
  


  


  
    "I wouldn't worry about that," she said. "I don't think it's likely."
  


  
    She knew this was not a good thing to be doing. Her guru would be irritated in the extreme to know she was egging this guy on, but she couldn't seem to help herself. The trainee was so arrogant it rose from him like steam from a fresh-cooked hot dog on a winter's day in the Bronx.
  


  


  
    Eyebrows waggled the hairy bar at Spandex. "Hey, you don't have to hit her hard. You can pull it. Just show her a couple of your moves."
  


  
    Spandex grinned. A chance to shine? How could he pass that up? "All right, ma'am."
  


  


  
    He walked closer. When he was about three meters away, he stopped. Bowed. Dropped into a narrow horse stance and edged forward, hands lifted, one high, one low. "You ready?"
  


  
    She almost laughed. Might as well send her a telegram. "Oh, yeah."
  


  


  
    He was fast--and he was smarter than he looked. He didn't try one of the flashy and stupid high kicks. He scooted, stepped in, and fired a quick, hard right punch at her chest, right leg leading. It was a good shot, in balance, aimed where it wouldn't cause her any great damage if she missed deflecting it. Kept his other hand up to cover.
  


  
    Perfect.
  


  


  
    He probably expected her to step back and parry, but that was not how it went in her version of silat, not in this situation. She double-blocked with both hands open, stepped toward him, set her left foot down in a front stance and ducked under his outstretched arm as she swung her right elbow into his ribs under the armpit. Made a nice hollow thump when she hit him. Stopped him cold.
  


  
    Surprised the hell out of him, too.
  


  


  
    Her feet were already in place. Base--
  


  


  
    She reached up behind him fast, caught his left shoulder with her left hand. Angle--
  


  


  
    At the same time, she reached up and across with her right hand and laid it on his forehead, elbow down. Leverage --
  


  


  
    Those things done, she pushed forward, then tugged down and back at his shoulder at the same time she swept his head backward.
  


  


  
    Base, angle, leverage. If you had all three, the technique always worked. No exceptions.
  


  
    She had all three.
  


  


  
    Spandex went down like a chainsawed redwood, hit the mat flat on his back. She could have followed up with elbows, knees, whatever, but instead she moved back two steps. She didn't want to hurt him. Just embarrass him.
  


  
    The entire sequence, from the time of his punch until she stepped away, had taken just under two seconds.
  


  


  
    He rolled up and started for her. "Bitch!"
  


  
    Well. So much for "ma'am."
  


  


  
    He probably had a sequenced attack planned, a favorite combination of kicks and punches, fakes, sweeps, before the killer shot that usually worked for him when he sparred for points. If she stood there and let him get to it, it could be dangerous.
  


  
    She didn't let him get to it.
  


  


  
    As he launched a left jab to set her up, she stepped outside with the two-handed block, alligatored his arm with both hands just above his elbow, pivoted, dropped all her weight to one knee and pinwheeled him. Some of the boxing styles did teach their students how to do a little grappling and how to fall, but apparently Spandex's was not one of them.
  


  
    He did a half-flip, and slammed into the mat on his upper back again, hard enough to knock his wind out. This was all simple stuff, right out of the first djuru. Why work any harder than you had to?
  


  


  
    Toni came to her feet, waiting to see if he was going to try a third attack.
  


  
    Spandex was not so foolish. This time when he got up, he held out one hand in a no mas gesture. Lesson over. He knew when he was overmatched.
  


  


  
    Toni felt pretty good, despite knowing she should not have felt that way. Then she glanced at the entrance to the gym.
  


  
    Alex Michaels leaned against the wall, watching her.
  


  


  
    Michaels walked over to where Toni stood. He was in decent shape. He ran three or four miles most days, did a little triking and had a Bowflex machine in his condo for resistance work, but it had been a long time since his hand-to-hand training in the military, and later when he'd joined Net Force. Computer geeks didn't spend too much time in real-world hot-field situations. He thought he could handle himself in most one-on-one situations, but he would not have particularly wanted to take on the big guy just getting up off the mat, and after watching Toni toss the poor joker around like a Frisbee, he sure wouldn't have wanted to take her on. He knew from her file what the fighting system was, though he didn't know much about it. Amazing.
  


  
    "Very interesting," he said. "It's called silat? Where did you learn it?"
  


  


  
    She wiped at her face with a towel. "There was a little old Dutch-Indonesian woman who lived in my neighborhood when I was about thirteen. Her name was Susan DeBeers. She was in her sixties, retired, her husband recently dead. She liked to sit on the stoop of the building across the street, smoke a small carved meerschaum pipe and enjoy the spring sunshine. One Saturday, four gang-bangers decided they wanted her spot. She got up to leave, but it wasn't fast enough for them. One of them tried to speed her up with a kick."
  


  
    Toni slung the towel over her shoulder. "These guys were eighteen, twenty, had knives and sharpened screwdrivers tucked into their pockets. I was waiting for a bus, I watched the whole thing. It took maybe fifteen seconds, and I couldn't tell you to this day exactly what she did to them. Here was this little old potbellied woman smoking like a chimney who pounded and threw four thugs around like tennis balls, kept her pipe in her mouth the whole time, didn't work up a lather. She put all four of them into the emergency room. I decided I needed to learn whatever it was she knew."
  


  


  
    "She had a school?"
  


  
    "No. I walked across the street a couple of days later--took me that long to get my nerve up--and asked her if she would teach me. She just nodded and smiled and said, 'Sure.' I trained with her until after I graduated from college and moved to Washington. Whenever I go home to visit my folks, I work out with her."
  


  


  
    "She must be getting up there," Michaels said.
  


  
    "Eighty-two on her last birthday," Toni said, "and I still wouldn't want to try her head-to-head."
  


  


  
    "Amazing."
  


  
    "It's a very scientific art, based on leverage and angles. It assumes you'll be fighting with multiple opponents, all of whom will be bigger and stronger than you. So it relies on technique and not muscle, which in my case is a good thing. Normally, women didn't get into it very far, but Guru DeBeers' husband traveled a lot. He wanted her to have something to protect herself." Toni stopped. "But I won't bore you with any more esoteric fighting stuff."
  


  


  
    "No, I'm interested. How does this compare with something like boxing or judo?"
  


  
    "Well. Most of the older arts come from countries long civilized. Things like Chinese kung-fu, Korean taekwondo, Japanese jujitsu--they've had hundreds, even thousands of years to refine the techniques. Along the way, some of the really ugly stuff got replaced with more spiritual aspects. Fighting to the death tends to get frowned on in civilized company. Which is not to say that an expert in any of these arts isn't dangerous. A good kung-fu or karate stylist will surely hand you your head if you don't know how to stop him."
  


  


  
    "I hear a 'but' in there," he said.
  


  
    She grinned. "A lot of silat came out of the jungle only two or three generations ago. There are hundreds of styles, although most of it wasn't practiced in public until Indonesia gained independence in 1949. It's real primal stuff, designed for one thing--to cripple or kill an attacker. It's not civilized. It is as deadly and efficient as they could make it. If a technique didn't work, the player who used it either wound up maimed or dead, so that piece didn't get passed on."
  


  


  
    "Interesting."
  


  
    She grinned. "What you saw here? That was the Bukti, the simple stuff. The parent art, Serak, is a whole new ball-game. Really nasty, and a lot of weapon work--sticks, knives, swords, tridents, even guns."
  


  


  
    "And you're supposed to be a nice Italian girl from the Bronx. Remind me not to get on your bad side."
  


  
    "Hey, Alex?"
  


  


  
    "Yeah?"
  


  
    "Don't get on my bad side." She laughed. "Okay, so what's up? You didn't come here to watch me beat recruits up, did you?"
  


  


  
    "No, it's business. We've got another problem," he said. "Somebody just blew up the main subnet server at the Net Force post in Frankfurt, Germany."
  


  
    "You mean the CIA post."
  


  


  
    "Right. Net Force being chartered to operate in this country only, except in cases of international emergency and requiring Presidential authorization for such operation, of course what I meant was the CIA listening post."
  


  
    That got a grin from her. "Memorized that right out of the charter, huh?"
  


  


  
    "Why, whatever do you mean, Deputy Commander Fiorella? Net Force would never do anything illegal."
  


  
    She smiled wider. He kind of liked that, making her smile. The idea that an FBI unit set up to do computer monitoring would be restricted to the United States was fairly foolish. There were no borders on the net; the web stretched everywhere, and while you could access most of it from anywhere, certain systems were easier to log into with a certain amount of proximity. The CIA was willing to lend its name to Net Force from time to time, in exchange for certain favors they couldn't get on their own. The CIA wasn't supposed to operate within the United States, but nobody really believed it did not.
  


  


  
    "Let me clean up and let's go see," she said.
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    Wednesday, September 8th, 4 p.m.

    Sarajevo
  


  
    

  


  
    An incoming tankbuster rocket hit the building behind Colonel John Howard's Net Force Strike Team, no more than twenty feet above their heads. The missile exploded on impact, blasting a blackened crater in the eighty-year-old structure. A shower of brick fragments and glass pattered down around the half-dozen soldiers where they crouched behind a twisted metal Dumpster. It was a sharp rain, but the least of Howard's worries at this point. They had to take the sucker with the missile launcher out fast!
  


  
    "Reeves and Johnson, flank, left!" Howard said. It wasn't necessary to yell--all of them wore LOSIR headsets built into their helmets; he could have whispered and they'd have heard him loud and clear. The line-of-sight infrared tactical com units had a short range and worked pretty much only if you could actually see the person you were talking to; on the other hand, they wouldn't be picked up by an enemy with a scanner unless you could see him, too, and that was the reason to use them. "Odom and Vasquez, suppressing fire! Chan and Brown, go right! On my command . . . three . . . two . . . one--now!"
  


  


  
    Odom and Vasquez opened up with their H&K assault subguns, unleashing a canvas-rip full-auto barrage of high-cyclic 9mm's from hundred-round drum magazines.
  


  
    Reeves and Johnson bailed left and dodged their way across the street, stutter-stepped for the cover of a big tractor-trailer. The truck was long dead, the tires burned and melted away, the metal of the cab and trailer pock-marked with old bullet holes and darkened by soot and graffiti.
  


  


  
    Chan and Brown bailed right, adding fire from their weapons as they ran broken-field lines across the killing zone.
  


  
    The modified SIPEsuits the team wore should be enough to stop most of what the locals had to throw at them. The vests and pants were of cloned spider-silk hardweave, and held pockets of overlapping ceramic plates that would turn pistol or rifle bullets, provided they weren't armor-piercing hotloads. Helmets and boots were Kevlar, with titanium inserts. The backpack CPUs were shockproofed and double-ceramic-plated. The tactical comps encrypted radio, satellite uplinks and downlinks, gave heads-up ghost displays, with motion sensors, IR and UV spookeye scans, terrain maps, even instant flare-polarizers built into the helmets' retractable blast shields. The Net Force suits weren't as heavy as regular Army issue, since they had no SCBA, no distill, no biojects. For this kind of assault, in and out in one day, they didn't need full infantry bells and whistles; even so, the suits added twenty pounds to a wearer.
  


  


  
    

  


  
    Howard popped up and shoved his Thompson submachine gun over the top of the Dumpster, cooking off several three-round bursts at the hidey-hole where the guy with the rocket launcher was. The tommy gun was definitely low-tech, an antique built in 1928, and had first belonged to an Indiana sheriff during Prohibition. Howard's great-grandfather, being black, wasn't officially allowed on the force in those days, but the white sheriff he'd worked for knew a good man when he saw one, regardless of his color, so there was an unofficial Negro who spent twenty years making good money enforcing the law, even if it was off the books. When the sheriff died, he left the tommy gun to Grampa Howard. They called it a Chicago typewriter in those days.
  


  
    No time for a stroll down memory lane now, John! Duck!
  


  


  
    The rocket man had kept his head down, too, but somebody in the stairwell with him let loose a return blast of small-arms fire that pinged and clanged against the heavy Dumpster. Its battered steel was still thick enough to turn the bullets. Howard was glad of it, too, suits notwithstanding.
  


  
    "Fire in the hole!" Reeves's voice over Howard's com interrupted the sounds of gunfire.
  


  


  
    The grenade Reeves tossed into the stairwell went off. More shrapnel spanged against the Dumpster, and the stink of burned explosive washed over Howard, along with smoke and dust.
  


  
    Two seconds passed. All shooting stopped.
  


  


  
    "Clear!" Johnson yelled.
  


  
    Colonel Howard stood. He saw Johnson grin at him and give him a thumbs-up gesture. Howard returned the grin. His men--well, five men and a woman--stood at the ready, weapons seeking possible targets as they scanned the street and buildings for more trouble. It would be stupid in the extreme for a local to stand up and wave hello to the nice Americans just at that moment.
  


  


  
    Howard tapped his helmet flatpad, toggled on his heads-up display and got a digital time-read. He usually kept the display off when things actually got hot--he didn't want to be shooting at phantoms created by his computer. You were supposed to ignore such things with enough practice, but when real bullets started zipping past, it was amazing how many well-trained soldiers opened up on a heat-sig icon or a flashing timer in a heads-up display.
  


  
    "Good job, people, but let's move. We've got six minutes to get to the rendezvous point."
  


  


  
    The team started to move out--
  


  


  
    Abruptly, the men, the street, the buildings faded. They went ghostly, transparent, then blinked out.
  


  


  
    "Priority call, John," a crisp military voice said.
  


  
    Howard blinked, raised the VR eyeband and sighed.
  


  


  
    He was in his office at the Net Force HQ, and the firefight in Sarajevo had been a computer simulacrum, not a real battle. It was nothing to keep playing at when there was a priority call on-line. "Put it through," he told his computer.
  


  
    The head-and-shoulders image of Net Force's civilian Commander, Alexander Michaels, appeared over Howard's desk.
  


  


  
    Howard nodded at the holoproj. "Commander Michaels."
  


  
    "Colonel. We have a situation I thought you might want to monitor."
  


  


  
    "The explosion in Germany?" Howard said.
  


  
    "Yes."
  


  


  
    "My people are already aware of it. Are we talking about an insertion here?" Howard couldn't keep the interest out of his voice.
  


  
    "Not in Frankfurt, no," Michaels said, "it's too late for that. But I've got all our listening posts and subnets on alert, especially in the European theater. Better make sure your Strike Teams are ready."
  


  


  
    "My Strike Teams are always ready, Commander." He felt the stiffness in his voice, but could not help that, either. He had yet to get used to taking orders from a civilian, a man whose father had been a career Army noncommissioned officer, but who had never spent any time in the service himself. Yes, the President of the United States was the Commander in Chief of the military, and yes, the current one hadn't done any time in the service, either. But he was smart enough to let his generals do their jobs. Steve Day had been Navy, and that was bad enough; Howard wasn't sure about Alexander Michaels yet.
  


  
    "I didn't mean to imply otherwise, Colonel."
  


  


  
    "Sorry, Commander. We're on Alert Status Two. I can have my top ten teams airborne in an hour--half that if we go to AS-One."
  


  
    "I hope it won't come to that."
  


  


  
    "Yes, sir," Howard said. But what he hoped was that it would come to that. The sooner his troops got a chance to show what they could really do in a hot zone, the happier he was going to be. If you were going to be a warrior, you needed a war now and then--or a police action at the very least.
  


  
    "I'll keep you apprised," Michaels said. "Discom."
  


  


  
    "Sir.">
  


  


  
    But Howard wasn't worried about that. He had his own wireheads working the nets. If Michaels's crew got it first, it wouldn't be by much.
  


  


  
    Best he put them to work to be sure they didn't miss anything. He reached for the com again.
  


  


  
    

  


  
    When he went on-line, Plekhanov still used old-style helmet and gloves, even though the newer systems didn't need either. These days, holoproj imagery could englobe a viewer's field of vision with a simple eyeband no wider than a pencil, and the reader software behind a computer's holocam could pick up finger-jive command language and translate it as accurately as even the best gloves. But he liked the gloves, was used to them. Just as most keyboarding was now Dvorak pattern instead of Qwerty, another system he hadn't switched over to. He didn't care what anybody said. Forty-five years of muscle memory just didn't go away and allow itself to be replaced by something else simply because the new method was more efficient.
  


  
    He waved the web to life and said, "Olympic Peninsula Trail."
  


  


  
    The VR gear took over, producing an image of a temperate rain forest, a narrow path bounded on the sides by tall Douglas fir, thick ferns and patches of assorted fungi--mushrooms, toadstools and the like. Early July afternoon sunshine slanted down through the dense canopy of evergreens and alder trees, and painted the forest with slats of light and dark. Insects buzzed, birds chirped; a pleasant warmth, not overly hot here in the shade, suffused the woods.
  


  
    Plekhanov was dressed in sensible hiking clothes: a khaki shirt and shorts, knee-length polyprop socks, waffle-stomper trail boots. He also wore an Irish rain hat. He carried a stout walking staff his own height, and a small day pack containing a rain poncho, a water bottle, a plastic bag of trail mix, a compass, a flashlight, matches, a basic first-aid kit, a Swiss Army knife and an emergency cell phone/ GPS unit. Though he planned to keep to the trail, it was always better to be prepared than not.
  


  


  
    In his day pack, he also had the sealed packet he was to deliver.
  


  
    He walked along the edge of a stream, listening to the cold and clear water burbling over smooth stones. Here and there, he saw small fish in quieter pools. He enjoyed the scent of fir, the feel of the humus-padded earth under his hiking boots, the empty trail, devoid of other humans.
  


  


  
    After walking briskly for a time, he stopped and had a drink of water. While he was resting, he examined his watch. The device was a match to the one he had carried for more than fifteen years, a Russian analog-mechanical pocket watch. It was a Molnija, big, heavy, mostly steel, with an eighteen-jewel movement. This model had the hammer and sickle and star on the back and an inset of the Kremlin on the hinged front, and was a commemorative model celebrating the Russian victories in the 1941-1945 war. After the breakup of the Soviet Union, cash-poor Russia had sold everything that wasn't nailed down to anybody with the money to buy it, and such watches had gone for ridiculously small amounts. If you could find a non-digital timepiece this well made and sturdy in the West--and you could not--it would have easily cost ten times as much as he had paid for this one.
  


  
    He thumbed the button, and the hinged cover popped open. He looked at the Roman numerals. Almost time for his meeting at the big rock on the coast. He snapped the cover closed. He needed to hurry. At the rock--a massive chunk of weather-beaten stone near the juncture of the Pacific Ocean and the Straits of Juan de Fuca at Cape Foul-weather--Plekhanov would deliver his packet to a courier. The courier would take the package by fishing boat--in this scenario, at least--to a certain fat man who had access to certain systems, and the fat man would, in exchange for the packet of valuables--in this case, binary "jewels" he could sell--cause to be put into effect a small series of electronic "snowballs." By the time these reached their destinations, some of them would be no larger, just like balls of hard ice, but some would be veritable avalanches. Whatever was needed.
  


  


  
    A small animal darted across the path in front of Plekhanov--a rabbit or perhaps a raccoon?--and there was a commotion in the ferns as the creature passed through. The man smiled. This was one of his favorite trips. He much enjoyed the counterpoint to the reality. Walking along a wooded trail was as far removed from computers and nets as the moon was from the Earth. No small irony here.
  


  
    Naturally, such musings turned his attention to technology, and the uses to which he had been putting it of late. Most of it had been in VR or sublinks. Not all, of course. Sometimes the real world needed real actions.
  


  


  
    The physical destruction of the CIA/Net Force post in Germany had been one such action, crude, but necessary. Too much electronic tampering with programmers as adept as the best of Net Force's hackers would send up a warning flag. A bomb, on the other hand, could come from any wild-eyed radical. There had to be some alternation. The kind of software and viral attacks he was about to launch on systems in several of the Commonwealth of Independent States, in the Baltics, even on a Korean or Japanese system or two, just to keep people guessing--well, those would be of a different nature.
  


  
    There were going to be hundreds of programmers and systems engineers cursing and sweating soon, and much chaos to rectify. When chaos came, his talents were going to be in great demand. And who better to fix things than the man who knew exactly how they had been broken?
  


  


  
    The trail wound to the left, then the right, and broke out of the forest into a sandy area dotted here and there with sedge grasses or stunted ground cover. Surf pounded on the rocky shore only a kilometer or so away. He saw the fishing boat anchored well offshore, and a high-bowed dory motoring from the larger vessel toward the shore. Come to see him, to collect what he carried, then to do his bidding. The weather was going gray, fog rolling in, and it was also growing chilly. Appropriate for this scenario.
  


  
    Here was VR power, the ability to create such visions, but VR power was but a small part of his talents.
  


  


  
    He laughed aloud. It was good to be in control. And it was going to get better, very soon.
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    Tuesday, September 14th, 11:15 a.m.

    New York City
  


  
    

  


  
    Ray Genaloni put the phone's receiver down gently. "Excuse me, but isn't this supposed to be a secure line?" He did not raise his voice. He might have been asking about the weather. He pointed at the flashing red diode on the little electronic tap-detector connected to the telephone's base. "That doesn't look particularly secure to me."
  


  
    Luigi Sampson, his enforcer, as well as the Vice President in charge of Security for Genaloni Industries--the more or less legal side of the operation--shrugged. "The feds. They got stuff we can't get commercially."
  


  


  
    Genaloni ground his teeth together. He mentally counted, slowly.
  


  
    One . . . two . . . three . . .
  


  


  
    He had been working to control his temper for most of his forty years, and he was a little better at it than he used to be.
  


  
    . . . four . . . five . . . six . . .
  


  


  
    Twenty years ago, when Little Frankie Dobbs had given him a similar shrug for something that had pissed Ray off, he had beaten Little Frankie's head in with a Louisville Slugger. Killed the idiot, ruined a nine-hundred-dollar suit with blood spatter, and had to beg his father for forgiveness because Little Frankie was almost a made guy and the son of an old friend besides.
  


  
    . . . seven . . . eight . . . nine . . . ten.
  


  


  
    "All right," Ray said, feeling a little more in control, even if his anger was still hot and churning in his belly. As long as it didn't show, that was the thing. He had come a long way since Little Frankie. He wasn't going to fly off the handle and start doing stupid stuff, not now. He had a degree in business from Harvard. He was the CEO of a major company, not to mention head of the Family and all those businesses. Take it easy, find out what's going on.
  


  
    He looked at Sampson, who sat on the couch across the desk from him. "All right, Lou. Who is behind this?" He waved at the phone.
  


  


  
    "It's coming out of the FBI's Net Force," Sampson said.
  


  
    Genaloni adjusted the Windsor knot on his two-hundred-dollar silk tie. Calm. That was the way. Calm. "Net Force? That's computer stuff. We aren't into that in any major way."
  


  


  
    Sampson shook his head. "Somebody knocked off their head guy in D.C. last week. They're looking at us for it."
  


  
    "Did we do it and somebody forgot to tell me?"
  


  


  
    "We didn't do it, Boss."
  


  
    "Then why, pray tell, are they looking at us for it?"
  


  


  
    "Somebody wants them to think it's us. Whoever cooled the FBI guy used the same MO as our Ice Team."
  


  
    "Why would somebody want the feds to think we killed one of them? Never mind, I know the answer to that. So the question is, who is trying to put this one on us?"
  


  


  
    Genaloni leaned back in the massage chair, a four-thousand-buck unit full of motors and top-of-the-line electronics under a carefully distressed brown leather cover. The chair hummed and sensors measured and weighed and adjusted springs and cushions to support the small of his back. He'd injured his back on a dare when he'd been fourteen, jumping sixty feet off a dock into the East River. That had been stupid two times: one, for the jump; two, for the polluted water. He was lucky he hadn't gotten hepatitis while he'd been thrashing around in that crappy water, almost drowning from the pain. And his back had been giving him trouble on and off ever since.
  


  
    "I don't know, Ray. We've got our people looking, but no leads yet."
  


  


  
    "All right. Keep at it. Find out who is trying to give us grief. Let me know as soon as you get it. And since I can't trust my own phones, get a message to the Selkie. Put him on standby."
  


  
    Sampson said, "We can handle this in-house, Ray. I got people."
  


  


  
    "Humor me, Lou. You know, me being the boss and all?"
  


  
    Sampson nodded. "Right."
  


  


  
    After Sampson had left, Ray touched a control on the chair and allowed the motors to rumble and massage his aching back. He didn't need this kind of problem. The legit enterprises now brought in more money than the graybiz. There were some corporate takeovers and a couple of merger possibilities in the works, and he did not want the feds breathing down his neck while those were in flux. Whoever was doing this had made a mistake, a bad mistake. One more generation and his family would be respectable, as legitimate as any other family whose fortunes had begun with bandit ancestors somewhere back in history. His grandkids would rub shoulders with Kennedys, Rockerfellers, Mitsubishis--no hint of scandal or illegality. The ends justified the means. Respectability was worth it, even if you had to kill a bunch of people standing between you and it to get there.
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    Tuesday, September 14th, 8:15 a.m.

  


  
    San Francisco
  


  
    

  


  
    Mikhayl Ruzhyo stood on a street corner in Chinatown, looking at a storefront with live white ducks penned in the window. It was as interesting as anything he'd seen in this city, the ducks. He had ridden on the famous cable cars, and they were, in his opinion, much overrated. He had viewed the Coit Tower in the distance. Gone to Fisherman's Wharf and eaten fried shrimp. He had seen the famous bar where women with a fondness for filling their breasts with bathtub sealer had danced naked. Too, he had watched many homosexual couples walk past on the streets, holding hands and doing things that would have gotten them arrested back home.
  


  
    And now he watched ducks, destined to be somebody's dinner, waddle back and forth in the window of a Chinese grocery. Such an exciting life.
  


  


  
    He smiled to himself. He was no Country Ivan, come to a big city for the first time. He was a man of the world. He had spent time in Moscow, Paris, Rome, Tel Aviv, New York, Washington, D.C. But none of those places were home. Where he wished more than anything to be was at his small farm on the outskirts of Grozny. What he wanted to do was arise at dawn, go outside on a frigid winter morning with hoar frost thick on the ground and split wood for the stove, using his muscles like a man should. He wanted to be feeding the goats and chickens and geese, milking the cow, then warming his hands by the fire as Anna fried eggs in fragrant goose grease for his breakfast. . . .
  


  
    He turned away from the placid fowls, which knew not what fate awaited them. Anna was five years gone, taken by the cancer that had eaten her life all too quickly. At least she had not died in pain. He'd had enough contacts to provide her with medicine for that. But no cure had been possible, even with the best doctors in the country on call. Plekhanov had seen to the doctors. Ruzhyo would always be in the Russian's debt for his help during Anna's final days.
  


  


  
    What he wanted was impossible. The farm was still there, his brother working it, but Anna was not, and so it meant nothing to him anymore. Nothing.
  


  
    He started to walk, paying only as much attention as needed to potential threats as the Chinese locals and tourists moved past him, ogling the displays in various shops. Here a place where imported brass was peddled, there a store specializing in stereo music players and small computers, over there a place that sold shoes.
  


  


  
    When Anna died, nothing had been left to him. After a dark, bleak time he could hardly remember, Plekhanov had reminded him of his old desire to see his country prosper. And Plekhanov had offered him a way to help achieve that, by doing what he already knew how to do best: mokrie dela--the wetwork. Before Anna's illness, he had put that away, retired, but afterward? What did it matter? One place was as good as another. If a thing pleased Plekhanov, that was sufficient reason to do it.
  


  
    No, he could not go back to the life he had lived before. Never again.
  


  


  
    The communications device Plekhanov had provided him buzzed on his belt. Ruzhyo looked around, sharpening his perceptions, alert for anybody taking notice of him. If he was being watched, he could not detect it. There was no reason for anybody in this city to watch him, even to know he existed, but one did not survive in this business for very long by being less than careful. Plekhanov wished for him to survive, so he did what was needed to do so.
  


  
    He pulled the com unit from his belt. Only three people should have this number: Plekhanov, Winters the American, and Grigory the Snake.
  


  


  
    "Yes?"
  


  
    "There is another job," Plekhanov said.
  


  


  
    Ruzhyo nodded at the speaker, even though there was no visual link. "I understand," he said.
  


  
    "I shall contact you later to supply the details."
  


  


  
    "I am ready."
  


  
    Plekhanov disconnected the link. Ruzhyo clipped the com unit back to his belt, adjusting it slightly. He was used to the weight of a gun on that hip, and even a small gun was much heavier than the little communications device, but he carried no gun now. This was not Chechnya nor Russia, where he had official standing. Here, you normally did not carry weapons, unless you were police or some sort of governmental agent, especially in this city. Guns were banned here. They had a statue in a park somewhere, made of metal from melted guns. Besides, he was not a man who felt naked without a pistol on his belt. He knew a dozen ways to kill somebody using his hands, or a stick, or other available materials. He was well trained in such things. Yes, he would obtain a gun when it was needed, but unless he was working, no.
  


  


  
    In a land of sheep, even a toothless wolf is king.
  


  
    Another job. Fine. He was ready. He was always ready.
  


  


  
    

  


  
    The secure line bleeped, and Mora Sullivan smiled as she waved her hand over the phone to activate it. The unit was wireless, shielded, and its transmissions and receptions encoded. The signal was routed and rerouted a dozen times. Each new call took different pathways in a random pattern through the net and comsats and back, so that tracing the unit to her location would be impossible. And her outgoing vox signal was scrambled--without a coded receiver, the binary code could not be translated. The speed, pitch, tone and cadence of her speech were electronically altered by her computer, so that on the other end of the connection, she sounded male, with a deep Midwestern American TV announcer's voice. The effect on a listener was that of a powerful middle-age man who had perhaps smoked or drunk too much at one time. The vox-scrambler was good enough so there was no hint of electronic trickery in the sound it produced, and it would fool the most sophisticated voxprint reader attempting to match it to her own. Not that it would ever come to that.
  


  
    "Yes?"
  


  


  
    "You know who this is?"
  


  
    It was Luigi Sampson, Genaloni's enforcer. "I know who this is," she said.
  


  


  
    "Would you be available to perform a service for us in the near future?"
  


  
    "I can make myself available."
  


  


  
    "Good. If you would stand by for the next week or so, we will pay your customary advance against the service fee."
  


  
    The Selkie smiled. Her standby advance was twenty-five thousand dollars per day, whether she did a job or not. A hundred and seventy-five thousand just to be available for a week in case somebody decided upon a target was not a bad bit of change. Her fee for a job itself varied according to the complexity and danger involved; a quarter of a million was her starting price. If the client came up with a target, she would deduct the standby from the total payment. She wasn't greedy. And Genaloni was one of her best customers, worth two million to her last year. Another six or eight months and she would be able to retire, to leave the game. She had almost enough put away to do so now, pushing ten million, which had always been her goal. With that much, she could spend a million a year in earned interest and never have to touch the principal. And there she would be, not yet thirty, wealthy, able to go anywhere she pleased, to do anything she wanted. Nobody would have a clue who she had been in her previous life; nobody would ever suspect the petite red-haired Irishwoman, daughter of an IRA man who didn't have two nickels to rub together when he died, of being the Selkie, the highest-paid freelance assassin on the planet. Besides her current identity, she had paper and electronic trails already laid for her new life, so that should her background and wealth ever be questioned, they would easily pass inspection.
  


  


  
    Her father's early lessons with a gun or knife or bomb had certainly paid off. Of course, he probably wouldn't be pleased at some of the people she'd worked for since he'd died, but his cause was not hers. Once the British decided to leave Ireland to its own sorrows, that whole long-running mess had ceased to have any meaning, even though the players refused to just quit and leave it at that. Something that established just didn't go away, even if its reason for being did.
  


  
    Her mother, bless her, had been a hardheaded Scot, and had taught her children, all seven of them, to value a shilling.
  


  


  
    Sullivan smiled again. That was where she had come up with her nom de morte, from her mother. The old stories her mother had told her children late at night, when the telly was on the blink and the radio unable to pick up anything, were full of changelings and curses and magic. The Selkies were the seal-folk, full of the were, able to shape-shift from men to seals and back again. She had always liked that image, of appearing to be one thing while really being another.
  


  
    Nobody knew who she was. She had never met a client face-to-face, save once, and that client was no longer among the living. She was a faceless assassin, one that most people thought a man, and the best there was at it, too.
  


  


  
    Of that her father would have been proud, she was sure. And, it seemed, she was about to go out on the hunt again.
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    Thursday, September 16th, 6:15 a.m.

    Washington, D.C.
  


  
    

  


  
    One of the reasons Alex Michaels liked the condo in which he lived was the size of the attached garage. It was a two-car unit, and there was plenty of room for his hobby, which had been, for the last month, a thirteen-year-old Plymouth Prowler. It had replaced a '77 MG Midget that he'd spent a year and half rebuilding. He'd enjoyed that, gotten a nice profit for it, but the little English car couldn't hold a candle to the Prowler for looks.
  


  
    Designed by the legendary Tom Gale for Chrysler as a concept car in the early nineties, the Prowler finally saw production four years later. It was essentially a slicked-up hot rod, a rear-wheel-drive, two-seat convertible roadster, painted a brilliant deep rich color known as Prowler purple. Since it wasn't old enough to be a classic, it had all the bells and whistles of a street car--air bags, power disc brakes, power steering and even a power rear window--but what it really was was a big kid's toy. It also had a manual transmission, smaller tires on the front than on the rear, exposed front wheels with just hints of fenders and a tachometer mounted on the steering column.
  


  


  
    He'd been too young for the glory days of hot-rodding in the late forties and early fifties, days portrayed in rebel movies old before he was born in 1970. But his grandfather had told him stories. Told him tales about the Eisenhower years when he'd owned a primer-gray '32 Ford he'd souped up and taken to drag-race a quarter mile Sunday mornings in the summers on the cracked concrete runways of a shut-down airport. He'd filled Michael's mind's eye with chopped and channeled Chevys and Mercurys and Dodges that sometimes wore twenty hand-rubbed coats of candy-apple-red metalflake paint, with hubcaps called spinners or moons or fake wires. Showed him the stacks of old hot-rod magazines that had gone dry and yellow with time, but whose fading pictures still revealed the cars. He had smiled happily as he'd told a young Alex Michaels about impromptu races in the middle of town at every stoplight on any given Friday night, and of drive-in malt shops and rock and roll music blasting from AM radios, when gasoline had cost twenty cents a gallon for ethyl and nobody who was anybody walked anywhere when they could drive.
  


  
    Some kids grew up wanting to be cowboys in the Old West of the 1870's. Michaels had wanted to be James Dean in the post-World War II 1950's. . . .
  


  


  
    He smiled as he rubbed creamy-gray degreaser into his palms, then over the rest of his hands. The stuff had that sharp, perfumed stink that reminded him of Grandaddy Michaels, who had started to teach him how to work on cars when he'd been fourteen.
  


  
    You could have eaten off the floor in the old man's shop, so clean had it been, with its big red rolling-chest of Crafts-man and Snap-On tools always at the ready. The old man could strip an engine, drop a transmission, break down a rear end, and when he was done there was never a trace of oil or grit left on the concrete floor of the workshop. He'd been an artist.
  


  


  
    He hadn't lived long enough to see the Prowler. A heart attack had dropped him at seventy, but Michaels was sure his grandfather would have approved of the latest project, with a few reservations. Yeah, it wasn't as frill-free as the old man would have liked--he hadn't held much with air bags or power anything--but it was mostly an analog machine in a digital world, and it sure looked like one of the old hot rods. Drove nice, too, though Michaels hadn't gotten a chance to do much of that yet. Several parts of the engine were on the workbench, including the electronic fuel-injection unit, which was much in need of work or outright replacement. The last guy who'd owned the car had apparently tried to fix it on his own, and just as apparently, had not known which end of a screwdriver was which.
  


  
    Michaels wiped much of the grime from his hands on a red shop rag, tossing the cloth into a steel rag bin when he was done. His grandfather had been a bug about spontaneous combustion, though the idea of a hand-cleaner rag bursting into flame seemed far-fetched to Michaels. The rest of the grease should come off just fine in the shower.
  


  


  
    The doorbell rang. Hmm. Must be his driver. He was early; he wasn't supposed to show up for another half hour. The assassination protocols were still in effect--for another few days, anyhow--so one of the guards posted out front would have intercepted anybody who didn't have clearance to approach his house.
  


  
    Michaels reached for the intercom. "Larry?"
  


  


  
    "Not that I noticed," a woman's voice said.
  


  
    "Toni?"
  


  


  
    "Yep.">
  


  


  
    "Come around to the garage, I'll let you in." He hit the control for the electric gate lock that allowed access into his yard, then tapped the garage-door opener as Toni rounded the corner.
  


  


  
    "Wow. So this is the new car?"
  


  
    He grinned. "This is the beast."
  


  


  
    She stepped into the garage, and put one hand on the right rear fender. "It looks great."
  


  
    "I'd offer to take you for a ride, but she's not on-line at the moment." He waved at the part on the workbench.
  


  


  
    "Fuel injectors clogged?" she said.
  


  
    That surprised him. It must have shown in his face.
  


  


  
    Before he could say anything, she shrugged. "I grew up with a house full of brothers. Cars were big status symbols in our neighborhood. The boys always had one beater or another up on jacks, trying to keep it running. I picked up a little bit about them on the way. This a V-Eight?"
  


  
    "A V-Six," he said. "A 3.5 liter, 24-valve single overhead cam, but it'll develop just over two hundred horsepower at 5900 RPM. It's not a muscle machine like the Dodge Viper--one of those will blow the doors off a Corvette--but it'll scoot right along." Toni was tough, beautiful--and she knew about cars. There was a combination a lot of men would appreciate in a woman, him included.
  


  


  
    Dangerous road, Alex. Better stay off it.
  


  
    "Let me know when you get it running," she said.
  


  


  
    "I will. So, what brings you here so early?"
  


  
    "We've had some developments."
  


  


  
    His house phone rang. He nodded at Toni. "Just a second." He walked to the wall, intending to get rid of whoever it was.
  


  
    "Hello?"
  


  


  
    "Hi, guess who!"
  


  
    "Susie! How are you?"
  


  


  
    "Great, Dadster. Mom said I should call and thank you for the skates."
  


  
    For a moment, he went blank; then the empty spot was filled with panic. Her birthday was yesterday! Jesus, how could he have forgotten that? And what skates was she talking about? Had Megan covered for him? That would be a first.
  


  


  
    "How was the party, hon? I'm sorry I couldn't be there for it."
  


  
    "It was terrif. All my friends came, except Lori, but she's got the flu, so that's okay, and even Tommy Jerkface Stupid Dumb Head came."
  


  


  
    Michaels grinned. At seven--no, eight, now--Susie had never been shy in expressing herself. Tommy must be the new boy she liked. The worse the names, the more the like. He felt a pang of sadness, another stabbing sensation in his gut. It was a long way from Boise to Washington, D.C. He was missing all of Susie's best moments.
  


  
    "How's your mother?"
  


  


  
    "She's fine. She's making breakfast. We got to sleep in because it's a teacher work day. You want to talk to her?"
  


  
    Michaels suddenly remembered that Toni was there in the garage. He flicked a glance in her direction, but she had squatted down next to the Prowler and was looking at the front struts. The pants she wore pulled tight across her tight rear end. He looked away. It was not something he should be noticing while talking to his daughter.
  


  


  
    "No, I'll talk to her later, hon. Give her my love."
  


  
    "I will. When are you coming out to visit, Dadster?"
  


  


  
    "Soon, baby, soon as I can get loose."
  


  
    "Got a crisis, huh?"
  


  


  
    For a moment, he wondered how she knew that. But she didn't let it lie very long. "That's what Mom said, you got a crisis, why you couldn't come to my party. She said you always got a crisis."
  


  
    "That's the truth, baby. Never a dull moment."
  


  


  
    "I gotta go. I just heard the microwave go off, so the waffles are done. I love you, Dadster."
  


  
    "I love you, too, Susie. Say hello to your mom for me."
  


  


  
    "Bye!">
  


  


  
    He hung up. He missed her. Missed Megan, too, even though the divorce had become final more than three years ago. It hadn't been his idea to split up. Even after the decree, he'd still had hope. Somehow, they'd get together, work things out. . . .
  


  


  
    He turned his attention back to Toni, who had come up from her squat and was now leaning over the engine compartment, looking inside. He moved to stand next to her. "My daughter," he said.
  


  
    "How'd she like the skates?" Toni said.
  


  


  
    He blinked at her as she leaned back from the car and looked at him. "You sent them?"
  


  
    "I--well, yeah. You were up to your eyeballs in things, so--yeah. I hope that wasn't out of line."
  


  


  
    He shook his head. "Not at all. You saved my butt. I can't believe I forgot. Her mother would have never let me live it down. Thank you, Toni."
  


  
    "I'm still your assistant," she said. "My job is to make you look good."
  


  


  
    Well. He had hired her because of her credentials, and she'd been very good at her job. But she was proving to be a lot more than that.
  


  
    He became aware they were standing only half a meter apart. She was an attractive woman, she smelled clean and fresh and he wanted to hug her. But he was her boss, after all, and he was afraid the hug might be misinterpreted. Especially given that his feeling right at that moment wasn't exactly platonic.
  


  


  
    Oh? his little inner voice said. Maybe you're really afraid a hug won't be misinterpreted at all, hey? What if she likes it?
  


  
    He suddenly felt the need to wipe his hands again. He turned, took a couple of steps and grabbed a fresh shop rag. "So, what's up?"
  


  


  
    

  


  
    Toni felt a stab of disappointment. She had felt the heat in him, thought for just a moment he might reach out to her, literally, and her breath had caught in anticipation. Yes. Yes, do it!
  


  
    But--no. Instead, Alex turned away from her and began wiping his already clean hands on a cloth. Became all business again.
  


  


  
    Damn. She had a sudden flash of fantasy--lying with him right here, making passionate love in this wild purple car of his.
  


  
    Wishful thinking, Toni.
  


  


  
    Still, it had definitely been a good thing to have sent that birthday present to his daughter. His gratitude had been real enough. She felt that, too.
  


  
    "You want the bad news? Or the worse news?"
  


  


  
    "God."
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    Thursday, September 16th, 7:50 a.m.

  


  
    Quantico
  


  
    

  


  
    "Colonel? I think maybe you ought to saddle up," Michaels said.
  


  
    "Sir?" John Howard sat forward in his office chair, his back suddenly straight and tense.
  


  


  
    "According to a coded message intercepted by CIA listening post at the U.S. embassy in the Ukraine, a physical attack is planned on the station there, likely in the next few days. We'd like two things. One, you take a platoon or so of your best to augment the Marine guard at the embassy and head off any attack. Two, and more importantly, we wouldn't be real unhappy if you could find out who is behind it while you're sitting around waiting for the shooting to start."
  


  
    Howard grinned at the blank screen. Yes! "Won't the Ukrainians, uh, frown on us wandering around in their country chasing terrorists?"
  


  


  
    "Officially, yes. Officially, you and your troops won't be leaving the embassy, which is U.S. territory. Unofficially, the local government won't get in your way. We've got a Dad Tee policy in effect for this operation."
  


  
    Howard grinned again. Dad Tee, from the acronym DADT--Don't Ask, Don't Tell--a policy spawned long before the Clinton Administration had made the term popular. What that meant was, as long as he and his men didn't get caught doing something too blatant, the host country could--and would--pretend it didn't see them. If he didn't burn down the capitol or assassinate the President while CNN had a camera on him, they'd be okay.
  


  


  
    "I'll have my teams in the air in thirty minutes, Commander Michaels."
  


  
    "Don't break a leg, Colonel. Take an hour or two. The pertinent information is being downloaded to your S&T computer even as we speak. Your contact at the embassy will be Morgan Hunter, the CIA station chief, but it's your operation."
  


  


  
    "Sir.">
  


  


  
    After he hung up, Howard couldn't keep the grin from his face. Finally. A field operation, and not a virtual one. The real thing.
  


  


  
    He found himself breathing faster, and with a sudden urge to visit the bathroom. This was it.
  


  
    "Time to rock and roll," he said to the air. "Rock and roll!"
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    Thursday, September 16th, 8:15 a.m.

    Quantico
  


  
    

  


  
    In his office, Jay Gridley prepared to ride the net.
  


  
    Cyberspace wasn't really like the old movies that had first depicted it, Gridley knew. But virtual reality constructs--VRCs--did use imagery to help a webwalker navigate the web. The images could be almost anything a user wanted. There were hundreds of standard commercial overlays, from cities with freeways, to old Western towns, to space flights. And there were tens of thousands of share-ware scenarios to be had on the web. Some of the best software you could get was free. Download or timeshare the ware, and the net could be anything anybody had ever bothered to program. If you couldn't find anything that suited you, you could create your own vehicle. You didn't even need to be a programmer; any fool could do it. WebWeaveWare these days was easier than paint-by-numbers.
  


  


  
    Gridley had several favorite travel pieces he used when he donned his VR gear and went on-line. He did the finger weave to access the command mode, waved the web to life and said, "Dodge Viper, Bavaria."
  


  
    The VR gear gave him an image of a mountain road in a somewhat-stylized German landscape. He was inside an RT/10 Viper, a black convertible roadster with broad white racing stripes, driving down a steep switchback. There would be a border crossing coming up soon. He clutched and downshifted from sixth into fifth, tapped the accelerator and grinned at the crisp breeze ruffling his long black hair. He enjoyed the classic James Bond movies, even though saying, "Gridley, Jay Gridley," didn't have quite the same ring to it. . . .
  


  


  
    The border crossing loomed. A single uniformed soldier stood behind a black-and-yellow-striped pole blocking the road, a submachine gun held at port arms.
  


  
    Gridley downshifted and braked. The roadster rumbled deep in its muscular throat as it rolled to a stop.
  


  


  
    The guard said, "Your papers, please."
  


  
    The guard smelled like cheap aftershave and stale sweat, with a touch of cigarette tobacco thrown in.
  


  


  
    Gridley smiled, reached into the pocket of his tuxedo--well, if you were gonna play, you might as well go all the way--and removed his passport.
  


  
    Eventually, he would have to program himself a female passenger to complete this scenario. A sultry redhead, perhaps, or a dark and deadly brunette. A woman afraid of the speed, but excited by it nonetheless. Yeah. . . .
  


  


  
    In the real world, an electronic password was tendered to a gate server on the web, bits of binary hex code pulsed from one system to another, but in VR, the visuals were so much more pleasing and much more intuitive.
  


  
    A cursory inspection, then the guard returned his passport, nodded curtly and raised the barrier. Gridley had come this way before. There was never any problem.
  


  


  
    Around the next curve, the mountain road turned suddenly into an autobahn, with traffic zooming past at speeds in excess of 160 kilometers per hour. He tromped the Viper accelerator, laid rubber--first . . . second . . . even in third--upshifted when the engine peaked in fourth, then fifth gears, achieved sixth as he merged with the flow of cars and trucks barreling along.
  


  
    James Bond's old Astin-Martin, and in the later movies the BMW, would never have kept up with the Viper. It had a top speed of around 260 kilometers per hour, with an eight-liter, ten-cylinder engine that would get one to that top speed with unbelievable rapidity. It was a rocket with wheels.
  


  


  
    He was in the netstream now, his program running smoothly. He liked the freeway image, but he could, if he wished, switch to a more leisurely hike along a stream, or a bicycle tour of France, although that kind of sudden program change did tend to jar one somewhat.
  


  
    Ahead was an exit sign: CyberNation.
  


  


  
    Gridley frowned. There had been a lot of infospew lately about CyberNation, a VR "country" that was accepting not only tourists, but residents. They--whoever the programmers were who'd created the VRland--were offering a whole bunch of computer perks if you were willing to "emigrate" to their creation--if you were willing to give up your electronic citizenship in your own country for theirs, a thing that seemed unlikely. He hadn't checked into it himself, but it was an interesting idea. Some day, in his copious spare time, he'd have to see what all the fuss was about.
  


  
    He glanced at the analog clock inset into the car's dashboard--no digital gauges for this beast.
  


  


  
    A sleek Jaguar passed the Viper, and Gridley smiled at it. Oh, yeah?
  


  
    He goosed the Viper, felt the jolt of acceleration even in sixth gear as the car surged forward and began to gain on the Jag as if it were standing still. He flew past, seeing the frowning driver's face. Gridley grinned. The Jag didn't have any more, and the Viper wasn't even close to red-lining the tach. So long, pal!
  


  


  
    He was still feeling pretty full of himself when he saw the wreck about half a mile ahead of him. A big semi had flipped and turned onto its side, the trailer now blocked all the lanes on his side of the freeway. Traffic was lined up for a quarter mile, and the line was getting longer fast.
  


  
    Damn!
  


  


  
    Gridley hit the brakes--carefully, they were top-of-the-line disk but not little-old-granny ABS--and started downshifting. Fortunately, the Viper was as good at stopping as it was at going. He pulled to a halt behind a big Mercedes full of men in hats, then checked his rearview mirror to see that the Jag was also slowing to a stop behind him.
  


  
    What the virtual image meant was that someone had bollixed the system link he was using. Whether by accident or on purpose, he couldn't say.
  


  


  
    A European-style siren dopplered and hee-haw-heehawed toward the wreck on the other side of the Autobahn, blue lights flashing. That would be the cops--or the diagnostics--coming to see what was what.
  


  
    Traffic was now at a standstill on his side of the highway. Gridley vaulted over the Viper's low door; fortunately the tux had plenty of stretch. He'd just mosey over to the cops and see if he could find out what was going on. Surely an Americanized Thai in a tuxedo could get a few answers, especially in his Bond persona. . . .
  


  


  
    

  


  
    Tyrone Howard rode the net, wind blasting his bare face--well, bare except for the old-style aviator goggles he wore. These were the only protection he had on the big Harley Davidson XLCH that rumbled along at more than a hundred miles an hour. A classic bike, they didn't make them anymore, and one he was still several years away from being old enough to drive even if he could find or afford one. The thing with VR was that you could do stuff you couldn't do in RW--the real world.
  


  
    He was in L.A., had just skirted a fender bender that blocked most of the Hollywood Freeway going north, hauling butt toward the valley when the reminder vox he'd set up warned him of the time. His dad was on the way home, and he'd only have a couple of minutes to visit before he had to take off again. He couldn't tell Tyrone where he was going or anything--that was secret stuff--but at least they could say good-bye. His dad had been excited, even though he had tried to hide it. Too bad Mom was down in Birmingham, visiting her sister. She'd be sorry she'd missed Dad.
  


  


  
    He pulled the bike onto an off-ramp, geared down and rolled into a parking lot. When he shoved his World War I aviator goggles up onto his forehead, the VR band also went up in RW, and all of a sudden he was back in his room. He blinked. RW always looked so . . . pale compared to VR. Like it was the imitation, and virtual was the real place.
  


  
    Just in time. He heard the front door open.
  


  


  
    "Tyrone?"
  


  
    "Hey, Pop!"
  


  


  
    Tyrone got up, and nearly tripped on his own feet. Jeez! He was constantly knocking stuff over or slipping and sliding. Grandaddy Carl said that his dad had been the same way at thirteen, couldn't walk down a ten-foot-wide hall without bumping into both walls nine times. Tyrone found that hard to believe, that his dad had ever been that clumsy. Or that he would someday grow out of it.
  


  
    When he reached the living room without destroying any furniture, he saw his dad there, in Net Force fatigues, neutral gray pants and shirt over spit-polished black boots. Behind his father, Master Sergeant Julio Fernandez stood by the door, dressed similarly.
  


  


  
    "Hey, Tyrone," the sergeant said.
  


  
    "Hey, Sarge. How's it goin'?"
  


  


  
    "Not bad, for an old Hispanic." He grinned. Fernandez had retired from the RA--Regular Army--at the same time Colonel Howard had left. They went way back, had known each other for twenty years. They'd joined Net Force at pretty much the same time. His father had told him that Sarge had said if the colonel could work for civilians, he could manage it, too. But Sarge's love for computers was below zero, and Tyrone thought that was kind of strange, given that that was the business Net Force was in.
  


  
    "I wanted to stop by before we took off," his dad said. "I've already called your mother. She'll be back on the commuter flight arriving at eighteen hundred, so you'll only be on your own for a couple of hours. Think you can handle that?"
  


  


  
    Tyrone grinned. "I dunno, Pop. That's pretty scary. After I get home from school, I'll be alone in the house for all that time. I could starve. Maybe die of terminal boredom."
  


  
    "Life is hard. Mrs. Townsend is running the car pool today, right?"
  


  


  
    "Right." Rick Townsend's mother had the duty this week; next week it would be Arlo Bridger's mom, the week after that, his mom. The co-op car pool made getting to school and back a lot easier than catching the bus. He was on the mid-morning schedule this semester, so he didn't have to be there until nine-thirty.
  


  
    His dad grinned back, then came over and hugged him. "I don't know when I'll be back. You take care of your mother. I'll call when the situation permits."
  


  


  
    "Yes, sir."
  


  
    His dad turned away. "Okay, Sarge. Let's roll."
  


  


  
    "You're the colonel, Colonel."
  


  
    His dad squeezed Tyrone's shoulder once more, then did a crisp pivot and headed for the door.
  


  


  
    Tyrone felt a sudden coldness in the pit of his belly. His dad never let on about whether his assignments were dangerous or not, but for him to come home when he didn't have to pick up any gear or anything, for all of a whole minute, just to tell him good-bye--well, that made Tyrone nervous.
  


  
    Where was Net Force posting his father? And what kind of trouble might be there waiting for him?
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    Thursday, September 16th, 7:15 p.m.

  


  
    Grozny
  


  
    

  


  
    Plekhanov was in his office in front of his computer. There was no one around this area, and probably no one on the entire floor. The government could not afford to maintain a night shift, though had he wished it, Plekhanov himself could have paid for it. One of the advantages of being a computer expert of his caliber was that stealing money electronically was not a problem--as long as one did not get too greedy. A million here, a million there, and pretty soon, it added up.
  


  
    His communication software had reached out and connected him to the Rifle, and now their business was almost completed.
  


  


  
    "Are we clear on what needs to be done, Mikhayl?"
  


  
    "Da, we are clear."
  


  


  
    Plekhanov frowned. It was not good that Ruzhyo used a Russian word, though there was not a chance in ten million that anybody would know it. Still, despite that, Plekhanov did not wish to take even that risk. But he would not speak of it during this conversation.
  


  
    "The specifications for clothing, hardware and vehicles are in the secure file. Use the second account for funds," he said. "Take as much as you need, we want to do a good job."
  


  


  
    "Yes," Ruzhyo said. "A good job."
  


  
    "Is there anything else?"
  


  


  
    "No, I believe that is everything."
  


  
    "Good hunting, then."
  


  


  
    "Thank you."
  


  
    After the connection had been broken, Plekhanov leaned back in his chair and considered his next action. There were so many small details that must be attended to if the plan was to continue to work properly. A call here, a shaft of information there, a few words whispered into an influential ear at this juncture, all added to the momentum and kept things rolling along.
  


  


  
    Everything was going according to plan.
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    Thursday, September 16th, 8:20 a.m.

  


  
    San Francisco
  


  
    

  


  
    Ruzhyo felt a little better. It was always good to have a specific chore, a job to be done, regardless of the constraints. He had already set up his contacts with suppliers; the gear they would need for the next step could be assembled in less than a day. Ruzhyo had known what the step would be, even though it had been a tentative plan until the call confirming it. Knowing it gave him some leeway, and he had exercised it.
  


  
    Now, he had to call the Snake and the Texan and get them set. This would be tricky, and in one way, probably more so than the assassination of the federal agent, but not so dangerous. This time, they would have the law on their side.
  


  


  
    In a manner of speaking.
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    Thursday, September 16th, 1:15 p.m.

  


  
    Quantico
  


  
    

  


  
    In his office, Commander Alex Michaels frowned at the young man sitting across the desk from him.
  


  
    "All right, Jay, what exactly does this mean?"
  


  


  
    Gridley shook his head. "I dunno, Chief. I went for a ride on half-a-dozen major highways--netways--and there were wrecks on all of them. Plus a bunch of others I didn't get around to. The cops--ah, the sysops--didn't have any big problems clearing most of them, although the Australian pileup was a real bastard. It was simple stuff, but traffic slowed down everywhere."
  


  
    "But we're not talking major sabotage? And it didn't seem focused on one particular system?"
  


  


  
    Jay shook his head. "Well, sort of and no. No piece of it was a biggie, but taken altogether, it adds up to major. Time is money, especially on the commercial roads, and there was a lot of stuff got shuffled because of some of the delays. If some big portion of that was diverted into one pocket, the guy wearing that jacket could retire and buy Cleveland, if he wanted. Though I can't imagine he'd want to. But as far as we can tell, nobody got rich off the snafu--least we haven't found who or how yet."
  


  
    Jay paused, blinked, then stared into space as if he'd gone into a trance.
  


  


  
    "Jay?">
  


  


  
    "Oh, sorry. Far as I can tell, no one system was hit any harder than another. It was spread over dozens of links fairly evenly. I've got houndbots sniffing, but none of 'em have run anything to a source. Whoever built this program is good, real good, 'cause he slipped it past a bunch of safeguards and the only people who caught him was us."
  


  


  
    Gridley smiled, obviously pleased with that fact.
  


  
    "So Net Force systems were unaffected?"
  


  


  
    "Yep. He tried, but he bounced off our wards. Guy's not as sharp as he thinks. He doesn't know who he's messing with. We'll run him down."
  


  
    For no reason at all, Michaels had a sudden flare of suspicion. Unless he wanted us to think he couldn't get past our guards.
  


  


  
    "All right. Go and find whoever did this. Let me know how it progresses."
  


  
    "You got it, Chief."
  


  


  
    Gridley stood and sauntered from his office. Once the young man was gone, Michaels leaned back in his chair and pondered the situation. Since Steve Day's death, something hadn't felt right. He couldn't quite put his finger on what it was, but he felt as if somehow Net Force was under attack. It could be nothing more than the professional paranoia of course, that went with the job, but if it wasn't, if somebody was out to damage Net Force, who was it? And more important than that, why?
  


  
    He waved a hand back and forth over his com unit.
  


  


  
    From her office next door, Toni said, "Yes?"
  


  
    "Hey, Toni. Anything new?"
  


  


  
    "Sorry, Alex, no."
  


  
    Day's murder still hung over the unit like a heavy thundercloud: dark, threatening, unresolved.
  


  


  
    He started to say something to his assistant, but decided to hold off. He didn't want to sound like the little boy crying wolf; besides, there was enough on his plate to worry about: the murder investigation, the situation in Ukraine, the other net problems. Better to keep his unfounded suspicions to himself, unless something else came along to give them some weight.
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    Friday, September 17th, 5:01 a.m.

    In the air over Northern Europe
  


  
    

  


  
    Colonel John Howard leaned back in the jetliner's seat and nodded at Sergeant Fernandez next to him. Probably one of the smartest things Net Force had ever done was to lease several 747's, then outfit them for fast tactical flights. The big Boeing jets were a long way from the old bone-jarring military transports that were little more than hollowed-out aluminum shells, so noisy you couldn't talk or even think straight. Aside from the comfort factor, there was a very practical reason for this choice: A 747 with civilian markings could land in places where a U.S. military cargo plane would get a Stinger missile up the spout for being stupid enough to try.
  


  
    "Okay, Julio, let's run through it one more time."
  


  


  
    The sergeant shook his head. "Begging the colonel's pardon--"
  


  
    "There would be a first," Howard broke in.
  


  


  
    "--and no disrespect intended," Fernandez continued, ignoring Howard's comment, "but the colonel must have a brain like a sieve."
  


  
    "Thank you for your neurological opinion, Dr. Fernandez." He rolled his finger in the "continue" sign. "Move along."
  


  


  
    Fernandez sighed. "Sir. Ukraine is about the size of France, holds fifty-two million people, has an elected President, and a four-hundred-fifty-person parliament called the Verkhovna Rada. The U.S. Embassy is in the capital of Kiev, at 10 Yuriya Kotsubinskoho. The building used to be the Communist Party precinct and Communist Youth League HQ, before the Ukrainians kicked the Commies out in '91. There are one hundred and ninety-eight American employees and two hundred and forty-four Ukrainian nationals working at or for the embassy."
  


  
    Howard smiled, but kept it to himself. Sarge never told it the same way twice.
  


  


  
    Fernandez continued. "Kiev has a population of three million, covers forty-five by forty-four kilometers and sits on the Dnieper River, which runs all the way to the Black Sea. This time of year it's still warm, though mostly overcast and about to get rainy. About seventy-five percent of the population is Ukrainian, twenty percent are Russian, the rest are Jews, Byelorussians, Moldovans, Poles, Armenians, Greeks and Bulgarians. Counting yourself, there might be three people of African descent in the country, although some of the Crimeans and ethnic Mongols are a bit dark. You will draw a crowd on the streets, sir."
  


  
    Howard waved him off. They had argued about this for half the trip. According to Fernandez, there was no way the colonel should be on this operation. He should sit back at the embassy and direct traffic by radio and satlink. Sir.
  


  


  
    "Go on."
  


  
    "Sir. The city is eight time zones ahead of D.C. It has an okay subway and surface street system, lousy radio and TV stations. You can get the CNBC Superstation until noon, and CNN after six p.m., and yesterday's Wall Street Journal and New York Times if you go to a big hotel and are willing to pay half your retirement for a copy of either. If you go into a public bathroom, best you take your own toilet paper, you will need it.
  


  


  
    "Money is the 'hryvnia,' and one of ours will get you two of theirs at the legal exchanges. The water is okay to bathe in if you let it run a few seconds for the lead to settle out, but you don't want to drink it without boiling it, due to bacteria and intestinal parasites. Radiation levels from Chernobyl are mostly normal, but don't eat local mushrooms, berries, or game animals unless you want to maybe be able to read at night without using a bedside lamp.
  


  
    "If you drink alcohol and drive and get caught, you'll probably get thrown into jail, unless it is the militia that catches you, in which case you'll probably be shot on the spot. They drink like fish here, but they walk when they get potted. Zero tolerance for drunk drivers and more power to 'em.
  


  


  
    "A lot of folks still speak Russian, but the official language is now Ukrainian. The most useful phrase you'll want to know in Ukrainian is, 'Probachteh, deh choloveechy tualeht.' "
  


  
    Howard said, "Which means?"
  


  


  
    " 'Excuse me, but where is the men's room?' "
  


  
    Howard grinned, and shook his head. "Keep going."
  


  


  
    Fernandez droned on, but now Howard was only listening with half his attention. Despite his sergeant's concern over his brain leakage, he did know this material. He was just burning it in deeper. Better to be sure than sorry.
  


  
    Unfortunately, Sarge was right about him not skulking around on the streets of Kiev. He'd been to China, and everywhere he had gone people had come up to him to stare, and sometimes to touch him. Black wasn't just different in some cultures; it was amazing. No way could he move around surreptitiously with that kind of attention on him. And yet, the idea of sitting in an embassy command room trading comments with the CIA station chief while his teams went hunting for a terrorist lair did not appeal in any way, shape or form. He was a soldier, a field man before he joined Net Force, and he did not want to spend any more time behind a desk than he had to.
  


  


  
    "--weapons and sub-rosa field gear are scheduled to arrive by diplomatic pouch at approximately 0945, local time. Although diplomatic shipping crate would be more appropriate. FedEx is bringing it in. Ain't that something? We don't need bombers, we can just FedEx it to our enemies, have 'em sign for it, then set it off. Boom."
  


  
    Howard made an appropriate grunt to show he was still awake. So--how was he going to do it, get out on the street? Some kind of disguise? Makeup, maybe? It was his operation, and he ought to be able to post himself to the active side of it. Maybe he could let his units scout things out, then get there for the finale, if it came to that. There had to be a way. He'd already sat out too many wars.
  


  


  
    "--crime is on the rise and we are advised not to go down dark alleys late at night alone." Fernandez grinned. "Bet the local muggers will go into major pucker-factor if they jump one of ours and find themselves target-laser-painted and staring down the barrel of an H&K subgun."
  


  
    "Let's not be shooting the locals, even the muggers, if we can help it, Sarge. This is supposed to be a surgical operation, in and out like a lance, no more damage than necessary. We don't want any incidents we can't sweep under a thin rug."
  


  


  
    "Certainly, sir. I'll make sure the boys keep the barroom brawls to an absolute minimum."
  


  
    Howard grinned and shook his head again. There was no better man to have at your side or watching your back than Julio Fernandez. He had trouble working a computer that a six-year-old could operate with ease, but when push came to shove, he was the best. He could pin a fly to the wall with his throwing knife, then shoot its eyes out with whatever hardware he happened to be holding, either hand and you pick 'em.
  


  


  
    And a bunch of half-baked local radicals were about to discover that making threats against a United States embassy was an extremely stupid idea.
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    Friday, September 17th, 1:25 p.m.

  


  
    New York City
  


  
    

  


  
    Luigi Sampson, Security Chief for Genaloni Industries, left the midtown Chinese restaurant, flanked by two bodyguards. Despite his position and ancestry, Sampson did not like Italian food. He did enjoy Chinese cuisine, however, and large amounts of it. For lunch, he had consumed an order of hot and spicy chicken, hard wheat noodles, sweet and sour pork, lemon duck and snow crab in peanut sauce, as well as two beers and three cups of tea. There had not been enough of the meal left to bother packing into little paper containers.
  


  
    Sampson used a toothpick as he strolled toward his chauffeured automobile, parked illegally in front of the restaurant. He flicked bits of his meal into the air, to fall upon the sidewalk.
  


  


  
    In the plain one-color, four-door sedan across the street, Ruzhyo looked at Winters, the driver, then at Grigory the Snake, seated in back. "Are we ready?"
  


  
    "I am ready," the Snake said.
  


  


  
    "Go to it, hoss."
  


  
    The three of them wore identical charcoal suits, not too expensive ones, with shined black-leather shoes, dark sunglasses and new, short haircuts. In addition, each of them carried cards and badges that identified them as Special Agents of the United States Federal Bureau of Investigation. These IDs were, of course, forgeries, but the best that money could buy, and as such, would pass any examination up to destructive tests.
  


  


  
    The license plate of the car had been switched, and the one it now wore had come from a vehicle currently parked in the FBI lot, not that far from where they now were.
  


  
    The Snake still looked like a big, dumb Russian to Ruzhyo, even with his disguise, but there was no help for that. Besides, big dumb Russians and big dumb Americans looked much alike.
  


  


  
    Winters was the best driver among them. It was his country, and he needed to stay at the wheel.
  


  
    Ruzhyo adjusted the pistol in the holster behind his right hip. It was a SIG .40, a no-nonsense flat-black German combat weapon, very expensive and dependable, and was carried by many FBI agents. They looked the part, even the Snake.
  


  


  
    "All right. Let us go."
  


  
    Ruzhyo and Grigory the Snake alighted from the car and started across the street.
  


  


  
    The bodyguards noticed them immediately. One of the guards said something to Sampson, who paused in picking his teeth, looked at the approaching men and grinned. He laughed and said something to his men. Ruzhyo could not hear, but he had an idea of what it might be. These men would have no love for their own federal authorities.
  


  
    As Ruzhyo and the Snake drew near to the trio, Sampson said, "Good afternoon, boys. You guys're with the Bureau, right?" He smiled at the two guards, to show how adept he was at recognizing federal agents.
  


  


  
    This was exactly as Plekhanov and Ruzhyo had planned. Give people something close to what they expected and they would fool themselves, you did not need to say a word.
  


  
    Ruzhyo affected the flat Midwestern American accent he had practiced. "Luigi Sampson? I'm Special Agent Arnold, this is Special Agent Johnson." He held his badge case up in his left hand to show the ID card and badge just as real agents did, always keeping their weapon hand clear. He nodded at the Snake, who glared at the bodyguards.
  


  


  
    While their IDs were fake, the names were not--Agents Arnold and Johnson were assigned to the New York office. "We'd like you to come with us and answer a few questions."
  


  
    "Sure thing, boys." To the nearer guard, Sampson said, "Verification?"
  


  


  
    The bodyguard had a small computer flatscreen he tapped commands into. After a beat, he said, "They're on the list."
  


  
    "Call the lawyers and the boss. Tell 'em." Sampson flicked the toothpick into the air with his thumb and middle finger. "Third floor of the Federal Plaza, right?"
  


  


  
    "That's the twenty-third floor, Mr. Sampson. You've been there before," Ruzhyo said.
  


  
    Sampson's grin increased. He thought his crude test was enough. He was a fool, more so for believing he was clever. Wise men always left room for new things; fools thought they knew it all already. "Always glad to help out my government. Let's go."
  


  


  
    In the back section of the car with the Snake, Sampson said, "So, what's it all about, boys?"
  


  
    As Winters pulled away, Ruzhyo noted one of the bodyguards step into the street to make a note of their vehicle's license number. Good. He looked at Sampson. "You work for the Genaloni crime family. You have personally killed six men, and ordered the deaths of more than a dozen others. You and your ilk are responsible for drugs on the streets, prostitution, smuggling, gambling, other illegal activities too many to list."
  


  


  
    "Whoa! That's slander, Agent, 'cause it ain't true. I'm a security man for a legitimate company. Better be careful what you say--you could get sued, you know. Our lawyers don't have enough to do."
  


  
    "You are criminal scum," Ruzhyo said. "And you will pay for it very soon."
  


  


  
    Sampson laughed. "Good luck proving it, pal. Better men than you have tried." He leaned back into the seat, his face going hard. "I'll be back on the street in time for dinner."
  


  
    "You will not," Ruzhyo said.
  


  


  
    "Yeah? Well, you're stupid if you think that."
  


  
    "No. You are the stupid one--you believe we are with the FBI."
  


  


  
    The look on Sampson's face was a mix of fear and disbelief, but by then the Snake had his gun out and pressed it into the man's side. "And you would be extremely stupid to attempt to move," the Snake said. The Russian accent was so thick in his voice you could lean against it without falling.
  


  
    "Jesus!" Sampson said.
  


  


  
    "Afraid he ain't gonna be offering you much help, hoss," Winters said.
  


  
    "What the hell is going on? Who are you? What do you want?"
  


  


  
    "To feed the wolves a poisoned bait," Ruzhyo said.
  


  
    The criminal frowned. He did not understand. Nor would he have time to worry over it. Fate had reached into the lottery basket and closed his cold hard fingers.
  


  


  
    Luigi Sampson's number had been drawn.
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    Friday, September 17th, 2:30 p.m.

    New York City
  


  
    

  


  
    Ray Genaloni was mad enough to kill somebody with his bare hands. The man who stood in front of his desk, one of Luigi's bodyguards, was not delivering good news and he was the only target of opportunity--but that would be a bad idea, to kill him. Instead, Ray kept his temper held down, as if pressing a lid on a boiling pot to keep the steam from escaping.
  


  
    "Excuse me, Donald," Genaloni said, "but what exactly do you mean the FBI doesn't have him?"
  


  


  
    "We sent the lawyers, Boss. The feds say they didn't pick up Luigi."
  


  
    "But you and Randall say they did?"
  


  


  
    "We had just come out of Chen's. There were two of 'em, another one in the car. Luigi made them, and Randall and I know feds when we see them. Their IDs checked out, they are on the New York Bureau list, the car they were in had no-hit plates--which we ran through our police contacts and found they were blind-issued to the New York City FBI motor pool. They got him, all right."
  


  
    "Then why are they telling the lawyers they never heard of him?"
  


  


  
    Donald shook his head. "I don't know."
  


  
    Genaloni sat silent for maybe fifteen seconds. He saw the bodyguard's sweat. Good. Let him be nervous. Finally, he said, "That's all. Go find something to do."
  


  


  
    After the bodyguard left, Genaloni sat and stared at the wall. What the hell were the feds up to? Why were they putting the squeeze on him? Luigi was stand-up, they could threaten him with anything they wanted and he wouldn't give them shit, but We-ain't-got-him was a new game. And it was one he didn't like. They were up to something and whatever it was, he didn't fucking like it.
  


  
    Fine. They want to play cloak-and-dagger? No problem. He had a knife sharp enough to shave with just sitting around doing nothing. All he had to do was reach out and grab it. We'll just see about this crap.
  


  


  
    He picked up his phone. "Scramble, code two-four-three-five, Sunshine," he said.
  


  
    The phone said, "Scrambled."
  


  


  
    He punched in a number.
  


  
    We'll just see about this crap.
  


  


  
    

  


  
    "I understand," Mora Sullivan said, knowing her voice would not give her away.
  


  
    She waved the phone off, stood and began a measured pacing.
  


  


  
    Three steps this way, turn, three steps back, turn, then repeat, as she began to assimilate the assignment. The Selkie did not sit and meditate. Yes, she could be still when necessary, when the stalk required it, but at this stage the Selkie thought best when she moved, when she was on her feet, exploring avenues, watching for side roads, scheming.
  


  
    She could become anything, anybody, and the world was her chew toy, but this would be a dangerous one. There could be no room for error. Nearly always on her assignments there was wiggle room, space for small mistakes. Though she never left anything undone if she knew about it, there had been occasions when she had made errors. Tiny things, those errors, not wide pathways upon which a pursuer could have traveled to catch her. But now and then, she had missed something. She was the best, but even the best could overlook some bit of business, realizing it only afterward, when it was beyond her control to repair.
  


  


  
    Step, step, step, turn--
  


  


  
    People had not noticed the little clues she had accidentally dropped, because most people never thought to look for them. And eventually the links had rusted away under time and weather, become no more than stains on her trail, small, dark blotches that offered nothing to normal vision.
  


  


  
    But this time? This time there would be a microscope turned upon her actions. Police officers, no matter what their organization, were special cases. First and foremost, the police protected their own. The message was simple: You may do many heinous acts and escape, but killing a cop is not one of these acts. Do so, and you rise to the top of the list, never to be removed until you are caught or killed--preferably killed. Sullivan knew this. Her father had been one of those who had gunned down a policeman, and paid for that with his own life. The policemen who had caught him had executed him, and it had been no chore for the killers to justify their revenge, no chore at all.
  


  


  
    Step, step, step, turn--
  


  


  
    Killing her target would not be the problem. That was the easy part. An assassin who was willing to be caught or to die herself could pretty much take out anybody in the public eye, from the President on down.
  


  
    Getting away with such an assassination was another thing. Especially when the best and brightest lights of the top anticrime organization in the world would be shined into your escape tunnel. There would be no wiggle room on this one, no errors permitted. The smallest clue would be found, magnified, analyzed, tested, followed.
  


  


  
    The thought was both scary and attractive. The Selkie thrived on the risk. She enjoyed epinephrine as if it were a fine wine, savoring the jolt it gave. The truth was, she could walk away tomorrow and live a long and well-supplied life. Once you had more than a few million working for you, you didn't really need more. She had a goal and she would reach it because she always reached her goals, but she was self-aware enough to realize that for her, the game was as important as the get. And this would be a challenge. She'd never deleted an FBI agent before, especially one who was head of a sub-agency.
  


  
    Step, step, step, turn.
  


  


  
    So, the plan would require a meticulous surveillance, an undivided attention to every possible problem and enough time to make certain everything was covered. Everything.
  


  
    Before she left, she would take on a new identity. She would become a woman who belonged in Washington, D.C., who had reason to be near her target, who would pass any inspection if necessary.
  


  


  
    Sullivan stopped pacing, and grinned to herself. Already, the adrenaline bubbled in her, made her skin and muscles tight, gave her breathtaking rushes.
  


  
    She was a creature of the were. She could change her look as easily as some people changed their clothes, could become anything she wished.
  


  


  
    Already the Selkie's metamorphosis had begun.
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    Saturday, September 18th, 4:19 p.m.

  


  
    Los Angeles
  


  
    

  


  
    Ruzhyo stood on the moving walkway at the Los Angeles Airport, heading for the car-rental pickup. According to the pilot, the temperature outside was nearly body heat. It might be fall, but summer was not done with this country--it had been almost that warm on the East Coast when he'd boarded his flight.
  


  
    The business in New York had gone well. Less than twenty-four hours after they had kidnapped him, Luigi Sampson was no more.
  


  


  
    Well, Ruzhyo thought, that was not strictly true. The chopped-up pieces of the criminal were by this point a semiliquid goo inside a large, glass-lined holding tank filled with a very strong acid. It had been necessary for the Snake to carve the dead man into sections small enough to fit through a pressure-valve opening atop the containment vessel, a chore that affected Grigory not in the least. He had an uncle who was a butcher, and had worked in his uncle's shop summers before entering the military. The tank was for storage of a corrosive used in etching steel at a metal-finishing plant in New Jersey. The solution, of which the criminal was fast becoming a part, was generally used in small amounts; by the time the workers got around to tapping the tank for their work--the second of two such storage vessels--the late Luigi Sampson would be merely organic contaminants, and unlikely to be noticed save as perhaps a slight discoloration as he was sprayed with the acid over masked sections of steel plate.
  


  
    The acid was very strong. But to be certain, the Snake had hammered out all of the dead man's teeth, and the American Winters had sprinkled these teeth one by one over the side of a ferry to Staten Island, interspersed with handfuls of popcorn he had thrown to the seagulls that followed the ferry.
  


  


  
    The FBI disguises were likewise no more. The IDs and clothes had been burned and the ashes flushed away; the badges had been pounded to flat scrap and put into a metal-recycler station. The car's plates had been switched back, the automobile itself returned to the agency from which it had been rented with more fake identification. The guns had been wiped clean, packaged, marked "Rock Samples," then mailed to a large post office box rented to a non-existent person in Tucson, Arizona, where they would sit until the rental expired or the post office tried to find the box holder, whichever occurred first, and months away in any case. Disposable items, all.
  


  
    Such a ruse would not work again--the Genaloni organization would now be alerted. But it was not necessary.
  


  


  
    It was remotely possible that the bodyguards might be offered pictures of the real agents Ruzhyo and Zmeya had impersonated, but it was most unlikely. Genaloni's suspicion and natural distrust of the authorities would be enhanced, and he would not turn to them for aid in finding his man even if he did believe them, which he would not. The crime boss would not pursue the matter with the federal authorities, and they, in turn, having other things to do, would quickly forget about it.
  


  
    The FBI would think Genaloni had killed one of his own. And Genaloni would think the FBI was out to get him. The former was incorrect, but the latter was now true. Genaloni, according to the research Plekhanov had supplied, was not a patient man. He would likely do something rash. And if he did not, then Ruzhyo would do it for him--or at least it would seem so.
  


  


  
    Giving one's enemy something else about which to worry was an old but still useful device. Plekhanov knew history well, and he was a master manipulator. A good man to have on one's side in a conflict. A bad man to have as an opponent.
  


  
    There were other small things Ruzhyo and his crew could do to further harass both Net Force and the criminal family they had set upon each other, small things, but each adding a bit more to the load.
  


  


  
    Sooner or later, even the strongest camel will collapse under one more additional straw added to its load.
  


  
    It was Ruzhyo's job to supply the straws.
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    Sunday, September 19th, 2:30 a.m.

  


  
    Kiev
  


  
    

  


  
    John Howard was just a little peeved at the CIA station chief. Morgan Hunter was maybe forty-five, hair gone gray, but still in pretty good shape, to judge from the fit of his suit and the way he moved. And he'd been a Company man for twenty-odd years, had worked in Chile, done a stint in Beirut, then in Moscow after the breakup, before landing here. So he ought to know his business.
  


  
    "I'm sorry, Colonel, but what can I say? None of our contacts among the local radicals have squat on this, outside of the original reports. We haven't been able to run it down."
  


  


  
    "The clock is ticking, Mr. Hunter."
  


  
    They were in the small conference room in the sub-basement, a room Howard had been given for his operation. There were landline phones, computers, printers, television monitors and other such impedimenta on the tables and walls.
  


  


  
    The CIA man gave him a superior smile. "I am aware of that, Colonel. We wound the clock, so we know. As you might recall, we brought it to your agency's attention in the first place. An agency that is here more or less by our invitation, sir."
  


  
    Howard was making ready to reply when Julio Fernandez entered the room. He gave the colonel an uncalled-for snappy salute and said, "Sir, we might have something."
  


  


  
    "Go ahead, Sergeant."
  


  
    Fernandez glanced at Hunter, then back at his commanding officer. Howard had to work to keep his own grin in check. The look said much, not the least of which was: Is it okay to talk in front of this jerk, sir?
  


  


  
    Hunter caught it, and his jaw muscles flexed.
  


  
    "Sir, Lucy--that's Lucy Jansen, Third Team--made, uh, friends with one of the guys on the short list." He handed Howard the list with a name circled in red. As Howard looked at the name, Fernandez continued. "Guy speaks German, so does she, so that gave them something in common. They, ah, connected in a local bar and after five or six glasses of vodka, the guy let it slip about having an old wire-guided missile launcher he was gonna have a chance to use real soon."
  


  


  
    Howard felt himself ratchet into alertness. "Go on."
  


  
    "Lucy is working the guy. She's gonna get back to me in a couple of hours."
  


  


  
    Howard looked at Hunter.
  


  
    The other man shrugged. "Could be something. Could be a drunk trying to impress a woman."
  


  


  
    Howard nodded. "True. But the guy is on your list." He turned to look at Fernandez again. "Keep me posted on this."
  


  
    "Yes, sir." Another crisp salute, then Fernandez turned and marched away.
  


  


  
    "I'll see if I can get some more background on this man," Hunter said. He pointed at the list.
  


  
    "Good idea." Howard hesitated for a moment, then decided there was no point in losing the cooperation of the CIA man. "Sorry about before. I'm still a little jet-lagged."
  


  


  
    "No problem, Colonel. We've all been there. I want these guys as much as anybody does. If we do our jobs right, we'll get them."
  


  
    "Amen."
  


  


  
    The two men smiled again, and this time the expressions were real.
  


  
    Maybe it was nothing, but Howard didn't think so. All of a sudden, he had a fluttery sensation in his belly. This was it. This would lead them into the radicals' den.
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    Sunday, September 19th, 11:05 a.m.

    Washington, D.C.
  


  
    

  


  
    When the phone rang, Alex Michaels was in his garage, working on the Prowler. He was fairly certain he knew who was calling. He wiped his hands on the greasy rag and reached for the receiver.
  


  
    "Hello?"
  


  


  
    "Dadster!"
  


  
    "Hey, Little Bit, how you doin'?"
  


  


  
    "Great. Well, except for I fell while I was skating and kinda wrecked a knee pad."
  


  
    He felt a stab of concern. "You okay?"
  


  


  
    "I'm fine, but the knee pad is like, you know, scraped silly."
  


  
    "Better it than you."
  


  


  
    "That's what Momster said."
  


  
    In the background, he heard Megan: "Let me talk to Daddy for a minute, hon."
  


  


  
    Michaels felt his belly twist, his bowels go cold and tight.
  


  
    "Mom wants to talk to you."
  


  


  
    He took a deep breath. "Sure. Put her on."
  


  
    "Bye, Dadster."
  


  


  
    "Bye, Little Bit."
  


  
    Time stretched. Aeons rolled past. Civilization decayed, fell into ruin. . . .
  


  


  
    "Alex?"
  


  
    "Hi, Megan. What's up?"
  


  


  
    "Susie, why don't you go make Mom a cup of coffee, okay?"
  


  
    Michaels suddenly felt as if he was in free fall.
  


  


  
    A moment passed. "Look, Alex, I know you put your job at the top of your list, but your daughter still thinks the moon rises in her father's shadow. Are you going to be able to break loose and come to her play?"
  


  
    The years of arguments threatened to break out again--fresh blood from old wounds never healed, at least not on his heart. He didn't want to fight with her. "That's in October, right?"
  


  


  
    "You remembered. Amazing."
  


  
    She could still cut him with her sarcasm as easily as a new razor-sliced paper.
  


  


  
    This whole deal with Day's death would probably be over by then; if not, it was doubtful it would still be boiling so hot he couldn't step away from the stove long enough to see his daughter's second-grade play. He said, "I'll be there."
  


  
    "You sure?"
  


  


  
    "I said I'd be there." She could always do that, too, spark him to anger without raising her voice, with the most innocent phrase. You sure? If she'd called him a damned liar, it would have sounded exactly the same to him.
  


  
    There was an uncomfortable pause. In the last year they were together, there had been more of those uncomfortable moments than anything else. Not so much anger as resignation. The inevitable end of their marriage had oozed toward them like a glacier, slow but inexorable, grinding flat everything in its path.
  


  


  
    She said, "Listen, there's something else. I'm seeing someone. I wanted you to hear it from me."
  


  
    The coldness in his belly hardened into shards of liquid oxygen so frigid they stopped his breathing. When he found his voice again, he put everything he had into keeping it level, light, mildly curious.
  


  


  
    "Anybody I know?"
  


  
    "No. He's a teacher at Susie's school. Not her teacher."
  


  


  
    "Well. Congratulations."
  


  
    "We aren't about to get married, Alex, we're just seeing each other socially. You've been dating, haven't you?"
  


  


  
    He waited just a little too long before he replied: "Sure."
  


  
    "Jesus, Alex."
  


  


  
    And that summed up years of discussions, too. He hadn't been with another woman since he and Megan had split. He'd thought about it a few times. Certainly he still noticed attractive women, even had brief fantasies. But he'd never acted on them. Once the fantasy passed, the reality was still out there, the risk. And he still missed Megan, despite all that had happened. She'd been the love of his life. She always would be. If she called and asked him to come home, he'd go, even if it cost him everything else--the condo, the car, the job. He hadn't known that before, but he knew it now. Too late, of course. It wasn't going to happen. They were divorced. She was seeing another man. Maybe even sleeping with him.
  


  
    It further churned his stomach, made him want to throw up, the idea of Megan naked with another man, laughing, making love, doing things he and she had once done. What was worse was knowing that she wanted another man--and not him. Knowing that she would enjoy it . . .
  


  


  
    Michaels shook his head. He had to get off this track. He didn't have the right to feel this way anymore--if he'd ever had that right.
  


  
    "I have to go. Tell Susie I love her."
  


  


  
    "Alex--"
  


  
    "Good-bye, Megan. Take care."
  


  


  
    He put the phone's receiver gently back into the cradle, then looked at the purple car upon which he now spent each spare minute. Usually, he was able to fend off the feelings about Megan. As long as he kept busy, as long as he didn't let himself stop and think about it, he was fine. But when he heard her voice, when her words caused him to paint a picture of her in his mind, it was impossible.
  


  
    Maybe there was a magic spell somewhere that would erase all the bad between them; maybe there were some magic words that would put them back together as they had been when Susie had still been in their future, or even when she'd been a fat and laughing babe toddling around that big old house in Idaho.
  


  


  
    Maybe there were such words--but Alex Michaels had not found them.
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    Sunday, September 19th, 11:15 a.m.

  


  
    Washington, D.C.
  


  
    

  


  
    Toni Fiorella had just gotten off the phone with her mother, a Sunday morning ritual that usually ran twenty or thirty minutes before Mama began getting antsy: "This must be costing you a fortune, baby," Mama would say.
  


  
    No matter how many times Toni had told her mother she could afford a couple of hours of long-distance charges a month between Washington and the Bronx, it didn't seem to sink in. Mama remembered the days when long-distance phone calls had been a major luxury, reserved for birth or funeral announcements, maybe a quick ring on holidays. And the idea of getting a computer and simply using Email or voxtrans was out. Mama did not hold with such things.
  


  


  
    For the last fifteen minutes while they visited, Toni had been puttering around the kitchen. She'd rinsed dishes, put them into the washer, wiped the counters and chopping block, even dust-mopped the floor. The apartment was small, but the kitchen was bigger than usual in a place this size, and the vinyl floor looked enough like real wood to fool most people at first glance. A nice place.
  


  
    As she was putting the dust mop away, the phone rang.
  


  


  
    Was that her mother calling back for something?
  


  
    "Hello?"
  


  


  
    "Deputy Commander Fiorella?"
  


  
    "Yes?" The voice had a familiar sound, but she couldn't place it.
  


  


  
    "This is Jesse Russell. We, uh, met the other day."
  


  
    A Southern accent, the voice. Wait--she had it. "Spandex."
  


  


  
    "Ma'am?"
  


  
    Toni hadn't realized she'd said the word aloud until he'd responded. She flushed, glad the visual wasn't on. "Sorry, Mr. Russell, never mind. What do you want?"
  


  


  
    "Well, ma'am, I wanted to apologize. For that business in the gym. I was showing off for Barry and I kinda put my brain on hold. I shouldn't have acted that way. It was stupid and I'm sorry."
  


  
    Toni grinned. Well, well. Would wonders never cease? An asshole apologizing. And because she knew she shouldn't have done what she had done, she could be gracious about it now. "It's all right, Mr. Russell, forget about it."
  


  


  
    "No, ma'am, I'm not likely to forget that anytime soon. I was, uh, wondering if maybe you might be willing to show me some more of the style sometime? You know, so I could see what you did instead of decorating the floor with my backside?"
  


  
    Toni chuckled. Maybe he wasn't so bad after all. He had a certain charm. She said, "If we run into each other at the gym, sure."
  


  


  
    "Well, Miz Fiorella, if you could tell me when you might be working out again, I could arrange my schedule to break loose for a while. They keep us pretty busy in class, but we are allowed some free time now and then."
  


  
    Toni thought about it for a second. Was this guy hitting on her? Or was he really interested in learning silat? Background in another art was a hindrance sometimes, but not always. And Guru kept telling her she needed students, that she'd never really master the art until she taught it.
  


  


  
    "I sometimes do mornings, but I usually work out on my lunch hour, noon to one. You could drop by if you want."
  


  
    "Oh, yes, ma'am, I want."
  


  


  
    "Might as well drop the 'ma'am' and 'Miz Fiorella' stuff. I'm Toni."
  


  
    "I'm Rusty to my friends," he said. "Thank you. You gonna be at the gym Monday?"
  


  


  
    "Unless something comes up."
  


  
    "I'll see you there, ma'am--I mean, Toni."
  


  


  
    She found herself smiling as she put the dust mop away. Spandex--Russell--had been pretty much a typical macho idiot from his reactions both before and immediately after she'd decked him. But this call, assuming there weren't any hidden agendas in it, made up for some of that. Most people deserved a second chance most of the time. Lord knows she'd stepped into things she'd regretted, and had been glad to be on the receiving end of somebody's forgiveness. People could change. She had to believe that. And he wasn't all that bad-looking, either.
  


  
    She immediately felt a twitch of disloyalty. Whatever else Russell might be, he was not Alex, in no way, shape or form. Alex was who she wanted. And sooner or later, if she worked hard enough, maybe he would want her, too.
  


  


  
    But a student wouldn't be so bad. And who knows? A good-looking student might give Alex a jolt, show him Toni was somebody to look at. It couldn't hurt.
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    Sunday, September 19th, 11:15 a.m.

  


  
    Quantico
  


  
    

  


  
    Jay Gridley cranked up the big motor on the Viper, and left a trail of smoking rubber as he popped the clutch and burned up the freeway's on-ramp. Why not? He didn't have to buy new tires in VR.
  


  
    He had spent a good part of the last few days cruising the net, looking for more roadblocks, but so far, nothing out of the ordinary. Oh, yeah, sure, there were traffic snarls, a fender bender here or there, but those were normal.
  


  


  
    He was on the 405 close to LAX when a black kid on a big hog whined past, doing eighty. Gridley smiled at the kid on the Harley. He knew who that was, even if the VR image was a little older and more muscular.
  


  
    He upshifted, felt the Viper strain to be released and let it go as he pressed the accelerator to the floor. The big V-10 rumbled, roared, and the traffic around him turned into a painting.
  


  


  
    He surged the little car from sixty to ninety in a couple of seconds. Ka-wham!
  


  
    Born to be wild, and if you can't drive it, pal, park it!
  


  


  
    He pulled alongside the black kid on the bike, grinned, honked his horn.
  


  
    In reality, the two of them were linked via the net in a real-time on-line connection, much as twenty million or so other people did every day on the big commercial nets, but the VR visual mode made it so much more fun, when the software allowed for overlapping scenarios like this one.
  


  


  
    "Hey, Tyrone!"
  


  
    The kid looked over and grinned, showing bright and even teeth. "Hey, Jay Gee! What're you doin' here?"
  


  


  
    "Looking for trouble."
  


  
    "I'm with that program!"
  


  


  
    "Yo, there's a truck stop up ahead on the right. You want to pull over and have a cup of coffee? I need to ask you something."
  


  
    "Sure, nopraw, Jay."
  


  


  
    The kid goosed the bike and leaned into the wind, the airstream ruffling his clothes and even his tight curly hair. He pulled away, and Gridley let him get ahead.
  


  
    Nopraw? Jay considered it for a moment. Ah. No problem.
  


  


  
    He wasn't that old, but the cutting edge was always moving, and he knew he wasn't on it anymore. The slangspeak hot when he was a kid was ancient history to somebody Tyrone's age. "Nopraw" would be like his "Sweat not," or his father's "No probleemo, Batman." The language shifted, changed and sometimes, circled around completely. "Cool" became "hot" became "bad" became "groovy" became "cool" again. No way you could keep up.
  


  
    He was twenty-eight, but talking to a kid like Tyrone made him feel like a pile of dinosaur bones. He shook his head.
  


  


  
    Then again, kids who rode the net seriously saw and heard things that adults missed, and Gridley wanted to use every resource he could get his hands on. This was about getting the job done, not about who lifted what.
  


  
    He put his blinker on and pulled into the exit lane. If things kept going the way they were, by the time Tyrone was Gridley's age, he'd be doing stuff that would make this look like stick figures carved into stone.
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    Sunday, September 19th, 10:45 p.m.

    Washington, D.C.
  


  
    

  


  
    It was a quiet Sunday evening, the fall air still warm and sticky with humidity. Alexander Michaels's condo was dark, save for a light in an upstairs bedroom. A plain-vanilla, government-issue, black-tire fedmobile with two FBI agents in it sat parked at the curb across the street. They weren't trying to hide, and that was good, because they might as well have a big flashing red neon sign mounted on the car's top announcing they were who they were: Cops! Cops! Cops!
  


  
    The two men in the car listened to a radio playing country music at a low volume, and played chess using a small magnetic board mounted on the dash. Now and then, one of them would glance at Michaels's place, or up and down the street, checking auto or foot traffic.
  


  


  
    There weren't many cars or pedestrians at this hour in this neighborhood on a Sunday. Most of the people in these houses had to get up and go into the office on Monday morning; most of them were home by now, watching TV or reading or doing whatever else upper-middle-class people did behind their walls when tomorrow was a workday.
  


  
    How odd it must be, to have to get up and go to a real job every day. She wondered how people did it--worked at places where they hated what they did, for people they could barely stand. How could you make yourself spend your life without any joy, any passion, any real satisfaction? Millions did it--billions did it--but it was beyond her. She'd rather be dead than forced to endure the mundane lives most people led. What was the point?
  


  


  
    A Mercury Protection Systems neighborhood patrol car rolled slowly down the street. The uniformed driver in the vehicle--offering "Fast Armed Response," according to the door logos--nodded at the two FBI men as he cruised past them. They nodded back.
  


  
    A quiet residential street. Nothing out of the ordinary. Moms and pops and two-point-three rugrats, dogs, cats, mortgages, unending blandness. Everything in its proper, boring, dull place.
  


  


  
    Well. One thing was not quite as it seemed. . . .
  


  
    The Selkie walked along the sidewalk approaching Michaels's condo. The condo was on the west side of the road, and she was eighty yards shy of it, moving slowly north. She had already examined the agents' car with a twelve-power spookeye monocular. The tiny starlight scope was state-of-the-art Israeli issue, made at the Bethlehem Electronics plant. The scope had excellent optics, and offered a good view of the chess-players from a distance where they couldn't possibly see her without using scopes of their own.
  


  


  
    The shotgun mike in her purse--a product of the wholly owned Motorola subsidiary Chang BioMed, in Beaverton, Oregon--had sufficient electronic amplification so that from a hundred yards she had been able to hear the soft twang of country music from the surveillance car. The mike was disguised as a hearing aid, and the scope passed as a small can of hairspray. Anything less than a determined search wouldn't know these things for what they really were.
  


  
    And who was apt to be searching her purse, determined or otherwise? Nobody.
  


  


  
    When she was fifty yards away, she saw the agents glance in her direction, then back to their chess game. She kept her expression neutral, even though she wanted to smile. They had seen her--and dismissed her.
  


  
    The dismissal was based on good reason. For what the agents saw was an old lady, easily seventy, hunched over and walking slowly, hobbling with a cane, while a small champagne-colored toy poodle trotted ten feet ahead of her on a Flexi lead, exploring the neatly cropped wilds of the sidewalk foliage.
  


  


  
    The poodle, a well-trained neutered male, had been rented from the Not the Brothers Dog Kennel, in upstate New York. A thousand dollars a week, the pooch, and worth every penny.
  


  
    The little dog sniffed the base of an ornamental cherry tree planted next to the walk, lifted his leg and watered the trunk.
  


  


  
    "Good boy, Scout," the Selkie said. Anybody close enough to have heard her--and nobody was--would have recognized the tones of an old lady, the voice weakened by long decades of hard work and too many cigarettes.
  


  
    She wore an ankle-length cotton-print dress, a thin cotton sweater and stout, sensible, lace-up Rockport walking shoes over black knee socks. Her hair was white and fluffed up into a rounded perm. The latex mask and makeup she wore had taken her an hour and a half to apply, and should pass inspection from five feet in broad daylight. She was in some apparent pain as she shuffled along--the right hip was bad--but she was bearing it for the sake of her good boy Scout, who stopped to sniff every tree or bush, careful to mark as his own all those with scents from previous canine passersby.
  


  


  
    She was also hot, her face itched and the stink of latex and face powder was thick, but there was no help for that.
  


  
    The Selkie knew exactly what the watchers saw when they looked at her: somebody's arthritic granny, out walking her little dog before going home to bed. And home was only three blocks away, rented in a hurry, but using her current disguise. If she was stopped--and she wouldn't be--she had an address that justified her being here, and a pedigree better than the dog's. She was Mrs. Phyllis Markham, retired from her job of forty-one years as a book-keeper for the state government, at the capital in Albany. Her husband Raymond had passed away last October, and Phyllis had finally moved to Washington so she could spend her spare time visiting the museums, which she loved. Have you seen the new Russian capsule on display at the Air and Space? Or that gray 1948 Tucker they confiscated from some drug dealer?
  


  


  
    Mrs. Markham's daughter Sarah lived in Philadelphia, and her son Bruce was the manager of a Dodge truck dealership in Denver. Her background was all in place, and any kind of computer check would vet it. She could bore the leg off a clothes-store dummy reciting it in her dull and scratchy voice, too. She carried no obvious weapons, nothing to give her away, save the disguised electronics that nobody would recognize for what they were if they happened to see them.
  


  
    Then again, the cane she pretended to need was a three-foot length of hand-crafted hickory, sanded furniture-smooth and lovingly oiled, made by Cane Masters, a small company in Incline Village, Nevada. Cane Masters specialized in building perfectly legal weapons for serious martial artists. An expert--and the Selkie was certainly that-- could beat somebody to a dead pulp with a walking stick such as the one she carried, and do so without breaking a sweat.
  


  


  
    A mugger who looked at her and saw somebody's tired and helpless old granny and an easy score, well--that would be a big mistake. And possibly his last mistake if she chose to make it so.
  


  
    When she was at the first condo past the target's, she whispered, loud enough for the dog to hear but not the agents: "Scout, dump."
  


  


  
    The little poodle was very well trained. He stopped, squatted and left a little pile on the grass next to the edge of the walk. With some apparent effort, the old lady bent and half squatted, and scooped the poop up with a little cardboard-and-plastic container designed for that purpose. "Good boy, Scout!" she said, loud enough for the agents to hear this time. She proceeded onward, seemingly oblivious to the young men playing chess in the car across the street. She would bet dollars to dimes they'd be smiling. Aw, look at that, isn't that cute, old granny's little toy dog crapping on the grass.
  


  
    She didn't know if the guards were permanent--probably not, but it didn't matter. Two men in a parked car on a street were not much of a threat. Now they had seen her as she wished them to see her. She would be back in the morning, and again at night, for at least the next week, perhaps longer. Soon, the day and night sets of guards would file her away under "harmless." Mrs. Phyllis Markham was but one of several shadows who might become an unseen part of the target's life. Another one was an office temp who could soon go to work for the Marines Civilian Liaison Office at Quantico. There was a new driver for a Taco Tio lunch wagon that sometimes fed part of the FBI, and half-a-dozen other possibilities, if necessary. She would chose the ones best suited, after she had done a little more observation.
  


  


  
    And if it was Phyllis Markham who drew the assignment to delete the target, he would probably die quietly in his bed one night in the next week or two, with nobody the wiser. The old lady could circle around the condo after the deed was done, then walk right past the agents assigned to watch the target, and they would never have a clue.
  


  
    By the time anybody knew the target was dead, the poodle would be back in upstate New York at his kennel, and the old lady would have ceased to exist.
  


  


  
    "Let's go around the block and go home, Scout. What do you think?"
  


  
    The toy poodle wagged his tail. He was a sweet pup. And just like the T-shirt said, the more she learned about people, the better she liked dogs.
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    Monday, September 20th, 8:17 a.m.

  


  
    Kiev
  


  
    

  


  
    Colonel Howard had just finished a field-strip and reassembly on the H&K G3A3Z assault rifle. This was a major piece of small-arms ordinance. It roared like a thunderclap and fired the big 7.62mm NATO round full-auto. The expended brass ejected so hard that anybody within fifty or sixty feet to the right and slightly back of a shooter risked having an eye put out by a spinning shell. Sometimes the empties flew so fast they whistled as air blew across the mouth of the fired cartridge.
  


  
    He wiped excess dry lube from the weapon and put it back on the table. Maybe he should clean his handgun, too?
  


  


  
    He pulled the S&W Model 66 from its holster and looked at it. It was a six-shot stainless-steel revolver in .357, with a four-inch barrel and Craig Spegel custom-wood boot grips. Hardly regulation, the sidearm--most of the teams carried H&K USP tactical pistols in .40, with high-density plastic slides and frames, laser sights and suppressors, and more than twice as many rounds per magazine as the old wheelgun carried. But it was his talisman, the Smith, and he trusted it. He could shoot it well enough to hit a man-sized target out to a hundred meters on a good day, and it never jammed the way an auto-pistol sometimes did. He opened the cylinder and checked the loads.
  


  
    "Your hardware gets any cleaner you'll be able to do surgery with it, sir."
  


  


  
    He looked at Fernandez. "You know, a less indulgent commander would have thrown you into the stockade years ago and left you there."
  


  
    "Yes, sir. Your patience does you proud, Colonel."
  


  


  
    Howard shook his head.
  


  
    "Zero-eight-one-eight, sir," Fernandez said.
  


  


  
    Howard raised his eyebrows. "I wasn't going to ask what time it was, Sergeant."
  


  
    "No, sir, of course not, sir."
  


  


  
    Howard grinned again. He closed the cylinder on his revolver and reholstered it. All right, he was fidgety. They had a location on the terrorists, and a meeting was supposed to take place for the leaders of the group at 1130 hours. Once the woman trooper had gotten the drunk to an empty room where he had been expecting something much more fun than what actually happened, he had been relatively quick to volunteer that information.
  


  
    Which meant Howard and his troops wanted to be in place an hour and a half before then, by 1000. It was a fifteen-minute drive to the warehouse district where the meeting was set. Allow twice that for traffic problems, plus a half hour for X-factor, which meant they should roll at 0900. Most of the troops were already outside the embassy compound and assembled at the takeoff point.
  


  


  
    Which meant that they had at least forty minutes before they should crank up.
  


  
    Time flowed as it did when undergoing a root canal--slow. Very, very slow . . .
  


  


  
    Fortunately, Howard's appearance wasn't going to be a problem. A local bus had been secured, of the kind used to ferry workers to and from various industrial sites in the area. He and Fernandez would leave the compound in a limo and meet the bus, and he could sit in an aisle seat where nobody would notice him from outside, if they bothered to look. And since everybody inside the bus was working for him--about twenty-five troops--that wouldn't be a problem. Combat gear was on the bus. The troops would wear civilian coveralls. They would be just another group of workers going to a construction site in the warehouse district on the river. In theory, there should be no problems. The CIA chief, Hunter, had the routes laid out, and the local police were supposed to be advised to turn a blind eye. It ought to run like warm oil on clean glass.
  


  
    There was no reason for Howard to feel as nervous as he did, but that didn't matter. He had already paid two visits to the bathroom, and a third would be likely. The idea of eating made his stomach queasy, and the coffee he had already drunk had only added to his jitters. It might not be a major firefight in a jungle somewhere, but it was very possible bullets would fly and men would die. And it was his responsibility. He most assuredly did not want to foul it up.
  


  


  
    "Oh-eight-two-two, sir," Fernandez said.
  


  
    This time, Howard didn't reprimand the sarge. They knew each other too well. The colonel nodded. He picked up one of the H&K's magazines and checked the loads. Didn't want to overfill it, jam the rounds in so tight they wouldn't strip off and feed. That would be bad. Of course, he had counted them twice already. Probably the number hadn't changed since the last count.
  


  


  
    Dentist-chair time, moving as slowly as five o'clock rush-hour traffic on the Beltway.
  


  
    The way he felt right now, a root canal would be almost welcome.
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    Monday, September 20th, noon Grozny
  


  
    

  


  
    Vladimir Plekhanov sat on a mossy rock next to an old-growth tree, drinking cool water from the bottle he carried, enjoying a shaft of early sunshine that had angled in under the thick fir canopy. He took a deep breath, smelling the sharp scent of evergreen tree sap. He saw ants scurrying up and down the Douglas fir, and watched them swerve to avoid the sticky ooze. One of the ants blundered too close and the rosin caught him. The ant struggled.
  


  
    Given another few million years, some creature that had once been human might find a bit of amber with that ant in it and wonder about its life.
  


  


  
    Plekhanov smiled, reached over and using his fingernail, carefully freed the struggling ant. The creature hurried along its way. What would it think, if it did think, about the giant finger that had come from nowhere to spare its life? Would it speak of it to its fellows? Of how the hand of a giant god had saved it from the deadly trap?
  


  
    His musings were interrupted by the arrival of the Ukrainian. The man appeared muscular, fit, dressed in hiking shorts and boots and a tight T-shirt. His footsteps made no sound on the soft path, but he did not look at ease as he moved. He spotted Plekhanov and nodded. "Greetings," he said in Russian.
  


  


  
    The older man returned the salutation in the same language.
  


  
    The Ukrainian came to stand next to Plekhanov's rock. He looked around. "Interesting imagery," he said.
  


  


  
    Plekhanov snapped the cap back into place on the water bottle, and stuck it into his pack where it lay on the rock next to him. "I spend too much time in RW civilization--why bring it with me into VR?"
  


  
    "A bit quiet for my tastes," the Ukrainian said. "But to each his own."
  


  


  
    "Have a seat."
  


  
    The Ukrainian shook his head. "I need to get back soon."
  


  


  
    Plekhanov shrugged. "You have news for me?"
  


  
    "The Americans have discovered the location of those planning the attack upon their embassy in Kiev. They will be acting upon this information shortly."
  


  


  
    Plekhanov looked at the ants on the tree trunk. "Took them long enough. Perhaps we should be less subtle in our clues."
  


  
    It was the Ukrainian's turn to shrug. "I don't understand why we did not simply allow the attack to go forward."
  


  


  
    Plekhanov smiled. "Because damaging a perfectly good Ukrainian building serves no purpose. Why drain any more from your already sparse treasury to repair it? Why risk killing your innocent countrymen?"
  


  
    "The plotters are also my countrymen."
  


  


  
    "But hardly innocent. That band of fanatics is a loose cannon, overfilled with explosive powder. Sooner or later, it would have gone off and done as much damage to those nearest it as any target. We need such things removed from our deck--and the Americans will do that for us. The Americans have spent their time and money uncovering the plot, and it has also made them nervous in the process. They will be worried about such things, spending yet more time and funds to protect their other embassies. We kill several birds with one stone here, my friend. Do you still play pocket billiards?"
  


  
    "Da."
  


  


  
    "Then you know that sinking a single ball means little, especially early in the game, unless one positions himself for the next shot."
  


  
    "This is true."
  


  


  
    "If we are to run the table, we must consider our next position with each play."
  


  
    The Ukrainian bowed slightly, a military gesture done mostly with the head.
  


  


  
    "As usual, Vladimir, you are correct." He glanced at his watch. "I must get back."
  


  
    Plekhanov held up one hand, gesturing toward the trail. "Please. Good to see you again."
  


  


  
    "I'll call later."
  


  
    "It is not necessary, but thank you."
  


  


  
    After the Ukrainian had gone, Plekhanov watched the ants for a short time. He inspected his pocket watch. He had time before he needed to get back. Perhaps a quick walk on that side trail he had been meaning to explore? Yes. Why not? Things were unfolding more smoothly than even in his best-case scenarios. Indeed they were.
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    Monday, September 20th, 7 a.m.

  


  
    Quantico
  


  
    

  


  
    Alexander Michaels sat in the stern of the houseboat, watching a brown pelican dive for fish. Pelicans were saltwater birds, he believed, but he liked their look and so had included them in his scenario. He was on a southern Louisiana river, a large bayou, actually, and the brown water flowed sluggishly toward the distant and unseen Gulf of Mexico. A small, flat-bottomed green-anodized aluminum bateau approached from a side channel, the harsh drone of its outboard motor enough to shoo the diving pelican away. Michaels stood, walked to the railing, leaned against it, and watched the boat come.
  


  
    Jay Gridley sat in the rear of the flat-nosed bateau, one hand on the motor's control arm. He throttled the motor down so that it popped and burbled, swung the little boat sideways as it drew near and allowed it to drift to a gentle stop against the houseboat's stern. Metal thunked against fiberglass. Gridley threw a nylon rope up to Michaels, who caught the rope and wrapped the end around a brass cleat under the rail. Gridley stepped to the short ladder and clambered up onto the houseboat.
  


  


  
    "Permission to come aboard, Cap'n?"
  


  
    Michaels shook his head in mild amusement. "Granted."
  


  


  
    Once he was on the craft, the younger man looked around. "Funny, I'd have thought you'd be in the Prowler."
  


  
    Michaels shrugged. "It would spoil the RW version for me if I did that. Car'll never run as good there as it would here."
  


  


  
    "That's true. Well, it's not a bad scenario. Commercial software?"
  


  
    "Yes." Michaels felt a little uncomfortable saying that, but the truth was, while he could have written his own program--he was, after all, a computer-literate operative--he had never been that absorbed in VR per se. True, it was more interesting sitting on the deck of a big houseboat, drifting past cypress trees hung thick with Spanish moss, than tapping commands into a keyboard. But it was not his thing, despite his position in Net Force. Probably people would have thought it odd, his take-it-or-leave-it attitude about VR, but Michaels liked to think it was kind of like a carpenter's attitude toward his tools--you didn't love your hammer or saw, you used them to do your job. When he wasn't working, Michaels didn't spend much time on the net.
  


  


  
    He waved at a deck chair. "Have a seat."
  


  
    "Thanks."
  


  


  
    After Jay sat, the younger man said, "We've come up against a bunch of dead ends so far. The sabotage links bounce off in all directions, and that's real interesting."
  


  
    "Go on."
  


  


  
    "Well, what that means is that the rascals came from more than one locus, like we figured, so the actual piece is played by an orchestra and not a solo artist. Thing is, while we have multiple loci for the initiators, all of the firewalls are the same."
  


  
    Michaels knew enough about systems to know what that meant. "So we're talking about one programmer or team, and a wide distribution of software."
  


  


  
    "Yep." Jay looked up as they passed by a huge live oak whose branches hung low over the shore of the bayou. A fat reddish-brown king snake sunned itself on a big limb. "Or, given the setting you have here, maybe 'sho' nuf, y'all' is more appropriate?"
  


  
    Michaels smiled. "You recognize the programmer's style?"
  


  


  
    "No. The firewalls are off-the-shelf Netsoft bullet-proof; anybody could install 'em. But the trails leading to the walls? They're all different, but they're different in similar ways. They have a . . . rhythm. We're talking about a single conductor directing the orchestra, I'd bet my paycheck on it."
  


  
    "Not a major surprise," Michaels said.
  


  


  
    A small town appeared on both sides of the bayou. A drawbridge linking the halves of the split town loomed ahead of the drifting boat. Downriver, a pair of weathered shrimp boats churned against the slow current toward the bridge. A warning horn blasted from the drawbridge as the center span clamshelled up. Traffic stopped on both sides of the interrupted road, parked behind red-and-white-striped barriers.
  


  
    Michaels stood and walked to the pilot's chair inside, on the port side of the houseboat. He cranked the engines, waved at the bridge tender, throttled up and hurried the boat toward the opposite side of the bayou from the boats coming upriver.
  


  


  
    Behind him, Jay said, "Build the bridges kinda low in this scenario, don't they?"
  


  
    "He's not raising it for us. It's for the shrimp boats," Michaels said.
  


  


  
    In reality, the passage was a rerouting of a multigigabyte information flow from one node to another server, a switching operation necessary when large amounts of data needed to move in bulk without interruption. The drawbridge was as good an image as any.
  


  
    Once they were clear of the bridge and fishing craft, Michaels steered the houseboat toward the center of the bayou, then cut the engines and let it drift. He moved back to the stern. Normally, he'd be paying more attention to the channel around him, but he'd chosen this scenario in part because it didn't require his full attention on the straight and wide sections of the waterway.
  


  


  
    Gridley said, "We're running the signature and looking for matches, but there are hundreds of thousands of professional programmers out there."
  


  
    "Assuming he even is a professional and not some gifted amateur," Michaels said.
  


  


  
    Gridley shook his head. "Guy's gotta be a player. Rascals are too clean to be some kid or duffer."
  


  
    Michaels nodded. "All right. Keep looking. Anything else I should know?"
  


  


  
    "Not really. We've got rovers everywhere, looking for more trouble. You know Tyrone Howard?"
  


  
    "The colonel's son?"
  


  


  
    "Yeah. I talked to him netmail. He's checking with his friends. They spend a lot of time on the air, they might notice something. He and his buddies are even checking out CyberNation."
  


  
    "CyberNation?"
  


  


  
    "A new VR abode. Supposed to be a whole country on-line."
  


  
    "Interesting. Is this something we need to worry about?"
  


  


  
    "Someday, maybe, but I don't think it has anything to do with our current problems. CyberNation didn't erase the Commander, and I don't think it's them doing rascals on the net."
  


  
    "So about our problem . . . ?"
  


  


  
    "Well. If this guy uses the same setup he's been using, we should be on him like ketchup on fries pretty quick."
  


  
    "But you don't think he'll use the same setup?"
  


  


  
    "Nah. I wouldn't--and this guy is almost as good as I am."
  


  
    Michaels laughed.
  


  


  
    "Hey, it's hard to be humble when you're great," Gridley said. He looked at his watch. "Oops. Better shove off. I have a VR staff meeting in half an hour. Probably take me twice that long to get there using this thing." He waved at the green bateau, then pointed at the bayou with a sideways nod. "Fortunately, I cleverly left my car just around that next bend."
  


  
    Michaels cast off the rope as Gridley climbed down into the bateau and started the outboard motor.
  


  


  
    "Bye-bye, you-all!" Gridley yelled.
  


  
    Alex watched the young computer genius head toward the nearer shore. A red Viper convertible was parked at a small dock. As Michaels continued to watch, Gridley pulled the boat to the dock and tied it to a piling. He climbed out of the craft, turned and waved at the houseboat, then headed for the car.
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    Tuesday, September 21st, 11:50 a.m.

  


  
    Kiev
  


  
    

  


  
    The terrorists' meeting was supposed to begin at 1130 hours, but Howard had allowed twenty minutes more for late arrivals. That extra allotment of time was now up. There were eighteen men and three women inside the warehouse, and while none of them had openly carried weapons, several had worn long coats, and at least three had arrived bearing what appeared to be cased musical instruments--a cello, a double bass and some kind of large-belled horn, probably a tuba, to judge from the shapes.
  


  
    Howard would be very surprised if those cases contained anything a musician would use onstage. More likely, inside the cases would be pistols, assault rifles and a rocket launcher, maybe even a few grenades or other explosives. Since this was the staging area for the attack on the embassy, there was a distinct possibility there were other armaments already hidden inside when the terrorists arrived.
  


  


  
    The terrorists were in an office on the second floor of a small, and apparently otherwise unoccupied, two-story warehouse. No one was on the ground level, save for a guard at the building's south entrance. Howard's recon team, led by Fernandez, had done a quick scout when they'd arrived, and discovered that same guard just inside the big metal roll-up door on the south side of the building. While the stealthiest of the recon team could have easily slipped into the warehouse at another entrance and installed surveillance gear in the building itself, Howard chose not to risk it. Maybe these yahoos had set up some alarms of their own, and he didn't want to be tripping one of those and scaring them off.
  


  
    Instead, he'd had his teams put cams, motion sensors and parabolics outside the building, along with digital radio and IR scanners. Each of the arrivees was photographed as they entered the warehouse, and vidcaps should clear enough to ID anyone who somehow escaped.
  


  


  
    Not that escape was going to be real likely.
  


  
    It was tempting to have his troops kick in the upstairs door, toss a few flashbang grenades inside, and then blast anybody not blind and bleeding from the ears stupid enough to go for a gun, but--no. Instead, he had his troops deployed around the warehouse, watching all possible modes of egress. He would prefer not to do any shooting outside; however, he was prepared for such an eventuality.
  


  


  
    There was still just the one guard watching the only unlocked entrance to the building.
  


  
    "Sarge."
  


  


  
    "Sir.">
  


  


  
    "Do you suppose somebody in this unit of tripfoots might manage to take out the guard without raising the dead?" This was a rhetorical question. Howard already knew who had the assignment.
  


  


  
    "Why, yes, sir, I believe that might be possible."
  


  
    "Then make it so, Sergeant Fernandez."
  


  


  
    "On my way, sir."
  


  
    "You? You're going? A moth-eaten, tired old man like you?"
  


  


  
    The two men grinned at each other.
  


  
    Howard watched from his vantage point in the building across the alley from the south entrance as Fernandez approached the closed roll-up door. Fernandez did not wear any obvious weaponry, just dark and greasy coveralls and a battered yellow hardhat, and he carried an old metal lunch pail he must have scrounged from somewhere.
  


  


  
    The parabolics picked up the sound of Fernandez whistling something as he arrived at the door. Sounded like something from Swan Lake. Nice touch, that.
  


  
    Fernandez banged on the door with his free hand.
  


  


  
    After a moment, he hammered on the door again. The door accordioned up about six feet. The guard, unarmed, stepped into view and rattled off something Howard didn't understand, but in a questioning and somewhat irritated tone of voice.
  


  
    Fernandez said something in return, and it had a familiar ring to it.
  


  


  
    Howard grinned. If he wasn't mistaken, Fernandez had just asked the guard where the men's room was. Before the man could respond, Fernandez said something else, and pointed behind the guard. The man turned to look, puzzled.
  


  
    A tactical error on the guard's part.
  


  


  
    Fernandez swung the lunch pail and slammed it into the guard's right temple. The man dropped as if his legs had suddenly vanished. Fernandez put the lunch pail down, grabbed the obviously unconscious man, and dragged him into the warehouse. After a moment, the sarge reappeared, and waved: Come on in.
  


  
    "A and B teams, go!" Howard said into the LOSIR tactical com unit he wore. He grabbed his H&K assault rifle and sprinted for the door.
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    Tuesday, September 21st, 11:53 a.m.

    Kiev
  


  
    

  


  
    From the time Julio Fernandez knocked the guard cold until the two assault teams were in place inside the warehouse had taken slightly less than forty-five seconds. Not a glitch.
  


  
    Now, they waited.
  


  


  
    There was an elevator, but the circuit breaker working the lift had been tripped; it wasn't going to move. The only way down from the second floor consisted of two sets of stairs. The exit door on one set of those stairs was pad-locked from the outside--wouldn't that be lovely during a fire? Howard left two men watching that door anyhow, along with men outside watching the windows. Nobody was sneaking out of here.
  


  
    The other set of stairs was wide and straight, the door unlocked. This was how they'd gone up, and this was how they would come down.
  


  


  
    Howard deployed his men so they weren't visible from the base of the stairs. Everybody was to stay hidden until he gave the word.
  


  
    Howard himself would have put on the unconscious guard's coveralls to stand by the front entrance--until the sarge reminded him it wouldn't be enough of a disguise--not unless these guys were really color-blind.
  


  


  
    "Fine, fine, you do it. By the way, what was in that lunch box you hit that guy with?"
  


  
    "Twelve pounds of lead shot, sir. Packed into a nice tight leather bag. Sometimes low-tech stuff is still the best way."
  


  


  
    Thus it was that Fernandez wore the guard's coveralls, his face in shadow, so when the party broke up and the terrorists made to leave, they'd see that things were still fine downstairs.
  


  
    Howard found a spot behind a stack of wooden crates in which to hide. There was enough of a gap between the boxes so he could see the base of the stairs. He could smell the pine-like scent of the unfinished wood, and the lube from the machine parts in the boxes. He could also smell his own nervous sweat.
  


  


  
    Once most of the plotters were down, they'd move on them. He reasoned that the plotters wouldn't be showing weapons, since they were about to go out into public view, and unless they were real fast on the draw, they wouldn't have time to get their weapons out without getting cooked for their efforts. They'd see they were caught and that resistance was unwise. That was how he reasoned it. If he could take them all alive, that would be the best thing. Let the interrogators at them.
  


  
    The sound of voices talking in Russian or Ukrainian drifted down the stairs, along with the clump of boots. This was it. He took a deep breath.
  


  


  
    Don't screw this up, John--
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    Tuesday, September 21st, 12:53 a.m.

  


  
    San Diego
  


  
    

  


  
    Ruzhyo sat upright in bed, heart pounding rapidly. Despite the motel's air-conditioning, he was clammy with sweat, the covers tangled in a knot around his feet.
  


  
    He kicked the covers off, swung his legs over the edge of the bed and stood. The room was dark, save for a thin shaft of light from around the edges of the almost-closed bathroom door. He padded in that direction, scratching at his damp chest hair. It was not fear of the night's gloom that caused Ruzhyo to leave a light on there, but practicality: The nightmare woke him frequently, and often in a room in which he had never slept before. Switching on a bright lamp with its hard glare to find his disoriented way to the toilet seemed . . . excessive. Over the years of cheap rooms and fast moves, he had learned the lesson: Leave a lamp burning near the toilet, close the door so only a gap remained, and relief was always in the direction of the light. Had he been a religious man, he would have perhaps considered some metaphorical significance in that, but faith in an Almighty Being was not in Ruzhyo's soul, if indeed he had such a thing.
  


  


  
    No God worthy of the name would have ever let Anna die so young.
  


  
    In addition to the one over the sink, there were mirrors across from, and next to, the toilet--a stupid place to put such things--who wants to watch himself urinate or defecate? The mirrors reflected his external image, which always came as something of a surprise, since he did not spend too much time looking at himself. To hear the mirrors tell it, he was a fit man, muscular, but not overly so, his brown hair now cut short, going gray at the temples. He looked at least his age of forty, perhaps a bit more, and his eyes, though bleary from the night's touch, were all too cold and knowing. Those eyes had seen many die. They belonged to a man who had caused more than a few of those deaths. But at least his method was quick. He did not leave the wounded to suffer slowly, in pain.
  


  


  
    When Anna had been alive, he had not been so introspective. There had been no need. She had asked the deep questions, and often, she had answered them, too. It had been enough for him to listen, to smile and nod, to let her speak of such matters. For a time after she was gone, he had been completely shut down, had done nothing other than the barest survival motions, not wanting to remember, to think, to feel. It was only later, after the wound had slowed from a torrent to a slow but steady trickle, only then had he spent any time inside his own head. He had gone back to doing what he knew best and he was still good at it--but he no longer took any joy in the work. His pride at being able to deal death with expertise was greatly diminished. It was simply what he did. What he would continue to do until someone better did it to him.
  


  
    He finished pissing, closed the toilet's lid without flushing and returned to his rented bed. He lay in the dark for a long time, but sleep did not want him back. Finally, he got up and turned on a light. He stretched, sat on the floor and began to do crunches, working his abdominal muscles. He would do a hundred of these, then push-ups, a hundred of those, then another set of crunches and push-ups, and another, until he could not do even one more exercise. Sometimes that helped. Sometimes he would be tired enough to fall back into exhausted slumber.
  


  


  
    Sometimes it merely left him exhausted, but still awake. Those were not the best of times.
  


  
    Nor, unfortunately, were they the worst of times.
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    Tuesday, September 21st, 11:54 a.m.

  


  
    Kiev
  


  
    

  


  
    "Now!" Howard said into his mouthpiece. As he spoke, he stepped out from behind his cover and raised the assault rifle to a hip point. "Don't move!" he yelled, using the Ukrainian phrase Fernandez had taught him.
  


  
    For a heartbeat no one did. The terrorists, most on the warehouse floor, two still on the stairs, froze, startled no doubt by the sight of more than a dozen armed men in coveralls stepping or rolling out of concealment to point weapons at them.
  


  


  
    Then one of the terrorists screamed something, certainly a curse, even if Howard didn't understand the words. The screamer dug his hand into his jacket pocket and pulled out a small chrome-plated pistol--
  


  


  
    Somebody cooked off a double-tap--pop! pop!--and dropped the pistoleer.
  


  


  
    It all went south. Most of the other terrorists tried to get their guns out.
  


  
    One of them saw how stupid this was, yelled "Nyet! Nyet!" but too late.
  


  


  
    Howard's orders to his troops had been clear--take them alive if possible, but if somebody is going to get shot, do not let it be you.
  


  


  
    Time stalled, stretched, and Howard saw part of it in his suddenly tunneled vision, as if it were a movie being run in slow motion and he was in the front row. His vision narrowed, but there was nothing wrong with his hearing: Even amidst all the gunfire, obscenely loud in the enclosed warehouse, he distinctly heard the sound of men yelling, actions cycling, chunk-chunk! and brass clinking on the concrete floor, tink, tink, clink--
  


  


  
    --a big bearded man pulled what looked like a World War I Luger from his belt and swung it up, only to catch several rounds from a submachine gun in a neat horizontal row across the center of his mass--
  


  


  
    --the man yelling "Nyet!" dropped to the floor, covered his head with his hands, curled into a fetal position, still repeating his panicked yell--
  


  


  
    --the men on the stairs turned to flee back the way they had come--
  


  


  
    --a thin, balding man missing a front tooth came up with a sawed-off bolt-action rifle, a .22 maybe, and thrust it toward Howard. So keen was his vision that Howard noticed a ring on the man's right forefinger as he wrapped the digit around the trigger--
  


  


  
    No time to raise the assault rifle to aim. Howard point-indexed the thin man, stabbed the weapon at him as if it were a bayonet and pulled the trigger. The big weapon bucked, once--twice--three times! and recoil lifted the muzzle with the second and third rounds. The first bullet struck at high solar-plexus level, the second the base of the throat, the third at the top of the receding hairline. Howard saw the spray of the head's exit wound, a balloon full of dark red fluid bursting--
  


  


  
    One would have been enough. That was the thing with a .30-caliber rifle, a good solid body hit was a one-hundred-percent-fight-stopper. No handgun could claim that, but a 7.62mm, yeah--
  


  


  
    The thin man fell, already dead, taking nearly forever to reach the floor. Land masses rose and sank, life came and went, time wore away mountains. . . .
  


  
    By the time the dead man lay flat on the concrete, the battle was over.
  


  


  
    Howard noticed his ears were ringing, and the stink of burned gunpowder filled his nostrils. Jesus!
  


  
    His troops moved, covering the surviving terrorists. Two had made it up the stairs, only to find the other exits blocked. Hands raised, they came down the stairs again. The yelling man had survived. When the smoke cleared and the counts were done, of the twenty-one terrorists, nine were dead, six were wounded--two seriously enough so that Howard's medics didn't give them much hope, four with survivable injuries. The unit's medical transports had already pulled up and were hauling the bodies and wounded out.
  


  


  
    None of Howard's troops had sustained a scratch.
  


  
    And he had killed a man, face-to-face, who had tried to kill him.
  


  


  
    "Sir," Fernandez said, "we oughta skedaddle."
  


  
    "Affirmative, Sarge." He glanced at his watch. Not yet noon. Amazing.
  


  


  
    According to Hunter, they had about ten minutes before the local authorities would have to quit pretending they didn't know anything and take action. "Pack it up," Howard said to the troops. "Oh, and . . . good work."
  


  
    That earned him a few grins, but his adrenaline was fast fading. He felt tired, old and suddenly depressed. He and his troops had been better trained, better armed, and they'd had surprise on their side. This wasn't a battle, it had been a complete rout. These so-called terrorists had never had a chance.
  


  


  
    How much pride could you take in winning a battle of wits with an idiot? A footrace with a man wearing casts on his ankles? Not very much.
  


  
    Still--he hadn't screwed it up. That was something.
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    Tuesday, September 21st, noon Quantico
  


  
    

  


  
    Toni Fiorella was practicing sempok and depok, moves that allowed a fighter to go quickly from standing to sitting positions while keeping a defense. To do these properly required a fair amount of balance and leg strength, and she tried to include them in most of her workouts to maintain both. Silat had a lot of ground-fighting techniques, but being able to spring to one's feet in a hurry from a seated position was also part of the training. It was hard on the knees, however.
  


  
    She was breathing hard and working on a pretty good sweat when Jesse Russell came into the gym. No spandex this time. He wore faded black sweat pants, an oversize black T-shirt and mat shoes.
  


  


  
    "Hey," he said.
  


  
    "Mr. Russell."
  


  


  
    "Rusty. Please."
  


  
    "All right. Rusty."
  


  


  
    "What, uh, do I call you in class? As a gesture of respect? Sensei? Sifu?"
  


  
    "The term we use for teacher is 'Guru,' " she said.
  


  


  
    He smiled. "Really?"
  


  
    "Indonesia got a lot of its culture from the mainland, some from the Hindu and Moslem religions."
  


  


  
    He laughed.
  


  
    She raised her eyebrows.
  


  


  
    He said, "I was just thinking about telling my friend Harold about this: 'I went to see my guru today.' 'Yeah? You learning how to meditate?' 'Actually, she's teaching me how to kick some serious ass.' "
  


  
    Toni smiled. "Are you serious, Rusty? About learning?"
  


  


  
    "Yes, ma'am. I trained five years in taekwondo, and I'm pretty sure I can handle myself in most situations, but it's mostly outfighting, long range. This in-your-face stuff sorta came as a surprise. I'd really like to learn it."
  


  
    "All right. There are three things you want to remember: base, angle and leverage. And one of the most basic principles works on taking the center line--you want to control the area in front of your head and body, and in front of an opponent's head and body. I'm going to demonstrate the first djuru. Watch me, and then we'll break it down."
  


  


  
    He nodded. "Yes, ma'am."
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    Tuesday, September 21st, noon

    Quantico

  


  
    

  


  
    When Alex Michaels bothered to eat lunch, he usually ate it at his desk. The unit secretary would get his order, put it on the list and fax it to the deli guy, who would deliver the food to the reception guard just after noon. Before the deli had been approved as a supplier, Net Force had run a background on the deli's owner, his wife and grown kids and the guy who brought the orders. Even so, when the assassination protocols had been in place, if anybody wanted to order out, an agent had to hand-carry the order to the store, then stand and watch the food as it was prepared. Security was tight, and rightfully so--why bother to shoot somebody if you could poison his lunch?
  


  
    Michaels was partial to the Reuben sandwich and potato salad, and the crunchy dill pickle, quarter-sliced lengthways, that came with it. That was what he usually ordered.
  


  


  
    On days when he just had to get out of the unit for a few minutes, he skipped the deli order and the Net Force cafeteria and went to the new restaurant row a couple miles away. In good weather, he took his recumbent trike, a low-slung sixteen-gear three-wheeler he left parked in the covered bike racks.
  


  
    Today, the weather was a little crisper than it had been, not quite so warm and muggy, a good day for pedal power. He could legally take the trike on the roads, but there was a jogging/bike path that wound from the edge of the fence, and while it was twice as long, it was a much prettier and safer trip. It had been two weeks since Day's murder, and since there had not been any more assassination attempts on federal officials--if you didn't count the Ninth Circuit Court judge whose wife had beaned him with a fishbowl during an argument about his alledged extramarital affair--the assassination protocols had been downgraded. Now, it was basically pay-attention-to-things, but not an active alert with bodyguards, at least not at his level.
  


  


  
    He changed into bike shoes and shorts and a T-shirt in his office, stuck his taser into a small fanny pack with his ID and virgil and put his foam helmet on. He walked outside to the bike and trike racks, unlocked his trike and wheeled it out into the parking lot. The recumbent had set him back two weeks' pay, even used, but he enjoyed the heck out of it. In the lowest gear, he could climb the steepest grade around here, admittedly not saying much, and on a flat road without traffic, he could pump along in high gear at speeds pushing forty. Well, maybe a little less than that, but it felt like he was flying. It was a good way to keep a little tone going on the days he didn't jog, and he hadn't been doing much of that lately. Working out was usually the first thing to go when he got really busy. It was easy to rationalize it--he could always run or hit the Bowflex later, right?
  


  
    He squatted and sat on the low seat, slipped his feet into the toe-clips on the pedals and put his riding gloves on. He grabbed the handlebars. He planned to stretch it out a little today--he felt stale. Lunch was pretty much an excuse for a place to go. Probably he wouldn't do more than grab a soft drink before he headed back.
  


  


  
    He checked out at the gate, and headed for the bike path.
  


  
    He stayed in a fairly high gear, even though it was hard to pedal that way at slow speed. The shift lever was on the seat frame next to his right hip, and easy enough to gear down if the going got too hard.
  


  


  
    He passed a few people he knew from the base, out jogging on their lunch hour, and he waved or nodded at them. He came up behind one young woman in a red Speedo tank top and matching skintight shorts with a fanny pack slung in back, going at a pretty good rate in his direction. She was in great shape. He admired the play of her taut legs and backside as she ran. He checked her in the handlebar mirror when he passed, but he didn't recognize the face. There were a lot of people here. She could be a Marine, one of the new FBI recruits, maybe an office worker. Or maybe she lived in town and this was the return loop.
  


  
    Lately, despite his feelings for his wife--ex-wife--he had felt a few stirrings that exercise and long hours working, or playing with the Prowler, couldn't quite quell.
  


  


  
    He sighed, shifted into a higher gear and pumped harder. Sooner or later, he'd have to jump back into the pool; he couldn't really see himself as a monk for the rest of his life. It just didn't seem quite right yet. He was out of practice--and the idea of asking a woman out was still more than he wanted to think about.
  


  
    The path, a nice smooth macadam, meandered through a small stand of hardwood trees whose leaves were fast changing from greens to yellows and golds, then swung past the back of a new light industrial park, mostly office buildings or jobbers' warehouses. A beeping forklift, painted a dark red, with a big silver propane tank on the back, carried a stack of wooden pallets toward a larger stack next to the chain-link fence. The fork's motor rumbled as the driver expertly lowered the shipping platforms and backed away.
  


  


  
    Michaels smiled. He'd run a forklift in an aluminum warehouse one summer when he was in high school, moving plate and bar to big flatbed trucks for shipment. It had basically been a simple job once you got the hang of it, uncomplicated. You picked it up here, and you put it down there, and the only thing you had to worry about was dropping it. It made a hell of a racket when you let a couple thousand pounds of metal slip off the forks, and most of the guys in the warehouse would stop what they were doing and applaud when it happened. Just like dropping a plate in the high school lunchroom.
  


  
    It was true what they said: Life was like high school--only bigger.
  


  


  
    He came to the long straight stretch, a little over half a mile before it curved again, and he upshifted into top gear. He pushed and pulled hard on the pedals, the toe-clips allowing him to apply pressure in both directions. It didn't take but a couple hundred feet for his legs to get really warm, and halfway through the strip, his thighs and ham-strings started to burn really hot. He checked the speedometer. Thirty-three. Not bad. He had the windshield mounted, but without the full faring installed, the drag wouldn't let him get much faster sitting upright with just a little backward lean.
  


  
    He passed another rider on a two-wheeler, cruising along at a steady, but slower, speed. The rider wore purple and yellow gear, and the bike was one of those carbon-frame Swiss jobs that easily cost twice what his trike did. He waved at Michaels as he blew past. Probably going to crank out forty or fifty miles, and save the sprint until the end. And even after that distance, Michaels knew he wouldn't be able to stay with him if the guy was a serious biker. Those guys were all crazy.
  


  


  
    The burn increased, but he kept pumping, holding on. When he had about a hundred and fifty yards before the curve, Michaels allowed himself to coast. He slowed, added a little brake and made it through the curve. Not much bank there--too bad. A couple more degrees and he could have taken it at speed, but he guessed the designers didn't want walkers or joggers sliding down the side of a hill if the path got wet. It did rain here from time to time.
  


  
    It felt good to get out, to do something physical. He resolved to do it more often.
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    Tuesday, September 21st, 12:09 p.m.

  


  
    Quantico
  


  
    

  


  
    The Selkie slowed her run to a walk as soon as the target was out of sight on his big trike. He had seen her, of course, and given that he was a normal heterosexual male, he would have noticed her in the tight red shorts she wore. She was in excellent shape, and although running was not her preferred method of keeping that way, she could go a few miles without collapsing when it was necessary.
  


  
    That the target had seen her and very likely stared at her ass didn't mean anything. He would not see her in these clothes again.
  


  


  
    She could have killed him when he went past. Could have easily pulled the snub-nose .38 S&W revolver from the fanny pack she wore and put all five rounds the little gun carried into the target's back as he sailed past oblivious. Knocked him off his tricycle, reloaded, calmly walked to where he lay and put a couple more in the head. Even if somebody had been there to see--and no one had been--it was unlikely anybody would have been able to stop her. She was adept with the Smith, could manage NRA Expert with it, or keep up with the IPSC action shooters and their tricked-out pistols in their combat scenarios, despite the short barrel and lousy sights. It was one of the tools of her trade, and she was the best there was at that business.
  


  
    But such killings were . . . inelegant. Anybody could point a gun and blast away, and for an adept, there was no joy to be found in such a simple method. Of course, the needs of the client had to come first. Some of them wanted it known that the target had been killed. They wanted it done bloody. And some of them even wanted souvenirs--a finger, an ear--or some normally less-visible appendage. She didn't torture and she didn't take hurry-up contracts, but if the client wanted anatomical proof the target was gone, she would supply it. Those who asked for such things didn't usually offer her much repeat business. Clients who wanted body parts to put in a jar tended to piss people off and get into fatal trouble of their own.
  


  


  
    She nodded at a jogger coming from the other direction, but didn't make eye contact.
  


  
    Good assassins deleted their targets and got away.
  


  


  
    The best assassins could delete their targets and arrange it so nobody even suspected there had been a murder. That was much more satisfying. She hadn't been given instructions about the manner of this target's death, and she was toying with the idea of making it look like natural causes, or maybe suicide. She was in control, it was her choice.
  


  
    Always.
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    Wednesday, September 22nd, 9 a.m.

    Washington, D.C.
  


  
    

  


  
    The buzzer sounded and Tyrone Howard joined the exodus of students from first-period class into the dingy green halls of Eisenhower Middle School. Ahead of him, he saw Sean Hughes lumber into a guy from behind and shoulder him aside. The guy slammed into the lockers, hard. He recovered, turned, started to say something--then saw who had hit him and changed his mind.
  


  
    This was a real good idea.
  


  


  
    Tyrone slowed, to avoid getting too close. Hughes was an ox, pushing six feet tall and two hundred pounds, and at fifteen was two years older than most of his grade class. Hughes was a flicker screen who had flunked at least twice, not including summer school and private net teachers, and he got his kicks by bullying anybody who had more brains than he did--which was everybody in the school except MCMs--mentally challenged mainstreamers. And maybe a few of them were smarter, too. They had a name for Hughes, though nobody ever said it to his face.
  


  
    "Essay is on a roll today, ain't he?"
  


  


  
    Tyrone looked to his left and saw James Joseph Hatfield grinning at him.
  


  
    "Essay" came from the initials S and A. Which came from "Sore Ass," which came from "Brontosaurus," which was what the computer set called Sean Hughes. Tyrone didn't know who had come up with the original nickname, but it was dead on. The guy had all the wit and grace of a big dino tanked on sleeping pills.
  


  


  
    Jimmy Joe was a hillbilly from West Virginia, small, so white he was bright, with eyes so bad he had to wear thick glasses instead of contacts. He was also one of the best netriders in the whole school, and he held the record for completing the first ten levels of Black Mysts of Total Catastrophe fastest, not just in the school but anywhere. And he was Tyrone's best friend.
  


  
    "Hey, Jimmy Joe. How's the flow?"
  


  


  
    "Dee eff eff, Tyrone." This stood for DFF--data flowin' fine.
  


  
    "Listen, I talked to Jay Gee. He needs our help."
  


  


  
    "Jay Gee needs our help? Praw that."
  


  
    "Nopraw," Tyrone said. "Somebody is poppin' strands."
  


  


  
    "Tell me somethin' I don't compro, bro. Somebody is always poppin' strands."
  


  
    "Yeah, affirm, but this is different. There's a C-1 grammer looking to rass the whole web."
  


  


  
    "Nofeek?"
  


  
    "Nofeek."
  


  


  
    Jimmy Joe shook his head. "Eyes up, rider. If Jay Gee can't grope him, how are we gonna do it?"
  


  
    He had a point. Jay Gridley's reputation among the set was large.
  


  


  
    "We got links he doesn't scan," Tyrone said. "We can backline, OHT, little feek like that."
  


  
    "Yeah, yeah, nopraw pross that. I can blip the aolers. Induct-deduct fine lines, do the One Horse Towns. Build a scoop. We could seine minnows. I know a couple of hangers in CyberNation, they got some pretty good nets there. You think about joining? CyberNation, I mean."
  


  


  
    "I think about what my dad would say if I tried," Tyrone said.
  


  
    "I copy that. My old man would blow a major fuse, but it looks like the place to live. Then again, this is too warm, slip. Us, riding with Jay Gee."
  


  


  
    "Yeah--"
  


  
    Tyrone ran into a wall. Only it wasn't really a wall, it was Essay.
  


  


  
    "Watch it, tits!"
  


  
    Tyrone backed up two steps fast. He hadn't been paying attention. Essay must have forgotten where he was going and stopped to puzzle it out. Stupid. But maybe not as stupid as walking right into his back!
  


  


  
    "Sorry!" Tyrone said.
  


  
    "Yeah, you gonna be," Essay began. "I'm gonna mush you--!"
  


  


  
    But before he could finish the threat, Belladonna Wright walked past, trailing the scent of some musky, sexy perfume.
  


  
    Essay shifted his thinking from his big stupid head to his small stupid head. He turned to watch Bella--as did Tyrone--and she was something to see in her green microskirt and halter top, walking high on her cork slope-plats. A grade up and the best-looking girl in D.C. easy. Essay had as much chance getting next to her as he did flying to the moon by waving his big old arms, but that didn't stop him from looking--though that was all he would do. Bella was currently hardlinked with Herbie "Bonebreaker" LeMott, the captain of the Epitome High School wrestling team. He was a senior, and he made Essay look little. When Theo Hatcher had sneaked up behind Bella once and "accidentally" put his hand on her butt, Theo had spent six weeks with his arm in a blue fiberglass cast for his trouble, courtesy of LeMott. Bella could have any guy in school broken in half with two words into Bonebreaker's ear, and even Essay knew that.
  


  


  
    Jimmy Joe grabbed one of Tyrone's arms and steered him back the way they came. "Ride, rider, ride! Time his brain clicks back on-line, we need to be scanning elsewhere !"
  


  
    Tyrone understood--he definitely prossed that, nopraw at all. On some level, though, he was really pissed off. He wasn't ready to die, but sooner or later, he was going to have to do something about Essay.
  


  


  
    What to do and how to do it--well, those were the problems.
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    Wednesday, September 22nd, 6 a.m.

  


  
    San Diego
  


  
    

  


  
    Ruzhyo did not much care for television, though he sometimes watched the international news to see what mention there was of his homeland. CNN droned in the background as he fixed coffee in the small pot provided by the hotel. The coffee was prepackaged and stale, but it was better than nothing.
  


  
    It had been yet another bad night for dreams. After managing to get back to sleep for an hour or two, he came awake and knew it was pointless to try again. He had known a man in the army once who, it was said, could sleep while eating a bowl of hot soup. Ruzhyo was not that good, but he had learned to survive on a minimum amount of rest when he had been a soldier, catching naps when he could; two hours was enough to fuel a day.
  


  


  
    He took his coffee and went back to stare at the television.
  


  
    In Idaho, some cult had gone into a barn and set it on fire, to free themselves from the flesh to join their god. Ruzhyo did not know how free they were, but the flesh was certainly well-done, to judge from the pictures.
  


  


  
    In France, student demonstrators had attacked a police line outside a hotel where the French President was scheduled to speak. Nine of the demonstrators had been hospitalized with wounds from rubber bullets; two others had died from the same cause.
  


  
    In India, a flood drowned two hundred people, uncounted sacred cows, and washed away several villages.
  


  


  
    In Japan, an earthquake on the island of Kyushu had killed eighty-nine people in collapsing buildings and done major damage to the city of Kagoshima. During the quake, the new bullet train that spanned the island had also crashed when the ground in front of it dropped twenty feet, killing sixty and injuring more than three hundred.
  


  
    Of Chechnya, CNN had nothing to say.
  


  


  
    Ruzhyo sipped his bad coffee and shook his head. Just as well that there was no news of home, given how dreary it all seemed. The world was a dangerous place, full of misery. All over it, people would be lamenting the loss of loved ones this day, family or friends taken by accidents or illness or murder. During those few times when he had felt qualms about the work he did, all he had ever needed to do was watch the television, or read the newspapers, or just talk to someone. Life was full of woe. He was no more than a drop in a sea of misery. If he took a man out, what did it matter? If not him, something or somebody else would. In the end, it did not matter all that much, did it?
  


  
    His com unit cheeped. He sipped the coffee and stared at the com. No, it did not matter. And just as well--more wetwork was surely about to be forthcoming.
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    Wednesday, September 22nd, 4:45 p.m.

  


  
    Washington, D.C.
  


  
    

  


  
    Naked, save for a sweatband around her head, the Selkie sat at the small kitchen table and examined her cane.
  


  
    She checked the wood for nicks and gouges. Every couple of months, she would take fine sandpaper and Watco satin-finish oil to the cane, to smooth and polish the already smooth hickory. It was hardwood, but it scratched easily, and she liked to have it gleaming. The manufacturer recommended mineral oil, but Watco gave a tougher finish. Smelled better, too.
  


  


  
    It was a couple hours work to do it right, the sanding and finishing, but one of the first things she'd learned from her father was to take care of her tools so they wouldn't fail her when she needed them. The guys who made the wooden weapons did excellent work. She owned five of their canes in three different styles, as well as two sets of escrima sticks, and a custom-made pair of six-inch yawaras .
  


  
    The cane she preferred for work in places where she did not carry a gun was the Custom Combat model. It was hickory, thirty-seven inches long, blond in color, with a round shaft a little over an inch in diameter; it had a large crook tipped by a flamingo-beak design. Hickory was best for the street, heavier than the walnut tournament models, more sturdy than the oak. The end of the curved hook--called the horn--was sharp and wicked enough to do some real damage. The ground end of the shaft was a dull and rounded point, innocuous-looking, and with the rubber tip in place, perfectly usable as a support cane. There was a series of decorative notches carved into the shaft just below the crook, designed to serve as a handgrip.
  


  


  
    That cane was at home. The one she inspected at the moment, the Instructor's model, was almost identical to the Combat style, same length and diameter, but the crook was a hair wider and the horn was rounded instead of beaked. It looked a lot more like the cane an old lady should be using to hobble about with. It wouldn't do for some eagle-eyed cop to see that pointed horn and think: Why, Granny, what a sharp stick you have. . . .
  


  
    The weapon looked okay, so the Selkie left the kitchen and padded naked into the living room of her rental condo where she had set up her practice target. This was a section of an inch-and-a-half-diameter aluminum rod with a ring-bolt on one end. The rod was wrapped in a pad of biogel, the same stuff they used to soften racing bike seats and the insteps of running shoes; the gel was then covered with a stretched sheet of chamois leather and held tightly in place with duct tape. It wasn't exactly the same as flesh over bone, but it was close enough for her purposes. At home, she had a wing chun training dummy set up with similar wrapping, so she could work the full range of angles, with weapons or feet and hands, but on the road, one had to make do.
  


  


  
    She got a sudden mental image of herself trying to check a wing chun dummy in at an airport with her luggage, with the reaction that would bring, and grinned.
  


  
    A thin nylon rope ran from the target's eyebolt through a second eye hook she'd screwed into a ceiling rafter; the other end of the line was tied to a doorknob. This way, she could adjust the target's height. Right now, it was at knee level. Knees were great targets for a stick--a broken knee put a big crimp in anybody's fighting style.
  


  


  
    She moved within range of the target, took a couple of cleansing breaths and assumed her basic stance, cane in front of her, tip on the ground, both hands on the crook. She was aware she would look very interesting to a watcher were not all the curtains pulled closed: a naked woman standing with a cane in front of her crotch in the middle of a room empty except for something weird hanging from the ceiling. She grinned. She'd always liked working out nude, there was something so primal about it.
  


  
    She cleared her mind. Wait. Wait . . .
  


  


  
    She whipped the cane up from the floor in a short arc from her right, slid her right hand to mid-shaft to guide the strike, her left hand to the carved grip to power it.
  


  
    The solid thunk! of the wood into the padded bar felt very satisfying. A good hit.
  


  


  
    She spun the cane, caught the target in the crook, pulled it toward herself, then pivoted the stick and hit the padding from the opposite side.
  


  
    One more solid hit and the target stopped cold, no swing.
  


  


  
    Yes!
  


  
    She pulled the cane back, held it like a pool cue and thrust the tip forward. Hit the target high, knocked it back.
  


  


  
    Yes.
  


  
    It was just practice, but even so, the Selkie was in the zone--she was in the killing zone. And there was no place more exciting.
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    Monday, September 27th, 3 p.m.

    Maintenon, France
  


  
    

  


  
    Plekhanov sat in an old stone bell tower, a long-barreled Mauser Gewehr Model 1898 rifle balanced across his knees. The piece weighed about four and half kilos, was intrinsically accurate, fired the 7.92mm cartridge at high velocity, and had an appropriate-period M73B1 telescopic sight mounted upon it. Even though the scope was American-made, used primarily on the Springfield 1903, some of the optics had found their way into Germany. This was somewhat ironic, given the uses to which they had been put. The long bolt made the rifle's action slow to operate, and it held only five rounds in the box magazine, but the range would be enough to allow plenty of time to escape despite the sluggish operational speed.
  


  
    The church steeple was the tallest point in the picturesque and nameless little village southwest of Maintenon, and offered a good view of the approaching armies. The AEF--American Expeditionary Force--had come late to the Great War, but they were here now, and would help turn the tide. Recent storms in the region had been torrential, and it was one of their brigades now slogging its way across the muddy fields even as Plekhanov watched.
  


  


  
    Along with the Americans was a polyglot combined-unit comprised of Russian, Serbian, Chechen, Korean, Japanese, Thai, Chinese and Indian soldiers.
  


  
    Plekhanov removed the clunky helmet he wore and ran one hand through his sweat-damp hair. He grinned. Historical accuracy fell down a bit in this scenario, since no Oriental countries had fielded soldiers in this area during World War I, even though Japan and China had been considered allies of the western Europeans battling Germany. Certainly there had been no Koreans or Thais--still called Siamese back then--nor Indians, unless perhaps the Brits had sprinkled a few Gurkhas or Bengal Lancers in among their troops. The British were odd ducks, so he supposed that might well have been possible. Plekhanov's research was not as thorough as it might have been, since it wasn't really necessary. While writing the software, he did recall reading a piece about how outraged the Brits had been when the nabob of Bengal, one Suraj-ud-Dowlah, sacked Calcutta in 1757. After the battle, the nabob had stuffed 146 captured Brits into a small and very hot room at Fort William. When they were released the next day, only twenty-three of them were still alive; the rest had died, most of them from heat stroke. Thus was born the infamous "Black Hole of Calcutta."
  


  


  
    Careful there, old man, you are drifting. Best you get back to the business at hand.
  


  
    Plekhanov put his helmet back on, shifted his position from where he sat upon the empty wine cask and propped the rifle onto the ledge under the tower's opening. He could have used the hiking scenario, but since he was taking direct action himself--there was nobody he could trust to do this particular job--he thought a more active imagery was appropriate. A German sniper picking off enemy troops at long range seemed eminently suitable. Poetic, even.
  


  


  
    He chambered a round, and lined the scope up on a rather fat American officer who looked like a caricature of a Wall Street stockbroker, despite the military uniform. Even with the optics, the target was still somewhat small at the distance--nearly two hundred meters, he judged. The scope was zeroed in at one hundred meters, so he aimed a bit high, for the head, to allow for a little extra drop. He took a deep breath, held it, squeezed the trigger. . . .
  


  


  
    

  


  
    In New York City, a currency tasking computer subcontracted to the Federal Reserve sent copies of all user ID codes admitted to every connected terminal--
  


  


  
    

  


  
    Even as the fat American collapsed with a bullet buried in his chest, Plekhanov worked the bolt and shifted his aim.
  


  


  
    Ah. There was the White Russian, saber in hand, leading his men. Plekhanov put the crosshairs on the man's throat, held his breath again, fired--
  


  


  
    

  


  
    In Moscow, the computer interlink responsible for balance-of-trade statistics with the European Commonwealth scrambled and went down--
  


  


  
    

  


  
    There was the Korean officer, trying to get his troops to duck and cover. Plekhanov worked the rifle's bolt, ejected another spent shell and chambered a fresh round. Good-bye, Mr. Kim--
  


  


  
    

  


  
    A small setting inside the fabber making the new PowerExtreme mainframe computer chips at the Kim Electronics plant in Seoul altered, not enough to be noticed by the operators, but enough to change certain pathways in the chips' silicon circuitry. The virus had a time limit, so the settings would revert, but a thousand chips would be affected before that happened, turning the high-end systems they would eventually control into electronic time bombs waiting to go off--
  


  


  
    

  


  
    And here on the muddy French field was an Indian looking for a place to hide. Sorry, Punjab, old Wog, there's no cover there--
  


  


  
    

  


  
    The newly installed computer traffic system in Bombay blew its triple-redundancy circuits. All two hundred main traffic signals under its direct control turned green. All passenger-and freight-train track signals turned green. So did all light-rail crossing signals--
  


  


  
    

  


  
    One unfired bullet remained. He had to use it before they got too close. He already knew his target. Plekhanov swung the rifle's barrel to the right. The Siamese commander held a pistol; he fired it wildly. He would not be able to hit Plekhanov at this distance, save by accident, even if he could see him, which he could not. Still, it paid to be cautious. Plekhanov recalled the last words of the American General John Sedgwick, speaking of the Confederate sharp-shooters during the Civil War Battle of Spotsylvania: "They couldn't hit an elephant at this distance--"
  


  
    Plekhanov grinned.
  


  


  
    Aim. Squeeze--
  


  


  
    

  


  
    The Thai Prime Minister's collection of personal pornography, most of which showed recognizable images of him in sexual congress with women not his wife--and some of which showed him in such congress with her, too--somehow uploaded itself from his home computer and into the mainframe of the Southeast Asian News Service. Then, two of these pictures went into the hourly edition of SEANS NetNews in place of scheduled images.
  


  


  
    

  


  
    Plekhanov raised his face from the Mauser. An oily wisp of smoke drifted from the muzzle, the smell of burned powder entwined with it. Below and still a hundred meters distant, the enemy soldiers milled around in panic, then dropped prone, looking for targets. Some of them returned fire, but none of the bullets came close to where he was.
  


  
    Enough damage for one day. He shouldered the rifle by its sling and headed for the tower's steps.
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    Monday, September 27th, 8:11 a.m.

  


  
    Quantico
  


  
    

  


  
    Everywhere Jay Gridley drove on the net, sirens screamed. The virtual highways were full of fire engines, ambulances, police cruisers, a whole shitload of activity as people went to repair the damage and to haul away metaphorical bodies. Within a few minutes, there had been major wrecks in at least three or four supposedly secure systems internationally, maybe more.
  


  
    Jay drove the Viper at speed and got to the spots as best he could, legally when they allowed it, illegally when they didn't; what he saw was not good. It was the same guy dropping sharp spikes on the roads. The pattern was there, the same blurred and unidentifiable footprints as before, leading away and quickly dead-ending. Maybe the local operators couldn't see it, but Jay was sure of it. He couldn't ID the terrorist, but he knew it was one guy.
  


  


  
    He pulled the Viper to a halt on a long and relatively straight stretch of the new Thailand-Burma Highway. A reporter stood next to a smoldering limo with a bunch of cops, making notes on a little flatscreen. Jay knew the guy slightly; he was a distant cousin a couple of times removed.
  


  
    "Hey, Chuan, how's it goin'?"
  


  


  
    "Jay? What are you doing here? Something I ought to know about?"
  


  
    "Nah, just cruising."
  


  


  
    The other man looked around, seeming to shift his gaze as he blinked. "Ah, your highway metaplay. I see you're still driving that bomb on wheels. I disremember what it's called, some kind of lizard or snake?"
  


  
    "Viper. It gets me there." He looked at the limo. "So who's the cookie in the shake-and-bake portable oven there?"
  


  


  
    "A mess, isn't it? Behold, our beloved Prime Minister Sukho. This is what's left of his career, anyhow. Somebody got past the OS security wards on his personal system, and then became very clever with the nasty pictures hidden therein. Gave them to my bosses. My service somehow managed to accidentally send a pair of them out with the feed--or so the editors say. I know a few would have happily done it on purpose.
  


  
    "So, on the sports screen, instead of the photo of the Indonesian football team winning the World Soccer Cup in Brazil, we got our beloved Prime Minister being attended to by an enthusiastic professional girl well known in Bangkok as Neena the Cleaner. And two jumps later, on the international screen, instead of Malaysian Prime Minister Mohamad doing a nice ribbon-cutting with a bunch of dignitaries for a new rec facility at Cyberjaya, we gave our viewers Sukho on a big round bed with two other very naked Bangkok working girls seeing what will go where. Bet those pix raised an eyebrow or two at the old water cooler during break." He smiled. "Hey, you ever been to Cyberjaya? In RW, I mean?"
  


  


  
    His cousin was talking about a nine-mile-by-thirty-mile zone in Malaysia called the Multimedia Super Corridor. Begun in '97, the MSC stretched south from Kuala Lumpur, and included at the south end a new international airport and a new federal capital, Putrajaya. "Once," Jay said. "I spent a few days there a year or so back, a real-time seminar on the new graphic platform. Unbelievable place."
  


  
    "They say that's where CyberNation's programmers came from."
  


  


  
    "Yeah? I hadn't heard that. I heard nobody knew where they came from."
  


  
    "Rumors." He shrugged. "So much for the sordid tale of a political career gone south. I gotta get back and file my story."
  


  


  
    "Not a lucky man, your Prime Minister."
  


  
    "Oh, he's real lucky--thing is, it's all bad. This ain't America where the politicians can get away with such things, you know. It don't play with the family vote over here. Plus it is well known that Sukho's wife's brother was one of the Secret Bandit Warlords before he died. Word is, the wife's still got a couple SBW nephews out in the jungle who would just as soon cut you in half as look at you. The Prime Minister's wife is in big shame over this. Some pictures were of her, taken from a hidden camera, and I bet she didn't know about 'em." He waved at the burned-out limo. "I was Sukho, I'd tap my Swiss accounts and retire someplace in a galaxy far, far away. And I'd do it under another name, and with fifty grand's worth of false teeth, hair dye, and plastic surgery, while I was at it."
  


  


  
    "I'd have thought his computer security would have been better than normal, given what he had to hide and him being a PM and all."
  


  
    "Yeah, you'da thought so. My guess is, next guy selling a pick-proof OS around here is gonna make a fortune."
  


  


  
    "Here and everywhere else."
  


  
    "I scan that. See you, Jay."
  


  


  
    "Later, Chuanny."
  


  
    After his cousin was gone, Jay considered the situation. So Thailand was going to get a new Prime Minister. That might or might not have much effect on the world, but he had to figure that whoever was doing this rascal had picked his targets carefully. To what end, Jay didn't know, but his gut feeling was that it was a real bad end.
  


  


  
    He better get back himself. The boss would want to know about the newest developments.
  


  
    On the way, however, something else caught his attention.
  


  


  
    Holy shit!
  


  


  
    

  


  
    "Alex? I think you better see this."
  


  
    Michaels looked up and saw Toni in his doorway.
  


  


  
    "In the conference room," she added.
  


  
    He followed her. The big-screen viewer was on. CNN.
  


  


  
    A newscaster was doing a voice-over as images flashed across the large screen.
  


  
    "Bombay, India--known by the locals as Mumbai--is the capital of Maharashtra and the major economic power of western India. Located on the shore of the Arabian Sea, it is a city steeped in culture. From the Victorian facades of the British Raj, to the tourist ghetto of Colaba, to the pulse-of-the-city Fort, eighteen million people call Mumbai home. Most of them are dirt-poor."
  


  


  
    There was an aerial shot of the city. Stock footage.
  


  
    Michaels glanced at Toni and raised an eyebrow. Why did she want him to see a documentary on India?
  


  


  
    "This is the sidebar," she said. "Wait a second and they'll get back to the main story." She sounded grim.
  


  
    "Modernization has brought at least some of Bombay into the twenty-first century," the newscast continued. "And modernization has reared its ugly head here today."
  


  


  
    The image shifted. Two buses had crashed together in an intersection. One of the red double-deckers lay on its side; the other was tilted, resting against the back of a fruit truck. Some kind of yellow-orange melons were scattered and shattered all over the street. Bodies were laid out along the narrow street's narrower sidewalks. Rescuers ran to the buses, pulling more dead or injured from the wrecks. A man covered with blood wandered in front of the camera, yelling something over and over. A small boy sat on the curb, staring at a woman lying next to him who was obviously dead.
  


  
    "All over the city, computer-controlled traffic signals apparently turned green at the same instant."
  


  


  
    Another image. A major intersection with at least a dozen cars melded together by impacts. The cars were on fire, and an explosion rocked the scene, knocking the cameraman down. Somebody cursed in English: "Shit, shit, shit!"
  


  
    Here was a high-angle helicopter shot--scores of cars, trucks, motor scooters and bicycles compacted into jagged masses. The voice describing the event was excited, but not overly so: "There are at least fifty known dead in a massive traffic pile-up on Marine Drive, with hundreds more injured, and estimates of other traffic fatalities in the city go as high as six hundred--"
  


  


  
    Again the image shifted, showing a train station. A passenger train lay crumpled like a child's toy next to a stretch of track. Freight cars were scattered among the coaches, some of them turned onto their sides.
  


  
    "At Churchgate Railway station, malfunctioning train signals apparently caused the collision of a Central Railways passenger train northbound from Goa, with a freight train heading south. At least sixty are known dead at this point, with more than three hundred injuries. We have unconfirmed reports of electric commuter trains colliding in suburban areas with fatalities, but travel in the city is impossible and we are unable to get to those locations except by air."
  


  


  
    Another scene shift. A twin-engine airplane, engulfed in flames. Bodies--and parts of bodies lay scattered around it like broken dolls.
  


  
    "Air traffic control malfunctions have reportedly caused at least four plane crashes. This one, a sightseeing flight filled with Japanese tourists, crashed into the yellow basalt monument known as the Gateway to India at the north-eastern end of the Colaba tourist district, killing all twenty-four on the aircraft and at least fifteen on the ground, with dozens more injured. We have unconfirmed reports that an Air India jet with two hundred and sixty-eight passengers on board has crashed into Back Bay just south of Beach."
  


  


  
    "My God," Michaels said. "What the hell happened?"
  


  
    "The computer programmer." Toni's voice was grim.
  


  


  
    "Somebody did this on purpose?"
  


  
    "That's what it looks like. Jay is on it, but he's too busy to talk about it right now."
  


  


  
    Michaels watched a rescue truck, lights flashing, frozen in gridlock. Jesus. They were dealing with a madman. A homicidal madman. Until he was caught, nobody was safe.
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    Monday, September 27th, 8:41 a.m.

    Quantico
  


  
    

  


  
    No real progress had been made on Steve Day's death.
  


  
    Oh, the labs had cataloged all kinds of hair and fiber and bullet casings, but in the end, none of it meant anything without the people, clothes and guns the things belonged to--and they didn't have any of those.
  


  


  
    Alex Michaels was more than a little bothered. He sat at his desk, staring into the wall. He knew there was nothing to be done about it; the best minds in the FBI were hard at work looking for the smallest clue, and standing there yelling "Hurry!" wouldn't help.
  


  
    It wasn't as if he didn't have other things to worry about. As head of Net Force, he'd suddenly found out what it meant to have the buck stop on your desk. Aside from having to assign high-level cases to make sure they were handled right, there was all the political bullshit. He had to justify what his organization was doing, why they did it, and how much it cost, first to the Director, then, if they were feeling snoopy--and they always were--to Congress. He had to appear in front of Senator Cobb's Security Committee on Thursday to answer questions about something Day had done a year ago that had mightily upset the Senator. Cobb, unaffectionately known as Tweety Bird in intelligence circles--"I taught I taw a puddy tat!"--was always imagining conspiracies, no matter where he happened to look. Cobb thought the military was scheming to violently take over the reins of government; that the Germans were secretly re-arming themselves to eat Eastern Europe; that the Girl Scouts were Commies. He had been the bane of Steve Day's life, and it looked as if he was going to be giving Michaels the same grief.
  


  


  
    And if that wasn't enough, the political side of the job required a lot more of something else Michaels hated--socializing. Since he'd taken over, he'd gone to four black-tie political soirees, suffering through vulcanized chicken or salmon cooked to blackboard-eraser consistency. All of these events had featured after-dinner speakers who could put a room full of dexadrine addicts into a suspended animation that made Sleeping Beauty look like an insomniac.
  


  
    No, this was definitely not a part of the job he enjoyed. At least he didn't have to worry about building appropriations. That was the Director's job. And given all the new structures that Net Force had recently constructed, was in the process of constructing, or was planning on constructing, that would be a major chore in itself. J. Edgar Hoover would never recognize the FBI Compound, it had grown so large in just the last five or six years. It was a small town unto itself.
  


  


  
    He stared at the pile of hardcopy and the blinking To Do list on his computer screen. He had a stack of stuff to read, things to sign, all the minutiae of any mid-level office manager that had to be taken care of, regardless of the more important things that had to wait. And it wasn't going to get done if he just sat there and stared at it.
  


  
    It was going to be a long day. And when it was done, he would go home to his empty condo, eat a meal alone, watch the news, read his mail and slog through reports on his flatscreen. Probably fall asleep reading--that was what happened most of the time. Either that, or get called out to one of the Nights of the Boring Politicos.
  


  


  
    He missed Megan. He missed his daughter. He missed having someone to share his day with, to care that he came home, that he lived or died. . . .
  


  
    He shook his head. Poor you. You're just so damned sad, aren't you?
  


  


  
    Michaels chuckled. The Island of Self-Pity was a waste of time; he never could stay there very long. He had a job to do, and he was part of the solution and not part of the problem, wasn't he? Hell with the rest of it.
  


  
    He reached for the hardcopy.
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    Monday, September 27th, 9:44 a.m.

  


  
    New York City
  


  
    

  


  
    "Yes, I'll be there," Genaloni said. His voice was curt and he was irritated, but he tried, as always, to hold onto his temper. "Good-bye."
  


  
    He put the phone's receiver down gently when what he wanted to do was slam it into its cradle hard enough to break both. Women. Jesus.
  


  


  
    As wives went, Maria was probably as good as any. She stayed home, took care of the kids, supervised the maids and butler and cook and gardener, was active in charity affairs. He'd met her in college. She was smart, and she'd been drop-dead gorgeous when he'd married her. She worked out, and had spent some time under the knife, so she was still damned attractive for a woman her age--hell, any age; and if anything, she had gotten smarter, too. She looked good on his arm, was always dressed better than anybody else in any room they went to, but she was a pain in the ass sometimes. Because she was smart and good-looking, and because she came from a rich family, she was used to getting her way. She wanted his time, and she always wanted it most when he least had it to give. He was going to have to break a date with Brigette, his mistress, to go to some cure-a-disease ball his wife wanted him to go to, and he wasn't happy about it.
  


  
    That Maria probably knew about Brigette and had done this on purpose also crossed his mind.
  


  


  
    There was a tap on the doorjamb. He looked up and saw Johnny the Shark Benetti standing in the open doorway. Shark was a good name for Johnny. He was young, quick, and could cut you to tatters with a knife no longer than your finger. The Shark also had a degree in business from Cornell. As people in his organization retired or went away for legal reasons, Genaloni replaced them with equally tough but more educated ones. Sure, smart people had their drawbacks--too much ambition was usually part of the package, but you could deal with that. Bury a guy chin-deep in money, and mostly he would think long and hard before messing with the golden goose. Ignorant people caused more trouble in the long run. And in any event, you always watched your back--you never totally trusted anybody .
  


  
    Johnny the Shark was holding Sampson's place until he returned.
  


  


  
    If he returned. Whatever was going on with that, it stunk, and Genaloni didn't like it a damn bit.
  


  
    "Yes?"
  


  


  
    "Hey, Ray. Nobody we can touch has anything to say about Luigi. We put some serious money on the table, reached out to everybody who owes us favors, nothing. He's invisible."
  


  
    "Keep looking." At least one fed was going to be sorry about this business, although there was no way to tell when the guy was going to buy it. The Selkie took his time, and it didn't do any good to try and hurry him.
  


  


  
    The intercom cheeped.
  


  
    "What?"
  


  


  
    "It's your wife again."
  


  
    "Jesus. I'm not here, okay? And I forgot my cell phone, too."
  


  


  
    "Yes, sir."
  


  
    Genaloni shook his head. He looked at Johnny, who was smiling.
  


  


  
    Smiling. Jesus. "You're married, what, a year and a half?"
  


  
    "Two years, come December 14th," Johnny said.
  


  


  
    "Still on your damned honeymoon. Come back and see me in fifteen years and let's talk about women."
  


  
    That brought another grin.
  


  


  
    Genaloni shook his head. Johnny was twenty-four, which meant he still knew everything. Genaloni was old enough so that he realized he knew less every year that went by. "You study any history?"
  


  
    "It was my minor."
  


  


  
    Genaloni did know that, but it never hurt to let the help think you were a little slower than you actually were. And he was something of a history reader himself, when he had the time. He said, "You know who Mary Katherine Horony was?"
  


  
    Johnny searched his memory. Frowned. "Doesn't ring a bell."
  


  


  
    "She was Hungarian, a hooker, went by the name of Big Nose Kate."
  


  
    "Oh. Doc Holliday's girlfriend?"
  


  


  
    "Good to see that degree means something. Kate was a whore, a drunk, a brawler. She screwed and drank and fought her way across the Old West, ran with Holliday, the Earps, some other real dangerous dudes."
  


  
    Johnny nodded. "Uh-huh."
  


  


  
    "She could have quit once she hooked up with Doc, but she couldn't settle down. She kept going back to the life, even while she and Holliday were together. And even when she was at home, she wasn't your shy and demure type. She broke him out of jail once after he gutted a man with a Bowie knife, and she clubbed a guard half to death to do it. She had a whorehouse in Tombstone in the 1880's, first one in town. Did it in a big tent, ran a dozen girls and sold a lot of cheap whiskey. People used to fight and get shot up there all the time. Plus she and Doc also used to beat the shit out of each other--and he didn't always wind up on top.
  


  
    "After Holliday croaked from TB, old Kate kept whoring around for years. Got married, left her husband, moved around, kept kicking her heels up until she wound up in a nursing home. Died in 1940. She was ninety years old."
  


  


  
    "Fascinating," Johnny said. He raised an eyebrow.
  


  
    "So, here was this woman, a whore--which in those days was a damned dangerous job--with these hardcases all around her who'd just as soon shoot you as look at you. A woman who used to punch out Doc Holliday, one of the stone-coldest killers ever, and she was living in neighborhoods where you could get raped and murdered and nobody would blink."
  


  


  
    "And your point . . . ?"
  


  
    "Kate outlived them all--the job, Holliday, the killers, the booze, the bad towns, everything." Genaloni smiled. "She died of old age." He paused, then said, "You know what the cavalry men used to say out in Dakota when they were trying to wipe out the Sioux? 'If you're captured by the Indians, don't let them give you to the women.'
  


  


  
    "A woman can cut off your nuts, cook 'em with onions and make you eat them--and smile the whole time she's doing it. Remember that. No matter what your bride says, no matter how good she is in bed, you keep your business to yourself. The prisons are full of guys who blabbed shit to their women and then pissed them off. Women are good for a lot of things, but you don't trust one with your life. Never."
  


  
    "I'll remember that."
  


  


  
    "Good. Now go find out why the feds are hiding Luigi."
  


  
    After the kid had gone, Genaloni smiled to himself. That wasn't a bad little lecture. He'd have made an okay professor, he always figured.
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    Tuesday, September 28th, 6:54 p.m.

    Washington, D.C.
  


  
    

  


  
    In her guise as Phyllis Markham, the Selkie gimped her way toward the target's house, the little poodle doing his imitation of a watering can on every other bush or tree along the way.
  


  
    The guards in the surveillance cars were gone. She had been disappointed to see them leave. There were times when she'd been set upon a mobster or gunrunner or politico with a dozen guards crawling all around, and that had made the job more difficult. But one guy, who didn't have a clue he was a target, no protection except maybe a house alarm? It took some of the fun out of it.
  


  


  
    At her level, she mostly made her own challenges.
  


  
    She'd been on this more than a week, and she was ready. She knew the target's habits. When he ordered Chinese food delivered, she knew he liked the hot and spicy chicken with noodles. When he went for his morning run, she could have run half a block in front of him and stayed with him all the way. She knew when he went to a fund-raiser, where he tried to sit if he wasn't assigned a table, and what time he would make his excuses and leave. She knew about his ex-wife and kid in Idaho, the car he played with in his garage, and that his assistant had the hots for him, to judge from how she looked at him. And that he didn't have a clue about that. She knew how tall he was, how much he weighed, where he got his hair cut and that he hadn't really wanted his current job. She knew much about the target--just not why he had been chosen.
  


  


  
    Scout heard something in one of the bushes to the left. He yapped at it. Probably a cat. She let him bark a couple of times, then told him to hush. He did, but he trembled to go after the thing in the bushes. The dog didn't know he was a toy; he thought he was the son of a wolf and he wanted that prey. She smiled.
  


  
    The worst dog bite she'd ever gotten hadn't been from a big beast like a shepherd, but from a dachshund who must have thought he was White Fang, too. Maybe the little ones had something to prove.
  


  


  
    The target seemed like a decent enough guy. He was fairly attractive, had a nice smile and did a good job. As bureaucrats went, he was better than most. He loved his little girl out there in flyover country, and hadn't been active much sexually since his divorce, so he was probably still carrying a torch for his ex. He was a more useful member of society than most, an ethical, moral, reliable man.
  


  
    That she was going to kill him didn't bother her at all.
  


  


  
    Some professionals didn't let themselves know anything about their targets, didn't get involved any more than necessary to make the deletion. They stayed cool, didn't interact, didn't let themselves see the targets as people. She'd always thought that was chickenshit. If you're going to take somebody out deliberately, you ought to get to know him. It seemed only fair, and so much better than being killed by a stranger. Her way, at least she had some respect for people who deserved respect. There was a kind of honoring of the target involved.
  


  
    She knew more than enough now. He wasn't a bad guy, but he wasn't that interesting, and there wouldn't be any surprises.
  


  


  
    "Move along, boy. Go."
  


  
    Reluctantly, the dog proceeded, looking back for the thing in the bushes as he walked, just in case it tried to break from cover and run for it.
  


  


  
    Little Scout there, hearing the call of the wild, that was funny.
  


  
    When would she hit the target? When you could choose any time, when you had all your bets covered, then you did it when it felt right. Not before. Not if you wanted it to be perfect. This guy's death would unleash an army of feds on her trail. It needed to be perfect.
  


  


  
    She was approaching the target's condo. She glanced at her watch, an analog, battery-powered Lady Bulova, one Phyllis Markham would wear, since it had supposedly belonged to her dearly departed mother. She slowed a hair, letting the dog sniff a little longer at some other male's territory marking.
  


  
    Tomorrow was trash pickup day--the collection mini-trucks came around twice a week here--and the houses and condos on this street did not have an alleyway in back.
  


  


  
    The gate to the target's condo opened and the target came out, hauling a single compacted recyclable paper bag. Right on schedule. On the evenings before trash pickup, he came home, changed clothes and carried out the garbage first thing.
  


  
    She arrived in front of the target's condo just as he dropped the sack.
  


  


  
    He smiled at her. "Hi," he said.
  


  
    "Good evening, young man," the Selkie said in her Markham voice. "A nice night for a walk."
  


  


  
    "Yes, ma'am." He squatted, offered the back of his hand to the dog, who sniffed and then wagged his tail. The target scratched the dog behind the ears. "Good pup."
  


  
    The Selkie smiled. She could drop him right here with one swing of the cane--he'd never know what hit him. Crack open his skull as he squatted there petting the dog, bend down, cut his carotids with the nail scissors in her purse. He'd bleed out in a couple of minutes.
  


  


  
    Or she could ask if he'd mind giving her a glass of water, and of course he would invite her into his condo. He was too nice a guy to cause an old lady to finish her walk thirsty. She could do him inside without anybody ever being the wiser. It was too easy.
  


  
    She smiled at the target. Now? Should she take him inside?
  


  


  
    The moment stretched. She held the man's life in her hands. This was power. This was control.
  


  
    No. Not tonight. It didn't feel quite right. Maybe tomorrow.
  


  


  
    "Come along, Scout. The nice man doesn't want to fool with you."
  


  
    The target stood, and the woman who would soon kill him limped away.
  


  


  
    "Take care, ma'am," he said.
  


  
    "Thank you, young man. I surely will. You, too."
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    Wednesday, September 29th, 3:14 a.m.

  


  
    Somewhere over the North Atlantic
  


  
    

  


  
    The drone of the 747's big engines was a steady, hypnotic thrum, and most of the passengers slumped in the dark, sleeping. John Howard's reading light was on, but the report on his flatscreen hadn't been scrolled for so long that the screensaver had kicked in and blanked the screen.
  


  
    "You need some warm milk and melatonin, Colonel?" Fernandez said.
  


  


  
    Howard glanced up at Sarge, on his way back from the head. "Just working on a report, Sergeant."
  


  
    "Yes, sir, I can see that. A detailed study on the zen of the blank screen?"
  


  


  
    Howard grinned, waved Fernandez to the seat across the aisle.
  


  
    "It wasn't much of an operation, was it, Julio?"
  


  


  
    "Begging the colonel's pardon, but what the hell is he talking about? We located a terrorist cell, took down a score of armed, bomb-throwing radicals while they were shooting at us, and did it without an injury to ours. That's batting a thousand where I come from."
  


  
    "You know what I mean."
  


  


  
    Fernandez looked around. Nobody was close to them, and the nearest passengers were asleep. He dropped the NCO-to-officer rap. "Look, John, if you mean it wasn't the beach at Iwo Jima, yeah, you're right. But the assignment was find the bad guys and stop them. We did it, protected our embassy, didn't cause a stink with the locals, and we're hauling all our boys back to base without having to peel a Band-Aid. That's as good as it gets."
  


  
    Howard nodded. Fernandez was right, of course. Go, do the job, come home, all asses-and-elbows. He had carried out his mission by the numbers. That was what a soldier was supposed to do. They were thrilled with him back at Net Force. A couple of his old military buddies in the know had already sent him coded e-mail congratulating him. It was a win, all the way around.
  


  


  
    So why didn't he feel better about it?
  


  
    Because it had been too easy. Yeah, Rule 6P had worked--proper planning prevents piss-poor performance--but when it got right down to it, he'd never had any doubt they'd win. His troops were the best of the best, ex-SEALs, Green Berets, Rangers. Drop them in a jungle behind the lines with nothing but pen knives, and they'd build a castle out of enemy bones. The terrorists had been a bunch of out-of-shape gutter-scum with big ideas and almost no strategic or tactical experience. How could they have possibly lost to rabble like that?
  


  


  
    He said as much to Fernandez.
  


  
    Fernandez laughed.
  


  


  
    "What?"
  


  
    "Oh, I was just imagining what the commander of the British armies must have said to his field officers toward the end of the Revolutionary War: 'What? A bunch of out-of-shape gutter-scum with big ideas and almost no strategic or tactical experience just kicked the shit out of His Majesty's finest? How could we have possibly lost to rabble like that?' "
  


  


  
    Howard chuckled. Fernandez had a way of putting a spin on things you wouldn't expect from a noncom who'd earned his rockers the hard way. And the posh British accent just added to it. And he had a point. The terrorists could have been more adept. The blood on the warehouse floor could have been that of his troops. There was always that possibility.
  


  
    "Thing is, John, the glory might be a bit thin on this one, but a win is a win. That's why we went, ain't it?"
  


  


  
    "Yeah. You're right."
  


  
    "Damn, and me without a tape recorder? Can I wake up some witnesses for the colonel to repeat that, sir? The me-being-right part?"
  


  


  
    "To what are you are referring, Sergeant? I don't recall saying any such thing."
  


  
    "That's what I thought, sir." He grinned. "Guess I'll see if I can catch a few winks."
  


  


  
    "Good night, Julio. Thanks."
  


  
    "Sir. And if it is any consolation, I got a feeling this won't be the last episode in this particular war. Next time might be different."
  


  


  
    Howard watched his best man amble toward a row of empty seats. Yes. There was always that. A small battle did not a war make.
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    Wednesday, September 29th, 10:54 p.m.

  


  
    Portland, Oregon
  


  
    

  


  
    Ruzhyo watched the front door of McCormick's Restaurant. The place was away from the main section of town, toward one of the bedroom communities to the west. It specialized in fish. The food was supposedly excellent, and it looked to be so from his brief visit to reconnoiter earlier. It was the best restaurant near the company that produced one of the fastest computer chips for home use, a company just up the road in Beaverton, a town named after the dam-building aquatic mammal.
  


  
    Ruzhyo sat in the rental car across the street, parked in the shadows of a sign in front of a Korean travel agency. Sixty-two meters away from the door, according to the Ranging optical tape, an easy distance. The car was a full-sized one with a large engine, though he did not think he would need the power for his escape. With both eyes open, he looked through the large aperture of the Bushnell HOLOsight. What he saw was an unmagnified image of the door with a glowing red crosshair superimposed upon it. The scope was a state-of-the-art gunsight; unlike a laser, it emitted no light to the front, and thus did not reveal the user. The scope had cost more than the weapon upon which it rode, a 30-06 bolt-action Winchester deer rifle, itself an excellent piece of equipment. He had bought the sight at a gun store in San Diego; the rifle he'd purchased in Sacramento, second-hand, from an advertisement in a newspaper. He had assembled the rifle and scope, and sighted the weapon in at a rock quarry along an old logging road west of Forest Grove, Oregon.
  


  


  
    With the sighted-in rifle, Ruzhyo could shoot consistently into a circle made with his thumb and forefinger out to a hundred meters. More than sufficient.
  


  
    He had considered using a suppressor on the rifle, but the projectile would break the sound barrier and make a loud crack after it left the barrel anyway, so there was really no point in trying to damp the noise. Besides, in these conditions, the shot would echo, seeming to come from everywhere. And even if they knew exactly where he was, it would mean little. Executives of the local computer company did not go forth armed, nor with bodyguards. There had never been any need. Nor would there likely be a need after this night, though it was unlikely they would believe it to be so.
  


  


  
    By the time police arrived, Ruzhyo would be miles away. He had three escape routes mapped out in his mind, and all included quick stops where he would not be seen, where he could lose the rifle. He wore waterproof thinskin synsilk gloves--there would be no prints or fluids left on the scope, rifle or bullets inside the weapon.
  


  
    He glanced at his watch. Just after eleven, local time. The party had been in the restaurant nearly two hours. Their vehicles were parked in the front. The diners would be in sight for plenty of time.
  


  


  
    He lowered the weapon.
  


  
    Eight minutes later, the door to the restaurant opened.
  


  


  
    Ruzhyo put the silicone earplugs into his ears. The sound of a high-powered rifle shot inside an automobile could easily destroy unprotected eardrums.
  


  
    Six men emerged, talking, laughing, taking their time.
  


  


  
    Ruzhyo raised the rifle. He took a deep breath, let half of it out, held the rest. He clicked the safety off, lined the glowing crosshairs up on the second man in the group, put the sight picture on the man's forehead, right between the eyes. . . .
  


  
    He squeezed off the shot.
  


  


  
    With a rifle, you don't hear the one that kills you.
  


  
    The man was dead before the sound of the bullet reached him.
  


  


  
    Ruzhyo put the rifle down on the floor of the car and started the engine. He pulled out of the travel agency's parking lot and drove away. Traffic was light this time of the evening. He was half a mile away, at the entrance to the elevated freeway, when the first police car flew past, lights flashing, siren wailing, going toward the restaurant.
  


  
    He did not look back. There was no need. Nobody was following him.
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    Thursday, September 30th, 8:01 a.m.

    Grozny
  


  
    

  


  
    "You have another call, Dr. Plekhanov," Sasha shouted from the outer office. The intercom still operated only sporadically, but that hardly mattered now. "Mr. Sikes, from Bombay Municipal Systems."
  


  
    Plekhanov smiled. The phone had certainly been busy the last couple of days. Exactly as he'd expected it would be.
  


  


  
    The plantings were beginning to bear fruit. After the computer foul-ups had killed hundreds of people in Bombay, those in charge would have called Bertrand, the second-rate programmer who had installed their security system. And while even Bertrand was skilled enough to see what had been done, he would be unable to offer a guarantee that he could stop it from being done again. So they had called Plekhanov--whom they should have called originally--and why, yes, he could most assuredly guarantee them that no such security breach would happen if he installed a new protective system. Of course he could make that assurance: There were only a handful of programmers expert enough to slip his wards, only one who would bother, and that one's interests--his interests--would best be served if the system stayed unbreached.
  


  
    Given how people worried over such incidences, it would take only one or two more assaults on the stoplights and buses of big cities before most--if not all of them--came running to Plekhanov for his help. So by the time the movers and shakers of the municipal transportation systems for all of Asia's major cities met for their annual get-together later this year in Guangzhou, China, most of them would be in Plekhanov's camp. He would, after all, do excellent work for them, at better than reasonable prices. They would all owe him. They would all want to keep him happy, so as to avoid suffering fates similar to those unlucky enough to be the victims of what had to be terrorists. Who would bother to rascal a transportation computer save a terrorist? Where was the profit?
  


  


  
    "Hello?"
  


  
    "Vladimir? Bill Sikes, Bombay Transport."
  


  


  
    "Ah, Bill, how are you?"
  


  
    "Not so good. You heard about our problem?"
  


  


  
    "Yes, I am afraid so. A terrible thing. I am so sorry."
  


  
    "Yes, well, that milk is spilt, but we don't want to lose any more. Can you help us out?"
  


  


  
    "But of course, Bill. Of course I'll help."
  


  
    "Another call!" Sasha yelled from her desk. "From Korea!"
  


  


  
    Plekhanov leaned back in his chair. His smile was truly a happy one.
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    Thursday, September 30th, 8:15 a.m.

  


  
    Washington, D.C.
  


  
    

  


  
    Tyrone Howard met his friend Jimmy Joe in the strip club called Big Boobs. It was off-limits to boys their age, and neither of them were within years of being old enough to be there, but they wore adult personas and had enough skill to pass a casual scan. Slipping into an R-rated VR room in a public newsforum was something anybody with half a brain could do. All you could see was naked women here; the XXX-rooms were harder to sneak into, and besides, Tyrone didn't want to risk that. His parents would flay him if they found out, and since his dad worked with a player like Jay Gee, he could find out if he wanted.
  


  
    "So, Jimmy Joe, you scan anything?"
  


  


  
    "No mucho, spiderboy. Lotta strand-poppin' on the FEN, though."
  


  
    Tyrone nodded. Far East Net had been DFB--data flowin' bad--the last few days. He'd seen that himself. The mad programmer was kicking serious ass there.
  


  


  
    On the stage in front of a flashing light show and a driving bass beat, a tall blue-eyed brunette showed the audience that her hair color was natural. Boom, bop-a boom! He stared. She smiled at him, not knowing that his appearance was a fake. Of course, her appearance could be fake, too. She might be a sixty-year-old fat man.
  


  
    If you were hunting for truth, VR wasn't the best place to look for it.
  


  


  
    "I'm gonna hit the OHTs and see if there's any feedback," Jimmy Joe said. "You just know some wirehead with a strainer program and no life is catching minnows. Maybe one of them can lead us to the big fish."
  


  
    "Scan and download that," Tyrone said. The brunette stripper had left the stage. A new one came out. Well, well, look at that: Belladonna Wright herself. This was Jimmy Joe's doing, the override and image-craft such that the new woman wore Bella's face and body. No way would Tyrone risk that, even in VR. If Bonebreaker found out, that would be . . . bad.
  


  


  
    "I'm gonna ride," Tyrone said.
  


  
    Jimmy Joe grinned real big. He made the sound of a chicken clucking: "Buck-buck-buck-buuucckk!"
  


  


  
    "You right about that. I'm not ready to spend six weeks regenerating bone tissue, monkey-boy. Especially for an overlay that even isn't real."
  


  
    "Your loss," Jimmy Joe said. "Who is gonna know?"
  


  


  
    "Only takes two words in Bonebreaker's ear and you're pretzel-boy."
  


  
    Jimmy Joe shrugged. "Better to burn it than bank it." He turned to watch the ersatz Bella shuck her costume.
  


  


  
    "Me, I'm ridin'," Tyrone said. But he sneaked a quick look as he headed for the door.
  


  
    Maybe he'd take a pass at CyberNation, see what was up there.
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    Thursday, September 30th, 8:20 a.m.

  


  
    Quantico
  


  
    

  


  
    Parked in the Viper across the street, Jay Gridley watched Tyrone Howard leave the strip joint. The boy didn't see him. He smiled. The colonel had asked him to check up on his son from time to time, and Gridley didn't mind doing so, but he wouldn't mention this. Teenage boys were curious, and a VR stripper was a lot less dangerous than some of the stuff a kid could get himself involved with, on-or off-line. If a teenage boy wasn't interested in looking at a naked woman, that would be the time for his father to get worried.
  


  
    No harm, no foul.
  


  


  
    Tyrone mounted his Harley and roared away.
  


  
    Gridley watched him leave before he started the Viper's motor. He had plenty of other stuff to worry about.
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    Thursday, September 30th, 11:55 a.m.

  


  
    Quantico
  


  
    

  


  
    Toni Fiorella stretched in the gym, warming up her knees. She looked up and saw Rusty enter. He waved at her. He was already dressed to work out.
  


  
    He was a pretty good student. Very flexible, if a bit too much addicted to speed and power, neither of which were necessary in bukti negara. If he got to the serak, he could use that, but that was years away, if he stuck to it. So far, at least, he had shown up for every practice, and his moves indicated he'd been practicing on his own. He was still a little leery of working close, he kept wanting to distance himself too much for the proper working of the techniques, but that would level out with time.
  


  


  
    "Hey, Guru."
  


  
    "Rusty. Let's get started."
  


  


  
    He nodded. He stood with his feet apart, his hands by his side, palms forward, fingers pointed at the ground.
  


  
    Unlike some of the traditional Japanese styles, there were only a handful of Indonesian terms you had to know to practice her version of silat; one was the word for "on guard." "Jagah," she said.
  


  


  
    She mirrored Rusty's pose. Her guru was right. Teaching helped sharpen your own skills. You had to think about things, get them right in your own head, before you passed them along. The ceremonial bow, something she had been doing for years, was a good example. For her, it was automatic, one long and smooth piece, but for a beginner, it was a series of small moves, and each move had a meaning:
  


  
    I present myself before the Creator in the beginning--
  


  


  
    The left foot came in, next to and slightly in front of the right foot, knees bent, hands moved to the left side, by the hip, palms down, left over right.
  


  


  
    I present myself to the best of my ability in the knowledge of the Art--
  


  


  
    The hands came up and out together as in supplication, palms up, almost as if holding a book. The right hand folded into a fist, the left hand wrapped around the right, both came back toward the chest.
  


  


  
    I ask to receive from the Creator all those things which I do not see--
  


  


  
    Another book-reading move, open hands coming back to cover the eyes.
  


  


  
    --to engrave upon my heart--
  


  


  
    The hands pressed together in namaste, the classic praying gesture, and touched the chest over the heart.
  


  


  
    --until the end.
  


  
    And the final move, a repeat of the second, the palm-down block by the left hip.
  


  


  
    "Do your djuru, please," she said.
  


  
    Rusty nodded, and began Djuru One.
  


  


  
    It was the simplest of the dances, but from it, everything more complex arose. A metaphor for life, she had come to realize.
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    Thursday, September 30th, 12:30 p.m.

  


  
    Quantico
  


  
    

  


  
    The Selkie bought a Coke, sweet-and-sour chicken, and sticky rice from the Chinese place the target sometimes rode his trike to for lunch. It was a warm day, a little breeze keeping the humidity bearable, and she sat at one of the small white wrought-iron tables just outside the restaurant. She wore a baggy gray T-shirt and very loose black cotton pants, a baseball cap and dark sunglasses. The wig she affected was brunette, and even with most of it stuffed under the cap, was enough to add to her changed appearance so that she didn't look much like anybody the target had ever seen.
  


  
    There he came on the raked three-wheeler, a sheen of sweat on his face and neck reflecting the hazy sunshine.
  


  


  
    She opened the cardboard containers and dumped the chicken and rice together onto a paper plate. She stirred the combination with the split-apart-throw-away chopsticks, allowed the sauce to soak into the rice. There were a dozen other diners outside enjoying their lunches and the day, and she did not make eye contact with any of them, or the target.
  


  
    The target parked the trike, pulled his gloves and helmet off and hung them on the handlebar, then walked into the restaurant. His legs were tight, pumped from the ride. The spandex shorts hid little an interested viewer might want to look at. And it was interesting. She was not a nun, though she put sex aside when she was working. Mora Sullivan could roll and break beds if she felt like it; the Selkie could not afford the risk.
  


  


  
    It had not always been that way. Once, early in her career, she had picked up a target in a bar. He'd been a good-looking man, and she'd gone with him to his hotel and slept with him. It had been a very athletic encounter.
  


  
    When he fell into a satisfied and exhausted sleep, she had taken a silenced .22 pistol from her purse and shot him twice in the back of the head.
  


  


  
    He'd never known what hit him, and at the time, she'd felt pleased with herself. She had made his last moments very happy ones. If you had to die, there were worse ways to do so than making love to a passionate woman, falling asleep, and never waking up.
  


  
    It had been foolish, what she had done. She had left hair and fluids at the murder scene, had been seen by hotel staff, even though she had been in disguise. Nothing had come of it--it was years past, the file long since buried--but it had been stupid. Another time, another place, and the target here might be fun to romp around with, but she was not willing to risk capture to be sentimental.
  


  


  
    She ate the chicken. She'd had better. Had worse, too.
  


  
    Was today the day? She glanced at the target where he stood in line to order.
  


  


  
    The Selkie smiled.
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    Friday, October 1st, 7 a.m.

    Kiev
  


  
    

  


  
    Kiev had several decent restaurants, but the breakfast was catered in a private suite at the new Hilton hotel, not far from the banks of the beautiful Dnieper, in a site formerly occupied by a theater and row of shops. Unlike a public restaurant, such a suite could be--and had been--swept for electronic listening devices. The sixth-floor windows could be--and were--rigged with simple vibrators that would defeat a hidden laser reader aimed at them from half a block away. The food servers had been dismissed, the doors locked, the secrets thus kept among the players. Not that anybody would likely be spying upon them. Nobody outside this room had a real clue as to what was going on inside it. But one erred on the side of caution, always.
  


  
    Plekhanov wore his bland smile, revealing nothing about his thoughts. This meeting was merely one of many. By now, the players were known quantities, their fortunes dependent upon him. Today, it was the politicians; tomorrow, it would be the military. In a few days, he would be in another hotel room, in another country, having similar talks with politicians and generals. Covering all his bets.
  


  


  
    They finished the scrambled eggs and salmon hash, drank their juice and coffee. Plekhanov enjoyed the sharp and bitter smell of the brew, so dark it looked like espresso. He wouldn't have expected coffee this good in such a place.
  


  
    "You all have your new transfer numbers?" Plekhanov asked.
  


  


  
    There were three other people in the room, two men and a woman, all duly elected members of the Verkhovna Rada, the local parliament.
  


  
    "Yes," they said simultaneously.
  


  


  
    Plekhanov nodded. The electronic money he had given these three access to was inconsequential, a half million or so each in the local currency. Of course, it was a lot to a potato farmer, a part-time university teacher and an ex-Army officer. This particular money was oil for squeaky wheels, to smooth and lubricate rough spots, for bribes, gifts, political contributions, whatever it took. There would be much more later, and power to go with it. These three were to be the new President and his two most influential ministers, come the next election. He had yet to decide who would get which job, but it would be happening soon, so best he start making his choices.
  


  
    Tomorrow, he would talk to his two tame Ukrainian generals, also about to be promoted in rank and prestige. There were many paths up the mountain, but the two that would give a man the most power when he got to the summit were to be found in the ammunition sacks of the army and the briefcases of the lawmakers. When you had those, you were practically invincible. With but one other, you were untouchable.
  


  


  
    Too bad the churches were not as powerful here as once they'd been. . . .
  


  
    "Comrade Plekhanov?" the woman said.
  


  


  
    "Yes?" This was Ludmilla Khomyakov, whose parents were originally from Moscow, and once very active in Communist Party circles. He had not been called "comrade" in a long time--not in the way she meant the word.
  


  
    "There has been some . . . difficulty from the trade union movement. Igor Bulavin threatens to have his members call a strike if the new reforms are passed."
  


  


  
    "Bulavin is a Cossack and a fool." That was from Razin, the ex-Army officer. He'd retired as a major before going into politics.
  


  
    "You are also a Cossack, Yemelyan." Khomyakov said.
  


  


  
    "That is how I know," Razin said. "Do not worry about Bulavin. He can have a fatal accident in that ancient car of which he is so proud. It can be easily arranged."
  


  
    Plekhanov looked at the woman. "Is it your feeling that this Bulavin is enough of a threat to warrant such an . . . accident, Ludmilla?"
  


  


  
    She shook her head. She was forty, but still a handsome woman. "He is a threat, but perhaps killing him is not altogether necessary."
  


  
    "Death is final," Razin said.
  


  


  
    "Da, it is, but Bulavin is a devil we know. Alive and tethered to a pole in our tent, he could still be useful."
  


  
    "And how do you propose to chain him there? He is too stupid to be afraid of threats, he will not accept a bribe and he has no skeletons in his closet to rattle at him. I say we squash him."
  


  


  
    The third man, Demitrius Skotinos, an ethnic Greek who still ran a small potato farm up-country, said nothing.
  


  
    "Perhaps we could put a new skeleton into his closet?" Khomyakov said.
  


  


  
    Razin snorted.
  


  
    Plekhanov raised an eyebrow at her.
  


  


  
    "Bulavin is fond of both liquor and women," Khomyakov said. "He has been discreet, careful to keep his activities in these areas confined to those which would not irritate his union members if they found out. Not too much drinking in public, the occasional fling with a secretary. Men are men, and not bothered by such things. Perhaps we could supply him a woman willing to . . . doctor his liquor and engage in activities his members--and his wife--would find less than . . . tasteful? There are many possibilities along these lines. And our woman would, of course, have an excellent holographic camera."
  


  
    Razin said, "Pah! You would put him in bed with a boy? A sheep? This is a woman's answer to everything! If it moves, screw it!"
  


  


  
    "Better, perhaps, than a man's answer--if it moves, kill it," she said. She smiled.
  


  
    Plekhanov liked both her response and her solution. Brutes could be found anywhere; subtlety was more of a prize. A live enemy in your pocket was sometimes better than a dead one in the ground. Sometimes.
  


  


  
    Well, at least he knew who the new President of Ukraine was going to be.
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    Thursday, September 30th, 11 p.m.

  


  
    Washington, D.C.
  


  
    

  


  
    "I bet you've never seen anybody get killed, have you, Scout?"
  


  
    The little dog wagged his tail, momentarily diverted from his sniffing and peeing. When it didn't seem as if the comment would lead to a command, he resumed his work.
  


  


  
    In her old-woman disguise, the Selkie moved toward the target's condo. She had decided to do it tonight. The target was still awake, a bit late for him, but his reading light was on, and it was going to be simple, clean, in and out. By the time anybody knew he was dead, she would be home and Phyllis Markham would have vanished forever.
  


  
    The Selkie bent down to pet the dog. As she did so, she unsnapped his leash, but said, "Scout, heel."
  


  


  
    She adjusted her thin white cotton gloves, took a grip on the cane and came slowly and painfully to her feet. When she continued on her gimpy way, the dog stayed with her. Anybody from more than a few feet away would likely think the toy poodle was still on the lead, especially if they'd seen them together before. People saw what you gave them to see.
  


  
    When she got to the target's condo, she forced herself to take several deep breaths. No matter how many times she did a job, the adrenaline rush always came. Her heart raced, her breathing speeded up, she felt tight, itchy, anxious to move. It was something she could use, the rush, and part of the allure. If it ever got to the point where she didn't feel the touch of stage fright, the roiling butterflies in her belly, she'd quit, no matter how much money she was shy of her goal. If she got that blase, it would be too dangerous.
  


  


  
    The darkness was alive with fall smells: foliage, grass, the perfume of a softener-sheet in somebody's clothes dryer's exhaust. The air was sensually cool on her skin where she was not covered with makeup. The stars glittered through the city glow, hard gems in a mostly clear sky. A moth fluttered by, and his flight left ghostly trails in the night air. Sensations always turned psychedelically sharp when the life-and-death game came to its final moves. This was another part of the attraction.
  


  
    One was never so alive as when dancing with Death.
  


  


  
    She looked around, and saw she was alone. She urged Scout into the bushes to the left of the front door, where he couldn't be seen. "Scout, down, stay," she said.
  


  
    Obediently, the little dog sat, then stretched out. She'd tested him, and he'd held that position for at least an hour. She wouldn't need but five minutes at the outside.
  


  


  
    The Selkie moved to the door and rang the bell.
  


  


  
    

  


  
    In bed, Alex Michaels dozed, the technical report balanced on his knees. The sound of his front doorbell jarred him awake. He looked at the bedside time display. Who'd be here this hour of the night?
  


  
    He got up, slipped a robe on over his naked self and belted it shut.
  


  


  
    The doorbell rang again.
  


  
    He frowned, still half asleep. It was probably somebody from work.
  


  


  
    Yeah? How come they didn't call? They have your numbers.
  


  
    He opened the drawer in his bedside table, took his issue taser from the drawer and dropped it into the robe's pocket. Not that he was really worried, but there had been some robberies in D.C. where a couple of strong-arm types had knocked on doors and then forced their way inside. Better prepared than not.
  


  


  
    When he looked through the peephole, he saw the old lady who had the poodle. He relaxed as he opened the door.
  


  
    She looked upset. "I'm so sorry to bother you," she said, "but Scout got off his leash." She waved the little plastic roll-up case with the dangling clip. "I think he wiggled through your gate into the back. If you could open it for me? I didn't want to be yelling for him in the middle of the night, waking people up and all."
  


  


  
    "Sure," Michaels said. "Why don't you just come on through the house to the back."
  


  
    "Oh, I don't want to trouble you. I can go around."
  


  


  
    "No problem." He smiled, had her come inside, then closed the door. "Follow me." He led her through the living room.
  


  
    Behind him, the old lady said, "I don't know what got into him. He never does this. I think he heard something in the bushes."
  


  


  
    "My neighbors all have cats," he said. "Though most of them are bigger than your dog. He might get in trouble if he catches one."
  


  
    They were in the small kitchen, almost to the sliding glass door, when Michaels heard the little dog bark. It sounded like he was out front. Probably had lost the cat and gone back looking for his momma.
  


  


  
    "Oh, there he is," he said. He turned--
  


  


  
    --and saw the old lady with her cane held over one shoulder like a baseball bat.
  


  


  
    The expression on her face was cold but determined.
  


  


  
    She swung the stick at him as if she were trying to belt one out of the park--
  


  


  
    Shit!
  


  
    Michaels tried to do two things at once. He dug for the taser in his robe's pocket and jumped backward. He didn't do either of them well. He hit the edge of the breakfast table, tangled his robe around one of the chairs and pulled it over. The chair fell between him and the old lady--and that was what saved his ass.
  


  


  
    The cane whistled as she whipped it back and forth, but as she stepped toward him, she hit the toppled chair with her shins and stopped.
  


  
    "Fuck!" she said. The word was not only unladylike, it was in a deeper, smoother, younger voice.
  


  


  
    Still stumbling backward, Michaels banged into the sliding door. The crown of his head thumped against it hard--it made an almost metallic gonging sound, but the glass held--
  


  


  
    The old lady kicked the fallen chair out of her way, started to take another step, the cane pulled back to brain him, but he had the taser out now and he pointed it at her and pressed the firing stud--
  


  


  
    No, not the firing stud, he'd accidentally hit the laser sight instead! Damn!
  


  


  
    A tiny red dot appeared--but on the wall next to the old lady. He moved the taser, put the gyrating dot on the old lady's chest--
  


  


  
    She snarled and threw the cane--
  


  


  
    It hit Michaels low, below his outstretched arm, across the belly. He didn't feel any pain, but it was hard enough to jolt his aim. The laser dot jerked to the side, off the old lady--
  


  


  
    She spun and ran. By the time he recovered, she was mostly out of his line of sight, almost to the front door. Jesus, she was fast! Taser needles were only good for five or six yards, even if he could hit her this far away--
  


  


  
    He started after her. He didn't know who the hell she was or what she was doing here, but this was his goddamn house and now his surprise gave way to rage--
  


  


  
    Just who the hell did this woman think she was? How dare she?
  


  
    He heard her yell something he couldn't make out, but by the time he got to the front door, she was twenty yards away and going strong. In the back of his mind, the sight of a seventy-year-old lady sprinting like an Olympic athlete was pretty amazing, even though he knew she was a younger woman in disguise.
  


  


  
    He started after her, but she'd had too good a start. And she was fast. No way he was going to catch her wearing a robe and slippers.
  


  
    The danger was over. He'd chased her off. Now what he needed to do was call the cops. Let them hunt for her.
  


  


  
    Michaels started to step back into the house, but stopped when he heard something in the bushes. He leveled the taser, and swept the laser's red dot back and forth, seeking a target. "Who's there? Don't move, I'll shoot!"
  


  
    He was ready to blast somebody, anybody who got in his face.
  


  


  
    Nothing.
  


  
    He stepped cautiously toward the bushes.
  


  


  
    On the ground in a down position, front legs stretched out and looking up at him, was the little old lady's toy poodle. It yapped once. Wagged its tail.
  


  
    Michaels shook his head. Jesus H. Christ!
  


  


  
    He bent down. "C'mere, boy. Here, Scout."
  


  
    The dog came up and hurried over, head lowered and tail going like crazy. Michaels picked the little dog up. It licked his hand.
  


  


  
    Michaels frowned, realized he was breathing way too fast. He blew out a big sigh and tried to calm himself.
  


  
    What in hell was going on here?
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    Thursday, September 30th, 11:55 p.m.

    Washington, D.C.
  


  
    

  


  
    Goddammit!
  


  
    In her clean-car, driving into the Maryland night, the Selkie's smoldering rage flared yet again. She pounded the steering wheel with the heel of her right hand. "Shit, shit, shit!"
  


  


  
    She knew it was a waste of her energy, that it did no good at all. Done was done, and there was nobody to blame but herself. It was her fault. She'd put the damned dog into a down-stay, but she hadn't told him "quiet." One of the goddamned cats must have spooked the dog, and naturally, he'd barked at it because she hadn't told him not to!
  


  
    Stupid. An amateur's mistake, so simple it never occurred to her. But even though it was a waste of her energy, it still pissed her off. She beat on the steering wheel again.
  


  


  
    It was incredible, but that was how it always went when luck went bad. The smallest thing that could go wrong to screw up things always went wrong at exactly the wrong instant. That bark, just as she was set to strike, had ruined the deletion. A second earlier, and she'd have been a smiling old lady hobbling along behind the target. A second later, and the target would have been out cold on the floor, waiting for the final stroke--game, tip over your king.
  


  


  
    If the dog hadn't barked. If the target hadn't had a taser in his pocket. If that chair hadn't gotten in her way--
  


  


  
    If, if, if.
  


  
    Damn!
  


  


  
    So now they had the dog, her cane, and unless they were all a whole lot stupider than was likely, they knew that Alexander Michaels was targeted by an assassin. They'd find the place she'd rented in the neighborhood quick enough, though there was nothing in it to tie her real identity to it. They'd know she'd been stalking him. She didn't think there was much they could use from what they had, but one thing for sure:
  


  
    Getting to the target was going to be a whole lot harder now.
  


  


  
    That brought a smile, despite her anger. Oh, yes, she was still going to delete the target, no question of that. The obstacles would be bigger, the risks riskier, but she didn't take a contract and not deliver. Never.
  


  
    Well. She'd wanted a challenge. She sure as hell had one now.
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    Friday, October 1st, 12:34 a.m.

  


  
    Washington, D.C.
  


  
    

  


  
    Alex was trying to pretend it was no big deal, but Toni knew better. He was rattled. He looked calm as he stood there, dressed in tan slacks and a T-shirt, with no shoes, holding the toy poodle that had been part of the would-be assassin's cover. He petted the dog absently as the cops metaphorically tipped their hats and left. They'd kept the local cops from lighting up the place with their flashers, but even so, there was a lot of activity around Alex's condo for this time of night. Neighbors peeped through windows or stood on door stoops, trying to puzzle out what was going on.
  


  
    Toni was relieved that Alex was all right, that the assassination attempt had failed. And she was also gratified that he had called her first, before he'd called anybody else. That meant something.
  


  


  
    Toni had lost no time in co-opting this investigation. It belonged to Net Force, part of the Steve Day case. The local cops had been called in only to provide a net to catch the woman, and it was probably too late for that. The woman wasn't going to be hiding under a bush a block away or anything. If it was a woman. Maybe it was a small man under the disguise?
  


  
    "Alex?"
  


  


  
    "Hmm?"
  


  
    "We'll need the dog."
  


  


  
    He looked down at the poodle, then back at her. "The dog? Why?"
  


  
    "We'll want to run a scanner over him, see if there is an ID chip implant or anything."
  


  


  
    "No, I think he'll stay with me. Have somebody from the lab come by, they can check him here."
  


  
    "Alex, he's evidence."
  


  


  
    "No, he is what kept me from going to fill a hole next to Steve Day's." He looked at the dog and scratched behind one of its ears. "He's a good boy, aren't you, Scout?"
  


  
    Toni nodded. Anybody who didn't know him would think Alex was used to assassins coming into his house, no sweat, and isn't it a nice night? But she knew him. Maybe better than he knew himself. "I guess we can work on this for a while." She held up the cane, wrapped in no-smear plastic sheeting.
  


  


  
    "She wore gloves," Alex said. "White, silk or cotton, probably. I bet it was wiped clean after she put them on. The gloves."
  


  
    "Won't hurt to look," Toni said.
  


  


  
    He shrugged.
  


  
    The last of the D.C. police were gone, but there were four of Net Force's agents still there. A man on each entrance to the house, one in a car across the street, one standing by the sliding glass door. They'd stay with Alex until they got this sorted out.
  


  


  
    Toni felt a surge of anger she had to hold on to. Whoever this person was, she--or he--was going to be sorry if Toni got to them before anybody else did.
  


  
    "You okay?"
  


  


  
    "Yeah. It was just such a surprise, seeing this nice little old lady from my neighborhood ready to knock my head over the left-field wall."
  


  
    "I bet."
  


  


  
    "I've seen her around for at least a week."
  


  
    "So did the agents on your door during the protocol watch. This wasn't some spur-of-the-moment thing. You were being stalked."
  


  


  
    He shook his head. "Because I sit in Steve Day's chair. This woman probably had something to do with that."
  


  
    "Yeah, that thought had crossed my mind."
  


  


  
    "Well. Take that stick into the lab."
  


  
    "I can stay around if you want."
  


  


  
    "No, go back to work. I'm all right."
  


  
    She left, reluctantly, and the image of Alex standing there petting the little dog stayed with her as she drove back toward HQ.
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    Friday, October 1st, 7:37 a.m.

  


  
    New York City
  


  
    

  


  
    Johnny the Shark stood in front of Ray Genaloni's desk with a sheet of paper in one hand.
  


  
    "Okay, what?"
  


  


  
    "This just came from our guy in the D.C. cop shop," Johnny said. "I thought you'd like to see it first thing."
  


  
    Genaloni took the paper, put on his reading glasses and looked at it.
  


  


  
    Before he got six words into it, Johnny said, "Seems some woman tried to kill the Commander of Net Force."
  


  
    Genaloni looked up from the paper, over the top of the reading glasses. "Tried? Tried to?" Then it sank in, the rest of it. "A woman? You saying the Selkie is a fucking woman?"
  


  


  
    Johnny held both hands up in an I-dunno gesture. "This is what our guy in D.C. sent."
  


  
    Genaloni read the paper. It was a copy of an incident report, and it was lean, not much to it. And it didn't look as if the cops were gonna stay on it, either; the feds had kicked them out.
  


  


  
    Genaloni shook his head. A woman. He couldn't believe it. He'd talked to the Selkie on the phone three, four times, had never had a clue--she'd sounded like a man. A woman. That bothered him more than that she'd tried the hit and missed. And that bothered him more than a little. What if they caught her? What if she kept some kind of records, linking him to her?
  


  
    He'd worried about this before, of course, but not really. The Selkie had always delivered. There was a lot of money to be made and it wouldn't serve him--no, her--to rat him out. But now? This was bad. Especially if she was a woman. You couldn't trust women with your ass.
  


  


  
    "We got some computer geeks on the payroll, right?"
  


  
    "Some of the best."
  


  


  
    "Put 'em to work. I want them to run down the Selkie. Find her--if it really is a her."
  


  
    "And after we find her?"
  


  


  
    "Nothing. Just find her. I'll decide what I want to do once you get that part done."
  


  
    Johnny nodded and left. Genaloni looked at the fax sheet. This whole thing with Luigi and the feds was a fuckup. He didn't like any of it, and it was getting worse. Maybe it was time to cut his losses and tighten up. Find Luigi and put him away, in case he'd said anything he shouldn't have. Find the Selkie, put her away. Take care of the guy she'd tried to kill himself, no loose ends anywhere.
  


  


  
    Jesus. He didn't need this kind of crap. The damned road to legitimacy was going to be knee-deep in blood, the way it was looking right now.
  


  
    Jesus.
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    Friday, October 1st, 12:12 p.m.

  


  
    New Orleans
  


  
    

  


  
    Jay Gridley downshifted from fourth to third, enjoying the Viper's muscular rumble as it slowed for the off-ramp to the right. He pulled to a stop at the light, waited for a couple of trucks to go by, then turned right onto the surface street.
  


  
    Welcome to New Orleans. Laissez les bons temps rouler --let the good times roll. . . .
  


  


  
    He'd heard a rumor he had to check out, that there was some kind of rascal going down, a chunk of money being rerouted, and the fingerprints on the deal were invisible. Might be the guy he was looking for.
  


  
    He idled at another traffic signal, and while waiting for the light to change, glanced at the newsstand on the corner. The hardcopy papers and magazines wilted under the heat and high humidity, covers drooping flaccidly. There was one of those big colorful maps pasted on the kiosk: CyberNation! He really was going to have to check that out a little more. A man in his position needed to know such things.
  


  


  
    A headline caught his attention. He waved at the vendor, held up a dollar and pointed at the paper he wanted. The man next to the stand stepped into the street, took Jay's money and handed him the paper.
  


  
    The headline said: THAI PRIME MINISTER DIES IN CRASH.
  


  


  
    The vendor didn't offer any change.
  


  
    Gridley had time to scan the first paragraph before the light turned green.
  


  


  
    Apparently Prime Minister Sukho had driven his car off a bridge. He'd been alone at the time. A freak accident.
  


  
    His widow had no comment.
  


  


  
    Gridley blew out a sigh. Well, well.
  


  
    The traffic was bad in the Crescent City, the roads jammed with locals and tourists coming to visit, to see the river, taste the spicy foods, maybe take in a strip show on Bourbon Street in the French Quarter. When you visited an officially sponsored city-site in VR, you had to live with the RW local conditions, and even in October, the heat and dampness were oppressive here.
  


  


  
    The place he was going was called Algiers, and it was not the best of neighborhoods, despite years of trying to renew the district. He had done a little research on it, enough to know he wanted to get in and out quick. His Viper would move fast enough to keep him ahead of a lot of trouble, but it wasn't a tank. He depended on his speed and skill, and so far, he'd been able to outrun VR thugs, but even an expert could get trapped in a dead end.
  


  
    He wove his way through narrow streets, keeping a careful watch on the other traffic. He also watched with care the pedestrians who lounged on corners, drinking beer from long-necked bottles or unknown liquid from pints hidden inside little paper bags. In this section of town, most of the faces he saw were dark, or at least swarthy, and none of them looked kind.
  


  


  
    He saw money being exchanged for small baggies or vials, saw women dressed in short skirts and hooker heels leaning against bus benches or in the lee of bar doorways, watching for potential customers.
  


  
    Even in VR, Gridley wanted no part of these women.
  


  


  
    He glanced down at the directions he'd gotten. Another turn, a right, and he was on a street barely wide enough for two cars. Ahead was the branch of the Bank of Louisiana he'd come to find, what looked like a trailer without wheels, set in front of a lot full of building rubble.
  


  
    Parked in front of the bank branch was a shiny new metallic-blue Corvette convertible with the top down, the motor running. A man came out of the bank in a hurry. He looked young, but he moved old, wore a nice suit, and he carried a briefcase in one hand. He would have passed for a customer, a businessman--except he was wearing a mask.
  


  


  
    He looked up, saw Gridley, and ran for the Vette. He threw the briefcase into the passenger seat as he opened the driver's door and jumped into the car.
  


  
    On some level, all of a sudden, Gridley knew. It was him! The programmer! He was sure of it!
  


  


  
    He grinned, gunned the Viper. He'd cut the sucker off, block his escape.
  


  
    The masked man got the jump on him, though. He pulled away from the curb, leaving rubber as he upshifted.
  


  


  
    All right, all right, it didn't matter! The Vette was fast, but it couldn't touch the Viper, through the gears or topside--it didn't have the guts, no way!
  


  
    Gridley stomped the gas pedal, felt the Viper surge as if it was goosed. Gained on the Vette. Aloud, he said, "Might as well shut it down, pal, you ain't goin' nowhere!"
  


  


  
    The narrow street hadn't been designed with muscle cars doing eighty in mind. A curve to the right burned more tire rubber on both vehicles, but Gridley kept the Viper on the road, shifting, tapping the gas, still gaining. He was a hundred feet back and he'd eat that space in five more seconds--
  


  


  
    The driver of the Vette threw a handful of shiny dimes into the air.
  


  


  
    At least that was what it looked like at first. It wasn't until the dimes hit the street that Gridley saw they weren't coins at all, but some kind of spiked things.
  


  
    Caltrops!
  


  


  
    He stood on the brake pedal. The Viper's brakes locked, the car skidded and slowed, but not enough. The left front tire went first, made a noise like a firecracker going off. The Viper lurched to the left. Gridley jerked the steering wheel, partially straightened the car out, almost had it--then the right front tire blew. The Viper spun into the new flat, lost traction as it hit the curb, popped both rear tires and slammed into a storefront. Glass exploded as the Viper smashed through a big window and into a small bakery, shattering display cases. The car slid backward, knocked over a table and came to a stop against a counter. The impact tumbled the old metal cash register onto the Viper's trunk.
  


  
    The Viper was going to need some major repairs.
  


  


  
    Covered with glass and pastries, Gridley looked up at a startled baker in a white apron and hat standing a foot away from the Viper's door.
  


  
    Gridley shook his head. The guy had suckered him, trashed his ride and gotten away clean. He looked at the baker, who stared at him wide-eyed.
  


  


  
    "Hi there. Say, are your donuts, uh, fresh?"
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    Friday, October 1st, 1:32 p.m.

    Washington D.C.
  


  
    

  


  
    Standing at his locker, waiting for the thumbprint reader to open the door, Tyrone Howard heard the Voice of Doom. It didn't sound the way he thought the Voice of Doom would have sounded. Instead, it was soft, throaty, sexy, not a hint of disaster connected to it.
  


  
    "Hi. Are you Tyrone?"
  


  


  
    He turned and saw Belladonna Wright, all fourteen years of her, standing there, the most beautiful girl in Eisenhower Middle School, probably the most beautiful girl in all of the District. She was smiling at him.
  


  
    Smiling at him.
  


  


  
    He was a dead man.
  


  
    What did she want with him? If anybody said anything to Bonebreaker LeMott, he might as well kiss his ass good-bye now and avoid the rush later. Jee-sus!
  


  


  
    "Uh, uh, yeah?" To his horror--and burned forever into his memory--his voice cracked.
  


  
    "Sarah Peterson told me you were pretty good with computers, that you could make it so simple even a doof like me could understand it. I have to get at least an eighty in Basic Cee or I'm in trouble. Could you maybe help me?"
  


  


  
    The voice of self-preservation screamed--from behind the big mind rock where it had run and hidden as soon as it realized who was talking to them:
  


  
    No! Danger! Danger, Will Robinson! Warning, warning, run, flee, the dam busted, the volcano blew, the aliens are coming! No, sorry, no, can't do it, uh-uh, negative, negative, zipper-roo, count zero!
  


  
    "Uh, okay, sure," came out of Tyrone's mouth.
  


  


  
    Who said that? Are you insane? Death! Dismemberment! Destruction! Aaiiee! screamed the voice of self-preservation as it tried to dig a hole under the rock.
  


  
    "Oh, thank you. Okay, here is my number," Bella said. "Call me and we can set up a time, pross?"
  


  


  
    Oh, yes, we pross! Bonebreaker LeMott taking us apart like an overcooked chicken, that's what we pross!
  


  
    Tyrone took the slip of paper from her and smiled reflexively. "P-p-pross."
  


  


  
    She smiled, turned and walked away. Well, she swayed away, something like a Polynesian princess on a white sand beach in the hot sunshine might sway as she moved. Ruler of all she surveyed.
  


  
    Lust reared its head in Tyrone. At the same time, fear dried his mouth to a consistency roughly that of a pile of bones left to bleach a hundred years in the Gobi Desert sunshine.
  


  


  
    That's our future, fool! Run, hide, change your name, leave town!
  


  
    "Ty-rone! Was that Bella you were talking to?"
  


  


  
    Tyrone stared at Jimmy Joe. All he could do was nod stupidly.
  


  
    "Man! Way to go, Ty-rone! Studly Dudley! Oh, and congratulations on getting your black belt, too."
  


  


  
    Tyrone frowned at Jimmy Joe. "What? What black belt?"
  


  
    "The one you're gonna need when Bonebreaker finds out you're trying to complete a hot circuit with Bella. Either that, or a gun. Me, I'd want the gun."
  


  


  
    "I wasn't trying to make a circuit! She just stopped to ask me something! To help her with her Basic Cee stuff!"
  


  
    "Uh-huh."
  


  


  
    "No, really! She gave me her number, I'm supposed to call her, we're going to get together later, to--to . . . uh . . ."
  


  
    "Somewhere private, like, say, oh, her place?" Jimmy Joe prompted.
  


  


  
    "Oh, man. Oh, no."
  


  
    "Oh, yeah. Here's how I scenario it: Bonebreaker drops by, sees you leaning over Bella's tasty shoulder with your hand on her . . . mouse, and it's sayonara, Tyrone-san."
  


  


  
    "Ah!"
  


  
    "Well, maybe not. You could, you know, get too busy to help her."
  


  


  
    "Right. And she gets pissed off and tells Bonebreaker I insulted her, and then he kills me."
  


  
    "Sounds like a no-win situation, all right."
  


  


  
    "Why are you smiling?! This is not funny, Jimmy Joe!"
  


  
    "Depends on where you're sitting, don't it? Listen, if you're gonna die anyhow, you might as well enjoy yourself, right? Be a happy man when you discom."
  


  


  
    "I think I need to go to the bathroom," Tyrone said. Suddenly, he needed to do that real bad.
  


  
    Jimmy Joe's barely suppressed chuckles followed him down the hall.
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    Friday, October 1st, 9:45 p.m.

  


  
    Grozny
  


  
    

  


  
    VR gear removed, Plekhanov sat in his chair, breathing hard. How had that American Net Force operative gotten so close so fast? Yes, he had stopped him, wrecked his program, but that had been too near a miss. It shouldn't have happened.
  


  
    He blew out a sigh and calmed himself. Well. He was the best, but there had to be a second-or third-or tenth-best. The reason for the attacks on Net Force's Commander and its operations had been to keep their decent programmers busy elsewhere. Their best were not in his class, of course, but at the highest levels, skills were not galactic leaps apart. No, the top players were dangerous. If one of them happened to be in the right place at the right time, it could be a serious problem.
  


  


  
    He rubbed at his eyes. He'd been spotted by the opposition. Of course, there hadn't been any real danger, he'd had his escape route planned, and several ways to discourage pursuit had the first one failed, and it had not failed. The reason those safeguards had been put in place was for just such an unlikely happenstance. He had escaped, had he not? The boy, that naturalized-American Thai orphan--what was his name? Groly? Gridley?--was a hotshot, but however fast his hands, he did not have the experience. Put the two of them into a VR ring with gloves on, and the boy would have an edge, but the Marquis of Queensbury rules did not apply in this arena. When the guidelines did not hobble them, the old and treacherous beat the young and quick every time. . . .
  


  
    Still, he would exercise even more caution. The perfect crime was not in getting away once you'd been spotted; the perfect crime was one nobody ever knew had been committed. That had never been in the cards for this venture, but outrunning a pursuer was not nearly as good as staying out of his sight. He would have to work on that.
  


  


  
    Meanwhile, the trips to Belarus and Kyrgyzstan were next on the agenda. He would continue to sow; soon, he would reap.
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    Friday, October 1st, 4:02 p.m.

  


  
    Quantico
  


  
    

  


  
    Michaels's boss was on-line, and what he had to convey was not happy news.
  


  
    "The President is concerned, Alex. It's been more than three weeks."
  


  


  
    "I am aware of that, sir." He was also aware of how stiff his voice was.
  


  
    Walt Carver had not risen to FBI Director by missing the nuances. He said, "Don't get your back up. I'm just pointing out something you already know. The politics here makes all the difference."
  


  


  
    "I understand," Michaels said.
  


  
    "We need a victory," Carver continued. "It doesn't have to be a major one, just something we can wave at the big dogs to keep them from gnawing on us. Sooner you come up with something, the better, and when I say sooner, I'm talking about a couple of days."
  


  


  
    "Yes, sir."
  


  
    "I'll keep the Senate committee off your butt, but I need something on Day's murder by Monday. Tuesday at the latest."
  


  


  
    "Yes, sir."
  


  
    After Carver disconnected, Michaels stood. He needed to move, to burn off some of this nervous tension. It wasn't enough that he'd almost been killed last night. Now he had the damned President of the United States after his hide. If he didn't come up with something, he'd be dead in this town; if the powers that be thought he was a sludge, he could kiss his career good-bye.
  


  


  
    Well, fine. He loved the work, it was satisfying, but hell, he could get another job, that wasn't the problem. As long as he got Steve Day's killer before they threw him out, he could live with it. He hadn't wanted to sit in the damned chair in the first place--not given the cost.
  


  
    He felt a sudden urge to call his daughter. He glanced at the time. Just after four p.m. here, but Idaho was a couple hours earlier. Would she be home from school yet? He didn't know. He should know, but he didn't. Did she have a beeper? He shook his head. He didn't know that, either. And even if she did, he wouldn't want to upset her by buzzing her in class. She'd worry, and what would he tell her when she called? Hi, honey. Guess what--Daddy almost got killed last night and probably is going to lose his job.
  


  


  
    Yeah, right. There was nobody he could tell about this, even if he'd really wanted to tell somebody. And he didn't want to tell anybody. He wasn't going to whine about how tough life was--that never solved anything and nobody wanted to hear it anyhow.
  


  
    He was too nervous to sit still. Maybe he should go to the gym and work up a sweat. It wouldn't hurt anything, might make him feel better. And sometimes exercise cleared his head out enough so he got some good ideas. Sure, a session on the multiplex machine might be worthwhile. What the hell, he sure wasn't getting anything done sitting here.
  


  


  
    Being stuck as an administrator, he had discovered, wasn't much fun.
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    Friday, October 1st, 4:42 p.m.

  


  
    Quantico
  


  
    

  


  
    Jay Gridley walked into the VR Cane Masters store in Incline Village, Nevada. Given his choice, he would rather be hunting the robber in New Orleans, but the programmer would have to wait. He had gotten a good look at the guy's vehicle, a feel for how he moved, and after backwalking the heist, he had a handle on the guy's MO. Some things you could hide, some things tended to stand out. Mostly, it was style that separated one good programmer from another, and Gridley knew one thing: If he found the guy's trail again, he would know him when he caught up with him. That was a big advantage, and he meant to jump on it as soon as he could.
  


  
    But somebody had tried to kill his boss last night and that took precedence.
  


  


  
    Inside the store, there were racks of gleaming, polished oak and hickory and walnut canes lined up neatly on the walls. Other martial-arts weaponry made from wood, too--staves, escrima sticks, plus exercise rubber bands, videos, books, jackets and T-shirts with "Raising Cane" on them.
  


  
    An attractive Chinese woman behind the counter smiled at Jay, who had the weapon used in the assault on Alex Michaels tucked under his arm.
  


  


  
    "Help you?" the clerk said.
  


  
    Gridley handed the cane to her. "Is this one of yours?" He already knew it was, having gone through product descriptions and .GIF files of all the commercial cane manufacturers in North America until he'd found a match.
  


  


  
    The woman examined the cane. "Yes, it's the Instructor's model, in hickory. Is there a problem with it?"
  


  
    "No, it works fine, far as I know. But I need some information about it. Do you keep records of your sales?"
  


  


  
    "Of course."
  


  
    "Is there any way to find out who bought this?"
  


  


  
    The woman's smile faded. "I'm afraid our client records are confidential, sir."
  


  
    "You have a manager I could talk to?"
  


  


  
    "Just a moment."
  


  
    A tall man wearing a frown appeared behind the clerk in a few seconds. "May I help you, sir?"
  


  


  
    Gridley produced his Net Force ID and held it out. He waved at the cane he'd brought. "This stick was used in an attempted assassination of a federal government official," he said. "I need your sales records."
  


  
    "I'm afraid we can't do that," the man said.
  


  


  
    "Oh, you can. You can voluntarily give them to me, saving us both a lot of time and hassle, and earn my gratitude. Or I can get a federal subpoena and be back in an hour with a gang of IRS/CPA programmers to deconstruct everything your company has done in the last ten years. My guess is that these guys will almost certainly find some irregularities in the way you do business. I mean, given the tax code complexities and all these days, you can't be totally honest even if you want to be."
  


  
    The man took Gridley's ID, ran it under a scanner and waited for the verification. When it came, he said. "We're happy to help the government in any way we can. Denise, would you transfer the records for this agent, please?"
  


  


  
    Gridley nodded, but didn't smile. Too bad he didn't have this kind of clout when he wanted to get into a decent restaurant.
  


  
    Outside the store, Gridley walked to his new Viper. Well, actually, since the program he was using was a backup for the one that had been trashed in New Orleans, it was the same age as his old Viper, and it also lacked a few bells and whistles compared to the wrecked one. He'd done a lot of fine-tuning on the wrecked unit, and he hadn't bothered to save the updates. No big deal, but it would require a little work to sharpen this one so it ran as well as the other.
  


  


  
    In the car, he looked at the HC printout. Cane Masters had been around for at least fifteen years, and they had sold thousands of canes in that time. In the last ten years, they had sold several hundred of the particular model Net Force was interested in. Still, running down several hundred possibilities was better than running down no possibilities.
  


  
    He started the car, frowned a little at how rough the engine ran. Definitely needed a tune-up. He put it in gear and headed away from the store.
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    24
  


  


  
    Friday, October 1st, 11:14 p.m.

    Las Vegas
  


  
    

  


  
    Grigory the Snake had won three hundred in chips, playing at the five-dollar blackjack tables in the big pyramid-shaped casino; to celebrate, he was getting drunk and talking about looking for a prostitute. The drinks were free as long as he kept playing. The prostitute would likely take most of his winnings, in exchange for which he would have a few moments of loveless pleasure--and run the risk of catching a deadly disease.
  


  
    Ruzhyo did not know how prevalent HIV was among American trulls. In parts of Africa and Southeast Asia, eight of ten whores would be infected. Of course, there were vaccines for the more common strains of the disease, but it seemed as if a new strain developed every week. And the Snake had bragged more than once that he did not use a condom under any circumstances. The Snake could catch something, rot slowly and painfully, and it was all the same to Ruzhyo. He did feel sorry for Grigory's wife, who might also contract the disease before her husband had the grace to die. And sorry for her that she had married such a buffoon in the first place. . . .
  


  


  
    Ruzhyo stood next to an electronic slot machine, listening to the jarring and obnoxious chords blare from the other machines as people methodically and joylessly pumped the handles or punched the buttons that operated the devices. No one seemed to be having a good time. There were no smiles, no backslapping, just intense manic concentration, as if by so focusing, the winning bars would magically line up and pay off. Now and then, they did, and along with flashing lights, the cacophony of the machine forced to give up its gold added more to the general noise, Look, it said, people do win! Put in more money! You could be next!
  


  
    Greed was supposed to be fun, but apparently it was only fun if you were winning.
  


  


  
    He did not know why he had gone along with the Snake for this outing. Ruzhyo was not a gambler. Cards, dice, wheels, these were things beyond his control. The risks did not interest him. There was nothing to be gained but money, no more pleasure for him in winning than there would be in losing.
  


  
    Perhaps he was trying to prove to himself that he could still relax and have a good time; if so, this had not been the way to demonstrate it. It was not yet midnight, and he was tired, of the clamor, of the din of machines and unhappy voices of people in the casino, and especially he was tired of Grigory the Snake. Already the man had made it clear to the other four players at the table that he was a Russian war hero. Soon, he would be talking about his medals. Ruzhyo did not wish to hear those stories again. Ever.
  


  


  
    The days when Ruzhyo could party all night and then work the next day without sleeping were long past. Decadent living was for the young or the stupid.
  


  
    Winters came to stand next to Ruzhyo. The American wore a black T-shirt with the logo of another casino, one shaped like a lion, upon the back. He wore Levi jeans, a broad belt with a large, shiny buckle and black cowboy boots. He had a brownish, watery-looking drink in one hand. He looked as if he belonged here. He sipped at the liquid and frowned. "Lizard piss," he said. But he took another sip. "Welcome to the adult version of Disneyland, pard. You catch that whole River of Death and Boat business on the way in? Dog-headed gods and Ra and all? Christ, it looks like a ride in Yesterdayland. The Mummy's Pyramid Boat to the Other Side."
  


  


  
    Ruzhyo glanced at his watch.
  


  
    "Our boy racking up a few bucks?" Winters asked.
  


  


  
    "He is ahead, yes. Three more hands and he plans to leave, to seek professional female company."
  


  
    "Now there's an idea. Might as well blow your money on blow jobs. That way you could have a good memory to show for it. Not like gambling and losing."
  


  


  
    "Grigory has a system."
  


  
    Winters laughed, took a final slug of the drink, then put the glass of ice cubes on the floor next to his feet. "A system? Hell, you got money and a system, the casino will send a plane to pick you up. They'll give you your room and food and drinks for free. Only thing that works besides cheating at twenty-one is card-counting, and if they spot you doing that, they throw you out. And our boy Griggy ain't got the smarts to count cards past the three or four in his hand, much less the multiple decks in the shoe. I grew up over a bar with poker tables and slot machines in it. Trust me, you stay at the tables, the house always wins."
  


  


  
    Ruzhyo looked at Winters, then back at the Snake. "I am going back to my room," he said.
  


  
    "I'll watch Griggy here for a while. Maybe keep him out of trouble."
  


  


  
    Outside, it was cool, even after a day when the afternoon temperature had been near body heat. A gusty desert wind stirred the dry, dusty air. The fronds of the palm trees planted around the parking lots of the giant black pyramid streamed like organic flags. A bright beam of light erupted from the top of the structure, right at the apex. So brilliant and hot was the beam that it sucked dust into itself and hurled it upward and into the night sky. A searchlight would be pale and anemic by comparison with this laser-like ray shooting from the pyramid.
  


  
    Disneyland for adults. Yes. Decadent in the extreme.
  


  


  
    And what was he going to do when this assignment was over? Where would he go? Not home, to the suffocating memories he could not help but have every time he looked around. Perhaps he would move into a desert like the one surrounding this artificial green spot. Away from everybody, to become a recluse, kept company only by spiders and scorpions and real snakes. To be parched dry during the day and to lie on a cot in the chilly nights and listen to the wind scouring the sand, with perhaps the distant howl of a coyote . . . ?
  


  
    He smiled at his fantasy. No, he would not move to the desert. He would accept another assignment from Plekhanov--for there would always be more assignments from a man like Plekhanov--and he would do it. And he would keep on doing them until one day he came up against a younger, faster, hungrier opponent. And then it would be over.
  


  


  
    He would not leap from a bridge, nor swallow his pistol barrel, nor would he run away and hide. He would continue to do the only thing he had ever really known how to do, and he would do it as well as he could. It was what he had. Aside from Anna, it was all he had ever had. It was his path, and he would follow it until it ended.
  


  
    The dry wind followed him as he walked toward his hotel.
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    Saturday, October 2nd, noon

    Quantico

  


  
    

  


  
    Toni bent over, touched her toes, then dropped into a deep squat. Her knees popped. She stood, and shook out her legs. She was one of only three people in the Net Force gym. Most people didn't work Saturdays, and normally she wouldn't have worked, either, but until they had something on Day's death, plus the new business about Alex, she wasn't going to be taking any days off. Hardly anybody would.
  


  
    She looked up, and saw Rusty come out of the men's locker room. She hadn't expected to see him here today. The FBI trainees usually got weekends off at this stage of their schooling.
  


  


  
    "Guru," he said, offering her a short bow.
  


  
    "Rusty. I didn't think you'd be here today."
  


  


  
    "Well, I knew you'd be working and I didn't have anything else on my schedule. I mean, if it's okay?"
  


  
    "Sure."
  


  


  
    Toni found she enjoyed teaching. It did force her to think about her own form, to make certain it was right before she tried to pass it along. Guru had been right; the teacher learned as much as the student.
  


  
    They loosened up for another five minutes, stretching and rotating joints. "Okay, let's begin," she said.
  


  


  
    He faced her. They bowed in and she started him on the first djuru.
  


  
    As Rusty went back and forth, repeating the simple block-elbow-punch combination, Toni corrected his form, demonstrated the footwork, adjusted slightly the positions of his hands. She had always had to do a motion dozens or hundreds of times before it sank in, but Rusty was a quick student. He picked up the lessons pretty fast.
  


  


  
    After ten minutes of djuru practice, Toni stopped him. "Okay, today we're going to work on sapu and beset moves."
  


  
    He nodded, but looked puzzled. "Uh-huh."
  


  


  
    She smiled. "Sapu is a sweep, uses the inside of the foot or leg. It means, literally, 'broom.' Beset is a drag, using the heel or back of the leg. Step in right side and throw a right punch."
  


  
    Rusty nodded, and obeyed. He threw his fist hard, because to do less was to have to do it over again. She double-blocked with her open hands and then stepped in with her right foot just to the outside of his. "Okay, you see where our feet are? I am outside your attacking foot. We call this luar. Okay, back up and punch again, same way."
  


  


  
    He complied.
  


  
    This time, she blocked and stepped inside. "This position is to the inside, or dalam."
  


  


  
    He looked down. "Luar is outside, dalam is inside. Okay."
  


  
    "Right. In silat, there are basically four positions you can assume in relation to an attacker's feet. So I could have either of my feet forward in relation to yours--left or right on the outside, left or right on the inside. If you came in with a left lead, I'd have the same positions available for that foot, too. So, I've got four basic responses no matter which foot you put forward."
  


  


  
    "Okay."
  


  
    "Punch again, slow this time. The first technique I'll show you is called beset luar."
  


  


  
    "Which hand?"
  


  
    "Doesn't matter. What you can do right, you can do left. What you can do inside, you can do outside. What you can do high, you can do low."
  


  


  
    "Sounds like something I should be writing down."
  


  
    "Don't worry about it. You'll hear it again. And again. And again. Silat is not about hard and fast techniques. It is about laws and principles. It takes a little longer to learn it this way, but once you do, you'll have something you can use anytime. Obviously I have to show you specifics, but the goal is become a generalist. Punch again, slow."
  


  


  
    He stepped in and threw a lazy straight right fist at her nose.
  


  
    "Okay, here's the block, from the outside. Then I shove your arm out of the way and around, like so." She rolled his arm down and across his body to the outside, held onto it just above the elbow with her left hand. "Now, I step in, right foot, and put it right behind your foot. Straight step, not around, like this." She showed him the wrong way, then the right way. She exaggerated the step, turning it into a stamp. "I put my hip against yours, and I cork it inward, just like the djuru stance, do you see? Shoulders and hips square?"
  


  


  
    "Yeah."
  


  
    "This is my base. Then with my left hand, I pull your arm down and slightly behind me. This is the angle. Humans only have two feet, so no matter how they stand, they are always weak in at least two directions. You're strong right now forward or backward, but if I make a diamond pattern using your feet as the center line, you have no power at ninety degrees."
  


  


  
    "Geometry," he said, grinning.
  


  
    "Absolutely. So then I use my right hand up here on your neck. I could have punched or poked, but for now, I just put it there. Elbow down. This is my leverage. So now I've got all three--base, angle and leverage. What happens?"
  


  


  
    "I go down?"
  


  
    "Right. And if I add just a hair of drag with my right foot against your foot, the beset, then you go down a little faster."
  


  


  
    She applied a little pressure, tugged with her foot, and Rusty dropped flat onto his back. He slapped the mat hard. He came up.
  


  
    "One more time," she said. "Slow, so you can see it."
  


  


  
    He punched. She blocked, stepped in, corked her hip against his thigh. "It's important to get in close, so you can feel your attacker move," she said. "In silat, you stick to your attacker. It feels dangerous, especially if you are used to outfighting, but if you know what you're doing, inside is the place to be. Use your eyes for distance, your body in close, so you can sense motion without having to see it. You feel my hip, how it's pressed in there?"
  


  
    "Oh, yes, ma'am, I surely do feel that."
  


  


  
    She dropped him again. She'd caught the not-so-veiled sexual tone in his voice. She grinned. If he liked that, wait until she stepped inside and showed him the dalam.
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    Saturday, October 2nd, 12:18 p.m.

  


  
    Quantico
  


  
    

  


  
    Alex Michaels prowled the hall, too wired to eat. Gridley was working the background on the cane the hitwoman had tried to use against him, and he had people doing seines on the net, following up on the New Orleans VR bank robbery. All the information they could gather was flowing into Net Force, and there wasn't anything he could do to hurry it up. He had a meeting with his top people scheduled for 1:30 p.m., and until then, nothing new to pick at.
  


  
    He knew Toni usually worked out at noon, and it gave him a place to go, so Michaels headed toward the gym.
  


  


  
    When he got there, he saw Toni and the big FBI trainee she had taken on as her student in her martial art. They were standing face-to-face, legs entwined, her waist pressed against his crotch. As Michaels watched, the man reached across Toni's chest, appeared to cup her right breast, then twisted awkwardly and threw her to the practice mat.
  


  
    Michaels stopped and frowned. For some reason, he felt a stab of irritation.
  


  


  
    Toni laughed, rolled up and faced her student again. They moved, he punched, she ducked under his arm and upended him with a move Michaels couldn't quite follow. They both laughed as the feeb trainee came up again. She said something to him, moved in close, pressed her hip against the inside of his thigh.
  


  
    At this point, the man saw Michaels and said something to Toni. She turned and spotted him standing by the door.
  


  


  
    "Hey, Alex."
  


  
    Again, that surge of anger filled him. What was this? Toni had the right to teach this yahoo anything she wanted to teach him, it wasn't his business. He knew that. But still, that nagging irritation in Michaels resolved itself all of a second into something he could identify:
  


  


  
    He felt jealous.
  


  
    Bullshit. Come on. Toni was his second in command, that was all. They didn't have any romantic notions about each other. And even if they had, it would be stupid to act on them. He was her boss, and office romances were dangerous.
  


  


  
    Certainly if she wanted to spend her lunch hour rubbing up against this feeb bodybuilder, that was her affair.
  


  
    He shook his head, tried to rid himself of the thought as if it would sling away like water after a shower.
  


  


  
    "Alex?"
  


  
    "Hmm? Oh, sorry, I was just passing by, on my way to the cafeteria. I'll see you at the meeting."
  


  


  
    He turned and walked away. Toni's personal life was her own. Period. End of story. He had enough to worry about on his own, thank you.
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    25
  


  


  
    Saturday, October 2nd, 1 p.m.

    Miami Beach
  


  
    

  


  
    In the Miami identity, she had established that she was a recreational runner. Even though this was not something she particularly enjoyed, it was part of her cover, so she did it. Here, it was as much a part of her as the fake name and background. Oh, she'd never run a marathon, she'd say if anybody asked, but maybe a 20K someday, when she got into shape. . . .
  


  
    Today, when Mora Sullivan came in from her noon run--six miles, the last two in a pouring subtropical thunder-storm--she found her computer flashing its warning-light signal.
  


  


  
    The house alarm diodes were all green; nobody had come into the building itself. The computer warning was due to an electronic break-in--or somebody trying to.
  


  
    She blotted her face and hair with the thick towel she had left by the door. It rained almost every other day here in the summer, and while hurricane season was pretty much over, early October had its share of storms. She stripped off her wet shoes and socks, dropped the fanny pack with the plastic and pretty much waterproof Glock nine in it; she peeled the spandex bra and pants off, and finished toweling herself mostly dry before she started for the computer.
  


  


  
    She put the towel on the office chair, sat naked upon the damp terrycloth and said, "Security program, log on."
  


  
    The voxax brought the log up on-screen. Given her choice, Sullivan preferred real-time computer work; she didn't much care for VR, since it meant she had to effectively blind and deafen herself to ride the net.
  


  


  
    She scanned the program. Somebody had probed at the Selkie's com circuit. They had only gotten a couple of bounces into the maze she'd constructed before they'd lost the signal, but even that was something of a surprise. Whoever had tried it was pretty good, professional-class.
  


  
    She hoped they weren't good enough to spot the leeches she'd left for potential invaders.
  


  


  
    "Security, backtrack the intruder."
  


  
    A series of numbers and letters flashed on the screen, followed by a map. Arcing, bright blue lines lit as the leech program fed the intruder's initial signal back to her computer through the series of firewalls and shunts. When it reached New York City, the dot representing the intruder pulsed a bright light, and an electronic address lit and also pulsed red underneath the dot.
  


  


  
    So the invader was good, but not great. The leech had been undetected. Given what she had paid for the leeches, that was not a big surprise.
  


  
    "Security, reverse directory, e-mail unabridged, cross-check this address."
  


  


  
    More letter-and-number crawl sped up the screen.
  


  
    A name flashed: Ruark Electronic Services, Inc.
  


  


  
    "Security, give me the names of the corporation officers and any holding companies for Ruark Electronic Services, Inc."
  


  


  
    A moment passed. A list of names appeared. Heloise Camden Ruark, President and Chief Executive Officer; Richard Ruark, Vice-President; Mary Beth Campbell, Treasurer. A public company, incorporated in the state of Delaware, June 2005, blah, blah, blah--
  


  


  
    Well, well, well. And look here, the owner of seventy-five percent of the outstanding shares was something called "Electronic Enterprises Group," which itself just happened to be--
  


  


  
    --a wholly owned subsidiary of Genaloni Industries.
  


  


  
    Sullivan leaned back and stared at the screen. So. Genaloni was trying to find her. She nodded. To be expected. The man wore a thin veneer of respectability, but under it, he was a thug. To a man like Genaloni, the response to a threat, whether real or imagined, was to burn all the bridges on any road leading to his castle, and then stand by the pots of boiling lead to cook anybody who might get past the rivers. Never use a needle when there was a boulder available. Genaloni would have heard about the attempt on her target's life. And since the target had seen her as a woman, and doubtless reported it so, the thug would be doubly worried. He did not trust women, and he could not abide failure. In Genaloni's league, strike one and you were out--strike two was a guarantee of bad things to come.
  


  
    This was not altogether unexpected--she had halfway thought Genaloni might attempt to trace her before now--other clients had tried to get a handle on the Selkie. So far, her safeguards had been sufficient; nobody had ever gotten close.
  


  


  
    As of now, the address and identity she had used when she'd taken the assignment from Sampson were history. Even if they found the place, there was nothing to tie it to Mora Sullivan, or any of the other aliases she used. But this was a bad sign. Genaloni was a thug, to be sure, but he was a smart thug, and a persistent one. If he was worried that the Selkie might be linked to him, he would do everything he could to remove the link. If that included having her found and killed, well, there it was. In Genaloni's jungle, self-preservation ruled. If he saw an aged, crippled lion half a mile away, going in another direction, he'd shoot it anyhow--because it might turn around someday. Who knew?
  


  
    She scratched an itch on her bare left shoulder. She wouldn't be collecting anymore money for the target she had missed, but that was not really important. For her own pride, she would finish that job, payment or not. That was a given. And while she didn't think Genaloni's hackers could find her, even the smallest possibility that they might was too much to ignore. She would not spend the rest of her life looking over her shoulder. She would finish the job on the target in D.C., but she would also have to do something about Genaloni.
  


  


  
    And after that? Well, maybe it was time for the Selkie to retire. When the winds of change blew up a line of tornadoes, a smart woman took cover--or moved elsewhere.
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    Saturday, October 2nd, 1:15 p.m.

  


  
    Washington, D.C.
  


  
    

  


  
    "Tyrone?"
  


  
    Tyrone instantly recognized the Voice of Doom, even though the phone's visual was off. "Uh, yeah."
  


  


  
    "This is Bella. Did you lose my number?"
  


  
    "Uh, no, I was just about to call you."
  


  


  
    That's good, said the voice of self-preservation, hiding behind its rock. Lie. First a little one, then a big one. Tell her you have a fatal disease and you can't leave the house!
  


  
    "Standout. So, can you come over this afternoon?"
  


  


  
    No! No! A million quadrillion times no!
  


  
    "Uh, sure. I can do that. Come over. I mean, to your house."
  


  


  
    "About three okay?"
  


  
    No-no-no-no-nooo! Not good, not okay!
  


  


  
    "Sure, three."
  


  
    "You have the address?"
  


  


  
    "Yeah."
  


  
    "Okay, scan you then. And Tyrone? Thank you. This means a lot to me, you know?"
  


  


  
    "Um . . . sure. Nopraw."
  


  
    "Discom," she said.
  


  


  
    Yeah, nopraw and discom, deadhead! Maybe because it means so much to her, Bonebreaker will make it quick, just snap your neck fast so you won't suffer too much! Asshole! Fool! Moron!
  


  
    Tyrone stared at the cradled phone. He knew he ought to be terrified, but oddly enough, only a small part of him was. That part hiding inside his head behind its rock. The rest of him was . . . what, exactly? Thrilled? Yeah, that was part of it. That the best-looking girl in school had asked for his help, that he was going to her house, to stand and sit right next to her, to show her something he knew something about. . . .
  


  


  
    Well, like Jimmy Joe had said. If he was going to die, he might as well get there by a fun route. Besides, RW-SPEAKING, Bonebreaker probably wasn't going to actually kill him. Maybe hammer him into a bloody pulp, but probably he'd survive, right?
  


  
    His mother wandered into the room, carrying a set of blueprints for the birdhouse she was building. "Hey, hon. Who was that on the phone?"
  


  


  
    "A person from school. They want me to help them with a computer project. I'm going to go over to their house at three, is that okay?"
  


  
    " 'A person? They? Them? Their house?' My, aren't we getting plural." His mom grinned. "Would 'this person' perhaps be of the . . . female persuasion, Ty?"
  


  


  
    "Geez, Mom!"
  


  
    "Ah. That's what I thought. What's her name?"
  


  


  
    "Belladonna Wright."
  


  
    "Is that Marsha Wright's little girl?"
  


  


  
    "I think so."
  


  
    "Oh. I remember her from the third-grade play. She's a cute little thing."
  


  


  
    "She's not nine years old anymore, Mom."
  


  
    "I would hope not. Well. Do you need a ride?"
  


  


  
    "I'll take the Trans," he said. "It's not far."
  


  
    "All right. Leave a number, and be back for dinner at seven."
  


  


  
    "Yes, Mom."
  


  
    "Lighten up, Ty. I know I used to ride dinosaurs to school, but my memory hasn't all gone. It's not as dangerous as you think, talking to a gurrul. . . ." She laughed.
  


  


  
    So much for what you know, said the voice from behind its rock.
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    Saturday, October 2nd, 1:33 p.m.

  


  
    Quantico
  


  
    

  


  
    For once, a meeting actually got started on schedule. Michaels looked around the conference room at his people. "Okay, let's not waste any time. Jay?"
  


  
    Jay Gridley waved the presentation projector on. "Good news and bad news," he said. "The cane came from this store, made by a company that mostly supplies serious martial artists."
  


  


  
    An image appeared.
  


  
    "This is the model. . . ."
  


  


  
    Another image, this one of the cane, flashed on-screen.
  


  
    "After eliminating a whole bunch of customers--legitimate teachers, people who really need to use canes, collectors, and the usual number of loose nuts and bolts who buy things out of paranoia, all of whom could account for their purchases--we are left with eight possibilities."
  


  


  
    Names flashed on-screen.
  


  
    "Of the eight, our agents have so far interviewed five. Four of these produced the canes they are recorded as having purchased. One gave the item as a gift to a friend, and we have found that one."
  


  


  
    Five of the names faded away.
  


  
    "Of the three remaining subjects, one is a survivalist in Grant's Pass, Oregon, who refuses to allow local, state or federal agents on his property. The gentleman in question is seventy years old and according to his medical records, has had a surgical hip-replacement. We have a judge signing a search warrant as we speak, to look for the cane on his property. I'd guess they'll find him leaning on it when they get there."
  


  


  
    The name on-screen began to blink, alternating red and blue.
  


  
    "So that's pending. The remaining two names . . ." He shook his head. "Well, they are . . . interesting."
  


  


  
    Michaels said, "Interesting?"
  


  
    Jay waved at the screen. One of the names began to pulse in yellow. "Wilson A. Jefferson, of Erie, Pennsylvania. Mr. Jefferson, in the last three years, has bought a cane, two sets of escrima sticks and a set of custom-designed yawara sticks. These were delivered to a post office box. The cane is the right model. The escrima sticks are used in a Filipino fighting art called, oddly enough, escrima; the last items are used in several different fighting styles, but the name is Japanese. According to the post office box rental agreement and state driver's license records, Mr. Jefferson is a white male, forty-one years old, and he resides at this address."
  


  


  
    A street number and name blossomed.
  


  
    "However, a check at this address came up negative. Nobody by that name has ever lived there. On the surface, Jefferson's credit records seem fine, but below the surface, they vanish. What we have here is an electronic man."
  


  


  
    "So this is our assassin," Toni put in.
  


  
    "Sort of," Jay said. "Then there is Mr. Richard Orlando."
  


  


  
    More screen action.
  


  
    "Mr. Orlando has bought, over a period of four years, five canes, including two of the models we have in hand. All were delivered to a post office box in Austin, Texas. And a check of his background says he is an Hispanic male, twenty-seven years old, and as far as we can tell, also exists only in a few record computers and apparently nowhere else. The photographic image on his driver's license is blurred so badly he could look like anybody in this room. Oddly enough, so are the photographic records of Mr. Jefferson."
  


  


  
    "Same person, using two fake IDs," Michaels said.
  


  
    "That would be my opinion," Jay said. "Very dissimilar and a thousand miles apart. Fakes, and unless you were looking for them, you'd never accidentally spot them."
  


  


  
    "Great," Toni said. "So, what's the good news?"
  


  
    "That is the good news," Jay continued. "Nobody remembers either Mr. Jefferson or Mr. Orlando. We've interviewed postal workers, and come up blank. There are no trails leading away. As far as we can tell, the only reason these two E-men ever existed was to take delivery of some fancy but perfectly legal sticks half a country apart. And I'd give you good odds that the real person who has these things--if he or she still has them, knowing we'll be trying to trace him or her through them--isn't in Pennsylvania or Texas."
  


  


  
    "Dead end," Toni said.
  


  
    "Deader than black plastic in the noonday sun," Jay said. "We'll keep on it, but whoever this is, he or she, they are real good. They went to a lot of effort for such a small thing."
  


  


  
    "Seems to be paying off, too, isn't it?" Michaels nodded. "I'm still betting on a she, " he said. "It didn't feel like a man under that old-lady disguise. Okay, thanks, Jay. Toni?"
  


  
    "We're running checks on all known professional assassins. So far, nothing substantial on anybody as good as this one seems to be."
  


  


  
    "What about insubstantial?"
  


  
    "Rumors about this shadowy figure or that. Usual stuff--the Iceman, who can kill you with a hard look. The Specter, who walks through walls. The Selkie, who can change shape. Urban legends. Problem with the really good hired killers is that they keep very low profiles. Pretty much the only time anybody bags one of them is when a client gives them up."
  


  


  
    Michaels nodded. He knew this. He'd been thinking about it since Steve Day's murder.
  


  
    "Anybody got anything else?"
  


  


  
    Brent Adams, the FBI head of Organized Crime, said, "Something is going on inside the Genaloni organization."
  


  
    Michaels looked at Adams. Raised his eyebrows.
  


  


  
    The OC man said, "Our people went back and strained out a year's worth of everything with a Genaloni tag. A couple of weeks ago, the FBI regional office in New York City got an inquiry from one of Genaloni's lawyers regarding the detention of Luigi Sampson. Sampson is Ray Genaloni's enforcer--the head of his legal and illegal security operations."
  


  
    "Yes?"
  


  


  
    "Well, our agents in New York didn't detain Sampson. Genaloni's people didn't follow up on it, so nobody thought anything else about it. A mistake of some kind."
  


  
    "Which means . . . ?"
  


  


  
    Adams shook his head. "We don't know. But since then, our wiretaps and surveillance cams haven't heard or seen anything of Sampson."
  


  
    "Maybe he went on vacation," Jay said.
  


  


  
    Adams shrugged. "Maybe. Or maybe he pissed off Ray Genaloni and he's in a field outside Dead Toe, South Dakota, pushing up the daisies."
  


  
    "I don't think they grow daisies up there. Too cold," Jay said.
  


  


  
    "You'd be surprised," Toni put in.
  


  
    Michaels said, "So, why would Genaloni's people be calling the FBI, supposedly looking for Sampson, if they deleted him?"
  


  


  
    Adams shook his head again. "Establish an alibi, maybe. With these guys, you never know what they're going to do. They make some smart moves now and then; then they turn around and make a stupid one."
  


  
    Toni said, "Maybe this Sampson was responsible for Steve Day's death and Genaloni got nervous? Wanted to erase the link?"
  


  


  
    Adams said, "I don't know. It's possible. Ray Genaloni is a careful man. He doesn't step out on the street without having it checked for six blocks in all directions first."
  


  
    Michaels stared at the table. Something was bothering him, rattling around inside his head. He couldn't quite put his finger on it. Something about all this. . . .
  


  


  
    He sighed. "All right. If you'd stay on top of that, Brent? Jay, you run the cane stuff as far as you can, see if you can get anything. And check out those New Orleans links-- we can't spend all our efforts on the Day investigation. Anything else?"
  


  
    Nobody had anything they wanted to put on the table.
  


  


  
    "Okay. Let's get back to it."
  


  
    Michaels headed toward his office. Things were not looking good for the home team. And the clock was ticking on his job. A few more days and this might be somebody else's worry.
  


  


  
    Maybe it was time to get out of government service. Move back to Idaho, get a job programming game computers or something, spend weekends with his daughter. Just walk away from all this.
  


  
    Yeah, right. Until Steve Day's killer was caught, he wasn't going anywhere, even if they put him in charge of counting paper clips in the underground storage bins. Whatever else he might be, Alexander Michaels didn't bail when the going got rough. No way.
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    26
  


  


  
    Saturday, October 2nd, 11:05 p.m.

    Grozny
  


  
    

  


  
    He would have preferred a walk on his quiet trail, but because he was in a hurry and could not afford the time to dawdle, Plekhanov drove the car. It was the program that was loaded, and he had planned to trash it after the unfortunate interface with the American Net Force agent--such was only prudent. And he would erase the software eventually, but just at the moment, it was more trouble than it was worth to go off-line, degear, switch to a new scenario, then regear. It was one of the disadvantages of the old-style system he liked--with the newer VR units, you could do it on the fly without missing a step.
  


  
    It didn't matter. This was just a short run to make a few minor adjustments on a legal scenario running in Canberra. The chances of Net Force seeing him were practically nil, and besides, there were a lot of blue Corvettes out there, probably tens of thousands of them.
  


  


  
    He put the VR automobile into gear and pressed on the accelerator.
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    Saturday, October 2nd, 3:05 p.m.

  


  
    Washington, D.C.
  


  
    

  


  
    When Belladonna Wright opened the door to let him in, the first thing Tyrone noticed was that she wore tight shorts and a baggy sweatshirt with the sleeves and neck cut out to reveal a lot of bare skin.
  


  
    A lot of beautiful bare skin.
  


  


  
    The second thing he noticed was the hulking form of Bonebreaker LeMott sitting on a couch in the living room behind Belladonna.
  


  
    Tyrone was pretty sure his heart stopped for at least five seconds. Then his belly rose up and lodged in his throat. And his bowels and bladder both threatened to empty. The end was near.
  


  


  
    "Hi, Tyrone. Come in."
  


  
    The voice of self-preservation couldn't even form words. It babbled and whimpered mindlessly.
  


  


  
    His feet didn't seem to belong to him. They took him into the house.
  


  
    "Tyrone, this is my friend, Herbert LeMott. Motty, this is Tyrone."
  


  


  
    Motty?! He would have laughed--except that he was sure that would be the last sound he'd ever make through his own teeth.
  


  
    Bonebreaker wore a tight T-shirt and cotton shorts that strained all their seams as he came off the couch. He had muscles on his muscles. He loomed like a human tyrannosaur; Tyrone expected to hear Godzilla's shriek any second. . . .
  


  


  
    But Bonebreaker's voice was soft, quiet and actually fairly high-pitched. He said, "Oh, wow, hey, Tyrone, glad to meet you." He extended his right hand.
  


  
    Tyrone took the giant hand, and was amazed at how gentle the grip was.
  


  


  
    He had a sudden image of a cartoon mouse looking for a thorn in a lion's paw.
  


  
    "It's real nice of you to help Bella out with her computer class. I never was much good at that stuff. I appreciate it a lot. If I can ever do anything for you, just lemme know, okay?"
  


  


  
    If Bonebreaker had suddenly turned into a giant toad and begun hopping around looking for flies to eat, Tyrone could not have been anymore amazed. Holy shit!
  


  
    "Okay, Bella, I gotta go, we got practice at the gym. I'll call you later." He bent down--a long way for him--and kissed Bella on top of her head. She smiled and patted him on the back, as if he were a favorite horse. "Okay. Be careful."
  


  


  
    After Bonebreaker left, Bella must have seen something in his face, because she smiled at Tyrone. "What, did you think Motty was going to get physical?"
  


  
    "The thought briefly crossed my mind." Yeah, briefly--like a snail with a broken shell crawls over a salt flat briefly.
  


  


  
    "Motty is a big sweetie. He wouldn't step on an ant. My room is upstairs. Come on."
  


  
    Unless the ant put its hand on your butt.
  


  


  
    Still marveling over being alive, Tyrone followed Bella upstairs.
  


  
    She had a standard home computer, and the VR gear was not top-of-the-line, but pretty decent. And it only took a few minutes for him to realize she was better at general systems than she'd let on.
  


  


  
    He said so.
  


  
    She said, "Well, I'm okay on theory and real-time, but my network is slow."
  


  


  
    "You came to the right guy, then. You have another set of VR gear?"
  


  
    "Right here."
  


  


  
    "Gear up. Let's walk the web. We'll start on one of the big commercial nets--that's easy enough for anybody to do well."
  


  
    "You're in charge, Tyrone."
  


  


  
    Flushed with a sudden fearlessness, he took a leap: "Call me Ty," he said.
  


  
    "You're in charge, Ty."
  


  


  
    She geared up as he did, then sat next to him on the bench in front of the computer. She sat close enough that he could feel the heat from her bare leg. A hair closer and they'd be touching.
  


  
    Man! He most surely did not want to forget this moment.
  


  


  
    Life might never get any better than this.
  


  
    And even as he thought it, he realized that there were ways it could get better. If he could figure out a way to move half an inch to his left, it would get better instantly. That half inch might as well be a light year, though. He wasn't completely stupid with bravery.
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    Sunday, October 3rd, 6 a.m.

  


  
    Sarajevo
  


  
    

  


  
    "First squad, flank left! Second squad, take the rear!"
  


  
    Small-arms fire rattled, bullets chopped bark from trees, dug furrows in the ground. They were in a city park--what was left of one--and the attack had been unexpected.
  


  


  
    John Howard opened up with his tommy gun, felt it buck in his hands as the fat and slow .45's went off.
  


  
    "Sir, we've got--ah--!"
  


  


  
    The lieutenant went down, a stray round in the neck.
  


  
    Where were they coming from?!
  


  


  
    "Third squad, suppressing fire at five o'clock! Move! Shoot--!"
  


  
    His men began falling, their armor wasn't working, they were getting their butts kicked--!
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    Washington, D.C.

  


  
    

  


  
    John Howard jerked the VR gear off and dropped it in disgust. He shook his head. Crap.
  


  
    Upstairs, his wife and son slept. It was still hours away from when they'd get up, get dressed and go to church. He hadn't been able to sleep, so he'd come down to the computer to run battle scenarios. He should have stuck to chess or Go--every combatsit he'd tried had been a loser.
  


  


  
    He stood, walked to the kitchen and opened the fridge. He took out a carton of milk and poured himself a small glassful. Put the carton back. Sat at the table and stared at the glass of milk.
  


  
    He was, he realized, depressed.
  


  


  
    Oh, not clinically depressed, nothing to run to a shrink about, but definitely glum. He didn't understand it. There wasn't any reason to feel that way. He had a beautiful wife, a great kid, and a job most military officers would kill to have. He had just come back from a mission in which all of his objectives had been achieved, he had not lost a single soldier while under fire and everybody was happy with him. His civilian boss had put him in for a Presidential Commendation. What was the problem?
  


  
    What was wrong, other than that he wanted to jump into the middle of an all-out shooting fracas?
  


  


  
    What kind of attitude was that? No sane man wanted war.
  


  
    He stared at the milk. It was the test, he knew. He'd never been tested, not really. He'd slipped between the cracks, missed the shooting in Desert Storm, been teaching when the police actions in South America got hot, gotten to the Caribbean dustup a day after the guns had gone cold and quiet. He had spent his adult life as a military man, training, learning, preparing. He had the tools, the skills and the need to use them, to see if they would really work--but there was no place for such things in peacetime.
  


  


  
    It was why he had joined Net Force. At least there was a chance he'd get dropped into a hot spot. The mission to Ukraine was as warm as it had gotten so far, and while it was better than sitting in an office reading reports, it was . . . lukewarm. . . .
  


  
    "Morning."
  


  


  
    Howard looked up and saw Tyrone standing there in his pajama bottoms.
  


  
    "Just after 0600," Howard said. "What are you doing up so early?"
  


  


  
    "I don't know. I woke up, couldn't get back to sleep."
  


  
    Tyrone walked to the fridge and got the milk out. Shook the carton, saw that it was almost empty, then drank from it. Grinned at his father. "Mom says it's okay if I'm going to drink it all," he said.
  


  


  
    Howard grinned, too.
  


  
    Tyrone took another sip of the milk, then wiped at his lips. "Can I ask you something, Pop?"
  


  


  
    "Fire away."
  


  
    "How do you deal with a force that's bigger and stronger than yours, if it already holds territory you want to occupy?"
  


  


  
    "Depends on the objective, the terrain, the weapons and equipment available, transportation systems, a bunch of things. First you define your goal, then you have to come up with a viable strategy, then the tactics to make it work."
  


  
    "Uh-huh."
  


  


  
    "When did you get interested in such things?"
  


  
    "Oh. It's what you do. I thought I ought to, you know, kind of check it out. You know." He stared at the floor.
  


  


  
    Howard held the grin back, kept his face serious. The boy was thirteen. Puberty. It had been a while but, yes, he knew.
  


  
    He said, "Okay, let's talk about goals and strategy for a second. Your goal is to take the territory without destroying it, am I correct?"
  


  


  
    "Oh, yeah."
  


  
    "So you have to move carefully. The enemy's forces are bigger than yours, so he's stronger, but--is he smarter? You know you can't just charge in and engage in a stand-up fight if you are outgunned. You'll get slaughtered. So before you move, you have to assess the situation. You look for your enemy's weak points. In guerrilla warfare, you find a weak place, you hit it, then run. You do it fast, then hide, so not only can't he find you, he might not even know who you are."
  


  


  
    Tyrone leaned against the fridge. "Yeah, I can see that."
  


  
    "Also, according to Chairman Mao, to win a guerrilla war, you have to get the locals on your side."
  


  


  
    "How do you do that?"
  


  
    "You offer them something they can't get from the enemy, something more valuable than what he is giving them. Allow them to compare you to him, and when they do, show them his shortcomings. You reveal how you are better for them. You can't match his guns, but maybe he can't match your brains.
  


  


  
    "So you show them why brains are more important than brawn. You teach the locals stuff he can't. How to get more fish in their nets, grow better crops or . . . how to use their computers, for instance."
  


  
    The boy nodded again.
  


  


  
    "You have a goal, you move toward it most of the time, but not always. Sometimes you have to take an oblique angle, move away a little so you can come at it from another direction. Sometimes you have take a step forward, strike, then retreat a few steps, so you don't get hit with return fire. Patience is the key in this kind of war. You have to pick your targets carefully, make every shot count. Wear the enemy away slowly.
  


  
    "Once you get the locals on your side, then it doesn't matter how strong your enemy is, because the locals will start to help you, to hide you from enemy forces. Sometimes they'll overthrow your enemy on their own, and you won't have to do anything. In the end, that's the best way."
  


  


  
    "Yeah."
  


  
    There was a moment of silence. Then Tyrone said, "Thanks, Pop. I'm going back to bed now."
  


  


  
    "Sleep well, son."
  


  
    After the boy was gone, Howard grinned at his milk. It had been a long time since he'd been that young. And the problems then had seemed just as big as any he had faced since. It was all relative. He needed to remember that. And that being here to tell his son what he needed to hear was as important as winning any battle in some foreign country halfway around the world. In the end, being a father was more important than being a colonel.
  


  


  
    He tasted the milk. Warm. He walked to the sink, poured the milk into it, rinsed the glass and set it to dry on the rack. Maybe he could go back to sleep, too. Might as well give it a shot.
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    Sunday, October 3rd, 6:40 a.m.

    Washington, D.C.
  


  
    

  


  
    Alex Michaels stood by the sliding glass door and watched the dog wander around in the backyard. He'd been asleep when Scout came and hopped up onto the bed. It was a pretty good hop for a dog his size. Once up, he hadn't barked or anything, just sat there staring patiently until Michaels got up and went to let him out.
  


  
    Michaels had some part of the alarm system lit all of the time now; a tech from the unit had come out and fine-tuned it, connected it to the voxax program of his house computer. All he had to do was say the word "Assassin!" loud enough for the house mikes to pick up, and the alarms would start screaming. He'd shut the system's sliding-door link off to let the dog out, but he had his taser in his robe pocket. He hadn't played with the taser much since it had been issued to him, but he was going to be spending a little more time at the indoor range practicing. He was going to work especially hard on getting it out of a pocket or belt clip in a hurry.
  


  


  
    There was a car parked at his curb with a pair of agents in it. A third guard stood by the gate on the side of the condo. Michaels wouldn't have known about the third guard, except that the dog had seen the man and yapped at him until he'd been hushed. Better than the house alarm, the little pup.
  


  
    The dog finished watering and fertilizing the lawn and, now sure the territory was secure from intruders, trotted back to the kitchen. He stood by Michaels' feet, tail wagging, looking up at him.
  


  


  
    "You hungry, boy?"
  


  
    Yap!
  


  


  
    "Come on."
  


  
    Michaels had bought some expensive canned dog food. He peeled the lid from the little aluminum container and dumped the contents into a small bowl, then put it down on the floor next to the water bowl.
  


  


  
    As he always did, the dog waited. He was hungry, but he stood over the bowl looking up at Michaels, waiting for permission. Whoever had trained him had done a good job. "Go ahead, eat."
  


  
    Scout bent and gobbled the stuff up as if he'd never been fed before.
  


  


  
    When the dog was done with his meal and enough water to wash it down, he followed Michaels into the living room. Michaels sat on the couch and patted his lap. The little dog leaped up and into his lap, and began to lick one of its paws as Michaels scratched behind Scout's ears.
  


  
    It certainly was soothing to sit and pet the little critter. Susie had always wanted a dog. Megan had told her she had to wait until she was old enough to take care of it. She was getting there--faster than he liked. Eight, his daughter was, going on eighteen. . . .
  


  


  
    Michaels liked dogs. He hadn't gotten one after he'd moved to D.C. because he hadn't wanted to leave it alone while he was at work, but as small as Scout was, the house was plenty big enough to roam around in. The previous owners of the condo had owned a cat, and they'd left a litter box stuck up in the rafters. Michaels had bought a sack of kitty litter, and during the day the plastic tub full of litter sat by the sliding glass door. So far, the dog had used that faithfully when he couldn't get outside.
  


  
    Scout licked Michael's hand. The man grinned at him.
  


  


  
    "You don't care if I had a crappy day at work, do you? You're perfectly happy to see me no matter what, aren't you?"
  


  
    The dog gave out a small yip, almost as if he understood what Michaels said. He snuggled his head under Michael's hand.
  


  


  
    Michaels laughed. That was the thing about dogs--you didn't have to be anything special to impress them. He liked that. If you were as good a person as your dog thought you were, you'd be able to stroll across the Potomac without getting your ankles wet.
  


  
    Well. Time to get moving. Better shower and shave and get dressed.
  


  


  
    He had a thought: Why not take the dog with him to work? He could let him run around the office, take him out to pee once in a while. There wasn't any policy against it. He was the boss, wasn't he? At least for another day or two he was. Sure. Why the hell not?
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    Sunday, October 3rd, 7:40 a.m.

  


  
    Quantico
  


  
    

  


  
    John Howard wore an Army-green T-shirt and faded, frayed cargo-pocket fatigue pants over his Kevlar combat boots. He also wore a black headband--he sweated pretty good once he got going, and keeping a garrison cap on was hopeless--but otherwise, he looked like any of the other fifty troopers doing the obstacle course this early Sunday morning.
  


  
    John Howard was no armchair commander ordering his troops to do something he wouldn't--or couldn't--do himself.
  


  


  
    He was last up.
  


  
    Fernandez blew his whistle. "Go, go!"
  


  


  
    Howard felt his belt transponder buzz, starting his personal clock. He sprinted toward the water hazard, jumped, caught the thick rope and swung out over the pit, more mud than water. The trick was to let your momentum swing you back and forth, pump a little with your arms and crunch your body, then jump on the second swing. . . .
  


  
    Howard released the rope, fell, landed two feet beyond the edge of the pit. He ran for the razor-wire tunnel. There was a backstop at the end of the razor-wire approach, enough to stop machine-gun bullets. The gunners had the day off, but during the graduation run, a steady stream of jacketed full-auto fire, every tenth round a tracer, laid a roof over the wire. This would scare the crap out of a green recruit, but most of his troops were old hands: They knew you couldn't catch a bullet unless you stuck your head up through the razor wire, a difficult proposition even if you wanted to do so.
  


  


  
    "Clock is running, Colonel!" Fernandez yelled.
  


  
    Howard grinned, dropped prone, began knee-and-elbowing his way under the razor wire. As long as you stayed low, the only thing you'd get is dirty. If you got uppity, the razor wire would bite you.
  


  


  
    Clear!
  


  
    Ahead was a fifteen-foot-high wall with a rope draped over it. If you got there at speed and jumped high as you caught the climbing line, you could make it over with two or three pulls, roll and hit the sawdust pit in three seconds. If you had to climb eight feet of rope, it took longer.
  


  


  
    Howard leaped, grabbed the two-inch hawser with both hands a good ten feet up, reached high with his right hand and caught the rope again, did it on the left side, and was over.
  


  
    The next obstacle was essentially a forty-foot-long telephone pole lying in a series of six-foot-high, X-shaped, four-by-four supports. You had to boost yourself up on the end--there was a short step built in there--mount the pole and walk the length. If you fell, you had to go back and start the walk over. The trick was to move steady, not too fast, not too slow. It wasn't that high, but a fall from six feet could sprain an ankle or break an arm. Once, they'd had a man break his neck when he slipped and landed on his head.
  


  


  
    Howard reached the step, bounced up, stood on the pole. He had walked this hundreds of times, he had the pace down. Steady--not too slow, not too fast.
  


  
    At the other end, there was another sawdust pit, though the archaic term was not really appropriate--the dust was not wood, but reconstituted buckyball-plastic. The best way to land on the stuff without sinking to the bottom, a good three feet, was to do so in a sitting position or stretched out and supine.
  


  


  
    The colonel reached the end of the pole walk, jumped outward, lay back and hit flat on his back, hands extended, palms down. Buckyball-plastic splashed, but quickly settled back. Howard rolled, sank a little, but reached the edge of the pit and came to his feet.
  


  
    The trooper in front of him was slower than he was. He had just gotten free of the pit himself, and was on the way to the minefield.
  


  


  
    Howard came up behind the man. "Track!" he yelled. The trooper moved to the side and allowed Howard to pass.
  


  
    He was making good time. Not his best, but not bad, he felt.
  


  


  
    The minefield was a twenty-foot-wide corridor of sand thirty yards long. The mines were electronic, about the size of a softball, and not dangerous, but if you stepped on one, you knew it--it let out an amplified scream that would wake a man six days dead. Every one you hit cost you fifteen seconds. You could see where the mines were; there were little depressions that dropped the sand a half inch or so over them. If you were first through, it was easy, you could see them and run the field in ten or fifteen seconds, but after a few people went through ahead of you, it got harder to spot the mines among all the boot prints.
  


  
    There were two troopers still walking the sand when Howard got there. Newbies tended to think they could run in the old boot prints and get home free, and if the mines had been real, that would have worked. But the traps reset randomly every two minutes, and stepping where somebody had gone before might earn you fouls. You couldn't be sure.
  


  


  
    You couldn't learn a pattern, because Howard had his techs change it every week or so.
  


  
    Again, steady was the key. Try to hurry, and you'd get sonicked good. Too slow and you started worrying, seeing traps where there weren't any.
  


  


  
    He stepped into the sand.
  


  
    Forty seconds later, he was clear, without triggering a sonic blast, and feeling pretty good since he had passed one of the troopers in the sand and caught the other on the way to the final obstacle.
  


  


  
    The last test this day was Sergeant Arlo Phillips, a six-foot-four-inch 240-pound hand-to-hand-combat instructor. Phillips's role was simple: You tried to get past him to slap a buzzer button mounted on a post in the middle of a white circle marked on the soft ground; he tried to knock you out of the circle before you did it. Troopers were only allowed to enter the circle one at a time, and if you got thrown out, you had to go back to the end of the line and try it again. While your timer stopped when you reached the circle--your belt transponder clicked it off when you lined up in the quay zone--and resumed only as long as you were in the circle, this was where most testees hurt their scores. The combat instructors did not like to lose. They took turns in the circle, and they were all good, but Phillips was strong, skilled, and he loved this. One-on-one, face-up, Phillips would hand you your head if you tried to outmuscle him. There were troops who swore they'd seen Phillips lift and pivot the front end of a Dodge pickup truck into a too-tight parking space. The only way to beat him was to keep out of his range, and that wasn't easy.
  


  
    When Howard's turn came, he went straight in at Phillips, jinked left, then right, faked high, then dived to the left and rolled. Phillips got his hand on Howard's right ankle as he came up, but too late--the colonel swatted at the buzzer, barely brushed it with his fingertips as Phillips jerked him prone on the ground. It was enough--the buzzer went off. His timer stopped, his run over.
  


  


  
    "You got officers' luck, sir," Phillips said.
  


  
    Howard rolled up, brushed himself off and grinned at the larger man. "I'll take it. Better to be lucky than good."
  


  


  
    "Yes, sir." Phillips turned away. "Next!
  


  
    Howard walked around to where Fernandez and a couple of techs were scoring the exercise.
  


  


  
    "You must be getting old, Colonel, sir. You're gonna come in third."
  


  
    "Behind . . . ?" He pulled off his headband and used it to wipe the sweat from around his eyes.
  


  


  
    "Well, sir, Captain Marcus is first by a good sixteen seconds. You missed him throwing Phillips with that jujitsu move he likes."
  


  
    "And second . . . ?"
  


  


  
    Fernandez grinned. "Modesty forbids, sir."
  


  
    "I don't believe it."
  


  


  
    "Well, sir, I was first up."
  


  
    "How long?"
  


  


  
    "Two seconds faster than you," Fernandez said.
  


  
    "Jesus."
  


  


  
    "I do believe He favors me, yes, sir."
  


  
    "If you were first up, you should have flown through the minefield."
  


  


  
    "I stopped to have a beer, sir. Since I figured I had plenty of time and all."
  


  
    Howard shook his head and grinned. "How are they doing?"
  


  


  
    "Pretty good overall. I'd put all our A1 boys--and girls--up against any SpecForce outside of maybe the SEALs' best, and they'd give them a pretty good run."
  


  
    "Carry on, Sergeant."
  


  


  
    "Sir."
  


  


  
    Howard walked toward the new officers' dressing room--hell, it was all new, none of this had even been here a few years ago--to change his clothes. If he hurried, he'd just have time to get home and join his wife in time for church.
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    Sunday, October 3rd, 8:45 a.m.

  


  
    In the air over Marietta, Georgia
  


  
    

  


  
    Mora Sullivan looked through the jet's window at the ground far below. She had both of the first-class seats to herself this flight, and that was not due to chance--she usually bought two tickets to each destination, in case she needed to change identities before she boarded the flight. Coach was only half full, so nobody was getting a free upgrade to take the empty seat next to her.
  


  
    Fall colors were up--the hardwoods in the Georgia mixed forests below were shades of orange and yellow and red among the evergreen pine trees. She tended to sleep on plane trips, but she was too awake and edgy for that this morning.
  


  


  
    During all her years in the biz, she had only deleted two of her own clients. The first, Marcel Toullier, had been for a contract from a different client six months after she'd worked for the Frenchman; being one of her clients did not confer immunity, and it had been strictly business, nothing personal. She'd liked Toullier.
  


  
    The second deletion, the gun dealer Denton Harrison, had been because Harrison had done stupid things and gotten himself arrested. The authorities had enough on him to put him away for fifty years, and Sullivan knew he was a talker, he'd be willing to give up what he knew to stay out of prison. Sooner or later, Harrison might have gotten around to mentioning that he had hired the Selkie. The numbers he had for her were, of course, dead ends, disconnected and untraceable, but the authorities did not know for certain there even was such an assassin. She did not want them to find out.
  


  


  
    Wearing class-two body armor, on his way to a safe house, Harrison had come out of a courthouse in Chicago, surrounded by federal marshals.
  


  
    She had made the shot from six hundred yards. Class-two Kevlar didn't much slow the sniper rifle's .308 bullet: it had punched through Harrison's aorta and left a fist-sized hole in his back when it exited his body. He was effectively dead before the sound of the shot reached him.
  


  


  
    And now there was Genaloni.
  


  
    A flight attendant came by. "Coffee? Juice? Something else to drink?"
  


  


  
    "No, thank you."
  


  
    Did she have to take the crime lord out?
  


  


  
    If she had reflexively thought she must, she would hardly be any better than he was. Yes, she had to do something, and since what she did for a living was delete people, that was where her strength lay, and naturally, she had to consider that an option. But there were other ways. Having made the decision that it was time to retire, all the old IDs, the houses and rentals, all of those were going away. She could lay a trail that ended in a car crash or other accident that would convince any pursuers she was dead. Or she could set Genaloni up for some criminal rap and know he'd get put away. He would still wield power from a prison cell, of course, these guys always did, but he'd have other things on his list. Even somebody like Genaloni would probably forget about her after five or ten years in the gray-bar hotel.
  


  
    Men like Genaloni tended to die relatively young, or wind up in prison. They made a lot of enemies on both sides of the law, and the odds were that one of those enemies would get to them.
  


  


  
    Of course, there were ninety-year-old ex-mobsters rolling around in wheelchairs, sucking oxygen from portable bottles and pretending to be feeble or insane, who had beaten the odds. Old Mustache Petes who, despite the dangers, were still free.
  


  
    She sighed. Which was the best way to go? She had to decide pretty quick. After she paid for the lost dog at the kennel upstate, she'd go to her place in Albany and think about it.
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    Sunday, October 3rd, 1:28 p.m.

  


  
    Washington, D.C.
  


  
    

  


  
    Tyrone stood at the door to Bella's house, taking deep breaths, trying to calm himself. Yesterday's session had gone pretty well. She was not a great net rider, but not that bad.
  


  
    Twice, she had brushed her hip against his. Once, when she reached across to grab a stylus, he had felt the weight of her breast on his arm.
  


  


  
    The memories might cool someday, but just at the moment, they did not help slow his pulse rate.
  


  
    He touched the buzzer.
  


  


  
    Bella opened the door. Today, she wore a less-revealing outfit--a sweatsuit. She had her hair pinned up, and she looked scrubbed fresh, smelled clean, and a little bit soapy.
  


  
    "Hey, Ty. I just got out of the shower. Sorry I look so undone."
  


  


  
    There was an image he could imagine all too clearly, Bella in the shower. "No, no, you look fine," he said. And he said it too fast, his voice too high. He was too stupid to live. Man!
  


  
    "Come in."
  


  


  
    Upstairs, they donned VR gear and got started. He said, "Okay, let's use my program today. You mind riding double on a big motorcycle?"
  


  
    "Nopraw," she said. "Whatever you want to do."
  


  


  
    Yeah, right. What he wanted to do had nothing to do with the net. No, sir, definitely not. But he said, "Okay. Here's how scenario translates. . . ."
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    Sunday, October 3rd, 9:45 p.m.

  


  
    Grozny
  


  
    

  


  
    Plekhanov settled in, lit his VR, then realized he still had not deleted the car program. The shiny blue Corvette sat parked at the curb in front of him. He mentally shook his head. He really should get rid of this thing. All right. As soon as he finished the little drive over to Switzerland, he would dump it. Definitely.
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    Sunday, October 3rd, 1:50 p.m.

  


  
    Washington, D.C.
  


  
    

  


  
    Riding the Harley along the curvy road through the Swiss Alps, Tyrone yelled over the wind noise: "You see how this works? My program translates their programs into compatible visual modes. That truck over there? If we were in a water scenario, it would probably be a barge or a ship."
  


  
    "But how does it do that?" Bella yelled.
  


  


  
    He glanced back at her. Her hair streamed free behind them, whipping back and forth in the wind.
  


  
    "Easy. If we're in totally different modes, my program just overlays the other guy's imagery. Angle and relative speeds will be the same--air, water, land, even fantasy. If we are in similar enough modes--like the truck is doing roads and not water or something else--my program will take his image and stet it, to keep the VR speeds up. Most people who meet pick one program or the other and use it. Otherwise, you get a couple of microseconds lag on the refresh rate."
  


  


  
    "Ah, I see."
  


  
    "That truck? It's really a big info packet. It contains a lot of code, so it moves slow. Watch."
  


  


  
    He twisted the throttle and the Harley's powerful engine roared. They passed the lumbering truck, and whipped back in front of it as a car approached from the other direction.
  


  
    "Wheee!" Bella said.
  


  


  
    Oh, he liked the sound of that.
  


  
    "So this is all off-the-shelf software?"
  


  


  
    "Well, I've modified this one a bunch."
  


  
    "You can do that?"
  


  


  
    "Sure. I could write one from zero, but it's easier to alter an existing one."
  


  
    "Could you show me how to do that? Write my own program?"
  


  


  
    "Yeah, sure, nopraw. It's not that hard."
  


  
    "Exemplary!"
  


  


  
    In that moment, Tyrone remembered talking to his father. Offer the locals something they can't get from your enemy, he'd said. Although Tyrone didn't really see Bonebreaker as an enemy, exactly, the old man was right. Tyrone had something LeMott didn't have, a skill, a talent, and right at this moment, Bella wanted it. This was dee-eff-eff for sure, data flowin' fine to the fourth power!
  


  
    They came to an intersection with a stop signal. CyberNation was to the left. Maybe he should take her there? It was interesting the few times he'd explored it, but they didn't let you see the really good stuff unless you joined, and that wasn't gonna happen. He could hear his father: "Give up your citizenship to join a computer country that doesn't exist? I don't think so."
  


  


  
    Cross-traffic rolled past, and Tyrone was so much in his own head that he almost missed the Vette when it zipped across the intersection.
  


  
    Almost. A mental alarm went off. Corvette . . . Corvette . . . what--?
  


  


  
    Oh, yeah, Jay Gee's bulletin in yesterday's Email. Keep your eyes open for a young guy in a business suit driving a blue Vette.
  


  
    The car was past before he had a chance to see the driver, and there were two cars and a small van lined up in front of Tyrone at the light. Probably it was nothing.
  


  


  
    On the other hand, maybe it was something. He ought to at least check it out, right? And if Bella asked, he'd have to tell her why, wouldn't he?
  


  
    Bonebreaker wasn't helping out a major federal agency, was he?
  


  


  
    Tyrone tapped the Harley's gears into first and gave it a little gas. He pulled over onto the shoulder and zipped past the waiting cars, earning a couple of horn blasts for his trouble.
  


  
    "Whoa! Is this legal?"
  


  


  
    "Well, not really," Tyrone said, "but we gotta do it." They reached the corner, and he leaned into it, straightened it out, upshifted and goosed the bike. "You see that blue Vette up there?"
  


  
    "Yeah?"
  


  


  
    "I need to check it out. I'm, uh, helping out a buddy of mine at Net Force."
  


  
    "Net Force? Really?"
  


  


  
    "Oh, yeah. Jay Gridley, he's their top computer guy. I do stuff for him every now and then."
  


  
    "Wow. Exemplary, Ty!"
  


  


  
    Was that his imagination, or did she tighten her grip around his waist a little?
  


  
    "Can we catch him?"
  


  


  
    "Nopraw. There's not much that can outrun me in this scenario. Hang on."
  


  
    Definitely, she was holding him tighter. Yes!
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    Sunday, October 3rd, 9:58 p.m.

  


  
    Grozny
  


  
    

  


  
    Plekhanov was on his way back from the bank in Zurich when he saw the motorcycle coming up fast behind him. He frowned, felt a moment of worry. He watched the bike in his rearview mirror. It wasn't long before the vehicle caught up with him. It swung out into the incoming lane, then started to pass, apparently oblivious to the lorry bearing down from the opposite direction on the narrow two-lane feeder road. He watched the motorcycle peripherally. Two riders, teenagers, a boy and a girl, neither of whom appeared to take much notice of him. After a few seconds, the motorcycle passed, cut back into his lane and accelerated, missing the oncoming lorry by what seemed like centimeters. The two-wheeler quickly left him behind.
  


  
    Plekhanov shook his head at his paranoia. It was nothing. A Kaffir boy, showing off for his pretty friend by blowing past the fastest vehicle on the road, risking the dangers of oncoming traffic. He had been that young once, although it had been aeons ago. He would not go back to those days, exchange his hard-earned knowledge and wisdom for the hot hormones and reckless carpe diem philosophy of youth. Teenagers thought they would live forever, that they could do anything in the world. He knew better.
  


  


  
    Always, there were limits to such things. Even the richest and most powerful men who ever lived eventually went the way of all flesh. Another fifty or sixty years, and his time would be up. But at least in his case, it would be quality time. Quality time indeed.
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    28
  


  


  
    Sunday, October 3rd, 2:20 p.m.

    Quantico
  


  
    

  


  
    Jay Gridley was on the net, piloting the Viper at high speed through the middle of Nowhere, Montana, when the override cut into the scenario. What he heard was the chirp of the unlisted landline phone in his apartment. He did a cycle-and-bail from the VR program, degeared and voxaxed the incoming call.
  


  
    "Yeah?"
  


  


  
    "Mr. Gridley?" said a young woman's voice.
  


  
    Jay frowned. Nobody who had his private code for the landline should be calling him "Mister." He said, "Who is this?"
  


  


  
    "My name is Belladonna Wright. I'm a friend of Ty Howard."
  


  
    Before Gridley could wonder too much about that, the girl said, "Ty is on-line in a scenario. He said to call you and give you the coordinates. He thinks he might have found the blue Corvette you're looking for."
  


  


  
    "Jesus! Where?"
  


  
    She rattled off the coordinates. Gridley had the computer feed the numbers directly into his VR program. "Thanks, Ms. Wright. Tell him I'm on the way. Discom."
  


  


  
    Gridley immediately started back to VR, but as he was about to initiate mode, he stopped. Probably it wasn't, but if it was the right car, the driver would surely be suspicious of the Viper. Better switch programs, no point in taking any chances. Something not so flashy.
  


  
    Gridley called up the gray Neon.
  


  


  
    The most common car on the RW roads was a two-year-old Neon, and the most common color of such automobiles was gray. For newbies and people who didn't care what they drove on the net, it was the default vehicle. No doubt Dodge had paid the big servers a whole bunch for that default setting. A Viper was a standout ride, stylish, classy, you got noticed in one. But another gray Neon? Driving such a car made you more or less invisible. And if you knew what you were doing, you could hide something more powerful than a stock engine under the plain-vanilla hood. It wouldn't be as fast as his usual mode of choice, but it would trade off speed for anonymity. If this was the guy, he most definitely did not want him to spot him too soon.
  


  
    He cranked the program and set it for the coordinates.
  


  


  
    The coordinates turned out to be a truck stop-style service station in western Germany. As Gridley pulled the car into the parking area, he saw a pretty girl walk from the public fresher toward Tyrone, who stood by his parked Harley, next to a big Volvo electric van sucking a torrent charge. This was a realistic scenario. Tyrone didn't see him as he drove up; he was looking at the restaurant's parking area.
  


  
    Gridley glanced at the restaurant, and saw the Vette parked next to the building. It was the right model and color, but that didn't mean much by itself. He pulled the Neon to a stop close to Tyrone's bike, getting quick notice from the boy and girl. He killed the engine and stepped out of the car. It was cool, crisp, a perfect fall day. The smell of diesel hung in the air, along with the ozone odor of the big step-down charger feeding juice to the van. This was a very realistic scenario.
  


  


  
    "Hey, Tyrone."
  


  
    "Hey, Jay Gee. Uh, this is, uh, Belladonna. Bella, meet Jay Gridley."
  


  


  
    Gridley said, "We spoke on the phone. Nice to meet you. This a persona or Real World Appearance?"
  


  
    "RW," the girl said.
  


  


  
    "She actually looks better in person," Tyrone said. Then he developed a sudden fascination with the tops of his shoes.
  


  
    Gridley smiled. Good thing the kid's skin was dark; otherwise he'd be blushing so bright red you could use him for a taillight.
  


  


  
    Tyrone knew it, too. Quickly, the boy pointed. "There's the car. The driver is inside."
  


  
    Gridley nodded. "Thanks for the call. You check the license plate?"
  


  


  
    "Sure, first thing. Quikscan says it belong to a Wing Lu, out of Guangzhou, China. But a cross-index number check doesn't match."
  


  
    "So the plate is probably a fake," Gridley said. "Big surprise."
  


  


  
    To the girl, Tyrone said, "A lot of people want to be anonymous on the net, so along with fake names and personas to mask their appearance, they layer in other fake ID--ersatz vehicle registrations, addresses, comcodes. One of the first rules of webwalking is--"
  


  
    " 'Never trust anything you see,' " the girl finished. "I have been on the web before, even if I'm not a total spider, Ty."
  


  


  
    "Sorry," Tyrone said.
  


  
    Gridley shook his head. Puppy love. It was painful to watch. "So, what else?" he said, to steer the conversation back to the Vette.
  


  


  
    Tyrone said, "He drives fast, changes lanes without hitting the centerline bumps, never gets caught behind a slow packet or boxed by traffic."
  


  
    "A lubefoot," Gridley said.
  


  


  
    "No doubt," Tyrone said.
  


  
    "What's a lubefoot?" the girl asked.
  


  


  
    "Somebody who slides along the web without much friction," Tyrone answered. "Means he's real good with this particular mode, probably used it a bunch, or else he's spent enough time on the web so he can probably use any mode well."
  


  
    "Which means?"
  


  


  
    "Probably he's a programmer," Gridley said.
  


  
    "So, can I ask why you're looking for him?"
  


  


  
    "I really can't tell you that just yet. It's part of an ongoing investigation."
  


  
    "But it's a big deal?"
  


  


  
    "Oh, yeah, if this guy is the one we want, it's a gargantuan deal. More we can collect on him, the better." Gridley glanced at Tyrone. "He see you?"
  


  
    "We passed him to get a closer look. It was a narrow road. We've hung back pretty far since then. I don't think he spotted us following him, but if he sees us again, he might recognize us from when we went around him."
  


  


  
    "All right. You want to stay on it, you ride with me, leave the bike here. We'll see how long we can run with him."
  


  
    Gridley walked to the car, the two teenagers behind him. He had a sudden thought. "Better get in the back," he said, "I've got stuff piled up all over the front passenger seat."
  


  


  
    That wasn't strictly true, but it would be by the time they got to the car. He could do that from here easily enough.
  


  
    What the hell. He'd been that young once. Seemed like a long time ago as he looked at Tyrone and his friend Belladonna, but unless his memory had blown a fuse, getting to sit next to a beautiful girl in the backseat of a small car was still a pretty big thrill at that age.
  


  


  
    Shoot, when you got right down to it, it was still a thrill at his age.
  


  
    They had just entered the car when Tyrone said, "There he is!"
  


  


  
    Gridley looked. Sure enough, a man was exiting the restaurant. He headed for the Vette. Jay got a good look, then grinned. Yes! It was the same persona he'd seen in New Orleans! The guy was sure cocky, to keep using it. Stupid to keep using it, too. Here at last was the break they needed.
  


  
    "Way to go, Ty-rone! I owe you one."
  


  


  
    "It's him?" Bella said.
  


  
    "Oh, yeah."
  


  


  
    "Exemplary, Ty!"
  


  
    It sounded as if somebody's stock had just gone up in the backseat. " 'I have you now,' " Gridley said in his best Darth Vader imitation. He reached under the Neon's dashboard and came out with a com mike. He keyed the mike. "This is Jay Gridley, Net Force operative, ID number JG-SIX-FIVE-EIGHT-NINE-NINE, authorization Zeta one-one. I have a Priority Five at these coordinates, that's a Priority Five. Stand by for particulars." Gridley put out the code, the fake tags on the Vette, and a description of the vehicle and persona.
  


  


  
    In the back, Tyrone quietly told the girl, "He's alerting law enforcement agencies. Any cop on the net who sees the Corvette will log in a time and location. We might be able to get a location pattern after we lose him."
  


  
    She said, "After we lose him? You don't think we can keep up with him?"
  


  


  
    "Not if the guy is a lubefoot running guilty. He'll be checking. He'll spot a tail sooner or later. If he just cycles and bails, that leaves his lines open and a trail that we can follow. So when he spots us, he has to outrun us, or lose us some other way."
  


  
    "Not with these tires," Gridley said. "They're puncture-sealers."
  


  


  
    "Huh?"
  


  
    "Never mind."
  


  


  
    Tyrone said, "If slip comes to slide, the guy can bail out of VR with a gear peel or a power cut. Probably crash his system and damage his VR program if he does it on the fly, but if he does, he's gone."
  


  
    "Would he do that?"
  


  


  
    "I would," Gridley said. "First rule of computers is to back everything up. Might take him a little while to reinstall his software and sharpen things back to where they were, but that sure beats having Net Force kick in your RW door to arrest you."
  


  
    "Whoa," she said.
  


  


  
    Gridley cranked the Neon's engine. "Yeah, well, that's later." He looked at the Vette as it pulled out of the lot and onto the highway. "Until then, he's not gone until he's gone. Buckle up."
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    Sunday, October 3rd, 3:00 p.m.

  


  
    Albany, New York
  


  
    

  


  
    As a matter of course, Sullivan paid for the lost dog. She did it the long way. The company that dropped the envelope full of used hundreds at the kennel was the third in the chain; it got the envelope delivered to it by a second company. The second company had it brought to them by a first. The first picked it up from the lobby of a hotel where it had been left by an underage kid who Sullivan had bought a six-pack of beer for, and she had done that transaction in disguise. It was unlikely anybody would trace any of this, even if they were looking, and it dead-ended with the boy, who would remember little more than a forty-year-old woman with a warty mole on her chin.
  


  
    So now she was in Albany, and now she had made her decision. She was a young woman. She might have another sixty or eighty years, given the state of medicine, maybe more. Yes, it was true, she was at her peak--mentally, physically, her skills as good as they were likely to get. After all the years of dancing on the edge, she had developed a feeling about things, almost an instinct. She had learned to trust those feelings. Right now, on some level, she knew: It was time to leave the party. Hanging around like an over-the-hill boxer to get decked by some big kid with an iron jaw was not a good idea. So. As soon as the missed target was deleted, the Selkie was going into early retirement. She would shut down all the Selkie's lines. If wasn't as if she was poor. She had eight million dollars tucked away. With careful investments, the money would generate all the income she'd ever need. Ten million had been a goal, but never more than a hypothetical number. And there were a couple of high-risk, but very-high-return, ventures she could invest in that were likely to pay off. She wouldn't starve.
  


  


  
    But the one big dangling problem was Genaloni.
  


  
    Probably her employer would wind up like most of the wise guys, dead or in stir. But "probably" wasn't good enough to risk sixty or eighty years on. She did not want to be spending any big part of those years sneaking looks over her shoulder, worrying that Genaloni might lurk behind her in the shadows.
  


  


  
    No, Genaloni had to become part of her past. Her dead past.
  


  
    It wouldn't even be that hard. The criminal types surrounded themselves with muscle and guns to protect themselves from each other. They had lawyers to take of the cops, and they figured they were immune from anybody else. Genaloni was maybe the brightest of the bunch, but he had weaknesses. The Selkie made it her business to know all about her clients before she ever took a job from them. Genaloni had a small army of thugs and lawyers, but he also had a mistress. Her name was Brigette, and while she was well off from Genaloni's care, she had neither lawyers nor bodyguards between her and the world.
  


  


  
    So. First Genaloni, then the bureaucrat in Washington. Then off for a month in beautiful Hawaii, maybe. Or perhaps Tahiti. Someplace warm and sunny and without clocks or work to order her day.
  


  
    The Selkie smiled. It was good to have a new goal.
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    29
  


  


  
    Sunday, October 3rd, 11:05 p.m.

    The North EuroAsian Highway
  


  
    

  


  
    He had, Plekhanov realized, a tail.
  


  
    He cursed briefly in Russian, vented his anger, then put it away. Done was done, the past but prologue. He had to make adjustments.
  


  


  
    The car shadowing him was one of those ubiquitous little sedan things, like millions of others on the net and in the Real World, and he wouldn't have noticed it, save that he was doing a standard side-road loop-the-loop to check for just such problems. This was the third of his evasive maneuvers, and while he had not spotted the tail before, he had to assume it had been with him for some time. How long had he been under surveillance? That was merely the first of several questions, wasn't it? Who was it? How had they found him? What was the best way to rid himself of them?
  


  
    He swung the Corvette back onto the main road. Best to pretend he did not see them. Better the devil one knew than the devil one did not.
  


  


  
    The gray car followed, maintaining a fairly long distance, but assuring him he was right. They would be gathering information generated from his vehicle--vectors, construction, code modules, all things that, in the hands of an expert, could eventually point to him. VR was a metaphorical place, but the images had real underpinnings. They could be recorded and perhaps traced--especially since if it was Net Force, they had enough computer power to brute-force their way through programmer profiles. The longer they stayed with him, the fewer possibilities they would have to sift. Before, he could have been one of tens or hundreds of thousands; now, every minute they stayed with him, that number fell. Every programmer had a style--and the best of them had styles that were as nearly as individual as fingerprints or DNA profiles. If they stayed with him long enough, they would suck his true identity out--or get so close they'd find him on a first or second pass through their strainers. It was a matter of knowing what to look for, of which questions to ask the search system.
  


  
    Damn!
  


  


  
    He was on the North EuroAsian Highway now, already through the Baltics and almost home. He couldn't go there, of course, but a sudden course change would engender suspicion in his pursuers. Too, he had to assume they weren't alone. There could be cars rolling ahead of him, others waiting at intersections for him to pass. If the little gray car was that of a Net Force or affiliated agent, then there almost certainly would be others around.
  


  


  
    All right. He could turn off on the India Highway a hundred kilometers ahead, lead them south and away from home. He could park the car, go into a restaurant, bail from the scenario--
  


  


  
    No, what was he thinking? That kind of panicky reflex would leave them the car and a possible way to trace it.
  


  
    Something else . . .
  


  


  
    It had worked once. Maybe it would work again. Maybe he could lose the chase car, take a side road, maybe duck other pursuit. Get away from this scenario and dump it.
  


  
    Certainly worth a try.
  


  


  
    He slowed, allowed the following car to draw a bit nearer. When he was ready, he drew the spikes from the pouch he carried, and with a quick and practiced hand, scattered them across all four lanes behind him, a sharp-pointed shower--
  


  


  
    The pursuer swerved, missed most of the caltrops, but still ran over a few.
  


  


  
    Aha!
  


  
    His bright flare of triumph went dark quickly. The gray car's tires did not deflate, nor did it slow. If anything, it speeded up.
  


  


  
    Damn, damn! They must suspect who he was, at least in this persona and vehicle. They knew what to expect, had hardened their program against his defense. Unfortunately, he didn't have much else in the way of armament--at least nothing that would stop people as good as these had to be. He had plenty of smoke-and-mirror programs, but they wouldn't do the trick here.
  


  
    If he couldn't shake them, he couldn't lead them very far, either. They already knew too much. He could not take the risk they'd pull enough more information by osmosis to further narrow down their search. He wouldn't be able to make the India Road.
  


  


  
    He had to get out of VR now!
  


  


  
    

  


  
    The damage-to-system warning light flashed on his computer, along with the vox: "Warning! System Failure! Warning! System Failure!"
  


  
    Plekhanov degeared and slapped at the power switch, killed the juice to his computer, not bothering with the emergency shut-down procedures. Data would be corrupted, the OS would be mangled and the VR was probably a total loss. None of that mattered when seconds counted for escape or capture.
  


  


  
    Damn, damn, damn! How had they found him?
  


  
    How much did they know?
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    Sunday, October 3rd, 3:10 p.m.

  


  
    Quantico
  


  
    

  


  
    Ahead of them, the Corvette exploded into a bright flash of light, then vanished.
  


  
    "Shit!" Jay said.
  


  


  
    "There he goes," Tyrone said to Bella. "He spotted us and crashed out." To Jay, he said, "You get anything useful?"
  


  
    "Yeah, yeah, I think so. He was on the road to Central Asia--Russia, one of the CIS, maybe. He might have turned off at the India Road up ahead, or been going on through to the Orient, but if he was planning to head south, he should have cut that way a hundred klicks back. Besides, he doesn't drive like any Japanese or Korean I've ever seen. I think he was going home, and I think he drives like a Russian."
  


  


  
    "What is he talking about?" Bella said.
  


  
    Tyrone explained it to her, about programmers' styles.
  


  


  
    "We're gonna have to take what we've got home and study it," Jay said. "Maybe we got enough to nail this sucker."
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    Sunday, October 3rd, 3:23 p.m.

  


  
    Quantico
  


  
    

  


  
    Michaels waved his phone circuit to life. "Yes?"
  


  
    "Boss, Jay Gridley. We got something on the guy who has been giving us fits in Europe and Asia."
  


  


  
    Michaels felt a quick stab of disappointment. Steve Day was higher up on his personal priority list right at the moment; still, the other business was more important for Net Force, even if his career did go down in flames. "That's great, Jay."
  


  
    "I'll be in there as soon as I've tied up the loose ends," Jay added.
  


  


  
    As soon as Michaels discommed, the phone cheeped again.
  


  
    "Hello?"
  


  


  
    "Hey, Dadster!"
  


  
    "Hey, Kidster."
  


  


  
    "You sleeping late?"
  


  
    Three-thirty in the afternoon and she wanted to know if he was still in bed. He smiled. "Nope, I'm at work."
  


  


  
    As a matter of course, Net Force had an agent keeping an eye on Susie, plus the local cops had been alerted, but there hadn't been any signs of trouble so far.
  


  
    "Mom got the visual fixed. Scope it out."
  


  


  
    The image of his daughter blinked onto his computer screen. She wore blue coveralls and a red T-shirt. Her hair was shorter than he remembered; she must have gotten it cut. What a beautiful child she was, a younger image of her mother. That was a totally objective thought, of course, her being beautiful. He grinned, tapping the camera control to send his visual to her.
  


  
    "Whoa, Dadster, you look like Drac's old granny."
  


  


  
    "Who is Drac's granny?"
  


  
    "Come on, you don't watch Drac's Pack? It's only the number-one entcom anywhere, Dad! Vince O'Connell is Drac, Stella Howard is his wife, Brad Thomas Jones is the son? The old granny is the mom from Chunk Monks? Are you living on the moon?"
  


  


  
    He grinned again. "I haven't had much chance to watch the entcom casts lately."
  


  
    "It's a great show, you should watch it. Anyway, you look awful. You're not sick, are you?"
  


  


  
    "Nope. Just tired. Working too hard, not getting enough rest. But I got a dog, though."
  


  
    "A dog? An RW dog, not a sim?"
  


  


  
    "Yep.">
  


  
    "What kind? When did you get it? Will you bring it with you when you come for my play? How big is it? What's its name? What color is it? Is it smart?"
  


  
    He laughed. "It's a toy poodle, his name is Scout and he's about as big as a medium-sized cat. He's pretty smart. I think he'll like you."
  


  


  
    "Too shiny!" She glanced off camera, then yelled: "Mom! Dad got a dog! He's going to bring it when he comes to visit!"
  


  
    He heard his ex-wife mutter something in the background.
  


  


  
    "You think he'll like me?"
  


  
    "I'm sure he will, sweetie."
  


  


  
    Watching her, the thought about leaving Washington and moving out West came up again. It sounded better all the time. Of course, he would rather go out with his banner held high, not dragging in the dust. But still. . . .
  


  
    Well. The clock was running. He needed to finish this, whatever else he did. Steve Day wasn't going to be forgotten. No way.
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    Sunday, October 3rd, 4:00 p.m.

  


  
    Long Island, New York
  


  
    

  


  
    Ray Genaloni glanced at his watch. Traffic, even this far out on Long Island on a damned Sunday, was terrible. Of course, he was in the back of a limo with his driver having to deal with it, but even so, it pissed him off. Every minute he spent stuck in a crawl of cars and trucks was one more he wouldn't get to spend with Brigette.
  


  
    It wasn't as though he didn't get out here once or twice a week. And it wasn't as if Brigette was the best thing ever to pull off her skirt. He'd had better, a couple of times, actually. On the other hand, she was drop-dead gorgeous, ten years younger than he was, and willing to do anything he asked--stuff he would never think about mentioning to his wife, much less trying to do.
  


  


  
    When he got to Brigette's place--a little house he'd bought for her on a cul-de-sac in a quiet neighborhood among far bigger and more expensive houses--Genaloni sat in his car until his guards in the car in front of his got out and did a quick check of the area. When he came out here, he always had two or three guys in a car in front of the limo, and a couple more in a car behind it. They stayed outside until he was done, even though nobody had ever tried to follow him out here as far as he could tell.
  


  
    He rang the bell, and his mistress opened the door, dressed in a transparent black silky thing that went from her neck to the floor but hid absolutely nothing. Her grand-parents had come from Sweden or Denmark or somewhere like that, and she was big, busty, and fit. You could also see she was a natural blonde. She had two glasses of champagne in her hands, the glasses still frosted from the freezer.
  


  


  
    "Hi, handsome. My husband is out. Want to come in and have a drink?"
  


  
    He smiled. Sometimes they played games. He took a glass of champagne and stepped in past her. He knew she was giving his bodyguards a show, and he liked that. Suffer, boys, he thought.
  


  


  
    As soon as she closed the door, he slid one hand underneath the silk thing and cupped one of her breasts. No silicone here, just smooth, warm boob.
  


  
    "Well. If that's what you want, we'd better hurry before my husband gets home."
  


  


  
    "He can wait his turn," Genaloni said.
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    Sunday, October 3rd, 2:01 p.m.

  


  
    Las Vegas
  


  
    

  


  
    Even in the airport, there were machines: slot machines, poker machines, keno machines, electronic beggars lined up to take your money as you walked to your flight. The walls were plastered with giant viewscreens showing dazzling stage magicians, wild-animal acts, and showgirls clothed only in glitter.
  


  
    Ruzhyo watched as the Snake stopped and fed a dollar bill into one of the slot machines, then cranked the big handle and waited expectantly. The machine whirled its bright colors, then clicked to a stop. Grigory the Snake shook his head, grinned, shrugged. He was not a winner.
  


  


  
    "Don't know when to quit, does he?" Winters said.
  


  
    Ruzhyo did not speak to that, though it was certainly true. In three days here, Grigory had lost at least five thousand dollars gambling. His one small winning streak at the blackjack tables had ended quickly. In addition to his losses, he had probably spent another two thousand dollars on whores. Of course, it was his money, and he was well paid by Plekhanov; still, seven thousand dollars would provide food and shelter for an average family back home for, what? Nearly two years? Grigory was a fool, a waste of oxygen.
  


  


  
    "I have a call to make," Ruzhyo said. "Let him spend whatever he wants until the plane leaves. We have more than an hour."
  


  
    "I'm gonna mosey on over to that gift shop, pick up a magazine."
  


  


  
    Ruzhyo nodded. He moved to a bank of public telephones, clamped a one-time scrambler over the mouthpiece and dialed the emergency number. The call took a few seconds, since it was being rerouted five or six times around the world on its way. He was not worried, at least not much, but Plekhanov had missed the last two scheduled calls, on Friday and Saturday, and this was the procedure in such a case.
  


  
    "Yes," came Plekhanov's voice. It was terse.
  


  


  
    "All is well?"
  


  
    "Basically. There has been an unexpected glitch. A small thing, but a bit worrisome."
  


  


  
    Ruzhyo waited to hear whatever it was Plekhanov wanted him to hear. It was not long in coming.
  


  
    "That . . . engineering matter you began has not been completed to my satisfaction."
  


  


  
    Ruzhyo knew they were speaking of the action to divert Net Force's attention--the assassination of its leader, the dragon's teeth sown to put that organization at war with the criminal group. He said, "It is early, yet."
  


  
    "Nonetheless, we need to bring that matter along. The small glitch of which I spoke has arisen from that direction, and requires an earlier completion date for the overall project."
  


  


  
    "I see."
  


  
    "An attempt was made to, ah, duplicate your first experiment. By someone in the employ of the Italian company. They were unable to match your end results."
  


  


  
    So. The Genaloni organization had tried kill the new head of Net Force and failed. Most interesting. He had not seen anything on the news about this.
  


  
    "And you want me to take care of that?"
  


  


  
    "Very likely. However, I would like you to wait for my signal. It might be premature. I should know in a day or two."
  


  
    "As you wish."
  


  


  
    "It would perhaps be prudent to locate yourself close to that area."
  


  
    "Of course."
  


  


  
    "Good-bye, then. I will speak to you tomorrow."
  


  
    "Good-bye."
  


  


  
    Ruzhyo removed the one-time scrambler and stared at it. The visual-purple biomolecular matrix that was the brain of the device would begin dying the moment the pressure switch left the phone's mouthpiece. In twenty seconds, the device's memory would be blank, the circuitry dead. It was a nice toy, a slopover from fighter-jet research. If one had a jet crash in enemy territory, one did not wish for the computer systems to be recovered. Electronic storage was difficult to wipe completely clean, but a bio-unit, once it was completely dead, was impossible to bring back.
  


  
    He stood there holding the scrambler for a full minute, then dropped it into the trash.
  


  


  
    So, they would be going to Washington again. Actually, to a motel in Maryland, less than an hour's drive away.
  


  
    Grigory wandered over, away from the row of slot machines.
  


  


  
    "Are you done gambling?" Ruzhyo asked.
  


  
    "Da."
  


  


  
    Ruzhyo could not resist a small verbal jab. A needle, just enough to sting. He said, "Your system apparently needs some refinement."
  


  
    The Snake frowned. Ruzhyo took a certain amount of pleasure in the expression.
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    30
  


  


  
    Sunday, October 3rd, 6:15 p.m.

    Quantico
  


  
    

  


  
    Toni Fiorella stepped out of Net Force HQ into the cool evening air and headed for her car. The parking lot was nearly empty, of cars or pedestrians, but angling toward her, carrying a briefcase, was a figure she recognized.
  


  
    "Rusty. What's up?"
  


  


  
    She saw him take a deep breath. "I've been doing some research on silat, got into some material on the net, a couple of books and old tapes. I was, ah, wondering, could we, you know, go over some of the stuff? I'd like to get your opinion on it." He waggled the briefcase.
  


  
    "Sure. I'll look at it."
  


  


  
    "Well, good, thanks. But you know, I could show it to you at supper. I mean, we, that is--you want to get something to eat?"
  


  
    Toni stopped and blinked. He had obviously been waiting out here for her to leave. It certainly sounded as if he was asking her out on a date. And the question that brought up was, if he was, did she want to go down that path?
  


  


  
    Ever alert, the voice of rationalization popped up: Dinner couldn't hurt. You have to eat, don't you?
  


  
    She grinned to herself. A quick test of Rusty's resolve might be in order. "Are you asking me out?"
  


  


  
    If he wanted an escape hatch, there it was. Why, no, I was just suggesting that we eat while we discussed this here silat stuff I have here in this here briefcase.
  


  
    "Yes, ma'am, I guess I am."
  


  


  
    She laughed. "Ask a woman out and then call her 'ma'am.' That's probably as polite as I've ever heard it."
  


  
    So. What is it to be, Toni? He's a student, but he is also an attractive man. Fit, bright, relatively adept. Got a nice legal degree to go with his FBI trainee status. Dating him might do bad things to the teacher-student relationship. And it certainly would put a kink in the line she wanted to establish with Alex.
  


  


  
    Jesus, girl, if you wait for Alex to notice you as a woman, you might die of old age before it happens. Besides, it's just supper--he didn't ask to you bear his children or anything.
  


  
    "All right. I suppose we can have something to eat. Where is your car?"
  


  


  
    "Home. I came in on the Trans."
  


  
    "Okay. We'll take my car. You have any place in mind?"
  


  


  
    "Nope. It's not the food, it's the company. You pick."
  


  
    She smiled again. He was charming, in his flattering Southern way.
  


  


  
    Despite herself, Toni felt a little surge of adrenaline. Outside of work, it had been a long time since she'd been out with a man socially. And it was always nice for the old ego to be asked.
  


  
    Dinner wouldn't hurt anybody.
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    Sunday, October 3rd, 7:44 p.m.

  


  
    Washington, D.C.
  


  
    

  


  
    Alex took Scout for a walk in his neighborhood. This was much against the wishes of his new security team, so actually what he wound up doing was sponsoring a small parade though the streets around his condo. And the party was somewhat larger than he had realized. There were four agents in two cars, one in front and one in back, inching along at walking speed. There were four men on foot, one in front, one behind him and the dog, and two more across the street forming the corners of a moving box. In addition, he'd been told, another two cars roamed the streets that ran parallel to his, and two more cars covered the cross streets. Some of the cars only had one person in them. Fourteen agents in all, the chief bodyguard had told him.
  


  
    It seemed like an excessive use of the taxpayers' money to have that many people guarding him, but his boss had signed the order personally.
  


  


  
    Scout didn't seem to mind the company. He watered lawns, signposts, and fire hydrants. Growled at hidden dangers in clumps of bushes that couldn't possibly hide anything any bigger than he was. Had himself a fine old time.
  


  
    Michaels enjoyed the walk himself. It was a bit cooler than it had been, still not cold enough to need a jacket, though he wore a windbreaker so he could carry his taser in the pocket, close at hand. If somebody did manage to breach all his security, at least he could defend himself.
  


  


  
    Caution--fear--was a new feeling for him. It was not something he'd ever worried about before, actual physical danger. He was a fair-sized man, in pretty good shape, living in the hub of civilization. He'd had some training, years ago when he'd joined the agency, in unarmed self-defense, with guns and with the taser, but right now that wasn't much comfort. He was not very good at such things, and, he knew, he was not at heart a violent man.
  


  
    The last time he had been in a fight had been in the seventh grade. It had been with a boy named Robert Jeffries. They'd bumped into each other in the hall between classes, and though it had been Jeffries's fault, he had gotten pissed off and told Michaels to meet him after school. That was the last thing Michaels wanted to do, but he was too afraid of looking bad to skip out. In those days, like most of his friends, he believed it was better to get beaten up than to be thought a coward.
  


  


  
    So, with his gut churning, terrified and almost paralyzed with fear, he met Jeffries by the bike racks.
  


  
    They took their jackets off and circled each other, neither wanting to make the first move. This close, he could see that Jeffries was pale, sweaty, breathing fast, and it dawned on Michaels that Jeffries had had time to think about things, and he was also afraid.
  


  


  
    So, if neither of them wanted to do this, why were they fighting?
  


  
    They might have talked the talk, pushed each other a couple of times, then backed off, but some boys in the crowd gathered to watch shoved them at each other.
  


  


  
    Jeffries came in swinging, wild, wide, looping round-house punches.
  


  
    What exactly happened had never been clear in Michael's mind. One moment, there were fists bouncing off his shoulders and head--fists he couldn't feel, and couldn't seem to avoid, even though they came at him in slow motion and dead silence.
  


  


  
    The next moment, he had Jeffries on the ground, was sitting on his chest, his knees pinning the other boy's arms.
  


  
    Thus holding his opponent trapped, Michaels could have pounded his face to a pulp--Jeffries couldn't have stopped him. But he hadn't hit him, he'd just held him down.
  


  


  
    Jeffries had squirmed, bucked, twisted, screamed for Michaels to let him up.
  


  
    No fucking way, Michaels had said. Not until you call it quits. I'll sit here all night.
  


  


  
    It had seemed like hours, though it was probably only a minute or so. When Jeffries realized he couldn't buck Michaels off, he agreed to end the fight. They called it a draw, and Michaels was thrilled to let it go at that. . . .
  


  
    Scout stopped, marked a weed as his territory and scratched some grass over it with his hind legs.
  


  


  
    Michaels smiled at the memory of his boyhood fistfight. He'd been what, all of thirteen? A long time ago.
  


  
    But the smile faded at the more recent memory of Scout's former owner and the look on her face as she'd prepared to brain him with her cane. It wasn't a bloody nose or a black eye she'd had in mind, but a corpse. His corpse. That knowledge made Michaels feel a vulnerability he had never known before.
  


  


  
    He could have died. Whack! A cracked skull, just like that, and he'd never have woken up. Ever.
  


  
    Intellectually, he knew he was going to die someday. Everybody's path led that way. But emotionally, it had never come home to him until he'd sat there in his kitchen after the would-be assassin had fled, sat trembling, the taser gripped in his hand, waiting for his people and the police to arrive. He hadn't been afraid during the actual fight. But afterward . . . ?
  


  


  
    He had been afraid. He'd felt . . . helpless.
  


  
    He hated it, that sick feeling of helplessness. Yeah, he had chased the would-be killer. He hadn't run away or anything, but even though he had done the right thing, he hadn't felt brave. He realized he didn't have the skill he needed. And now, he needed to do something about that lack of skill, get a handle on it somehow. Maybe he should talk to Toni. She was an expert--he had seen that for himself. Before, he hadn't been interested. But now? Maybe she would teach him some of what she knew.
  


  


  
    What was that definition he'd heard? A conservative was a liberal who had been mugged?
  


  
    Yes. The idea of being able to take a stick away from somebody and keep himself in one piece while he did it had a great appeal to Alex Michaels just now. He wasn't always going to have a platoon of armed guards protecting him. He needed to be able to do that himself, or he wasn't going to be able to leave his home without feeling fear. And being afraid was no way to live. He wasn't going to bow to that. No way.
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    Sunday, October 3rd, 8:09 p.m.

  


  
    Washington, D.C.
  


  
    

  


  
    It had been a long and exciting day for Tyrone. As Bella walked him downstairs to the front door, he wondered how a day could get much more exciting. First there was Bella, then the business helping Jay Gee with the mad programmer in the Corvette. It wasn't every day you got to take a beautiful and bright girl out on a VR chase that was also an official Net Force investigation. His dad had been right--let Bonebreaker match that, if he could.
  


  
    At the door, Bella said, "Thanks for the help, Ty. And letting me go with you on the Net Force thing. It was giganto excitamento. Let me know how it turns out, okay?"
  


  


  
    "Sure. I don't think you'll have any trouble with the class, now. You got this stuff glued tight."
  


  
    He opened the door and turned to say good night.
  


  


  
    Bella leaned over and kissed him on the lips. It was soft, quick, but if he lived to be a million, he would never forget that warm and unexpected touch. He couldn't have been more stunned if she'd whacked him on the head with a hammer. "Call me sometime," she said. "We'll do something. Mall rawl, BurgerBarn, something."
  


  
    His brain stalled, his mouth shorted out. When he got partial control back, he managed a stammer: "Wh-wh-what about Bonebr--uh, I mean what about LeMott?"
  


  


  
    "He doesn't own me. We aren't married." She smiled. "See you." She closed the door.
  


  
    Tyrone stood there, staring at the door, unable to move, to think, maybe even breathe. When his brain came back he had no idea how long he'd been a statue. Could have been a few seconds, could have been a couple of centuries. How could time mean anything after what she had said?
  


  


  
    "Call me sometime," she said. "We'll do something...."
  


  
    Oh, man!
  


  


  
    His feet must have been on the ground as he walked toward the Trans station, but Tyrone could hardly tell.
  


  
    So this what it was like to be in love.
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    Sunday, October 3rd, 10:01 p.m.

  


  
    Washington, D.C.
  


  
    

  


  
    In her apartment, Toni looked at the black plastic tape box Rusty handed her. "Where did you get this?"
  


  
    "I found it on the webpage for a bookstore in Alabama a couple of days ago. It just got here this morning. I don't have a VHS player, so I haven't had a chance to see it yet."
  


  


  
    Toni looked at the box. The pictures on the back of the box showed a short-haired man in a light shirt and tan slacks doing a block and sapu against a large, ponytailed man in jeans and a dark jacket. The box had apparently gotten wet at some point, because most of the rest of the back was so water-stained and faded it couldn't be made out. She could see that it was a production of Paladin Press, copyright 1999. She knew about them. They produced offbeat books and vids, everything from a dozen ways to kill somebody with common items in your kitchen cabinet, to hardcore gun and sword texts. They were out in Colorado somewhere, if she recalled right.
  


  
    On the front of the box, part of the faded illustration had been torn off, but the title, Pukulan Pentjak Silat: The Devastating Fighting Art of Bukti Negara-Serak, Volume Three, was still readable. She felt a quick rush of excitement. She hadn't known anybody had made tapes of her art. And this was the third in a series. "Well, let's see if my player still works, I haven't used it in a while."
  


  


  
    She moved to the multimedia player, and pushed the tape into the VHS slot. The machine lit. She clicked on the television, and went back to sit on the couch next to Rusty.
  


  
    The tape opened with a credit sequence, followed by the guy in tan slacks walking into an alley. A man in the alley was moving something, asked for help, and all of a sudden, three more attackers jumped out from behind Dumpsters or doorways. One of the muggers had a knife, another a baseball bat. All four went for Tan Slacks. What was his name? She had missed it in the credits. Never mind, she'd get it later.
  


  


  
    In five seconds, all four of the attackers were on the ground, having gotten there with considerable impact. Toni watched carefully. She would want to see this again in slomo, the guy moved so fast. Silat wasn't pretty, there weren't any fancy stances artfully held, but it certainly worked.
  


  
    The scene changed, and the guru stood on a mat against the background of a pastel blue wall. He wore a black T-shirt with cut-off sleeves and a classical sarong. The shirt had the Bukti emblem on it: a garuda bird with the tiger face on its chest, over a pair of tjabang tridents. The guru looked fit, fairly muscular, and very confident. She wondered what he'd be like now, more than ten years later.
  


  


  
    Toni turned to Rusty. "This is great. I'm glad you let me see it."
  


  
    "I bought it for you," he said. "I figured you'd appreciate it more than I would."
  


  


  
    She smiled. "Thank you. That was nice of you." She put her hand on his arm.
  


  
    The moment stretched. The gesture was a simple touch, nothing more, and it meant nothing more than a slight emphasis to her thanks.
  


  


  
    Unless she left her hand there.
  


  
    The moment continued.
  


  


  
    Toni decided.
  


  
    She did not pull her hand away.
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    31
  


  


  
    Monday, October 4th, 5:05 a.m.

    Quantico
  


  
    

  


  
    Suddenly aware of how stiff and tired he felt, Jay Gridley looked at the clock.
  


  
    Wow. He'd been up all night.
  


  


  
    He had scanned enough material to fill a tanker, but now he had a better sense of the programmer they'd chased. Before, they hadn't had diddly, but now that they'd gotten a closer look, a picture was starting to resolve. The guy had the earmarks of somebody trained in the CIS, and Gridley was betting he was a Russian. Not a firm ID, but it sure narrowed things down considerably.
  


  
    He tapped at the keyboard, using RW mode instead of VR. This was slogwork, basic number-and word-crunching, and he wanted the raw data where he could see it for what it was. He had the Net Force scanning mainframe winnowing possibilities and feeding him those that were within the parameters. Currently, the computer was going through all registered programmers living in Russia. They were gonna get this lubefoot. It was just a matter of time. . . .
  


  


  
    The priority incoming e-mail chime sounded. Gridley shook his head. The tags were in place on the winnow; if something showed up, his station would scream at him. He shifted to the mail and opened it.
  


  
    Hmm. The incoming was from one of the field teams. They had, they said, something on the Day assassination.
  


  


  
    Well, okay, that was important, too. Not as important as the programmer, at least not in Gridley's mind--Day was dead and he'd be dead forever. Nobody could hurt him anymore, but the net was still taking hits. Then again, catching a killer was nothing to turn one's back on. And everybody knew that if they didn't come up with something soon, the boss's head was gonna roll. That was how things always worked around here.
  


  
    Gridley downloaded the attached file and opened it. It didn't take long for him to see the meat of the message.
  


  


  
    Well, well. Look at that. . . .
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    Monday, October 4th, 5:05 a.m.

  


  
    Washington, D.C.
  


  
    

  


  
    Megan Michaels was on the front porch of their house, holding hands with a dark-haired, burly man. The two of them kissed. The man slid his hands down her back, cupped her buttocks. She moaned softly, then turned and saw Alex standing there. She smiled at him. "I'm his now," she said. "Not yours." She reached over, put her hand on the man's crotch--
  


  


  
    Michaels came out of the nightmare, thick with jealousy and anger.
  


  


  
    Dammit!
  


  
    Scout was asleep, curled into a tight little ball near Alex's feet. There was a new dog bed on the floor next to the TV console, a top-of-the line hand-woven basket with a pillow full of cedar shavings, but the dog declined to use it unless Michaels made him. Somehow, ordering a dog who'd saved his life to sleep on the floor didn't seem right; besides, if Scout wanted to sleep on the bed, well, it was plenty big enough. It wasn't as if he was a mastiff.
  


  


  
    When Michaels awoke, Scout raised his head and looked at him. He must have decided nothing was wrong, because he relaxed and recurled himself after a moment.
  


  
    Walt Carver had a ten a.m. meeting with the President. If Net Force did not have anything new for him to bring to the table regarding Steve Day's assassination, Net Force would grow itself a new head--as soon as Alex Michaels's got lopped off. . . .
  


  


  
    Hell with it. He got up and shuffled toward the bathroom.
  


  
    Scout stood, stretched himself like a cat, hopped off the bed and came to stand next to Michaels. The dog sat, then watched intently as the stream of urine splashed into the toilet bowl. What was Scout thinking? That this was a bit of territory the man was marking as his own?
  


  


  
    "Yep, this is my toilet, all right," Michaels said. "Mine, mine, mine."
  


  
    Scout yipped in acknowledgment.
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    Monday, October 4th, 5:05 a.m.

  


  
    Washington, D.C.
  


  
    

  


  
    Toni lay in her bed, staring at the ceiling. Naked next to her under the covers, Jesse "Rusty" Russell slumbered on, breathing heavy.
  


  
    Oh, Lord. Why had she done this?
  


  


  
    She glanced at the man next to her. Rusty was attractive, smart, sexy. She had certainly enjoyed the taste and feel of him, and it had been quite an athletic and satisfying romp. The bought-long-ago condoms she had dug from under the panties and bras in her dresser drawer were still a few months shy of their expiration date. She and Rusty were adults, they weren't married to anybody else, so--who got hurt?
  


  
    This was all true, and yet, it still wasn't right. Why did she feel so guilty? What was she doing here with this . . . stranger in her bed? There was a sense of unreality about it, as if it were a dream, not really happening to her. A feeling that also bordered on the edge of nausea. She felt a kind of sick dread. As if she had done something terribly, terribly wrong.
  


  


  
    It should be Alex lying there, sated, happy, in love with her. It should mean something. She liked Rusty okay, he was a nice enough man, but he wasn't somebody she was going to spend her life with, or even any big piece of her life. She knew that. He'd been a considerate and experienced lover. The sex had been fun--she'd be lying to herself if she pretended anything else--but sex by itself wasn't enough, no matter how good it might be. There needed to be more, a lot more. She liked Rusty, but she didn't love him.
  


  
    She loved Alex.
  


  


  
    Right. So how could she have done this? And how was she going to be able to look Alex in the eye now? She had been unfaithful to him.
  


  
    Wait just a second, girl, the voice of rationalization began.
  


  


  
    Shut up, she told it.
  


  
    Next to her, Rusty stirred.
  


  


  
    She should get up, shower, get dressed. She didn't want him to awaken and expect a repeat of last night. It had been enjoyable, but it had also a mistake--and she was not going to repeat it.
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    Monday, October 4th, 5:05 a.m.

  


  
    Columbia, Maryland
  


  
    

  


  
    Ruzhyo sat cross-legged on the motel bed, staring at nothing. He was not bored--he did not get bored anymore, hadn't for years--but he was not very interested in much of anything. It did not greatly bother him, but he was aware of his lack of connection to the world.
  


  
    Plekhanov would eventually call; today, tomorrow, the day after. Likely when he did call, the Russian who had adopted Chechnya as his own would, using the fugue of non-specific and indirect language, order Ruzhyo to go forth and kill again. It would be part of Plekhanov's grand plan to become a powerful man who could run countries as he chose. In the beginning, Plekhanov's reasons had been important to Ruzhyo. Now, that Plekhanov wished a thing to happen was sufficient in itself. Ruzhyo was the tool that did the deed; it was his only reason for staying alive.
  


  


  
    Live. Die. It was all the same.
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    Monday, October 4th, 7:30 a.m.

  


  
    Quantico
  


  
    

  


  
    Jay was waiting when Michaels arrived at his office. He was smiling.
  


  
    "You have good news?"
  


  


  
    "Oh, yeah."
  


  
    "Come in."
  


  


  
    In the office, Jay said, "Take a look. If I may?" He waved at Michaels's workstation.
  


  
    "Be my guest."
  


  


  
    Jay lit the system, called up a file.
  


  
    "This is the report from our field team in New York State," the younger man said. "And this--"--he tapped keys, and an image flowered on-screen--"--is the Not the Brothers Dog Kennel. Located on the beautiful eastern shores of Great Scandaga Lake, between the hamlets of North Broadalbin and Fish House."
  


  


  
    Michaels stared at Jay.
  


  
    "That's north and west of Amsterdam, which is north and west of Schenectady, which is north and west of Albany, which is--"
  


  


  
    "I got it, Jay."
  


  
    "Mm. Anyway, this is where the little champagne poodle was trained."
  


  


  
    "Really?"
  


  
    "Yep. One of a handful of places that do such things. They'll train your dog, sell you one already educated, or even rent you one. That's what happened with yours. He's a rental." Jay smiled.
  


  


  
    "Of course, they never saw who they rented the dog to. This woman is really sharp, Boss. Cash and instructions came by courier. The note was a computer printout, and the FBI doc-jock says the font and paper probably originated at one of the big print-copy places--Kinko's, LazerZip, no way to backwalk it to which one.
  


  
    "Our ops traced the dog's delivery to another courier, then a third delivery service, which wound up giving it to somebody waiting in the lobby of a new Holiday Inn in north Schenectady. The courier remembers that a man signed for the dog, paid more cash. Average-looking guy, courier wouldn't know him if he saw him again."
  


  


  
    "This doesn't sound too promising to me."
  


  
    "Ah, but wait. The Holiday Inn is one of the new computer-controlled modules. They've got hidden surveillance cams built in all over the place. Take a look at this."
  


  


  
    Jay touched more controls.
  


  
    "Here's the guy who picked up the dog."
  


  


  
    There was a image of a man holding a small plastic travel kennel. He was obviously outside, in some kind of court-yard. A lot of greenery and flowers were in the background. The man was medium-height, medium-build, medium-haircut, wore a shirt and slacks and dark shoes. Albert Anybody.
  


  
    "And here is the woman he gave it to."
  


  


  
    Another image, a three-quarter-front view of a woman standing in front of the man with the kennel. She looked about forty, had graying brown hair worn long, was a little dumpy, sported sunglasses, a baggy, long-sleeved shirt, baggy pants and running shoes. Angela Anybody.
  


  
    "The hotel security cams shoot three frames a second, so if we let it run, it looks pretty jerky, but we've got six or eight real good images of the woman.
  


  


  
    "She doesn't look anything like the old lady," Michaels said. "And what's to say she's not wearing a disguise here?"
  


  
    "Our guys in ID say she probably is disguised--the size of her neck and wrists, the thinness of her face and hands don't really go with the weight of her torso and hips. Probably she's padded."
  


  


  
    "So how does this help us?"
  


  
    "Well. Computer-enchanced imagery says she probably didn't alter the shape of her ears or her hands, and using objects in view that we know the measurements of--that planter there, or those decorative bricks--we can tell her shoe size, her height, we can come pretty close on her true weight if we extrapolate from wrists and neck diameter. The hair is probably a wig, so that's no help, but the images give us a good view of her wrists and hands, and the techs in the FBI Skin Lab tell us that she's not wearing makeup there, so she's probably a natural redhead, to judge from her skin tone."
  


  


  
    "They can tell that?"
  


  
    "It's still more art than science, but they say they are about eighty-five-percent sure."
  


  


  
    "Hmm."
  


  
    "There's a little more. Watch."
  


  


  
    Jay played the recording. The woman took the travel kennel, turned and started away. An image from a different viewpoint appeared--must be another cam, Michaels reasoned. This was a higher angle, looking down at the woman coming head-on. As he watched, the woman carrying the kennel slipped on something.
  


  
    "See how the floor is wet? They had just mopped the exitway there," Jay said. "Didn't put up the warning sign yet."
  


  


  
    The next image showed the woman lurch to the left, put out her arm, stop herself with her free hand against the wall at shoulder height. She shoved off the wall and continued on her way.
  


  
    "Nice recovery, hey?" Jay said. "Me, I'd probably have fallen on my butt, but she just hit that wall, pushed off like nothing, kept going, even carrying a dog. Didn't even slow her down." His grin was really big now.
  


  


  
    Michaels made the connection. He looked at Jay. "Prints?"
  


  
    "Yep. How many people do you suppose slipped on the wet floor and fell against the wall at just that spot in the last month or two?
  


  


  
    "She left a palm print, a clean index, middle, and ring fingerprint and a smudged pinky."
  


  
    Michaels nodded. This was a big deal. This might just save his ass.
  


  


  
    "Oh, and did I mention? We got a few cells and a little useable DNA?"
  


  
    "Dammit, Jay--"
  


  


  
    Jay laughed. "Well, I didn't want to get your hopes up, Boss. It's hardly anything to play with, a few stutters--just enough to know it is a woman, what her blood type is, that's all."
  


  
    "Jesus! Why didn't you say so to begin with?"
  


  


  
    "That's not how you tell a story, Boss. You save the best for the end. Anyway, we don't have a match from the FBI, NCIC, UPolNet or AsiaPol files on prints or DNA profiles yet. It takes a while to run them all, but even if we don't get her that way, she's probably on record somewhere--DL, BioMed, BankSeal, somewhere. If she is, sooner or later she is going to pop up with red flags and sirens screaming. It's just a matter of time."
  


  
    "This is outstanding work," Michaels said. "You did good, Jay."
  


  


  
    "Nopraw."
  


  
    "Excuse me?"
  


  


  
    "Just an expression, Boss. It means 'no problem.' You gotta keep current, you know. And did I mention--she paid for the lost dog? Sent the money by courier again. We couldn't backtrack it this time, but that was nice of her, wasn't it?"
  


  
    Michaels was elated, but he tried not to let it overwhelm him. "What about the other thing, the programmer?"
  


  


  
    "Getting close to him. He's a Russian, Ukrainian, something like that. I got Baby Huey--the SuperCray mainframe--winnowing possibilities, checking profiles."
  


  
    "I thought you said he could mask his profile."
  


  


  
    "Oh, yeah, he can, but only partially. I got enough of his style down, I'll know him when I see him. It's like a painter. Everybody knows a Picasso when they see one, and how it doesn't look like a Renoir. Style is what gives it away. He's too good to hide all his talent. Some of it will seep out of any bushel he buries it under."
  


  
    "Truly outstanding work, Jay. Thank you."
  


  


  
    "Well, Boss, it is my job. But, uh, if you remember this when you do performance reviews and raises next time, I wouldn't mind."
  


  
    Both men laughed.
  


  


  
    "I should get back to it," Jay said. "I've dumped this into your folder, and I'll check in when I get something new."
  


  
    "Thanks again."
  


  


  
    After Jay left, Michaels called up the material and scanned it again, ordering it in his mind. When he was comfortable with it, he reached for his com to put in a call to Walt Carver. The Director was not going unarmed to his meeting with the President this morning. It might even be enough so Michaels would get to keep his job for a little while longer. His sense of relief was a surprise. It was a lot stronger than he would have thought. Maybe he wasn't quite as ready to chuck it all as he'd rationalized.
  


  
    "Director Carver's office."
  


  


  
    "Hey, June, it's Alex Michaels. He in yet?"
  


  
    "Since six, Commander. Hold on a moment, I'll put you through."
  


  


  
    As he waited for Carver, Michaels looked up and saw Toni pass by his window. He nodded at her, but she didn't make eye contact as she headed for her office. Well. Probably she was tired--they'd all been working without a break for too long. He'd call her in and let her know what Jay had found, as soon as he was done telling the Director. She'd be happy to hear the news.
  


  
    "Good morning, Alex. You have good news for me?"
  


  


  
    "Yes, sir, I believe so. Very good news."
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    32
  


  


  
    Wednesday, October 6th, 9:11 a.m.

    Long Island
  


  
    

  


  
    The Selkie stood on the doorstep, holding a small box wrapped in expensive paper. She wore crisp, dark blue cotton slacks, a matching long-sleeved shirt and a baseball cap the same color. A few wisps of the blond wig peeped from under the cap, and she had on just enough makeup to look five years older than she was. The wrapped package was the size of a box a diamond necklace might fit into. The van parked behind her on the street was a rental, plain, white, with stolen tags in place. She looked the part of a delivery woman in the upscale neighborhood.
  


  
    She rang the bell.
  


  


  
    A minute passed. The Selkie rang the bell again.
  


  
    "What?" came a sleepy voice from the intercom.
  


  


  
    "I have a delivery from Steinberg's Jewelers for a Miz Brigette Olsen?"
  


  
    "A delivery?"
  


  


  
    Jesus, honey, which part of that didn't you understand? The Selkie glanced at the clipboard she held. "From a Mr. Genaloni?"
  


  
    "Hold on a sec."
  


  


  
    The woman inside opened the door only as far as the chain latch would allow. From what the Selkie could see through the gap, Brigette was young, blond, busty, what the Irish called a fine strapping girl. She wore black silk pajamas and a faded blue bathrobe. And if the phone call that the Selkie had listened in on last night was correct, Brigette would receive a visit sometime today from Ray Genaloni. The Selkie was ready. Brigette extended one hand for the package. "Give it to me."
  


  
    "I'll need you to sign for it, ma'am," the Selkie said. She waved the clipboard. She glanced at her watch, as if she had places to go, things to do.
  


  


  
    Brigette hesitated.
  


  
    The Selkie could probably boot the door and pop the safety chain loose. Those things were nearly always tacked on with short and useless screws, but she didn't really want to take the risk of somebody seeing her--kicking in the front door of a gangster's mistress in broad daylight was not the smart way to go. Or she could pull the small .22 pistol she had tucked into the inside-the-waistband holster, under her shirt, behind her right hip and threaten the woman--Open up, honey, or get drilled. But that was risky. And she definitely didn't want the woman dead.
  


  


  
    One more bit of business and neither way would be necessary. "Oh, sorry, I almost forgot, there's a note I'm supposed to read." She unfolded a piece of paper from the clipboard. "Says here, 'Ray says wear this and nothing else for me this evening.' "
  


  
    The Selkie stared at the ground, as if embarrassed.
  


  


  
    Brigette laughed and undid the safety chain. "That's Ray, all right."
  


  
    She opened the door.
  


  


  
    People were so gullible.
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    Wednesday, October 6th, 11:46 a.m.

  


  
    Quantico
  


  
    

  


  
    Alex Michaels was on his way to the cafeteria, though he wasn't really very hungry. The hot leads of just two days ago had petered out. Jay Gridley's winnow of programmers living in Russia had come up blank. And the DNA and fingerprints of the woman who had collected Scout at a Schenectady, New York, hotel hadn't found a match on any of the systems they had checked.
  


  
    Gridley had moved his search for the programmer into the surrounding CIS countries, and was also widening the net he'd thrown for the assassin, but so far zip on either.
  


  


  
    Toni Fiorella had, it seemed to Michaels, been avoiding him. She'd missed a staff meeting, left early and generally looked at him as if he'd developed some highly contagious disease she didn't want to get close enough to catch.
  


  
    Well, at least he still had his job. Once the Director had told the President they had pictures of Day's assassin and were going to be able to run her down in the near future, that had been enough.
  


  


  
    Whether that was true or not was another matter, but certainly they were better off than they had been. It was going to happen sooner or later.
  


  
    Ahead of him in the hall, Michaels saw John Howard walking toward the cafeteria. Howard saw him as he reached the entrance. He nodded. "Commander." He was polite, but no more.
  


  


  
    Michaels didn't understand why the colonel didn't like him, but it was apparent he did not. "Colonel."
  


  
    Howard moved off, not offering to eat and visit with his boss.
  


  


  
    But Jay Gridley came bustling up, grinning, and Michaels filed Howard away to deal with later.
  


  
    "Tell me you've got good news and that raise is a done deal," Michaels said.
  


  


  
    "Well, I dunno how good it is, but, lemme see, I, uh, got the programmer. How's that?"
  


  
    "No!"
  


  


  
    "Yep, yep, yep! I was right, he's a Russian. Emigrated to Chechnya, been living there for years, that's why we missed him on the first passes." Jay held up his flatscreen so the image on it was visible.
  


  
    "Commander, meet Vladimir Plekhanov."
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    Wednesday, October 6th, 3:30 p.m.

  


  
    New York City
  


  
    

  


  
    Genaloni glanced at the clock on his desk. Enough. He needed to get out of here. Shuffling forms, electronic or paper, was enough to drive you nuts after a couple of hours. He waved the intercom on. "Roger, get the car. We're going out to Brigette's."
  


  
    "Yes, sir."
  


  


  
    What he needed after being cooped up with the pressures of business all day was a place to unwind and somebody to cut loose with. Nothing like getting your ashes hauled to mellow you out. And if they left now, they'd beat most of the rush.
  


  
    Being rich had its perks, all right.
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    Wednesday, October 6th, 3:40 p.m.

  


  
    Long Island
  


  
    

  


  
    Brigette had been extremely cooperative. As soon as she'd gotten over her surprise at seeing the pistol in the delivery woman's gloved hand, her first words had been:
  


  
    "Oh, shit."
  


  


  
    The tone hadn't been one of fear, but of irritation. As if she'd just discovered it was raining when she'd planned to lie in the sunshine.
  


  
    Now, the van was parked a block over, in the driveway of a vacant house for sale--a chore the Selkie had done while Brigette had been handcuffed to her kitchen plumbing.
  


  


  
    Back in place, she'd uncuffed the woman and allowed her to dress.
  


  
    As she had been slipping into her black silk panties, Brigette had turned those sweet cornflower-blue eyes on the Selkie and said, "Are you going to kill me, too?"
  


  


  
    No doubt in her mind as to why the Selkie was here. No brainless bimbo, this one.
  


  
    "No, why should I? You do what you're supposed to do, Genaloni goes down, I'm gone."
  


  


  
    "He'll have bodyguards with him. They'll be out front."
  


  
    "How many?"
  


  


  
    "A couple."
  


  
    Apparently being cooperative again--but lying. Genaloni would have at least four guards, five if you counted his driver. One of them would be watching the back, too. Brigette was trying to cover her ass--more than the silk G-string she had on did. If her sugar daddy took the hit, she could hope his killer would let her live because she'd helped her. If Genaloni survived and the delivery woman fell, sweet Brigette could tell him how she'd lied to protect him.
  


  


  
    "You don't seem too upset that your ride is about to get erased."
  


  
    The blonde slipped on a natural-colored raw silk blouse, no bra under it, and buttoned it. She noticed the other woman's look. "He likes to see my nipples," she said. Then she shrugged. "He's a mob guy. It's a risky business. I have a little put away, and I don't figure I'll have much trouble getting another honey. If it was good enough for Genaloni, there will be other mob guys who'll want a taste."
  


  


  
    The Selkie grinned. No sentimentality for this girl. She knew what she was and meant to make the most of it. The Selkie kind of liked that about Brigette, her being straight up and no bullshit.
  


  
    "Somebody might blame you."
  


  


  
    "Why should they? I'll let them wire me with a stressbox and I'll tell them the truth. You stuck a gun in my face--what could I do?"
  


  
    "I guess that means you'll tell them what I look like, too, right?"
  


  


  
    There was a moment of hesitation as Brigette scanned that, tried to put some spin on it. Then she said, "Yeah, I'll tell them. But that's a disguise, right?"
  


  
    "What if they ask if it's a disguise?"
  


  


  
    "I can get by that one."
  


  
    This was getting interesting. "Really. How?"
  


  


  
    Brigette pulled a microskirt up over her long legs, zipped it and tucked the blouse into it. "Depends on how you ask the question. If they ask, 'Do you think Ray's killer was wearing a disguise?' I can say, 'No,' and it'll scan as truth."
  


  
    "Really?"
  


  


  
    "Sure. Because I don't think you're wearing one, I know you are. I've been around makeup before."
  


  
    The Selkie grinned. "Why would you do that? Cover for me?"
  


  


  
    "You could come back later and delete me if you think I ratted you out."
  


  
    Her logic was frail, but the Selkie didn't point that out. If Brigette did a good enough job ratting her out, the mob might find and kill Ray's assassin, and she wouldn't be around to threaten sweet Brigette's peace of mind.
  


  


  
    Could she trust her? Uh-huh. Right. The Selkie had no doubt that her target's mistress would sing an entire opera when asked by those who wanted to hear it.
  


  
    Brigette found a pair of silk stockings, bunched one into gathers, then slipped it onto her left foot and up her leg. The Selkie watched, intrigued by the woman's complete lack of modesty and emotion regarding the upcoming deletion.
  


  


  
    Brigette caught the look. She smiled. "You like women? I can show you a good time while we wait."
  


  
    The Selkie shook her head. "Thanks. Not while I'm working."
  


  


  
    Ray's girl was a cool one, all right. The Selkie wouldn't want to be dangling over a cliff with sweet Brigette on the other end of the rope--not unless she had a wad of cash in her hand to bribe her to hang on to the lifeline.
  


  
    Still, Brigette would be helpful. The Walther TPH .22 pistol the Selkie held was kind of a scaled-down version of James Bond's PPK. It was an excellent example of the gunmaker's art, the TPH, high-grade stainless steel, small and compact, very accurate. But the tiny .22 round was not a man-stopper out of a pistol unless it hit the central nervous system. A spine or brain shot was necessary for a certain kill. If, as Ray came up the walk, Brigette started screaming, a head shot would be difficult. Not impossible--she could make that shot with this piece out to twenty yards--but by that time, the TPH would be wearing the suppressor, to cut down on the firing noise. The barrel wasn't long enough to let the Stinger ammo achieve supersonic speed, and the suppressor would cut the velocity even more as it absorbed the exhaust gases with the sound. Unless you put the round into an eye, the target might survive. The skull was hard, bullets had been known to glance right off. And hitting an eye with the suppressor blocking the sights, well, that was iffy.
  


  


  
    No, with a .22 handgun, you wanted to put the muzzle an inch or two from the back of the target's head, and pump three or four sound-suppressed rounds into the hindbrain while his bodyguards were sitting in their cars unaware. And be long gone before anybody came knocking.
  


  
    She needed privacy to do this right. Brigette would get Genaloni into the house. Once the door was closed behind him, the Selkie would handle the rest.
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    Wednesday, October 6th, 6:00 p.m.

  


  
    Quantico
  


  
    

  


  
    The five o'clock meeting began an hour late. This was a small group--Michaels, Toni, Jay, Colonel Howard, and the new FBI computer liaison, Richardson--though the FBI guy couldn't stay long. From here on out, the information concerning this case was going to be NTK--need to know--only.
  


  
    "All right," Michaels said. "You've all gotten the info-packet Jay put together. Any questions?"
  


  


  
    Richardson said, "Yes. Once you've done a verification that this . . . Plekhanov is for certain the programmer we want, how do we proceed?"
  


  
    Michaels said, "It is a little tricky. Ideally, we would contact the Chechen government and ask to have him extradited under the Net Criminal Agreement of 2004. This might not be a good idea. Jay, if you would?"
  


  


  
    Jay nodded. "Plekhanov probably has a standby security program for his most sensitive files. If the local police go barreling into his office or house and start tapping keys or pulling wires, chances are his system will lock itself up tighter than spandex before they figure out how to pull the plug. And even if not, his sensitive files are certain to be encrypted, 128s or maybe even 256s. He used to write the Russians' military ciphers. Without a key, it would take our SuperCray going full blast something like ten billion years to break the code. That's probably a little longer than we want to wait, so we can't get his system files without the key. If we don't get the files, we can't prove it's him, not enough for the legal guys to ask for indictments."
  


  
    "So, how do you do it?" Howard asked.
  


  


  
    "The ideal way is to look over his shoulder while he's got his system lit. Either that, or get the key."
  


  


  
    "And that's only part of the problem," Michaels said. "Jay?">
  


  


  
    "I've done a little background on this guy. Turns out he's got links to some pretty high government officials all over. He's done a lot of legitimate security work, for the Russians, the Indians, the Thais, the Australians, you name it. He's got money--a nice chunk on the legal books--talking a couple of million personal net, and no doubt a lot more illegal money stashed. That bank robbery in New Orleans probably wasn't his first."
  


  
    "So we have a rich guy with clout," Toni said. "And even if the Chechens were willing to nab him and hand him over, we can't nail him without evidence we can't get?"
  


  


  
    "That pretty much sums it up," Michaels said.
  


  
    Howard said, "If this guy is rich and powerful, why is he doing this? Why take the risk?"
  


  


  
    Michaels nodded, glad to see his people were paying attention. "There's the big question. What does he want?"
  


  
    "More money, more power," Richardson said. "He's greedy."
  


  


  
    "Probably," Michaels said. "But I've been going over the information, and what it seems like to me is that he's driving at something specific. Some of the system crashes have been directly beneficial to him--Jay has the particulars--but some have not. Even if some of that is just blowing smoke to cover his trail, there seems to be a pattern. He's going someplace in particular. Before we try to grab him, it might be wise of us to see if we can figure out where that place is. He might have help, and it would be good for us to gather them all in."
  


  
    Before he could continue, the door to the conference room opened. Michaels's secretary stood there. She wasn't supposed to interrupt unless it was an emergency, and Michaels's first fear was that something had happened to his wife--ex-wife, dammit--or his daughter. But before he had more than a flash of panic, his secretary put that to rest:
  


  


  
    "Commander, there is some news from New York you need to hear. It's about Ray Genaloni."
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    33
  


  


  
    Wednesday, October 6th, 4:40 p.m.

    Long Island
  


  
    

  


  
    Brigette's doorbell rang. "Oh, Jesus," she said.
  


  
    "Go let him in. Remember, I'll be standing where I can see you and he can't see me. If there are any sudden moves, anything at all, I'll drop you before I do anything else."
  


  


  
    "Okay. I understand."
  


  
    Brigette headed for the door.
  


  


  
    Here was where it got dangerous. The Selkie didn't think Brigette would do anything stupid--she was betting a lot on that. If it went sour before Genaloni got inside, she had four .22 magazines loaded for the Walther, twenty-four extra rounds, plus the seven in the gun. And the remainder of a box of Stingers in her pants pocket, though if it came to her needing more than thirty-one rounds, she was going to be in deep shit.
  


  
    "Hey, baby. Come in. My husband just left."
  


  


  
    Genaloni laughed and stepped into the house.
  


  
    The Selkie moved back out of sight, the pistol held in both hands by her right ear, muzzle pointed at the ceiling. She now wore surgical gloves, had not touched the pistol or magazines with her bare hands since she'd scrubbed and cleaned them last night. She took a deep breath, let it out slowly. Adrenaline surged over her in warm rushes.
  


  


  
    "I can't get the wire thing off the champagne bottle, Ray. The little round part twisted loose."
  


  
    "I'll get it. In the kitchen?"
  


  


  
    "Uh-huh. In the ice bucket." Oh, she was cool. Not a hint of nervousness in her voice.
  


  
    The Selkie moved into the open closet behind her, smelled the fresh scent of new, unworn dresses that still had the tags on them. She pulled the door almost closed. Genaloni and Brigette walked past her hiding place, never glanced in her direction.
  


  


  
    The Selkie stepped out behind them as they entered the kitchen.
  


  
    "Don't move," she said.
  


  


  
    Genaloni knew what was going down from those two words, and he knew Brigette's part in it. "Shit. You lousy fucking whore."
  


  
    "I'm sorry, Ray, she made me do it! She has a gun!" This was the most excited-sounding Brigette had been all day.
  


  


  
    "Hands high and wide, Genaloni."
  


  
    He obeyed. "Can I turn around?"
  


  


  
    "Sure."
  


  
    He did. When he saw her, he nodded. "So. You must be the Selkie, right? Why this?"
  


  


  
    "You know why. Your people tried to find me. You were told a long time ago that's not allowed."
  


  
    He didn't try to lie. "Shit. They were supposed to be good."
  


  


  
    "Not good enough."
  


  
    "All right. So you spotted them. What's the deal? Money? A guarantee we won't try to look for you again?"
  


  


  
    She already had the pistol lined up on his right eye. At this range, she didn't need sights. She could point-shoot a marble off a tabletop all day long without scratching the finish, just using the gun and suppressor to index the target.
  


  
    "How much money are we talking about?"
  


  


  
    He grinned, thinking he had her number.
  


  
    He was wrong.
  


  


  
    The pistol's hand-polished action was honed to a crisp three-pound pull for the single-action mode, no creep. The Selkie squeezed the trigger gently. The shot broke like an icicle under her finger. It sounded like an air rifle, a spat! nobody would hear outside this room.
  


  
    The tiny bullet hit Ray Genaloni in the white of his right eye. He went boneless and fell, his brain shorted out by the lead bouncing around inside his skull.
  


  


  
    "Oh, Jesus!" Brigette said. "Oh, Jesus!"
  


  
    Because she liked Brigette a little, and because she wasn't a cruel woman, the Selkie said, "Calm down. You're all right. I'm going now, take it easy--who's that at the door?"
  


  


  
    Brigette turned to look.
  


  
    The Selkie fired twice--spat! spat!--and double-tapped Brigette in the right temple. The blonde fell. She kicked spasmodically as damaged brain connections triggered a last frantic try to run away. It was an instinctive reaction--the mind that had been Brigette wasn't home any longer. And she had checked out thinking she was going to survive this.
  


  


  
    The Selkie moved fast. She bent, put two more shots into the back of Brigette's head, then two more in the back of Ray's skull. The gun worked perfectly--she had polished the feed ramp with steel wool until it gleamed like a mirror, then coated it with TW-25B, a fluorocarbon-based military-spec lubricant. She never had a failure to feed, even with the hollowpoint Stingers. She pressed the heel catch on the pistol, pulled the empty magazine out and shoved another magazine home. She put the empty magazine into her pants pocket, racked the slide on the TPH, stripped and chambered a round. Then she changed magazines again, putting a fresh six-rounder into the gun. One up the spout, magazine full. Seven shots on tap.
  


  
    She looked around. She hadn't left any prints anywhere. The empty cases from the .22 were clean--she'd loaded them fresh from the box while wearing gloves. They could make something from the extractor and firing-pin marks on the brass rimfire empties, but since she was going to dump the gun as soon as she could, that didn't matter. Even if some diver found the piece twenty years from now, there wouldn't be anything to link it to her--she'd bought it clean on the gray market. Too bad. She really liked the Walther, but you didn't keep murder weapons around once they were used. The prisons were full of shooters who got attached to favorite pieces and kept them after they'd cooked somebody with them. Stupid.
  


  


  
    She looked down at the bodies. They both had thought they were going to walk away when she'd dropped them, and they'd been effectively dead before they had time to realize any different. There were worse ways to go.
  


  
    Okay, now the second part.
  


  


  
    She moved to the back door, peeped through a gap in the blinds covering the window next to the door. A big man in a gray sweatsuit stood inside the fence, next to the gate. He was smoking a cigarette, and he had a belly pouch drooped heavily over his crotch. That was where he'd have his gun. Good. A belly pouch was a lot slower than a holster.
  


  
    She needed to get him away from the gate and closer to the backdoor, out of line of sight from the front, in case anybody was looking at him.
  


  


  
    She had spent the better part of the day with Brigette. She could do enough of an imitation of her voice to fool somebody who might have heard it no more than a couple of times.
  


  
    She took a deep breath. Opened the door. "Excuse me? Could you come here a second? Ray needs a hand."
  


  


  
    The sweatsuited bodyguard ambled toward the back door. As soon as any view of him from the front was blocked by the house, the Selkie stepped out into the yard.
  


  
    Sweatsuit frowned. The Selkie wasn't what he expected to see.
  


  


  
    His reaction time was pretty good, but his tactics were bad. Instead of ducking his head, bolting and trying to hop the fence, which might possibly have gotten him clear with a couple of small-caliber rounds in the back, he dug for the pistol in his pouch.
  


  
    The fastest gunslinger who ever lived couldn't move fast enough to outdraw a gun already lined up on him. The reaction time, plus the mechanical time it took to come from the holster--even from a quick-draw rig, he'd need at least a third of a second, even if he was really fast. Coming out of a belly pouch, this guy was going to need two seconds to get his piece on-line, and he didn't have two seconds.
  


  


  
    The Selkie squeezed off her first shot before the guy got past the frown. The second and third rounds followed so fast they sounded like one long brap! She tapped him three times in the head, then ran for the back fence before the bodyguard even hit the ground. Her van was on that block, two houses down, to the left, and there weren't any dogs in the neighbor's yard--she had checked.
  


  
    The barrier was a cedar-plank, good-neighbor fence, six feet tall. She got to it at speed, put her hands, including the pistol, on top and jumped and levered herself over it. A pretty good hop.
  


  


  
    The ground was soft, the neighbor's yard empty. Nice grass, recently mowed.
  


  
    She ran to the gate next to the house, opened it, closed it behind her. Unscrewed the suppressor from the Walter's threaded barrel, shoved the suppressor into her back pocket, slipped the gun into the horsehide waistband holster, pulled her shirt out and over the gun.
  


  


  
    Forty-five seconds later, she was at the van. Across the street, two little girls played hopscotch on a pattern chalked on the sidewalk. The Selkie smiled and waved at the girls. Got into the van, started it, backed out into the street, then pulled away. She drove without any particular haste, stopped at the stop sign, put her blinker on to make the right turn. A model driver.
  


  
    Ray Genaloni was no longer a worry.
  


  


  
    Now, she had to go back to Washington, to finish one more little chore. . . .
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    Thursday, October 7th, 2:45 a.m.

    Grozny
  


  
    

  


  
    As he was rebuilding his system, damaged in the sudden VR bail he'd been forced to take, Plekhanov came across bad news.
  


  
    Somebody had snapped a couple of his trip wires.
  


  


  
    It was late, he was tired and his first reaction was panic.
  


  
    He forced himself to take several deep breaths. Easy, Vladimir. All is not lost.
  


  


  
    He re-ran his security scans. There were no other signs of the intruder, so he was good, whoever he was. But there was no way to avoid breaking the trip if you went down certain electronic corridors. Like very fine strands of spider silk, the trips were always placed with utmost care, put in places short of where most would begin to look for them. Even a passer-through looking for such wards would usually miss them. They'd be strung across at knee-level, nearly invisible, offering so little resistance they'd never be noticed. If you stepped over one, chances were you would then break the next one. Once broken, the threads could not be restrung.
  


  
    It could have been a coincidence, some hacker exploring, but he did not believe that, not for a moment. No, he was sure that it was a Net Force operative, using the information gathered during the chase. Had the positions been reversed, had he been tailing somebody in VR, he could have tracked somebody with what he would have gotten during that run. As much as it galled him to admit it, if he could do it, so could someone else.
  


  


  
    He had underestimated them once. He would not do so again.
  


  
    So. Either they knew who he was, or they were close to figuring it out. If it was still the latter, with the resources of Net Force at their disposal, it would be only a matter of time.
  


  


  
    And then? Ah, then was when it would get interesting. They had no hard evidence, he was certain of that. And in order to get such evidence, they would have to probe a lot deeper into his system than they could possibly have managed thus far. And if they did know who he was, they would know how impossible that was going to be. They would know his capabilities. The key to his cipher existed only inside his brain, it was not written down anywhere, and they couldn't legally force him to divulge it. Without the key, his coded files might as well be blocks of iron--nobody could open them, nobody.
  


  
    Plekhanov leaned back in his chair, steepled his fingers and considered the problem. Knowing who he was was not the same as proving what he had done. He had, of course, run scenarios in which Net Force or some other law enforcement organization had uncovered his identity before his plan came to full fruition. As unlikely as that possibility had seemed, he was too old and too experienced to have not at least considered it. In his worst case scenario, they knew who he was and they had proof of what he had done--the net rascals, the bribery, the killings, all of it.
  


  


  
    There was a point beyond which even that would not matter. Once his people came to power, he would be practically invulnerable. Extradition requests would not be denied outright. That would be impolite. An investigation into the charges against the valuable and honored friend of the people would, however, eventually come to the conclusion that it was not in the best interests of the country to turn him over to the Americans. Not that his people wouldn't throw him to the wolves if they thought they could get away with it. They would. Fortunately, the newly elected officials would not only owe him for their jobs, there would exist also a detailed record of how they got those jobs. To abandon him to the beasts would mean those responsible would fall off the sleigh with him. He had learned a long time ago that self-interest was more dependable than any amount of gratitude.
  


  
    This was distressing, of course. A blot on an otherwise perfect plan, but not crippling, not this far along. He would keep a careful watch on things, proceed with extra care, but keep going as before. Ruzhyo was in place. Any sudden activity from Net Force, and the Rifle could be fired to offer them more confusion. Past a certain point, nothing they did would matter, and that point was fast approaching.
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    Wednesday, October 6th, 7:06 p.m.

  


  
    Quantico
  


  
    

  


  
    Michaels was still chewing on the news that Ray Genaloni was dead, along with his mistress and a bodyguard, as he wound the meeting down. Richardson had already gone. Alex had a couple of final assignments for his own people.
  


  


  
    "Jay, run scenarios on what Plekhanov might be after. Tie all the pieces you have together. Is there any way to figure out where he's been, who he's seen, both in VR and RW?">
  


  


  
    "Maybe. He'll have his files locked, but we've got an ID and we might be able to backwalk some of his movement."
  


  
    "Do so, please."
  


  


  
    Jay nodded. He left.
  


  
    Michaels said to Howard, "I need you to do something for me. Work up a plan that would involve a sub-rosa extraction of Plekhanov from Chechnya."
  


  


  
    Howard stared at him. "Sir?"
  


  
    "Assume for a second that we can't get the Russian legally extradited. What would it take for a team to go in and get him? Could it be done?"
  


  


  
    Howard didn't hesitate. "Yes, sir, it could be done. How sub-rosa are we talking about?"
  


  
    "We wouldn't want our troops marching down the main street in full dress uniform waving the stars 'n' stripes; on the other hand, if something went wrong, we wouldn't leave them hanging. Dog tags under civilian clothes. Some kind of contingency plan if the extraction went sour. This is your area of expertise."
  


  


  
    "I see. I can work this up, sir, but realistically speaking, what are the odds of getting such a go-ahead?"
  


  
    "I'd say the chances are slim and snowball, Colonel, but as far as this scenario is concerned, we're talking the NRA slogan about guns and self-defense here."
  


  


  
    " 'Better to have it and not need it, than to need it and not have it'?"
  


  
    "Exactly."
  


  


  
    "Sir. I'll work it up ASAP." Was that a new sense of respect in his voice? Even a little warmth?
  


  
    "Thank you, Colonel."
  


  


  
    Michaels went back to his office. Toni walked along with him.
  


  
    "If Genaloni had Steve Day killed, he's beyond our reach now," she said.
  


  


  
    "Somebody saved the people the cost of a long and expensive trial, yeah. What I'm wondering is--who did it? And why?"
  


  
    Toni shrugged. "He's a mobster. They swat each other like people at an outdoor summer barbecue slap mosquitoes."
  


  


  
    They got to his office. Toni followed him in.
  


  
    He frowned. "This wasn't a casual, reactive swat. Somebody very professional did this, an expert. Three dead people in a quiet neighborhood and nobody saw anything. They capped Genaloni and his mistress inside the house, came out, dropped the bodyguard in the back, knowing there were four hardwared bodyguards out front. We're not just talking cool, we're talking about somebody with supercooled liquid in their veins. Anything I don't have here?" He waved at his computer screen.
  


  


  
    "Our forensic report is still preliminary. All we got is a boot print in the neighbor's yard. He's a little guy, whoever he is."
  


  
    Michaels raised an eyebrow.
  


  


  
    She called up the prelim: "See. Print looks like a man's size four or five. Depth in the ground says he weighed maybe one-fifteen, one-twenty. Cat-burglar build."
  


  
    Michaels shook his head. There was something about this rattling around in his mind. . . . "I don't like it," he said, "it's too neat."
  


  


  
    "Sometimes things just . . . happen, Alex, and they aren't directly connected. You can't predict them. Somebody turns up in the right place at the right time, the circumstances are ripe, things just get out of hand."
  


  
    He looked at her. What was she talking about? It sounded more like an apology than an explanation.
  


  


  
    She looked uncomfortable. She said, "What I'm saying is, somebody had it out for Genaloni. Maybe the timing is a coincidence."
  


  
    Something occurred to him. He tapped his keyboard, called up a file.
  


  


  
    "What?"
  


  
    He didn't look up. "What size did you say this killer's shoe was?"
  


  


  
    "Four or a five. Forensics will know better when they get the cast back to the lab and do a like-surface comparison."
  


  
    "Let me ask you a question. Women's shoes and men shoes, how do they compare size-wise?"
  


  


  
    "Depends on the cut and maker, but usually the woman's shoe will be a couple of numbers larger than the same size in a man's. Why do you--? Oh."
  


  
    "Yeah. According to the computer extrapolation on the woman who picked up the dog in New York--and who came back and paid for losing it a few days ago, using a series of couriers like before--that woman wears a six. And weighs between a hundred and fifteen and a hundred and twenty-five pounds."
  


  


  
    "You think it's the same person?"
  


  
    "Coincidence only stretches so far. Our theory assumes that the woman who tried to kill me, who we think might have killed Steve Day, works for Genaloni. We know she was in New York to pay for the lost dog, and a few days later, Genaloni is killed by an expert who is about the same size. What does that say to you?"
  


  


  
    "Could be the same person. But if she was working for Genaloni . . . ?"
  


  
    "Exactly. Why kill him?"
  


  


  
    "Maybe he didn't want to pay her for missing you," she said.
  


  
    "Maybe, but it doesn't feel right, all of this." He thought about it for a second. "What if we're wrong about who had Steve Day killed? What if it was somebody who wanted to blame it on Genaloni? So maybe he found out and this woman deleted him. Maybe she's working for somebody else."
  


  


  
    "That's a stretch."
  


  
    "Yeah, it is, but consider: Day's assassination was by a team, and it was planned okay, but the execution was sloppy. A bunch of guys with submachine guns spraying all over the place, and even so, Day got one of them. Doesn't seem like this woman's style. She seems more adept than that."
  


  


  
    "She missed you."
  


  
    "Only because the dog barked. A second later or earlier, I'd be history."
  


  


  
    "So what are you saying here? There are two sets of killers?"
  


  
    "I don't know. But it's a possibility. We assumed that Day's death was due to his long battle with organized crime. The way it was done, his history, that would make sense. But what if we're wrong? What if somebody else did it? What if it wasn't connected to OC at all?"
  


  


  
    "Okay, let's assume for a second you're right. Who? And why? Why would anybody want to take you out?"
  


  
    "What do Day and I have in common?"
  


  


  
    "Net Force. You took over as Commander when he died."
  


  
    "Exactly. What if the attacks weren't on us personally, but on the heads of Net Force?"
  


  


  
    "From two different sets of killers?"
  


  
    "Yes."
  


  


  
    They both thought about that for a moment without saying anything else.
  


  
    There was a quick knock. They looked up to see Jay Gridley standing there.
  


  


  
    "What's up, Jay?"
  


  
    "Put in for my raise, Boss. We got her. The assassin. A positive ID."
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    Thursday, October 7th, 8:48 a.m.

    Quantico
  


  
    

  


  
    Toni sat in her office, looking at the information Jay had developed. There was no photo or holograph to go with it. It was old material, and not much of that.
  


  
    The fingerprints of the suspected assassin, lifted from the wall of a Holiday Inn in Schenectady, New York, had a match: They belonged to Mora Sullivan, an Irish national, the daughter of an IRA man killed by the British. When the prints were taken, little Mora had been eight years old. And from then on, there was no further record of the girl or woman in any of the computer systems linked to Net Force--which was most international police systems. She had vanished. Or, as Jay had said, somebody who knew what they were doing had cracked her records and vanished them, leaving no trace and no trail. The only reason they had these prints was luck, because they were hardcopy from an Irish police station that hadn't gotten around to being uploaded until they'd been discovered with a few hundred other sets of prints years after they'd been taken.
  


  


  
    So what they had was her age, nationality and natural hair and eye color, along with her prints. Not a lot of help in recognizing her, given her ability with disguises. With wigs or hair dye, contact lenses and gloves, she could hide all of that; a little makeup and padded clothes, and her true age changed. She had already demonstrated that she could look a hefty forty or a frail seventy, and according to her records, she was only thirty-two. Even if they'd gotten a picture of little Mora, she and whatever she called herself now weren't going to look much alike.
  


  
    Still, more was better. When they finally ran her down, they'd be able to get a positive identification.
  


  


  
    Toni's phone announced an incoming call. The caller ID strip lit with the name.
  


  
    Her stomach twisted. Rusty. She'd been expecting the call, since he was returning hers, but even so, it tripped her fight-or-flight reactions. Sleeping with Rusty had been a mistake, she knew that, but she hadn't been able to figure out a way to tell him yet. She had put him off, but it wasn't fair to keep spraying fog at him. And it wasn't something she could tell him over the phone.
  


  


  
    "Hello."
  


  
    "Guru Toni. How are you?"
  


  


  
    Why did he have to sound so cheerful? "Fine. Busy. The usual."
  


  
    "What's up?"
  


  


  
    "I'm not going to be able to get to the gym for a workout today," she said. "Too much going on."
  


  
    "No problem. I have studying I ought to be doing. Tomorrow?"
  


  


  
    "Listen, I can break loose for a few minutes around lunch today, if you want to grab a quick cup of coffee?"
  


  
    "That would make my day."
  


  


  
    She winced at how happy he seemed when he said it. It would make his day, all right, but not in the way he thought.
  


  
    "How about Heidi's?" This was a coffee shop near the complex. It was a small, quiet place. They had lousy coffee and worse food, so there wouldn't be a crowd around when she told him.
  


  


  
    When she dumped him.
  


  
    "Great! See you then," he said.
  


  


  
    They discommed.
  


  
    Toni blew out a big sigh and stared at nothing. Yeah, Great.
  


  


  
    Somebody somewhere had surely written a book on how to tell a man you still liked, but didn't want to sleep with again, that you still liked him--but didn't want to sleep with him again. She wished she had read it. How did you just up and blurt it out? Look, it was a lot of fun screwing our brains out, and I like you and all, but I don't want to have sex with you anymore because it was a spur-of-the-moment mistake and, nothing personal or anything, but I love somebody else. Even though he doesn't think of me in that way. Sorry. So, how about them Orioles, huh?
  


  
    Toni tried to think how she would feel if the roles were reversed. It would be hard to be dumped, especially if she was in love with the man blandly telling her they should just be friends from now on. That was close enough to the relationship she had with Alex to be painful. If they'd slept together and he'd said it to her, she didn't think she'd be able to stand it.
  


  


  
    Did Rusty love her? He had not said so in those words, but he certainly was attracted to her strongly. And since the sex had been good, he might have trouble understanding. The problem was, he hadn't said or done anything wrong; it wasn't his fault. But no matter how she polished and shined it up, no matter how many pretty flowers she covered it in, it was still going to be a rejection: I don't want you anymore.
  


  
    Worse, it didn't matter what Rusty thought--he didn't have any choice. It was a done deal, not open to negotiation, end of discussion. So sorry.
  


  


  
    That it was already decided didn't make it any easier. She didn't want to hurt him, but it was either cut him off clean with a sudden slash, or poke him with a needle and let him slowly bleed out. That was the easier way. She could be too busy to see him, too busy to work out, too busy to answer his calls. His FBI training would end soon. He'd be posted as a junior agent to some field office a thousand miles away--a nasty part of her realized that if she wished it, she could even pull a few strings to arrange a distant posting--and that would be the end of it. A slow leak, eventually running dry, with Rusty probably wondering all the while what he'd done wrong.
  


  
    That was the coward's way, to stand back at a distance and avoid the confrontation. She had been taught to face things head-on, to move in close and do what was needed to finish things. It was more dangerous, but it was quicker and cleaner.
  


  


  
    Quicker. Cleaner. Harder.
  


  
    Then again, maybe all he wanted to do was get laid. He was male, she wasn't so ugly people crossed the street to avoid her--maybe sex was all he had in mind? That would make it easier.
  


  


  
    She wished she had somebody to talk to about this, a girlfriend to ask for advice, but there was nobody locally. She thought about calling her friend Irena back in the Bronx, but it didn't seem fair. They hadn't talked in months, and it didn't feel right to call her just to cry on her shoulder. Besides, Irena had never been a heavy dater. She'd had a couple of boyfriends before she got married, and she was madly in love with Todd. Toni had never told her about Alex, how she felt, and she would have to do that, to put the Rusty thing into context. Otherwise, why would she want to dump him, with all he had going for him?
  


  
    No, she'd have to do this on her own.
  


  


  
    She was not looking forward to it.
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    Thursday, October 7th, 8:56 p.m.

  


  
    Quantico
  


  
    

  


  
    John Howard paced in his office while the computer put together yet another scenario for the theoretical snatch of the Russian programmer. So far, Howard had run five operation plans, with the computer's estimates of their chances at success ranging from sixty-eight percent down to less than twelve percent. He did not like these numbers. Given his knowledge of ops out of the standard Strategy and Tactics modules, without at least an eighty-percent success estimate, people were likely to get hurt, maybe die. Could be the enemy lost troops, could be he did. The former was better than the latter, but in this particular combatsit, both were bad.
  


  
    Sometimes you had to fight the battle, no matter what the odds, but he didn't like going in knowing he was going to lose people.
  


  


  
    The big elements were stable, but the small variables were always the problem. The more of those he had information on, the better he could program the Op S&T mod, but--how to determine some of these? A straight-up firefight in a big field in the middle of nowhere was easy. But what, for instance, could you do to predict the traffic pattern on the streets of any large city during a covert operation? An unexpected wreck on a major artery during rush hour could cause a total stoppage; you had to figure on alternate routes, and you had to assume that if you wanted to take those routes, others caught in the jam would also want to use them. But even if you planned on a big truck overturning, how could you figure out where and when it might do so?
  


  
    You could not, unless you put it there yourself.
  


  


  
    If you reckoned on an assault during off-peak hours, early in the morning or in the middle of the night, say, that offered other problems to replace the ones you solved by choosing that option. Local police noticed activity in the middle of the night they might ignore during the day; if discovered, it was much harder to hide, and outrunning air pursuit on the ground for any distance was nearly impossible. They had helicopters everywhere now, even in countries where most of the population still lived in grass huts.
  


  
    Plus, the snatch was only one element. A small unit, three or four troops, no more, would handle that. An escape route, preferably by air, would have to be arranged. Something that could fly fast enough to get away quickly, and yet stay under enemy radar while so doing, was necessary.
  


  


  
    But if the operation went south? How many men were necessary for a backup team? Did the Net Force team want to begin a firefight with troops of a supposedly friendly nation? What were the repercussions of that?
  


  
    Howard shook his head. It was a lot to chew on, and no matter how well he did it, he knew some bit would be missed. It might be small enough to pass through the system undigested. It might be just large enough to block a windpipe and choke him. There was a pleasant thought.
  


  


  
    The computer chimed. The new op was done. Chance of success, fifty-four percent.
  


  
    Might as well flip a coin for that one.
  


  


  
    "Computer, retain previous parameters, change operation begin-time to 2300 hours and run."
  


  
    The computer chimed again and began cross-checking the op.
  


  


  
    He paced again. It was probably all going to be moot. He did not have much confidence that Michaels would give the order to use military intervention in this situation. He had too many people to answer to higher up the chain of command, and they were all civilians. It was one thing to go into a foreign country with the locals knowing you were there but pretending you were not there, thus offering a tacit approval of your actions. It was another thing to put troops on foreign soil with the expressed disapproval of the locals. The Chechens had been touchy about such things since the Russians had invaded them years ago; they would not welcome an American StrikeForce team wandering around in their country, no matter how covert. If it hit the fan, there would be major noise. Heads would roll, and likely his would be the first to hit the ground.
  


  
    Still, he had his orders. He would carry them out to the best of his ability. He was a soldier. That was what he did.
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    Thursday, October 7th, 9:02 p.m.

  


  
    Washington, D.C.
  


  
    

  


  
    The Selkie couldn't expect the teams guarding the target to use the same route to his condo twice in a row. However, the closer they got, the fewer options they had. There were only two main approaches to the neighborhood, and if they wanted to drive there, they would have to use one or the other. If they didn't use this one today, they would likely use it tomorrow.
  


  
    She got lucky. Today, they picked this route.
  


  


  
    She stood at a public phone kiosk next to a stop-and-rob a mile away from Michaels's place, her new bicycle on its kickstand next to her. She was dressed as a man in boots, baggy jeans, an oversized jacket, with a short and well-trimmed fake beard, and while the bodyguards saw her, she had her back to them as the procession passed, watching them via the small rearview bicycle safety mirror attached to the helmet she wore. They paid little attention to her.
  


  
    As she'd expected, they had ramped up the level of protection. There were two close-in outrider cars, one in front, one behind, and the target rode in an armored limo. She hadn't wanted to risk a drive-by look at his condo, but she had to assume the place was covered with a tight net of security. She wasn't going to granny her way down the street, nor be able to slip over a back fence and sneak into his house unseen. And these guys would be quicker on the draw than a mobster's bodyguard. They'd be firing as soon as they spotted her.
  


  


  
    She stayed at the kiosk for another minute, and was rewarded by a second tail vehicle, with two more guards in it. There might have been a fourth, further out in front, too--she hadn't noticed.
  


  
    Given the location and logistics of the neighborhood, the Selkie eliminated the target's condo as a place to do the deletion. She might be able to set up to make a rifle shot as he left or entered the limo at home, but that would be risky. Likely the guards had thought of that and had any decent vantage points covered. She wouldn't be able to get outside their coverage and line up--there weren't any tall buildings around, no good angles. And even if she made the shot, getting away afterward would be the bigger problem. Escape was a primary goal, more important than the deletion.
  


  


  
    No, the condo was out.
  


  
    She hung up the phone, climbed onto her bike and headed for the motel where she'd rented a room. It was a couple of miles away and she'd used the male identity to register, in case they were looking for any single women checking in.
  


  


  
    Trying for a hit on a convoy was also risky. The only practical way was explosives. A Stinger missile, maybe an antitank rocket or a bomb. To use a rocket or missile, she would have to expose herself to the guards for a line-of-sight shot. If they spotted somebody with a rocket launcher standing on the side of the road or leaning from a window, she would bet heavy they'd shoot first and ask the body questions later. And rockets were iffy. She had heard of cases where missiles had hit ordinary windshield glass at an angle and bounced off without exploding. Bullets did it all the time.
  


  
    And as for a bomb? She would also bet that the FBI or Net Force teams in charge of protecting the target sent somebody along the route to check manholes and garbage cans for strange packages, once they were down to one or two routes to the condo. Besides, a remote-controlled bomb might not dispatch somebody inside a well-armored limo. A big enough charge to be sure of a kill would probably be picked up by an electronic sniffer or even a bomb dog. If they knew for certain she was still after the target, they would stick him into a secure facility and he'd camp out for weeks or months. She didn't want to wait for that. Once, she would have been as patient as necessary, but having made the decision to retire, she was ready to finish this and move on. A few days, a week maybe, that was all she had to give it. And given how she had failed before, she wanted to do this up close and personal. The cane was out, but a knife or bare hands had a certain appeal.
  


  


  
    A car honked at her as it swung around to pass the bike. She waved, trying to give the impression she was sorry for blocking the road. The car passed. The driver yelled something at her, the last part of which was "--stupid bastard!" He didn't slow down.
  


  
    The Selkie grinned. The driver of the car had no idea how dangerous it would have been to pull over and beat on a small bicyclist who'd slowed him down more than he wanted. She didn't want to have to use the pistol in her fanny pack on some angry motorist, but it was always an option if she couldn't beat his head in with all her training.
  


  


  
    No, the only viable alternative for a deletion now was to do it where the target wouldn't be constantly surrounded by guards, and in such a way that nobody would know he'd been hit until she had plenty of time to get away.
  


  
    Given her options, the only place that fit was a place considered secure.
  


  


  
    She'd have to kill him inside Net Force Headquarters.
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    Friday, October 8th, 9:05 a.m.

    Quantico
  


  
    

  


  
    Getting yourself--or some illegal object--into a secure area when you weren't supposed to was not as hard as most people would like to believe. Offhand, the Selkie knew of at least four ways to smuggle a firearm onto a plane, even without resorting to a ceramic one, like the little pistol she now had tucked into the waistband of her panty hose. The pistol was a three-shooter with triple-stack-two-inch barrels. The weapon had been illegally made in Brazil, for their foreign service operatives, from the same hard-ceramic the Japanese had developed for those ever-sharp kitchen knives. The caliber was 9mm short, and the ammo was caseless boron-epoxy, no cartridges, fired by a rotating piezoelectric igniter. Propellant was a more stable variation of solid rocket fuel. The thing even had a rudimentary rifling in the trio of snub-nose barrels, though the bullets were light enough so long-range target shooting wasn't an option. The piece had a twenty-meter effective accuracy range; outside that, it was fire and hope you had a patron deity if you wanted to hit anything on purpose.
  


  
    At close range, the non-metal gun would kill a man as dead as the biggest steel cowboy six-shooter ever made.
  


  


  
    The gun had been cast in two main pieces, barrels and frame; the pivots, hinges, screws, trigger and firing mechanism were also ceramic. In theory, the weapon could be reloaded and used again, but in practice, it was a throw-away. Once it had fired its initial load, the internal ceramics got a little fragile. It made a lot more sense to use a new gun than risk having the old one misfire at a critical moment. The trivalent metalloid boron in the three composite bullets contained less metal than a tooth filling. The piece wouldn't pass a Hard Object scan, but standing on its end it would likely skate by a fluroscanner because it didn't look like a gun from that angle, and it would go through any standard security metal detector on the planet without a blip. Lying on a table, the pistol would look almost as if it had been carved from a bar of Ivory soap.
  


  
    Strapped to her right inner thigh, almost to her groin, was a sheath knife, also of ceramic, full-tang, with a plastic handle. The blade was a tanto-style, with the angled point, and was both short and very thick. Ceramic tended to be brittle, and it needed thickness to keep from snapping if it was going to be used for stabbing, and not just throat-cutting.
  


  


  
    The standard security setup at most government buildings, which were, after all, limited in their funding for such things, involved picture or fingerprint identification tags, metal detectors and uniformed guards. If you had business in such a place and were not an employee, the process could be as detailed as the security force was willing to use. A computer check of your ID, a search of your carry-in and your person, somebody from inside assigned to accompany you wherever you went--these were all standard for basic Level Three access. Net Force was a Level Three through Level One building; that meant that getting into the building itself needed only L3 techniques. More private areas would have tighter wards--palm or retinal scanners, knuckle readers, vox codes and such. She wasn't going to slip through those to her target's office and knock on his door, not without a lot more time to prepare. But, then, she didn't really have to.
  


  
    Getting to a hard target wasn't necessary--if the target made itself easy and came to you.
  


  


  
    With even the smallest computer knowledge, it was easy enough to find low-level employees--secretaries, receptionists, maintenance people--who had worked for Net Force only a short time. Choosing one who was unmarried and living alone that she could look like, was even easier. The Selkie, after all, could look like almost anybody. . . .
  


  
    Thus it was that Christine Wesson, a not-too-ugly brunette with brown eyes, age twenty-nine, came to the end of her short and probably undistinguished life. And now, a woman who looked enough like Wesson to pass for her to anybody who didn't know her very well, wearing her clothes, came to the southwest entrance--the busiest one--of Net Force HQ. It was a thank-God-it's-Friday, and a crush of day-shift employees arriving for work stood in line at the reader, waiting their turns to slide their ID cards through the scanner slot. It went fast. One swipe, a green light, and you were in.
  


  


  
    The Selkie already knew the card was valid, since it had gotten her into the parking lot--in the late Christine Wesson's eight-year-old rattle-infested Ford.
  


  
    Christine herself was wrapped in plastic bags in her bathtub, under a hundred or so pounds of melting crushed ice that should keep the neighbors from complaining about the smell--at least for long enough that the Selkie could finish her work and be gone.
  


  


  
    Once inside the facility, there were several places she needed to check out, and several other places the Selkie could stay to avoid hanging around in the halls.
  


  
    Two years ago, security people at the interim Pentagon had been found enjoying vids surreptitiously taken of women--and a few men--using the rest-room facilities in the building. Public outcry had been loud and immediate--but the military was long-used to ignoring whatever whim-of-the-moment the uninformed civilian public wanted. However, the idea that somebody might see a four-star general's wee-wee as he took a whiz had bothered the brass no end. And who knew but there weren't similar spy-eyes in Congressional johns? It was amazing how fast some laws could get written and passed when they were really important. As a result, surveillance gear in federal buildings had been restricted--at least the cameras were supposed to be kept out of bathrooms. The fake Wesson could park herself in a stall with a book and kill a couple of hours. She could dawdle over lunch in the cafeteria. She could go to the outside smoking area for a frowned-upon, but still legal, low-tar-low-nicotine cigarette, a pack of which had been in Wesson's purse. With her ID tag twisted on her blouse, she'd be anonymous. Nobody knew her, and it was a big bureaucracy.
  


  


  
    While the target was safe in the high-security area, he would surely come out to a less-secure area, if she could find the right reason.
  


  
    Somehow, she had to figure out the right reason during the next few hours.
  


  


  
    Sooner or later, of course, the office where Wesson worked would probably notice she had not shown up. They might call her apartment, and get the answering machine. No problem, unless, for some reason, those concerned thought to check the building's security computer. If that happened, they would see that Christine Wesson had arrived for work at her normal time--which might cause some raised eyebrows. If she was here, where was she? To stall that, the Selkie had asked more or less politely if Christine would do something for her. She had been more than willing. So, Christine Wesson had called her supervisor in the Office Supply Section in which she worked, and told her she would be a few hours late, that she had an important personal medical errand to run. The supervisor had no problem with that, and a few hours could easily stretch to noon. Then a timed-e-mail would show up at the supervisor's terminal from Wesson, explaining that things had run late. A lot later than anybody but the Selkie knew.
  


  
    At the least, the e-mail would buy the rest of the day. Which should be more than enough.
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    Friday, October 8th, 12:18 p.m.

  


  
    Quantico
  


  
    

  


  
    Toni went through her djurus, pausing after each one to do the corresponding sambut. She was the only woman working out. There were a few other men in the gym today, but Rusty was not among them. When she'd told him she wasn't going to be sleeping with him anymore, she thought he'd taken it rather well. No obvious anger, no tears, just a kind of surprised acceptance. "Oh?" It had gone much better than she'd hoped or expected.
  


  
    Except that she hadn't heard from him since. She'd said she was going to try to be in the gym today and she expected him--he hadn't missed a class before--to show up.
  


  


  
    Surprise. So maybe it hadn't gone as well as she'd thought.
  


  
    She came up from the squat in Djuru Three, threw the right-vertical-forearm strike, then punched, continued to rise, alternating the next two punches.
  


  


  
    She hoped Rusty wasn't going to quit class. She had been enjoying having a student, and learning a lot in the process of teaching.
  


  
    But of course, it was his choice.
  


  


  
    What was it with men that they could be your friend, then your lover, but they couldn't go back to just being friends if the other didn't work out?
  


  
    She finished the series and shook her hands out. She was still tight.
  


  


  
    A brunette in office clothes walked to the water fountain and smiled and nodded at Toni. Toni didn't recognize the woman, but she nodded absently back. Solving the Rusty problem didn't solve the Alex problem. How was she going to get him to notice her?
  


  
    The brunette went into the locker room. Toni dismissed her from her thoughts, but a moment later, the brunette came out, all upset.
  


  


  
    "Excuse me, miss," she said. "There's a lady having some trouble in there--she looks like she's having some kind of seizure! I called Medical but, oh, I'm afraid she's going to hurt herself! Can you help?"
  


  
    Toni nodded. "Sure."
  


  


  
    She followed the brunette into the locker room.
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    Friday, October 8th, 12:18 p.m.

  


  
    Quantico
  


  
    

  


  
    Jay Gridley and John Howard had joined Michaels in the small conference room. He knew protocol said he should keep these two meetings apart, the need-to-know business the spooks were always hammering at everybody, but he figured his top people needed to know what each was doing. Besides, if he happened to feel like it, there wasn't much Jay Gridley couldn't find out from a computer system he'd helped design and install.
  


  


  
    "Jay?">
  


  


  
    "Okay, Boss, here's the way it lays out." He waved the presentation computer to life. "We've been able to piece together some of Plekhanov's itinerary over the last few months. I can give you the details and show how brilliant we were in making some connections, if you want."
  


  
    "I'll stipulate to your brilliance," Michaels said. "Let's hear a bottom line."
  


  


  
    "All right. This is iffy, you understand, but what it looks like is, he's trying to buy himself a government or two."
  


  
    Michaels nodded. Lobbyists did that all the time, and as long as they kept within the legally established limits, that was acceptable.
  


  


  
    "Some of the people he connected with are less careful than Plekhanov. We think he's got a good chance of deciding who the President and Prime Ministers for two, maybe three CIS governments are going to be in the next elections, including those in Chechnya, where he lives. We don't have any direct proof, of course. We'd need his files for that."
  


  
    Howard said, "What do you suppose our chances are of getting him turned over to us if the head of the government we ask owes Plekhanov big-time?"
  


  


  
    It was a rhetorical question. Michaels said, "I don't much like this, Jay."
  


  
    "Well, then, you're really going to hate this next part. Some of those people we were able to put in Plekhanov's vicinity? There are a couple of generals in there."
  


  


  
    Howard looked at Jay. "Great."
  


  
    Michaels said, "You think he's planning some kind of coup?"
  


  


  
    Jay shrugged. "No way to be sure. But given the way this guy moves, yeah, I'd have to say it's a possibility."
  


  
    Michael turned to Howard. "Colonel?"
  


  


  
    "It would make sense, sir. Getting himself elected into power would be easier, but if I were him and willing to stage big-time computer theft and sabotage, maybe worse, I'd want a backup plan. Sometimes when ballots don't work, bullets will. A key military commander on your side, control of the media, nobody knows what's going on until it's too late--it would be good insurance."
  


  
    Michaels stared at the other men, each in turn. "So, even if we could come up with proof that this guy was about to buy himself an election and then get somebody in power to believe us. . . ."
  


  


  
    "He'd probably bag the election and start a civil war instead," Howard said. "By the time anybody from outside got there, the party would be over, a done deal."
  


  
    "Shit."
  


  


  
    "Yes, sir," Howard said. "I believe that about sums it up.">
  


  
    Michaels blew out a big sigh. Jesus. What a can of worms this was turning out to be!
  


  
    "Okay, Colonel. You have some happier news for me?"
  


  


  
    "Relatively speaking, sir. My best-case scenario for the operation to, ah, collect Mr. Plekhanov comes in at seventy-eight percent."
  


  
    "That's good, isn't it?"
  


  


  
    "I would prefer a higher percentage from the S&T computer, but anything over seventy percent is considered militarily acceptable. Although no battle plan survives first contact with the enemy."
  


  
    "I'll want to see it," he said.
  


  


  
    "Sir. Right here."
  


  
    Alex's secretary came in. "Commander? Toni Fiorella on the private line."
  


  


  
    He waved her out. "Gentlemen, let me take this call."
  


  
    The colonel and Gridley nodded, and went back to looking at their presentations.
  


  


  
    "Hello?"
  


  
    "Commander Michaels? This is Christine Wesson, from Supply? I was working out in the gym and Deputy Commander Fiorella asked me to call you--this is her virgil unit. She's had an accident, Medical is on the way, but I think maybe she's got a broken leg."
  


  


  
    Toni was hurt? "A broken leg?"
  


  
    "One of the exercise machines fell over on her. She says she's okay, she just wanted to let you know she'd be late for her meeting. But between you and me, she's in a lot of pain."
  


  


  
    "I'm on my way," he said.
  


  
    The two men looked up at him, having heard his end of the conversation as they pretended to be busy.
  


  


  
    "Is Toni okay?" Jay said.
  


  
    "Apparently. Some kind of exercise equipment failure. Medical is on the way, but I want to check on her. You two put your heads together and see what more sense you can make out of this mess. I'll be back in a few minutes."
  


  


  
    "Sure thing, Boss."
  


  


  
    "Sir.">
  


  


  
    Michaels started for the hall.
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    Friday, October 8th, 12:28 p.m.

  


  
    Quantico
  


  
    

  


  
    Half in and half out of the shower stall, the Selkie held the gun aimed at the woman sitting cross-legged on the tile floor inside. If anybody came in, they would not see Fiorella, nor would they see the gun. The Selkie was tempted to shoot her, but she didn't want to risk the noise--or to waste any of her precious ammunition. If something went wrong, she might need the gun to escape. She also might need the woman to get the target in here; after that, Fiorella was as dead as Michaels. The Selkie would use the stubby ceramic knife strapped to her thigh under her skirt to do both of them. Shut them up in a shower stall, rinse away any blood spatter, and she could be halfway across Maryland before anybody discovered the bodies. A double deletion inside Net Force HQ--they'd be talking about that forever.
  


  
    Fiorella twitched.
  


  


  
    "Keep your hands on your head," the Selkie said.
  


  
    "You can't get away with this."
  


  


  
    "If you wiggle crooked, it won't matter to you."
  


  
    "We know who you are."
  


  


  
    "Uh-huh."
  


  
    "You're not as good as you think--Mora Sullivan."
  


  


  
    That surprised her. How the hell had they found that out? She had a quick spasm of panic, fought it down. Sullivan was just another name now, one more disposable ID. Still . . . "We're going to have to have a little talk before I leave," the Selkie said.
  


  
    The woman was scared--and well she should be--but she said, "I don't think so."
  


  


  
    Another gutsy woman. Damn. Too bad she had to kill her.
  


  
    "Toni?" came a voice from outside the locker room's door.
  


  


  
    "In here!" the Selkie said. "Hurry!"
  


  
    She heard the sound of fast footsteps. She grinned.
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    Friday, October 8th, 8:37 p.m.

    Grozny
  


  
    

  


  
    Plekhanov didn't need to use VR to see that trip wires were broken all over his walkways. They knew who he was, and they were probing every aspect of his life they could reach. He didn't think they could find much, but he was worried a bit more than he had been. This damnable child who worked for Net Force might be faster than he was smart, but somebody brighter might take notice of some of the patterns and draw a conclusion Plekhanov did not want them to draw. Or they might feed all the bits they had to an AI-analog, and have the computer make a connection a human might not be clever enough to see. This was very much not to his liking.
  


  
    And he was so close; it was but a matter of days until the special election was to be held. All he needed was to stall them just a little longer. Then it truly wouldn't matter what they knew. Even now, it was probably too late for anybody to thwart him, but he was a careful man. People had told him that he was too careful, that he lingered for another look when he should be leaping, but they were wrong. Those who had uttered such stupidities--where were they now? Not where he was, poised to control the destinies of millions.
  


  


  
    No, he would add one more piece of insurance, something to make them think. One more obstacle to make certain they stumbled and could not recover in time to catch him.
  


  
    He put in a call to the Rifle.
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    Friday, October 8th, 12:37 p.m.

  


  
    Quantico
  


  
    

  


  
    Give him credit, the Selkie thought. As soon as he saw the gun, he knew what was going on. She quickly pointed it back at the woman in the shower. "Move and she dies."
  


  
    The target nodded. "I understand. I'm not armed." He spread his hands wide, to show they were empty.
  


  


  
    The Selkie shook her head. How stupid of him not to be armed.
  


  
    "All right. Slow and easy, over here."
  


  


  
    

  


  
    Michaels felt the fear in the pit of his belly like shards of cold glass, but he knew he was going to have to go for the assassin anyway. He had to keep her from shooting Toni. And if he was going to die, he was going to go out on his feet, moving toward the threat and not away from it.
  


  


  
    He took a slow breath. Held it--
  


  


  
    

  


  
    Toni sat very still, watching. She was going to have to make her move soon. She tried to keep her breathing calm and steady, but it was hard. This was the assassin, the woman who had erased Ray Genaloni, tried to do the same to Alex, and who might or might not have murdered Steve Day. For sure, if Toni didn't do something, the woman was going to kill her and Alex. The gun was one of those ceramic things, but that didn't make it any less deadly.
  


  
    She could come up from a cross-legged sit, had done it in practice thousands of times. A silat player had to be able to work from the ground. If the woman was six inches closer, she could reach her with a kick.
  


  


  
    If, if.
  


  
    Alex said, "Toni? You okay?"
  


  


  
    "Yes," she said.
  


  
    Alex was getting closer. The gun was still pointed at her, and Toni knew if she moved, she was certainly going to get shot, but that would buy Alex a second or two. She had to do it.
  


  


  
    Toni inhaled slowly, a long breath. Held it. Made herself ready--
  


  


  
    "Don't move! FBI!" somebody yelled.
  


  


  
    Toni looked at the reflection in the shower door.
  


  
    Rusty--?!
  


  


  
    

  


  
    The Selkie reacted without thinking, almost a reflex. When the man at the locker room entrance jumped into the room, pointing what looked like a gun at her, she swung her own pistol over and fired. The little gun bucked hard in her hand, light as it was, but she saw the man react as the shot took him in the center of mass. He went down. No vest--
  


  


  
    The target lunged at her, screaming something.
  


  


  
    Too fast to get to the knife. She thrust the pistol at him, fired--
  


  


  
    "No!" the woman in the shower screamed. Then she slammed into the Selkie and they both went flying. She lost the pistol, hit next to a bench, managed to roll up as Fiorella also got to her feet.
  


  


  
    The Selkie kicked away her shoes, ripped her skirt off, grabbed the knife and jerked it from the thigh sheath, gripped the blade in front of her to slash or stab. She glanced at the target--he was down, hit in the leg, it looked like--no threat to her. The Fiorella woman was the danger. She was up, trained, prepared.
  


  
    The Selkie turned to face her, knife held ready. She would have to hurry. The shots would draw attention.
  


  


  
    She had first learned street fighting from her father, who had survived several hand-to-hand encounters. She had trained with half-a-dozen fighters since, including a couple of Filipinos who were experts with a stick or blade. She would cut the woman down, finish the target and run. If she hurried, she could still get free in the confusion.
  


  


  
    She moved toward Fiorella--
  


  


  
    

  


  
    Michaels felt the bullet hit him--it was a hot ball-peen hammer smashing against the front of his right thigh. He fell. It didn't really hurt, but he couldn't get back to his feet. The shot leg didn't want to work.
  


  


  
    In front of him, Toni faced the woman, who had torn off her skirt and pulled a white-bladed knife. The assassin edged toward Toni. It wasn't over. He had to do something--
  


  


  
    The gun! She had dropped the gun. Where was it--?
  


  


  
    

  


  
    Toni actually felt calmer now. An attacker with a knife--this was something she had dealt with in practice, over and over again. High, low. The most important thing was to control the knife. You couldn't trade a punch for a stab, so you had to take high line and low line, you had to stop the knife arm at two points, high, low, to control it--
  


  


  
    

  


  
    The Selkie moved in, keeping her balance. Fiorella stood and watched her, waiting, and she looked as if she knew what she was doing. It didn't matter. She had to finish this and go.
  


  


  
    The Selkie feinted with a kick, then lunged--
  


  


  
    

  


  
    Back of the arm, back of the arm, where there were fewer vessels to get slashed! Guru's instructions came back, crystal clear, as sharp as the approaching blade: Against an expert, you will get cut. Give him a sparse target.
  


  
    The kick was a feint, but the slash was also a feint. When Toni threw up her left arm to block, the assassin jerked the knife back. The edge scored a deep line along the outside of Toni's forearm, just above the elbow.
  


  


  
    It didn't matter. She wouldn't bleed out from that. Her hand still worked. She shifted her feet, waited--
  


  


  
    

  


  
    Fiorella didn't react to the cut, didn't look at it, kept watching the attacker. The Selkie grinned. She was good, but time was running out.
  


  
    There was a sequence attack, two feints, a shift of the knife to the other hand, then the heart stab between the ribs, followed by the backslash to the throat. It always worked in practice, and she had also killed a man with it in real combat.
  


  


  
    The party was over. It was time to do what she did best, then leave.
  


  


  
    The Selkie moved--
  


  


  
    

  


  
    The attacker came in again, feinted, faked, thrust, then flipped the knife to her other hand as Toni went for the block. Toni would have been impressed watching from elsewhere, but she didn't have time to be impressed now. All the years of practice had to take over, no time to think anymore--!
  


  
    Toni shifted her stance, passed the fake and did the block and break on the attacker's knife arm. Her right arm stopped the thrust at the wrist--low. Blood flew from the cut on her arm as she slammed the back of her left wrist under the woman's elbow--high.
  


  


  
    The arm broke, the knife fell. Toni moved in, went over the wrecked arm and slammed her elbow into the woman's face. Followed her as she stumbled back and hit the lockers, drove a knee into the attacker's belly, then did sapu luar and dropped her to the floor. The attacker hit hard, her head bounced, but she rolled, dove for the knife, caught it in her good hand, came up and cocked the blade for a throw. Her nose was broken and bloody, her eyebrow split--
  


  


  
    

  


  
    She knew now she couldn't take Fiorella in a one-on-one, even if her arm hadn't just been broken. One chance. The knife wasn't the best for throwing, but it would back the other woman off if it hit, point or butt. She'd lost, but she could still get away--
  


  


  
    The Selkie aimed her elbow at the target, knife held by the blade next to her ear--
  


  


  
    

  


  
    Michaels found the white gun, rolled over his bad leg--now it hurt!--and shoved the weapon out in front of him. He yelled to distract the woman about to throw the knife: "Hey!!"
  


  


  
    She didn't waver, started to make the throw--
  


  


  
    He pulled the trigger.
  


  
    The recoil twisted the gun from his grip, and the sound was so loud it was like a bomb going off next to him.
  


  


  
    A long moment held. Aeons passed. Nobody moved.
  


  
    The knife flew--but clattered to the floor five feet away.
  


  


  
    He'd hit her. Right in the middle of the back. The woman dropped to her knees, tried to reach the wound in her back with one hand, could not. She turned to look at him, her face puzzled more than anything. Then she toppled over onto her side.
  


  
    Toni ran to where Alex lay. "Alex!?"
  


  


  
    "I'm okay, I'm okay, she just got me in the leg."
  


  
    The sound of approaching and excited voices rolled over them.
  


  


  
    "You're hurt," he said.
  


  
    "Just a cut. Looks worse than it is," she said. "Stay there, I'll get us some towels."
  


  


  
    "I'm not going anywhere."
  


  
    She got to her feet. Remembered Rusty. She hurried to where he lay. His eyes were open wide, not blinking. He had a bloody wound in the center of his chest--wasn't breathing--there was no pulse in his neck.
  


  


  
    Two of the men from the gym ran in. "He needs help!" she said, pointing at Rusty. She dropped to her knees.
  


  
    The two men were joined by a third. "We got it, Toni," one of them said. "Go wrap up that cut."
  


  


  
    Alex had dragged himself to where the woman lay. He rolled her onto her back. The assassin moaned. She looked at him. Toni moved back toward Alex and the assassin, found a towel, pressed it against the wound in Alex's leg.
  


  
    "Ow." He looked at Toni. "Thanks." Then he looked back at the woman.
  


  


  
    "Son-of-a . . . bitch," the woman said. Her voice was burbly. Probably bleeding into a lung.
  


  
    Alex said, "Who paid you to kill Steve Day?"
  


  


  
    The woman was dying. But she laughed, a bubbly, liquid noise. "Who?"
  


  
    "Day. Steve Day."
  


  


  
    "Don't know the name," she said. "I never . . . forget a . . . target. He's . . . not one of mine."
  


  
    "You didn't kill Steve Day?" Alex said.
  


  


  
    "You deaf? I was hired to . . . do you. I--Genaloni. I did him. And some others. I don't--"
  


  
    And just like that, she blinked out. Whatever she'd intended to say was chopped off in mid-sentence. There was a final outrush of bubbly air, and she was gone.
  


  


  
    Alex and Toni looked at each other. Somebody from Medical ran in. The place seemed filled with people. Toni felt an overwhelming urge to hug Alex. She did.
  


  
    He let her. And he hugged her back.
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    38
  


  


  
    Friday, October 8th, 1:02 p.m.

    Quantico
  


  
    

  


  
    Bureau Medical had a doctor and several nurses on staff in the main compound, and their own ambulance for anything they couldn't handle on their own. The in-house medic sutured the cut on Toni's arm--it took eighteen stitches inside and out--sprayed it with clear statskin, gave her a tetanus shot, and told her to have the sutures removed in five days.
  


  
    X-rays of Michaels's leg showed that his bullet wound was a through-and-through. It had hit him slightly to the outside of the right thigh, glanced off the femur without breaking it and exited just under the outer edge of his buttock, all without doing any major damage--except for a couple of holes the size of his little finger's tip. The doctor cleaned and bandaged the wounds, but didn't sew them up; gave him a tetanus shot and a pair of crutches, and advised Michaels to avoid playing soccer for the next couple of weeks. He had his nurse give them samples of pain tablets, and told them they would hurt more tomorrow than they did right now. If they wanted to go and spend a couple of hours in the local ER to get a second opinion, that was up to them.
  


  


  
    Both Toni and Michaels declined the ER trip.
  


  
    Instead, they were back in Michaels's office. He sat on the couch, resting on his good hip. Toni stood by the door.
  


  


  
    "Something bothering you, Alex?"
  


  
    "Other than getting shot?"
  


  


  
    "Yes."
  


  
    He said, "I didn't feel particularly heroic in that locker room."
  


  


  
    "Excuse me?"
  


  
    "I should have done more."
  


  


  
    "You came to help me. You charged a killer with a gun and you were unarmed. You managed to shoot her after you were wounded. How heroic do you think you need to be? You planning on leaping tall buildings in a single bound?"
  


  
    He gave her a small smile. "Yeah. Well. Still, it kinda felt like Larry and Curly catch a killer," Michaels said.
  


  


  
    She looked blank.
  


  
    "Two of the Three Stooges," he said. "Hey, Larry! Hey, Moe! Woowoowoowoo!"
  


  


  
    "Oh, yeah. My brothers used to watch those old vids. They must be a male thing. I never thought they were funny. Too violent." She smiled at the irony.
  


  
    "I'm really sorry about your friend, the FBI trainee."
  


  


  
    "Yeah."
  


  
    There was a long pause. Then: "You believe her?" he said. "About Steve Day?"
  


  


  
    Toni shrugged. "I don't know. She confessed to Genaloni and 'some others.' Why would she lie about Day?"
  


  
    "Maybe to screw with our heads," Michaels said.
  


  


  
    "We have to consider that. Did you believe her?"
  


  
    He nodded. "Yeah, I did. I didn't think Day's murder was her style before, and this confirmed it for me."
  


  


  
    "At least she won't be coming after you again."
  


  
    "No. But what that means is, somebody else is responsible for Day."
  


  


  
    "Somebody who apparently wanted us to think the mob did it," Toni said.
  


  
    He nodded. "Remember that business about Genaloni's lieutenant up and disappearing? That they thought the FBI had taken him?"
  


  


  
    "Yes."
  


  
    "I bet whoever swiped his enforcer did it to piss Genaloni off. And whoever it was knew to point the finger at us when he did it."
  


  


  
    "Looks like it worked," she said. "If Genaloni thought Net Force was gunning for him, he might have hired somebody to hit back. In his world, any problem can be solved with money or violence."
  


  
    He shifted his weight slightly. His leg was beginning to throb pretty good. He considered taking one of the pain pills, then decided against it. He needed his mind to be clear more than he needed to be doped up and pain-free.
  


  


  
    "So, we're back to square one on Day's killing," she added.
  


  
    "No. I know who did it."
  


  


  
    She looked at him. "Who?"
  


  
    "The Russian. Plekhanov."
  


  


  
    She thought about it for a second. "How did you come to that?"
  


  
    He said, "It was part of his plan all along, to give Net Force something else to look at while he pulled off his power grab. The attacks on Day, our listening posts, all the rascals he threw in our paths all over the world. He wanted us busy, so we wouldn't notice what he was doing. It all makes a kind of warped sense."
  


  


  
    "I don't know, Alex. It's possible, but--"
  


  
    "It's him. I know it. He was willing to crash systems that caused deaths. It's not that big a leap to hiring a shooter. We were looking in the wrong direction--right where Plekhanov wanted us to look. He's smart."
  


  


  
    Toni looked at him. "Assume you're right. How do we prove it? If his computer skills are as good as Jay says they are, we can't get into his files. Without some record, all we have is some very circumstantial evidence, and not much of that."
  


  
    "Plekhanov could open the files for us. He has the key."
  


  


  
    "He has no reason to do that--even if we had him, which we don't."
  


  
    "We'll have to figure out the right way to ask. After we collect him."
  


  


  
    She shook her head again. "Uplevels won't go for it, Alex. Walt Carver is too much a political animal to risk it. And even if he wanted to, he couldn't convince the Foreign Covert Operations Committee or the CIA to go along. FCOC has been burned too many times with this kind of thing. They haven't greenlighted anything military in two years that doesn't have the locals willing to go along, or at least look the other way--like the operation in Ukraine."
  


  
    "This man had Steve Day murdered. And is responsible for the deaths of others. He's about to rig an election that will make him legally untouchable. And we can't get him because of some bureaucratic crap?"
  


  


  
    "I know how you feel, but we'll be wasting our time to even ask," she said.
  


  
    "Fine. So we won't ask," he said.
  


  


  
    She stared at him. "Alex . . ."
  


  
    "There is a difference between the law and justice. The only way this guy skates is over my dead body. We never had this conversation, Toni. You don't know anything about this."
  


  


  
    She shook her head. "Oh, no, you don't. You don't get rid of me that easy. You want to do something stupid, I'm going to make sure you do it right. I'm in."
  


  
    "You don't have to do this."
  


  


  
    "Steve Day was my boss, too. I want his killer to pay for it."
  


  
    Neither of them spoke for what seemed like a long time. Then Michaels said, "We'd better get John Howard in here."
  


  


  
    "You think he'll go along?"
  


  
    "We won't tell him, either. He works for me. If anything happens, it's my head that will roll. What he doesn't know won't hurt him."
  


  


  
    "You think that's fair?"
  


  
    "It protects him. He gets what he thinks is a legitimate order, he's covered."
  


  


  
    "Your decision."
  


  
    "Yes. About time I made a couple of decisions that do something."
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    Saturday, October 9th, 5:00 a.m.

  


  
    In the air over Hudson Bay
  


  
    

  


  
    "All right, Sergeant Know-It-All, let's hear it."
  


  
    Howard knew the plan--he had devised it--but it never hurt to burn it into long-term memory. Another pass to spot any errors.
  


  


  
    Julio Fernandez grinned and affected his recruit-to-drillmaster voice: "Sir, Colonel Howard, sir!" More quietly, he said, "Chechnya is landlocked, bounded by Ingushetia on the west, Russia on the north, Dagestan on the east and Georgia on the south. The western border of the country is about three hundred kilometers east of the Black Sea, give or take. The capital and largest city is Grozny, of which the colonel will see detailed CIA maps of the surface streets in his flatscreen file, when and if he cares to look.
  


  
    "The population is largely Chechen or Russian, that is to say--"
  


  


  
    "Skip the geopolitical history, Sergeant. Let's get to strategy and tactics, please."
  


  
    "As the colonel wishes." He grinned, relaxed. "Our two vintage UH-1H Hueys are scheduled to be off-loaded at 1900 hours from jet transport at Vladikavkaz, in North Ossetia, a favor for which the locals hope to obtain certain reciprocal courtesies from the U.S. Since we want friends in that area, such courtesies will no doubt eventually be extended.
  


  


  
    "Once on the ground and operational, we will have to violate about fifteen kilometers of Ingushetian airspace to reach Chechnya. Our command post will be outside Urus-Martan, which is another twenty-five klicks inside Chechnya. All in all, we're talking about flying over forty kilometers of unfriendly territory.
  


  
    "Of course, both countries have radar and something of an air force; however, at treetop level in the dark, it is unlikely that anybody but a few goats will even notice our choppers' overflight. It should be a milk run, if a bit crowded.
  


  


  
    "We have a truck waiting in Grozny, which our four-trooper collection-team squad will reach from Urus-Martan upon the two Russian motor scooters we'll bring with us on the black copters. Vespa knockoffs, I believe. They aren't very fast, but it's only a dozen kilometers from Urus-Martan to Grozny, and they'll be coming back in a truck. Pretty good trade, actually, leaving the two scooters for one murdering Russian. The locals come out way ahead."
  


  
    Howard made the keep-it-rolling sign.
  


  


  
    "We arrive, all things going well, at about 2200 hours, set up our tactical base in an old dairy farm owned by our friends the spooks. The spooks don't know we'll be using the place, as per our DTNS-policy on this mission."
  


  
    Howard frowned. A new acronym. "DTNS?"
  


  


  
    "Don't tell nobody squat," Fernandez said. "Especially the CIA." He grinned widely.
  


  
    "You just made that up, didn't you?"
  


  


  
    "I am hurt that the colonel believes I would do such a thing."
  


  
    "Sergeant Fernandez, I believe you would give a polar bear a poodle cut and call him Fifi."
  


  


  
    Fernandez laughed. "Sir. This farm--there's no neighbors within shouting range. Everything going as planned, our CT squad putt-putts into town, collects their ride, grabs the Russky, comes back, and a few minutes after midnight, we're all airborne and on the way back to this here comfortable 747, which is by then all gassed up and waiting for us at the Vladikavkaz Airport. As a gesture of goodwill, we leave the transport copters for our new friends the North Ossetians, climb on our ride and fly away home. Everything by the numbers."
  


  
    "If everything goes as planned," Howard said.
  


  


  
    "You worry too much, sir. Our squad speaks fluent Russian, and a bit of the local dialect. They got the proper travel and ID papers, they can shoot the balls off a gnat at ten paces. They'll get him. And if there is any problem they can't handle, that's what the two dozen of us sitting at the farm cleaning our weapons are for, ain't it?"
  


  
    Howard nodded. He had been surprised the mission had gone forward, given how cloudy the politics were in Washington. He did not want to get into a shooting war with the Chechens. No matter whose fault it might be, he was the man in charge, and the fallout would all settle on him. No, he didn't want a war this time. He wanted a nice clean insertion and retrieval, and as Fernandez had said, to fly away home. This one was too touchy for anything else.
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    Saturday, October 9th, 10:00 a.m.

  


  
    Springfield, Virginia
  


  
    

  


  
    Ruzhyo and Grigory the Snake were at a petrol service station off I-95, not far from the Springfield Regional Shopping Center. According to the map Ruzhyo had, the old Fort Belvoir Proving Ground was a few miles ahead, on the way to Quantico. What, he wondered, did an American proving ground look like? It must depend on what they were trying to prove, which weapon or vehicle they were testing.
  


  
    Winters, the Texan, had gone home, to Dallas or Fort Worth or wherever it was he claimed he was from. Should they need him in the next few days, he'd said, he would check for messages at the secure number.
  


  


  
    They had stopped at the station because Grigory had an urgent need to use the toilet. From the muffled groans he had made as he urinated, Ruzhyo guessed that Zmeya's own . . . personal snake was afflicted with some ailment. Gonorrhea, probably, since that was the venereal disease most likely to manifest itself with pain while peeing. As a soldier, Ruzhyo had heard many men groan while dribbling thus, usually a day or three after returning from the whores they had enjoyed while on leave.
  


  
    Here was the Snake's reward for his adventures in Las Vegas.
  


  


  
    Grigory came out of the toilet, his face flushed. "I need some penicillin, Mikhayl."
  


  
    "Was she worth this?"
  


  


  
    "Then, yes. Now, no."
  


  
    "I do not believe you can buy penicillin without a doctor's order here," Ruzhyo said. He kept his face bland, even though he felt much like smiling. It served the fool right.
  


  


  
    "There is a pet store nearby," Grigory said. "We can get it there."
  


  
    "A pet store?"
  


  


  
    "Da. The Americans have rules against selling antibiotics for people, but not for animals. You can buy penicillin, tetracycline, streptomycin, even chloramphenicol for your pet fish. You open the capsules, sprinkle the medicine into the water. The drugs are not so pure as those intended for people, and they are expensive, but they work just as well."
  


  
    Ruzhyo shook his head. Amazing. Not just that the Americans would do such a thing--Americans no longer surprised him with how stupid they could be--but that the Snake would know this? That was truly fascinating. How had he come by such knowledge?
  


  


  
    Ruzhyo asked him.
  


  
    "I have been unlucky in love a few times," Grigory allowed.
  


  


  
    Ruzhyo stared at the Snake. A man who knew no better was merely ignorant, a thing that could be remedied. Someone who knew better, but proceeded anyway? That was stupid, and not so easily repaired. "Very well. We shall go to your pet store, so that you may buy fish medicine to fix your sick zmeya. Then we find a way to get within range of Net Force HQ. I am thinking we will become U.S. Marines. What better disguise in a place like Quantico?"
  


  
    "Anything you like, Mikhayl, once I get my penicillin."
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    Saturday, October 9th, 10:48 p.m.

  


  
    Urus-Martan, Chechnya
  


  
    

  


  
    Howard looked at his watch, then through the dilapidated farmhouse's window. The troops had managed to roll both the copters into the massive, if decrepit, barn. There had once been stalls for rows of cows to be milked, but the spooks had gutted enough of the barn to allow for such things as hiding two beat-up Hueys. They didn't look pretty, but they were in fine mechanical condition. They were painted a dark, dead military green and not black, but they were covert birds. They didn't carry any weapons, not even machine guns. They were strictly transport. Not very fast transport--a loaded Huey might hit 120 knots--but the craft were sturdy and dependable. You weren't going to outrun an air-to-air or ground-to-air missile in anything that had a top rotor anyhow. They couldn't fight and they couldn't run too fast, but nobody could shoot you if they didn't see you. Hiding was better than shooting in this scenario.
  


  
    Howard turned away. "Status, Sergeant?"
  


  


  
    Julio stood behind three TacComp Specialists, who sat on stools in front of a bank of five field computers set up on their own telescoping legs. They were opened like big suitcases with the monitors in the hinged lids. The systems were also ugly-looking--lean-mean-GI-green--but when it came to this kind of hardware, pretty was as pretty did. These were state-of-the-art 900-MHz machines, with the new FireEye bioneuro chips, massive amounts of fiberlight memory, and fourteen hours of active battery power if the local plugs didn't work.
  


  
    "Sir, our squad's GPS sig puts them here." He pointed at a map on-screen. There was a tiny red dot flashing in the approximate middle of it. "Two kilometers from their destination."
  


  


  
    "Report?"
  


  
    "Their coded signal-bounce three minutes ago stetted a continued ASG--all systems green."
  


  


  
    "Good."
  


  
    One of the TCS operators said, "We got on-line vid from the Big Bird spysat footprinting the locale. Check this out."
  


  


  
    A ghostly phospor-green image of a truck rolling along a dark street from above appeared on one of the screens. As they watched, the truck made a right turn. It passed under a streetlight, and an image appeared on the truck's roof. The TCS op laughed.
  


  
    "What's funny?" Howard asked.
  


  


  
    The TCS op touched controls. The image freeze-framed, and increased in size. "A little unsharp mask . . . thus," the op said. "Look here. A message from the squad."
  


  
    A crude hand-drawn image on the truck's roof sharpened enough that Howard could make it out. It was a hand, holding up the two-finger sign for the letter V.
  


  


  
    V for victory. Howard smiled.
  


  
    "You owe me five, Sarge," the op said.
  


  


  
    Howard raised an eyebrow.
  


  
    Fernandez said, "We had a small wager as to what the unit would draw on the truck roof, sir. I believe TCS Jeter here must have gotten to them with a bribe."
  


  


  
    "What were you betting it would be?" Howard asked.
  


  
    "An, uh, illustration somewhat like, uh, this one, sir. Slightly different."
  


  


  
    "One that featured one finger, sir," the TCS op said. He kept his face deadpan.
  


  
    Howard grinned again. No matter where they were, no matter what they were up against, soldiers always found some way to relieve the monotony--or the tension.
  


  


  
    "Carry on," Howard said. He walked back to the window.
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    Saturday, October 9th, 11:23 p.m.

  


  
    Grozny
  


  
    

  


  
    Plekhanov was getting ready for bed, brushing his teeth, when the doorbell to his house rang. His house was small, but nicely appointed, and in a neighborhood of such houses. Soon he would have one twice as big in a much better neighborhood. Everything in its own time.
  


  
    The bell rang again. It had an insistent quality.
  


  


  
    It was awfully late for someone to be calling. This could not be good news.
  


  
    He rinsed his mouth out, dried his face, then put a robe on over his pajamas. He stopped at the small writing table near the entrance, opened the drawer and removed from it the Luger pistol his grandfather had brought back from the German front in 1943.
  


  


  
    Pistol in hand, he peered through the fish-eye lens into the door.
  


  
    A very attractive young woman stood on the stoop. Her hair was in disarray and her lipstick smeared. Her dark blouse was pulled out of her pants, unbuttoned and wide open, revealing her unfettered breasts; her pants, blue jeans, were unzipped, and she held them up with one hand, clutching a wadded bra in the other hand. She appeared to be crying. As he watched, the young woman rang the bell again. He saw her sob.
  


  


  
    Goodness. A rape victim?
  


  
    Plekhanov lowered the gun and opened the door. "Yes? May I help you?"
  


  


  
    A man appeared from out of nowhere. He also wore jeans, a dark T-shirt and a blue Windcheater. He pointed a gun at Plekhanov's face. "Yes, sir, you can help us." He spoke Russian, but it wasn't a local accent.
  


  
    The gunman reached over and gently relieved him of the Luger. "Nice gun," he said. "Probably worth a lot."
  


  


  
    A moment later, two more men joined the woman and the gunman. They seemed to materialize from the bushes and darkness. The other two looked to be cut from the same pattern--young, fit, casual dress.
  


  
    What was going on? Was this a robbery? There had been a lot of criminal activity of late. What did they want?
  


  


  
    The woman zipped up her pants and clicked the snap closed. She slipped her shirt off, put the bra on--some kind of one-piece sport thing--adjusted it, then slipped her blouse back on, buttoned it and tucked it in. One of the other men handed her a dark blue Windcheater.
  


  
    "No need to do any of this on our account, Becky," the young man with the gun said.
  


  


  
    "In your dreams, Marcus," the woman said.
  


  
    "If you would step back inside, Dr. Plekhanov?" the gunman said.
  


  


  
    His speech was correct, but Plekhanov still had not placed the accent. "You aren't Russian, nor Chechen," Plekhanov said.
  


  
    "No, sir," he said. This was spoken in English.
  


  


  
    Plekhanov's stomach twisted. They were Americans!
  


  
    He gestured with the gun. "Inside, Professor. You'll want to change into something more appropriate for travel. We're going on a long trip."
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    Saturday, October 9th, 11:28 p.m.

  


  
    Urus-Martan
  


  
    

  


  
    "They got him!" Fernandez said. "They are en route, ETA twenty minutes."
  


  
    The men in the room cheered. Howard let them, then said, "All right, let's not get ahead of ourselves. Get the birds on-line. We'll celebrate when we're back on our own soil."
  


  


  
    Ten minutes later, Howard was outside in the dark, watching the pilots preflight the copters, when Fernandez came out of the farmhouse double-time.
  


  
    "Sir, we have a slight problem."
  


  


  
    Howard felt his belly lurch and fill with several hundred butterflies who all wanted out, now. "What?"
  


  
    "Our squad's ride just broke down. Squad Leader Captain Marcus says he thinks it blew a head gasket."
  


  


  
    Howard stared at him. The truck broke down? That wasn't even in the scenario! Jesus Christ!
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    Sunday, October 10th, 12:04 a.m.

    Urus-Martan
  


  
    

  


  
    "Where are they?" Howard asked.
  


  
    TCS-op Jeter was all business now, nothing funny in his voice. "Sir, GPS puts them in the city, south of the old Tets Komintern, in the new Visok Stal Oil Storage Area, close to the Sunzha River."
  


  


  
    "How far from here?"
  


  
    "A long walk with a reluctant prisoner in tow, sir. I make it eighteen kilometers."
  


  


  
    "Wonderful."
  


  
    "Uh-oh. We've got incoming vox transmission. I'm unscrambling." Jeter tapped keys.
  


  


  
    If the squad leader was willing to break radio silence, even with a coded transmission, that meant things either had gone, or were about to go, right to Hell.
  


  
    "Wolf Pack, this is Cub Omega One, do you copy?"
  


  


  
    "This is Alpha Wolf, Cub. Go ahead."
  


  
    "Sir, we're broken down in the middle of a giant oil-tank farm and we've got two security officers a hundred meters away, approaching us on bicycles."
  


  


  
    Bike cops. Great. "Follow planned procedure, Omega One. Smile politely and wave your documents, they will pass muster."
  


  
    "Yes, sir--oh, shit!"
  


  


  
    "Say again, Cub Omega One?"
  


  
    The captain's voice came back, but he wasn't talking to Howard: "Somebody shut him the hell up!"
  


  


  
    "Omega One, report!"
  


  
    There was a dead silence that stretched long.
  


  


  
    "Cub Omega One, reply."
  


  
    "Ah, Alpha, we have a, uh . . . situation here. Our passenger started screaming bloody murder and these stupid damned cops just up and opened fire!"
  


  


  
    Next to Howard, Fernandez said, "Jesus, what kind of trigger-happy bastards are they? They can't know who they're dealing with."
  


  
    "Alpha, we have returned fire, repeat, we have returned fire. Omega Cubs are all uninjured, say again, no injuries our squad, but we have one local down and the other has--has--" Proper report terminology failed him. "Has hauled ass behind a big fucking oil tank, sir. Stand by. Barnes and Powell, flank right, Jessel, left, go, go!"
  


  


  
    Howard waited for what seemed like another couple of thousand years. He exchanged glances with Fernandez.
  


  
    Captain Marcus came back on-line. "Sir, the downed local is . . . ah, defunct. He had a belt phone, and we have to assume the other one also carries communication gear, but we lost him. I would guess that we are going to have unfriendly company soon, Alpha. Please advise."
  


  


  
    Howard looked at Fernandez. There was no choice. Nobody was leaving anybody out here. "Bag it up, troops! We lift in three minutes!"
  


  
    To the squad leader waiting on the other end of the scrambled comline, Howard said, "Stand fast, Omega. The pack is on the way."
  


  


  
    "Copy that, Alpha. Thank you, sir."
  


  
    "Let's go, Julio."
  


  


  
    "Yes, sir!"
  


  
    Howard and Fernandez ran for the helicopters.
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    Saturday, October 9th, 4:10 p.m.

  


  
    Quantico
  


  
    

  


  
    Michaels and Toni were in the small conference room, working on their second pot of coffee. As the doctor had predicted, Michaels was a lot more sore than he had been right after he'd been shot. It hurt to move, it hurt to stand still, it hurt to sit. He'd taken pills at home, to sleep, but he wanted to stay sharp while Howard's operation was in progress. He had finally popped a couple of the pain tabs from their plastic-and-foil blisters, and washed them down with his fifth or sixth cup of coffee an hour or so ago, and the sharp stabbing pain had faded to a more-bearable dull stabbing pain. And despite all the coffee, he felt relatively mellow.
  


  
    "How's your arm?" he asked Toni.
  


  


  
    "It was a nice clean cut. It doesn't hurt much," she said, "but it itches."
  


  
    He had thanked her after it had happened, but he'd had plenty of time to think about it since. "You saved my life in that locker room," he said. "If you hadn't jumped that woman, she would have killed me."
  


  


  
    "Rusty saved us both. I'd never gotten to her if he hadn't come in and started yelling. Holding an ink pen and pretending it was a gun." She shook her head.
  


  
    "I'm really sorry about Agent Russell," he said. "I knew you were teaching him your fighting art. Were you, uh, close?"
  


  


  
    She hesitated for a moment. "Not really, no." She stared into her coffee cup. "His parents are having the body flown back to Jackson, Mississippi, for the funeral and burial. That's where he was from. They seem like nice people. I'd like to go, if that's all right. It's in a couple of days."
  


  
    "Sure. After we get though all this--if we get through it--I wonder if I might get you to show me some of what you do--the silat?"
  


  


  
    She looked up from her coffee.
  


  
    "Lately, I don't know why, I've kind of felt the need to know a little more about self-defense."
  


  


  
    He smiled, and she matched his expression.
  


  
    "I'd be happy to show you."
  


  


  
    "Might take a few weeks for me to stop gimping around." He touched his bandaged leg.
  


  
    "I'll wait."
  


  


  
    He sipped at the coffee, then decided if he had anymore, he was going to have to have a bladder transplant. He put the cup down. "I wonder how it's going. They are supposed to be done about now."
  


  
    "I'm sure they'll call as soon as they can."
  


  


  
    "I'm sure. And I am confident that Colonel Howard will execute his mission."
  


  
    She smiled again.
  


  


  
    "What?" he asked.
  


  
    "Nothing. I was just remembering something from a long time ago."
  


  


  
    "Yeah?"
  


  
    "Between my junior and senior year at John Jay, I moved to an apartment with two other students. My brother Tony had lost his job, so his wife and two kids moved in with my parents while he went to Maine to find work. Things were a little crowded at home. We lucked into a rent-controlled place that actually had heat and windows that would open. Building is probably a parking lot by now, but it was perfect for three girls away from home for the first time.
  


  


  
    "Anyway, one of my roomies was an Eye-tie like me, that was Mary Louise Bergamo, from Philadelphia; the other was a tall, lanky black woman from Texas, a volleyball player, Dirisha Mae Jones. She was the funniest person I ever met. She was always coming up with these little homespun homilies she'd gotten from somewhere. One night we were drinking cheap wine and making a lot of noise and she defined 'confident' for us.
  


  
    " 'Well, girls, listen here. There's this black man, name of Ernest, who is married to this here beauuutiful woman, Loretta, but Loretta is gone up and leave him 'cause Ernest got fired from his job--even though it wasn't no fault of his own.' "
  


  


  
    Michaels grinned. Her imitation of her friend's Texas accent was pretty good.
  


  
    Toni continued: " 'So Ernest gets up one morning and puts on his best tie and his only white shirt and his Sunday-go-to-meeting pants, and leaves the house to go to this job interview. Ernest knows he don't get this job, his woman is gone leave him. He also know the good old boy doing the hirin' don't particularly care for men of color, so he got to be sharp.
  


  


  
    " 'By now, though, it's lunchtime. On the way to the interview, Ernest stops at Rick's Pit Barbecue, where he orders a double helping of pork ribs and a beer to wash 'em down. So while he's waiting for Rick's boy James to dish up the ribs--which are drenched in about half a gallon of hot, greasy barbecue sauce, and which are the absolute best ribs anywhere in East Texas, and pretty much in Central or West Texas, too, and that's sayin' something--while he's waitin', Ernest walks on over to the phone and calls up Loretta. Says to her, "Honey, shake out your blue dress--we gone go out dancin' tonight to celebrate my new job."
  


  
    " 'Now, a man that eats ribs wearing a white shirt he knows got to stay clean, that's a confident man, girls.' "
  


  


  
    Michaels laughed.
  


  
    "I like seeing you do that, Alex. Laugh. You don't do it enough."
  


  


  
    Michaels felt a little stab of something through the pain medication. Something in her voice. She liked him. It made him feel a little uncomfortable, but not too uncomfortable. "There have been better times for it. So, what happened to them? Your roommates?"
  


  
    "Mary Louise went to law school--Harvard--then home to go into practice with her father's firm. She was on the team that took the State versus Pennco Housing to the Supreme Court last year and won."
  


  


  
    "And the woman from Texas?"
  


  
    "Dirisha joined the Woman's Pro Volleyball Tour right after she graduated. Played for three years, was on the Nike Team that won the Four Woman Outdoor Championships a couple of times. She retired from the circuit, wrote a book about her adventures, got a job as a sports columnist for The New York Times. Got married a few years ago, had a baby, a boy. Want to guess what she named him?"
  


  


  
    "Come on."
  


  
    "Yep. Ernest."
  


  


  
    "You're making this up."
  


  
    She raised her hand, made the scout sign. "Not a word, I swear."
  


  


  
    He chuckled again. She was right. He needed to laugh more.
  


  
    Right now, though, he was a little nervous. Where was Howard? He should have called by now. He looked at his watch.
  


  


  
    Even if it all went as smooth as silk on silk, Michaels was going to have to do some fast and fancy dancing to keep Carver from going for his throat when he found out. If they went through all this and failed to retrieve Plekhanov, well, he was definitely going to be in crap up to his eyebrows.
  


  
    If this operation failed, he'd sure as hell get a lot of time to practice his laughing, probably a long, long way from anything connected to Net Force. Though he didn't think he'd feel much like yuk-yukking it up for a while.
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    Sunday, October 10th, 12:12 a.m.

  


  
    Grozny
  


  
    

  


  
    "She's at top speed now, sir," the pilot yelled. He had to yell to be heard over the Huey's rotor and wind noise. All those action vids where they showed people having normal conversations inside a big chopper with the doors open, like two aristocrats sharing tea in an air-conditioned Rolls Royce, were pure fantasy. Those vids were produced by somebody who had probably never even seen a helicopter close up. Even the radio chatter in the headphones was hard to hear.
  


  
    "How long?" Howard shouted.
  


  


  
    "Two, three minutes," the pilot yelled back. "There's the edge of the tank farm ahead, to the right. And there's the river. I'm going to take us right over the main road."
  


  
    The ten men assigned to this craft carried H&K subguns and holstered side arms--9mm Brownings, along with Cold Steel sheath knives. They wore plain coveralls, but they also wore flak vests and generic Kevlar helmets and boots. The gear was all over-the-counter commercial--the subguns were from Germany, the pistols from Belgium, the vests Israeli, the knives Japanese. This was not supposed to be a stand-up fight, and if any gear got left behind, it wasn't going to point to the United States.
  


  


  
    The troops did wear dog tags, but that didn't matter--they weren't leaving any personnel behind. Either they all left or they all stayed.
  


  
    "There's the truck!" Fernandez yelled.
  


  


  
    "And there's trouble," Howard said.
  


  
    A convoy of military-style vehicles, three of them, was fast approaching the dead truck from the other direction. The lead vehicle was a Jeep-clone with a light machine gun mounted on it amidships, and a figure in camo manning the weapon. The second vehicle was a police car with a flashing blue light. The third vehicle was a large SWAT-style van, also with a light blinking atop it. Even over the roar of the noise in the copter, they could hear the sirens.
  


  


  
    "Well, shit," Fernandez said.
  


  
    Howard yelled at the pilot. "Will my headset reach C2?" "Yes, sir, it should."
  


  


  
    Howard trigged his com. To the commander of the other copter, Howard said, "C2, this is Alpha Wolf, do you copy?"
  


  
    "Alpha Wolf, we copy your trans."
  


  


  
    "C2, I want you to stand away, repeat, stand away. Circle back and we'll call if we need you. No point in giving them two targets."
  


  
    "Yes, sir."
  


  


  
    To his pilot, Howard said, "Put it down, Loot. Between our truck and the incoming."
  


  
    "Yes, sir."
  


  


  
    Howard's stomach lurched as the bird dropped toward the road. He felt his skin tighten. "Nobody fires unless fired on! Deploy in a staggered grid and stand ready."
  


  
    Howard looked at the uprushing road. No cover, but he wouldn't start blasting in the middle of an oil-tank field if it was his property. He was banking on the Chechen force commander's surprise and sense of responsibility. If it was Howard running some out-of-the-way post, and he got a call to investigate a shooting in the middle of the night, and an unmarked copter put down and disgorged armed and unidentified troops, he would hesitate before opening fire--as long as they didn't shoot first. There would be some important questions he'd want answers to: Who were they? What were they doing there? Could they be his own, doing some covert deal? Before you started blasting, you needed some information. It was one thing to shoot at some criminals in a truck you thought might have a hostage, but if you cut your own troops down, that would be bad for your career. If you riddled a bunch of oil tanks with AP rounds and created knee-deep pools of the stuff, that would also be bad. In the Chechen's place, Howard would be making some fast calls, trying to figure out what the hell was going on.
  


  


  
    The Huey touched down. "Lock and load!" Howard yelled.
  


  
    He checked his own weapon to make sure it was ready, then went out to collect his squad and their catch.
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    Sunday, October 10th, 12:18 a.m.

    Grozny
  


  
    

  


  
    The three Chechen vehicles skidded to a halt as Howard and his troops piled out of the Huey and spread out, weapons held ready but not locked on targets. The Chechens had the advantage as they bailed from their rides--they could use their vehicles for cover. There were fifteen, maybe eighteen, Chechens in military gear, and they deployed, pointing their weapons from behind the Jeep-clone, the van and the police car.
  


  
    Howard's men were in the open, and the pucker-factor here was extremely high. A car body would stop a lot of small-arms fire; thin air would not.
  


  


  
    "Marcus!" Howard said, quietly enough so he hoped his voice wouldn't carry to the Chechens. "Get the package into the bird and then get out here."
  


  
    Behind him, the squad hustled Plekhanov toward the Huey. Marcus was the language expert, and as soon as he had the Russian onboard, he hopped back out and came to stand next to Howard.
  


  


  
    Sixty meters away, somebody in the Chechen force began yelling in Russian. Howard had a few words and phrases, enough to recognize a "Who the hell are you?" query when he heard it.
  


  
    "What is the name of their secret police force?" Howard asked Marcus, sotto voce.
  


  


  
    "Zhalit Kulk, sir."
  


  
    "Tell them that's who we are. Tell them we're on a secret mission. Tell them to get the hell away from here or we'll have their balls for breakfast." Howard didn't think they'd buy it, but they'd have to think about it. What if it was the truth? Could they take the chance?
  


  


  
    "Sir." Marcus turned and loudly rattled off a fast string of Russian.
  


  
    Howard kept his voice low, but loud enough for his troops to hear over the Huey's twin engines. "Fall back into the transport by twos. Last out, first in."
  


  


  
    As the first pair of his troops climbed into the Huey, the Chechen commander yelled something, and his men took more precise aim with their weapons.
  


  
    "I don't think they want us to leave," Fernandez said.
  


  


  
    Howard's belly was suddenly full of dry ice and liquid nitrogen. He nodded. But the longer they stayed here, the more dangerous it got. Somebody might get nervous, his finger might slip, and the first round that went off would trigger a fusillade from both sides.
  


  
    Slowly and carefully, Howard triggered his com headset, opened the opchan to the second Huey. He hoped they weren't too far away to hear him on the portable. "C2, this is Alpha Wolf."
  


  


  
    There was a moment of dead air.
  


  
    "C2, respond."
  


  


  
    "Copy, Alpha, this is C2."
  


  
    Howard repressed the urge to sigh in relief. "We need a distraction here. There's a big van with a flashing blue light about sixty meters north of our position next to C1. I would appreciate it if you would approach from the north and have somebody lean out and put a couple of magazines of hardball into the roof of that vehicle."
  


  


  
    "Consider it a done deal, Alpha. We're coming in."
  


  
    "Give me an ETA."
  


  


  
    "Forty-five seconds, sir."
  


  
    They hadn't gone far, a thing for which he was extremely thankful at the moment.
  


  


  
    "We are leaving, troops," Howard said, loud enough for his force to hear. At this point, he didn't much care if the opposition heard him. "On my command, by twos, as fast as you can."
  


  
    He saw a few of the Chechens glance away from their sights, looking up and behind. They'd be able to hear the oncoming Huey's engines--the big Pratt and Whitneys could put out almost 1200 horsepower in a pinch, and at full bore, quiet they were not.
  


  


  
    "Stand ready. . . ." Howard said.
  


  
    In the reflected light from the Chechen vehicles and the yellow sodium lamps outlining the oil tanks, Howard saw the Huey roar in and swing into a drifting broadside turn eighty feet up. After a beat, the rapid yellow-orange flashes of two or three submachine guns blasted from the open doorway.
  


  


  
    His troops could shoot. The roof of the van rattled under the jacketed hail.
  


  
    The Chechens turned to face the new and more active threat.
  


  


  
    "Go, go, go!"
  


  


  
    Howard's troops piled into the Huey--
  


  


  
    The Chechens opened up on the hovering copter--
  


  


  
    The last of his troops scrambled into the grounded bird. Only Howard and Fernandez remained outside.
  


  


  
    "Get in, Julio!"
  


  
    "Age before beauty, sir."
  


  


  
    Howard grinned, and leaped for the copter. Fernandez bumped him from behind as he cleared the door.
  


  
    "Lift, lift!" Howard yelled.
  


  


  
    The pilot powered up, and the Huey lurched into the sky.
  


  
    The Chechens realized the attack from the air was a diversion. They turned their fire in two directions. Jacketed bullets chunked into the copter.
  


  


  
    "Keep their heads down!" Howard yelled.
  


  
    Fernandez, closest to the door, opened up, waving his H&K back and forth like a garden hose. The Chechens ducked behind their cover. Bullets hammered their vehicles.
  


  


  
    The command Huey canted and fell away at a sharp angle, climbing slowly and spiraling upward. A couple more incoming rounds hit and clanged, but a moment later, they were clear.
  


  
    "C2?" Howard yelled into his mike.
  


  


  
    "Right behind you, Alpha."
  


  
    "Casualties your way?"
  


  


  
    "Negative, sir."
  


  
    "Sergeant?"
  


  


  
    "Anybody hit?" Fernandez yelled.
  


  
    Apparently nobody was.
  


  


  
    Howard blew out a big breath and grinned. They had done it! Man!
  


  
    "This is kidnapping! You can't do this!"
  


  


  
    Howard regarded the indignant Russian. He felt a cold hatred fill him as he looked at the man.
  


  
    "You fools will create an international incident! I have influential friends! You cannot expect to get away with it!"
  


  


  
    Howard stared at the man. "We already have gotten away with it."
  


  
    The Russian began cursing, in Russian. Howard recognized a few of those words, too. He was not disposed to listen to them. He held his hand up for silence. The Russian fell silent and frowned at him.
  


  


  
    "Mister, you killed a man I liked and respected. If you don't shut up right now, you might accidentally fall out of this thing. At this speed and height, you will bounce like a rubber ball when you hit the ground."
  


  
    The Russian apparently decided he had nothing else to say.
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    Saturday, October 9th, 6:54 p.m.

  


  
    Quantico
  


  
    

  


  
    The phone rang in the conference room. Alone, Michaels grabbed it. "Yes?"
  


  
    "Sir, patching through Colonel Howard," said the voice.
  


  


  
    "Commander?"
  


  
    "Right here, Colonel."
  


  


  
    "Mission accomplished, sir. We're in the air and on the way home."
  


  
    Michaels felt an immense welling of relief. "All right! Congratulations, Colonel. Any problems?"
  


  


  
    "Nothing to speak of, sir. A walk in the park."
  


  
    Toni came back into the room. Michaels looked at her, pointed at the telephone's receiver and gave her the thumb-and-forefinger sign for "okay."
  


  


  
    "We should see you in about sixteen hours, Commander, give or take."
  


  
    "I will look forward to it. Congratulations again, Colonel. Well done."
  


  


  
    Michaels broke the connection and grinned at Toni. "They got him. On the way home. Be here tomorrow."
  


  
    "I'll give Jay Gridley a call," she said. "He wanted to know how it came out."
  


  


  
    "Do that."
  


  
    "So, now what, Alex? If you're right, we have the man who killed Steve Day, even if we can't prove he did it. The woman who muddied up the waters is dead."
  


  


  
    "Back to business as usual, I guess," he said. "If I survive the meeting with Carver when I tell him what I did."
  


  
    "You will. The Director looks at the bottom line. This is like Bush's Noriega deal, or that Iraqi snatched from Baghdad during the last days of the Clinton Administration. Our current President wanted this guy caught, he's caught. He's the DOJ's problem now."
  


  


  
    "After we have a few words with him."
  


  
    "Of course. But basically, it's all over."
  


  


  
    "Yes," he said. "All over. And all in all, we didn't do too bad, did we?"
  


  
    "No. We didn't do too bad."
  


  


  
    They grinned at each other.
  


  


  


  
    

  


  
    EPILOGUE
  


  


  
    

  


  
    Sunday, October 10th, 11:30 a.m.

    Quantico
  


  
    

  


  
    Ruzhyo, dressed in the fatigues of a United States Marine sergeant, stood outside and next to the chain-link fence that surrounded the Net Force HQ building. He was three hundred meters from the front entrance, but the deer rifle inside the duffel bag on the ground next to his feet was more than accurate enough to make that shot on a man-sized target. The rifle was a Remington, and not a Winchester, but it was also 30-06 caliber, and also a bolt-action, like the weapon he had used in Oregon to kill the computer businessman. The main difference was that the scope was optical and not holographic, with a ten-power magnification, and zeroed in at three hundred meters. He had picked this spot for the shot before he set up the rifle.
  


  
    There was a bus stop here, still so new there was no graffiti drawn upon it. He could dawdle for a few minutes before anybody noticed him. Even on a Sunday, there were people coming and going in enough numbers so that nobody would worry overmuch about another Marine waiting to catch a bus.
  


  
    If the Net Force Commander did not come out for lunch, Ruzhyo would leave, then cycle back later, to see if he could catch him departing for the day. If he did not spot him then, perhaps he would set up along his route home. There was always somewhere.
  


  
    A plain white Dodge van with government plates pulled up near the entrance. Ruzhyo had a tiny eight-power Bushnell monocular in his pocket, a device small enough to conceal entirely in one hand. He leaned sideways against the fence and cupped the monocular in front of his eye.
  


  
    The door to the building opened and an attractive brunette emerged, moved to stand by the van. Immediately behind her was Alexander Michaels, and two men who looked like guards flanked him.
  


  
    Ruzhyo's luck was good. This would have to be fast. A man standing at the fence aiming a rifle would draw attention, Marine or not. He bent, unzipped the duffel bag. The rifle was ready. All he had to do was lift it, stick the barrel through the fence, which would offer an excellent shooting platform, line the crosshairs up and squeeze off the round. A five-second operation if he hurried, perhaps ten if he took his time.
  


  
    Smooth movements were the key. Nothing jerky. Just lift the weapon, push it through the link, take the deep breath and hold it, find the target. He moved.
  


  
    The scope, a Leupold, had excellent optics. The sight picture was clear and sharp.
  


  
    There he was.
  


  
    Ruzhyo placed the wavering crosshairs on the man's chest. . . .
  


  
    At this distance, the scope's circular field was large enough so that Michaels did not fill it. Ruzhyo could see the woman, one of the guards, and a military man in uniform stepping from the van.
  


  
    He allowed half of his indrawn breath to escape. Began his squeeze . . .
  


  
    Shit! Ruzhyo took his finger from the trigger. The military man, a black, held another man by the arm.
  


  
    The man he held was Vladimir Plekhanov!
  


  
    Ruzhyo was aware that he had to decide to shoot or not, and he had to do it fast. He could not continue to stand here.
  


  
    So, for all his skill, they had figured out that Plekhanov was their enemy, and they had not only done that, they had him.
  


  
    Plekhanov, captured. Ruzhyo had spoken with the Russian only two days ago. Amazing.
  


  
    The moment held.
  


  
    Should he shoot Michaels? Or should he shoot Plekhanov? The man might give him up when questioned. Ruzhyo knew well there were drugs, instruments that could pry secrets from the tightest lips. The Americans did not often use such things, but they could, if they chose to do so.
  


  
    So. Shoot?
  


  
    No. He would not kill Vladimir. If the Russian wished to give him to the Americans, so be it.
  


  
    And as for the Net Force Commander? There was no point in shooting him now, either. It would not help Plekhanov. It would serve no purpose. Even as he was, Ruzhyo did not kill without reason.
  


  
    He pulled the rifle from the fence, bent and put it into the duffel bag. He looked around. Perhaps fifteen seconds had passed since he had removed the weapon from its concealment. No one appeared to notice him. He zipped the bag closed. Stood.
  


  
    A bus approached. He would take it, rent another car in the next town, drive and find a place to sit and think. He had the other rental car, of course, but he did not want to use that one again. It was a warm day for October, and already the interior of the car's trunk would probably be beginning to smell bad.
  


  
    The bus hissed to a stop. The door accordioned open. The driver smiled at him. Ruzhyo returned a smaller smile, but it was more for the thought that crossed his mind than anything else.
  


  
    At least he would never again have to listen to Grigory the Snake brag about his Medal for Action in Chechnya. And by the time somebody opened the car's trunk and discovered what lay therein, Ruzhyo would be far, far away.
  


  
    In the desert, perhaps.
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    PROLOGUE
  


  


  


  
    Wednesday, December 15th, 2010, 2:44 a.m.

    Baton Rouge, Louisiana
  


  


  
    A cold and damp winter wind played around the windows of the building, a breeze not strong enough to rattle the still-pristine thermopane glass, but potent enough to tweak an occasional whistle from an art-deco protrusion, whistles that now and then came low enough to sound almost like moans.
  


  
    Alone inside, the night watchman—watchwomanin this case—pored over the laptop on the guard station’s desk, adding a few personal notes to the text of Professor Jenkins’s long and incredibly boring lecture on the strata of rock formations in southern New Zealand. The lecture was from his auditorium-sized class Introduction to Geology, her final science requirement, and she’d put it off as long as she could, but graduation was fast approaching and there was no way around it. She would have taken Astronomy, supposedly a walk, but the classes had been filled before she’d ever logged on to registration. Too bad. Stars were much more interesting than rocks.
  


  
    Kathryn Brant sighed, leaned back in the creaky chair, and rubbed at her eyes. Geology. Bleh.
  


  
    She leaned toward the desk again and got another nail-wrenched-from-wet-wood noise. Lord. Brand-new, and already the chair squeaked as if it had been left out in the Louisiana rain for a couple years. But that was what happened when you bought everything from the lowest bidder—a bid that had probably been the low one because the company had bribed somebody in the Contracts office. Bribery was a normal way of doing business around here. Kat had taken two semesters of political science at LSU, where she was, thankfully, a senior. Studying politics was almost a necessity in Louisiana, where people still spoke fondly of Huey Long, the governor-turned-senator who’d been assassinated in the main part of the capitol building, just up the hall there, more than seventy-five years past.
  


  
    Huey had been one in a long list of rogues who had run the state, and with the public’s blessing. After all, the big oil companies had paid for everything for decades, there hadn’t been any income tax—no property tax to speak of—and if you were going to elect somebody, why not elect somebody colorful, especially if it didn’t cost you anything? Her political science professor had once told the class that when he’d been a teenager, he and his friends would catch a bus to the capitol and sit in the gallery, watching the House in action. More interesting than going to a movie, he’d said. People came from all over the country to study Louisiana politics, and rightly so.
  


  
    She grinned as the wind howled at the glass doors that opened out onto the capitol grounds. Huey was out there, in spirit and in bronze, just around the bend, the spotlight from the top of the tall and pointed building—once the tallest in the entire South, and still pretty much the tallest in the state—again shining down upon the populist martyr’s huge statue. Every now and then, the state tightened its purse strings and decided to turn the spotlight off to save a few dollars, but they always turned it back on again. Tourists still came to see old Huey out there, pigeons and all.
  


  
    Working your way through school as a guard at the state capitol wasn’t the best job in the world, but it left plenty of time to study, that was the main thing—
  


  
    Her com buzzed. She grinned again and pulled the tiny unit from her belt. She knew who it was. Nobody else would be calling at this hour.
  


  
    “Hey,” she said.
  


  
    “Hey, Kat,” her husband said.
  


  
    “How come you’re still awake?” Kat asked. “You’ll never make Lard Ass’s class.”
  


  
    “Piss on him. I miss you. All alone here in this big, old bed. Naked under the covers. Full of lust for my new wife.”
  


  
    Kat laughed. “You all talk, goat-boy. If I came home right now, you’d whine about how you had to get some sleep.”
  


  
    “No, ma’am. You come home and I’ll show you. I have a big surprise for you.”
  


  
    “Not so big as all that, honey chile. I’d say it was just an ...averagesurprise.”
  


  
    “How wouldyouknow? Come on home and see. I’ve been lifting weights.”
  


  
    She laughed. “Iamtempted—” she began.
  


  
    She never finished the sentence. The compression shock wave blasted her so hard that if the investigators hadn’t known who she was, they would never have been able to identify her, not even using dental records. When the various agencies finished combing the rubble—city and state police, fire department, ATF, FBI—they found in the bloody mush that had been Kat Brant only eight of her teeth still intact, none of which had ever been touched by a dentist’s laser.
  


  
    The only blessing was that she did not suffer. She never knew what hit her.
  


  

  


  
    

  


  
    1
  


  


  
    Friday, December 17th, 12:55 p.m.

    Quantico, Virginia
  


  


  
    Alexander Michaels, Commander of the FBI’s elite Net Force unit, fell on the floor, smack onto his butt. He hit harder than he expected; it knocked the wind out of him. Fortunately, the cheek that took most of the impact was the left one, and not the right where, two months ago, a bullet had exited after he’d been shot in the thigh. The wound was pretty much healed; it only twinged now and then.
  


  
    The woman who had just slammed him to the floor was his chief deputy, Assistant Commander Antonella “Toni” Fiorella—all five feet five inches, one hundred and maybe ten pounds of her.
  


  
    Before he could even try to recover his breath, Toni dropped to one knee next to him and threw a short right elbow at his face, slapping it with her left hand for emphasis—and to move her left hand into position for a follow-up wipe, did she deem it necessary.
  


  
    It wasn’t going to be necessary. Michaels had no plans to punch her. He could barely breathe. Smiling took everything he had.
  


  
    Toni offered Michaels a hand, and he took it. She stood and helped him do the same.
  


  
    “You okay?”
  


  
    He managed to suck in enough air to say, “Yeah, fine.” Holding the smile was one of the hardest things he’d done in a while, but he held it.
  


  
    “Good. You see what I did?”
  


  
    “I think so.”
  


  
    Generally, they practiced such takedowns on the nice, padded mat thoughtfully provided here by the FBI in the smaller of the two gyms in Net Force HQ. Now and again, however, they stepped off the mats onto the floor. Toni, who had been practicing this esoteric martial art since she was twelve, had explained why such training was necessary.
  


  
    “If you practice on the mats all the time, you get used to that cushion. If you fall on the street or a sidewalk, it won’t be quite so easy. And since a lot of fights end up on the ground, you need to know how it feels.”
  


  
    Yeah. Right.
  


  
    He could understand it, though he wasn’t sure he was going to ever learn the stuff so well he could hit the concrete and bounce like a rubber ball. But after a month of training five days a week, at least Michaels could finally get the name of the system right:Pukulan Pentjak Silat. Orsilat, for short. It was, Toni had told him, a slimmed-down and simplified version of a more complex art that had come out of the Indonesian jungles less than a century ago. She had learned it from an old Dutch-Indonesian woman who’d lived across the street from the Fiorellas in the Bronx, after she had witnessed the old woman use the art against four gangbangers who had tried to run the granny off her door stoop. A big mistake, that.
  


  
    Michaels had been impressed with what he’d seen Toni do. If this was the simple and easier stuff, he could wait on the really nasty moves.
  


  
    “Okay, you try,” she said.
  


  
    “You gonna punch left or right?” he asked.
  


  
    “Doesn’t matter,” she said. “If you control the center like you’re supposed to, it’ll work either way.”
  


  
    “In theory,” he said.
  


  
    She smiled at him. “In theory.”
  


  
    He nodded, then tried to relax and assume a neutral stance. That was supposed to be part of it too, Toni had said. It ought to work from whichever position you happened to be in if an attacker jumped you; otherwise—what was the point? You wouldn’t have time to bow and get into your ready stance if the street thug decided to eat your lunch. It wasn’t real likely a guy in an alley coming at you with a knife was going to allow you to run home to take off your shoes and put on yourgiwhile he stood there waiting, maybe cleaning his nails with his blade. If a move wasn’t practical, the Indonesian fighters didn’t much like to pass it along. This wasn’t ado,a spiritual “way.” It was the distilled essence of anything-goes street-fighting. It was not an art of flashy, fancy moves, but an art of war. Insilat,you didn’t merely defeat an enemy, you destroyed him, and you used whatever you had at hand to do it: fists, feet, elbows, knives, clubs, guns—
  


  
    Toni leaped at him.
  


  
    You were supposed to block first, then step, and this defense was supposed to be a move to the outside of the attacker. Instead, Michaels, rattled, blocked and stepped to the inside of Toni’s leading foot. In theory, as she’d said, it didn’t matter, since anything that worked was the point.
  


  
    His right thigh slid between Toni’s legs and pressed against her pubis. His concentration on protecting himself just kind of... evaporated. He’d blocked the punch, but now he just stood there. He didn’t follow up. He was very much aware of the warmth of her crotch astraddle his thigh, even through two sets of sweatpants.
  


  
    Damn!
  


  
    “Alex?”
  


  
    “Sorry, I drew a blank.”
  


  
    Quickly, Michaels stepped back. He’d nearly been killed by that assassin a couple of months ago; if it hadn’t been for Toni, the killer would have gotten him, and it had seemed a good idea to learn more about how to protect himself, but right now this intimate martial contact with Toni might be bringing up more problems than it solved. It certainly was bringing up one problem in particular he could do without—
  


  
    “Hey, Boss?”
  


  
    Michaels shook off the erotic thoughts. Jay Gridley stood near the gym’s entrance, looking at the two of them. The younger man was grinning.
  


  
    “Jay. What’s up?”
  


  
    “You said you wanted to hear about that Louisiana thing as soon as it came in. I just downloaded the packet from the field team in Baton Rouge, got vid and reports. It’s flagged in your incoming files.”
  


  
    Michaels nodded. “Thanks, Jay.” He looked at Toni. “I need to check that out.”
  


  
    “We can pick up where we left off Monday,” she said. “Unless you’re working tomorrow?”
  


  
    “I wish. I was hoping to work on the car, but I’ve got to bone up on financial stuff. I’m supposed to appear before Senator White’s committee on Tuesday.”
  


  
    “You get all the fun,” Toni said.
  


  
    “Don’t I just?”
  


  
    They bowed to each other, the intricatesilatbeginning and ending salute, and Michaels headed for the dressing room.
  


  
    

  


  
    Sheldon Gaynel Worsham was sixteen years old, a student at New Istrouma High School. He looked about twelve, was thin, and had black, oily hair slicked down all over, save for a wavy lock that dangled greasily over his left eye. He wore blue parachute pants and a black T-shirt with a putrid-green pulse-paint logo. The logo was a stylized badge with the word “GeeterBeeter” in jagged letters across it. Whatever that meant.
  


  
    The kid slouched in a cheap chair next to a heavy castplast table that was scratched and battered by years of abuse. Somebody had carved a heart with initials inside it on one corner, something of a surprise, since this was obviously a room where knives or other sharp objects were generally forbidden.
  


  
    The man seated across the table from Worsham was heavyset, florid-faced, in a cheap, dark business suit, and he might as well have had “cop” flashing in neon over his head.
  


  
    “So tell me about this bomb,” the cop said.
  


  
    Worsham nodded. “Yeah, okay, okay. So we’re not talking semtex or C4 or crap like that, we’re talking RQX-71, a top-secret chemical used in conventional missile warheads. It’s an analog of some old stuff called PBX-9501. You want to know about anisotropic elastics or isotropic polymerics? Expansion rates or like that?”
  


  
    “Why don’t we just skip over that for now,” the cop said. “Where did you get it, this explosive?”
  


  
    The kid grinned. “I made it in the chem lab. Swiped a keycard from the janitor’s desk and duped it, got the alarm codes, snuck in at night. Only took a week. Got a little tricky at one point, I thought I was gonna blow myself up, but it worked out okay.”
  


  
    “You made it. And took down a brand-new, three-story, steel-framed addition to the capitol with it.”
  


  
    The kid grinned wider. “Yeah. Something, huh?” Worsham sat up straighter in the plastic chair.
  


  
    “And that blast killed a woman guard working her way through college.”
  


  
    “Yeah, well, I’m sorry about that part, but it’s not really my fault. The coozers shouldn’t have fired my dad, you pross?”
  


  
    “Your father worked on the construction of the building.”
  


  
    “Until the stupid coozers fired him, yeah. I wanted to make a point, you pross?”
  


  
    The cop nodded. “I guess you did that.” He shifted in his chair. The thin plastic squeaked in protest. “And how did you happen to come up with the top-secret formula for this—RAQ?”
  


  
    “RQX-71.” Now the kid favored the cop with his biggest grin yet. “That was the easy part. I scarfed it off the net.”
  


  
    

  


  
    Michaels leaned back in the conference room chair and glanced at Toni and Jay Gridley. Gridley touched a control and the holoproj of the interrogation faded.
  


  
    “Full of remorse about killing that young woman, isn’t he?” Michaels said.
  


  
    “Kids don’t relate to death,” Jay said. “Too much entcom, too many vids, too much VR slaughter-rooming.”
  


  
    Toni said, “And the formula?”
  


  
    “Just like the little bastard said,” Jay said. “Right in the middle of a public net room. We pulled it as soon as we found it, but it was posted anonymously. We’re trying to backwalk it, but it looks like it came from a recaster somewhere.”
  


  
    “Who would do such a thing? Why?” Toni said.
  


  
    “And how did theygetthe formula to do it?” Michaels added.
  


  
    Jay shrugged. He tapped at the portable and the image of the destroyed building shimmered and came up on the holoproj. It basically looked like a pile of concrete and metal rubble, beams sticking out, shards of glass glittering under the searchlights, and smoke still coming from sections of it.
  


  
    “Jesus,” Toni said.
  


  
    “Yeah,” Michaels said. “Only this one is in our lap and not His. We’ve got to find whoever is responsible for putting this formula onto the net where our sociopathic teener could find it.”
  


  
    “According to the counter, there were more than nine hundred hits on that file before we cleaned it off,” Jay said. “We better hope nobody else who downloaded that formula has a grudge against somebody.”
  


  
    Michaels shook his head. Nine hundred hits. Nine hundred chances for someone to try to concoct this stuff. Nine hundred chances for someone to succeed, and take out a building like that Worsham kid or—and this was maybe even worse-blow themselves and a whole school full of kids up in the process.
  


  
    What kind of scum would do something like this? The Worsham boy was obviously bent, missing a few key neurons in his brain, but whoever posted the formula for the explosive was really sick. They needed to find him fast.
  


  
    And Christmas was also fast approaching. The holidays would slow things around here to a crawl, and he had to go back to Idaho to see his daughter, Susie. And his ex-wife, Megan, too. A prospect that brought forth mixed emotions in Michaels, to be sure. At eight, Susie was the brightest spot in his life, but it was a long way from Washington, D.C., to Boise, and he didn’t see her nearly as much as he wanted to. And Megan? Well, that was another whole can of worms that didn’t bear opening just at this moment. The divorce had been final for more than a year, and if she called and asked him to come home right now ... Up until recently, there hadn’t been any question, he’d go. But the torch he’d been carrying had dimmed a little when he’d found out Megan was dating somebody. Being with another man. Enjoying it.
  


  
    “Alex?”
  


  
    He looked at Toni. “Sorry, I slipped into the void. What?”
  


  
    “Joanna Winthrop is coming in at two-thirty.”
  


  
    Gridley snorted. “Lightweight Lite? What’s she want?”
  


  
    “Lieutenant Winthrop is going to be assisting us on this matter,” Michaels said. “Colonel Howard has graciously allowed us to borrow her from the field. In fact, she will be working with you.”
  


  
    “What? I don’t need her, Boss.” Jay said. “I can run this dweebo to ground without some airhead sim-bimbo—”
  


  
    “Jay.” Michaels’s tone was sharp.
  


  
    “Sorry, Boss. But she’s only gonna get in the way.”
  


  
    “As I recall, her grade-point average was higher than yours straight across the board,” Toni said.
  


  
    “Sure, whereshewent to school.”
  


  
    “MIT, wasn’t it?”
  


  
    “Yes, ma’am, but their standards have gone way down. CIT is acme now.”
  


  
    Alex just shook his head and said, “Jay, whatever your differences with Lieutenant Winthrop, you’ll just have to find a way to get past them. We need all the help we can get on this mess.” He waved at the holoproj.
  


  
    Gridley nodded, but his jaw muscles flexed as he gritted his teeth.
  


  
    Great, Michaels thought, one more brick on the load I don’t need. A computer prima donna jealous of his territory. Just great.
  


  
    His temporary secretary came into the conference room. “Commander, I have Director Carver on the phone.”
  


  
    Michaels stood. “I’ll take it in my office.” He waved at Jay and Toni. “Get busy, folks.”
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    Friday, December 17th, 1:45 a.m.

    Washington, D.C.
  


  
    

  


  
    Thomas Hughes strode into the senatorial offices as if he owned them, the building they were in,andthe city around them. He waved at the receptionist. "Bertha. Is he alone?"
  


  
    "Yes, sir, Mr. Hughes."
  


  
    Hughes nodded. He'd known Bertha for more than a dozen years. She'd been with Bob since his first term, but she still called him "Mr. Hughes," and he had not encouraged otherwise. He walked to the inner office door, rapped once, and pushed it open in the same motion.
  


  
    Jason Robert White, fifty-six, the senior United States senator from the great state of Ohio, sat at his desk. He was playing a computer game. He looked up and started to frown at the interruption before he realized who had dared barge in.
  


  
    "Hey, Tom." White did a fingerwave over the sensor on his handpad and the small-scale holoproj images froze. It looked like two guys in hand-to-hand combat, one of whom was green and scaly. Jesus.
  


  
    "Bob. How'd the lunch with Hicks go?" Hughes moved to the pale gray leather couch, sat, and looked at the man for whom he worked.
  


  
    White appeared ten years younger than his actual age, with a deep chemical tan under his perfectly styled, artfully graying hair. He wore a dark-blue tailored Saigon suit, a pastel-pink silk shirt, and a striped regimental tie for a regiment that had never existed. Hughes couldn't see his feet, but the shoes were doubtless Italian or Australian, and handmade. Altogether, the outfit the senator wore offhandedly was worth what Hughes made in salary each month, easy. He was the image of a successful senator, handsome, fit, and comfortable in his custom clothes, no doubt about it. He could play a Viennese waltz on the piano, speak passable French and German, keep up with a so-so tennis pro, and break a hundred on a bad day at the country club golf course. A man who could walk the corridors of international power with ease.
  


  
    Hughes, on the other hand, knew he looked every day of his fifty-two years. He was twenty pounds too heavy, wore a decent, but not expensive, Harris Tweed sport coat and gray wool slacks from Nordstrom, both off the rack, and his shoes were Nike dress casuals. Total cost of his outfit was maybe a twentieth that of White's.
  


  
    White leaned back in his chair and waggled his left hand in a so-so gesture. "Well, Tom, you know Hicks. He never gives a nickel but what he wants a dime. If we want to get his support, the honorable senator from Florida wants to see the Naval Air Station remain a fixture in Pensacola from now until the end of time."
  


  
    Hughes nodded. He had expected no less. "Fine. Give him what he wants. What do we care? He's a critical vote. We get him, we'll get Boudreaux and Mullins. We get them, we're out of committee and it's a lock on the floor."
  


  
    White smiled at his chief of staff. "Probably won't hurt us with Admiral Pierce either."
  


  
    "Exactly." Hughes glanced at his watch, a gold Rolex that White had given him on the eve of their election to the Senate.
  


  
    Hughes had been the campaign manager, and such a watch was way beyond anything he'd ever been able to afford. For White, whose family owned half of Ohio and part of Indiana, a Rolex was a trinket, a drop from a bucket brimming with money. It was the most expensive piece of jewelry that Hughes ever wore, and though he could afford better now, he couldn't afford it legally.
  


  
    "Aren't you supposed to be on the links with Raleigh at two-fifteen?" he reminded White.
  


  
    "The old man canceled. Too cold for him. Personally, I think he just doesn't want me to kick his ass again. Last time out, I beat him by nine strokes. We're doing drinks at the Benson instead, two-thirty."
  


  
    "Good. Remember, let him bring up the Stoddard thing. Play it cool, let him court you. He doesn't need to know you want it more than he does."
  


  
    "I will be an iceberg," White said. He waved at the computer projection frozen over his workstation. "You ever play DinoWarz?"
  


  
    "I can't say as I have, no."
  


  
    "Very stimulating mano-a-mano combat scenario. There's a full VR version that puts you right in the middle of the action. Some junior high school kid built it and put it on the net. Fun. You should try it sometime."
  


  
    Hughes smiled and tried not to show the contempt he felt. White was rich, the son, grandson, and great-grandson of wealthy men. It wasn't just a silver spoon he'd been born with, but a platinum one encrusted with diamonds. If he'd wanted to, White could have blown a million dollars a year for his entire life and never depleted his share of the family fortune. He wasn't a total fool, but he was a dilettante, a dabbler; the office was for him an adult version of DinoWarz, and Hughes believed it meant about as much. White thought being a United States senator was… fun.
  


  
    "One other thing," Hughes said. "That bombing in Louisiana."
  


  
    "Oh, yeah. Terrible thing."
  


  
    "Worse than terrible. The kid who did it got the formula for the explosive off the net. A supposedly top-secret military formula."
  


  
    "No shit?" White leaned forward, and his face came close to the translucent holoproj of the two combatants. He waggled his fingers and the image vanished.
  


  
    "I think this plays right into your hearings on Net Force. They are supposed to stop such things."
  


  
    "That's true."
  


  
    "You might want to mention it when the budget hits the table. I'll have Sally work up the report on the bombing. That young woman guard who was killed was in college, a newlywed, about to graduate."
  


  
    "A shame," White said. "Tell Sally to highlight that part."
  


  
    "Of course."
  


  
    The intercom chimed. Bertha. "Sir, your limo is here for your two-thirty."
  


  
    Hughes stood. "I'll be in my office," he said. "And I'll meet you for the staff meeting at four."
  


  
    "Thanks, Tom."
  


  
    After the senator was gone, Hughes went down the hall to his own office. He nodded at Cheryl, his secretary.
  


  
    "Anything pressing?"
  


  
    "Louis Ellis called from Dayton. He's going to be in D.C. next Thursday and he wants the senator's ear for a few minutes."
  


  
    "Have Bertha pencil him in for half an hour in the morning." Ellis, one of White's father's drinking buddies, had contributed half a million to White's last reelection campaign, more or less legally via various PACs. He'd also given them that much cash under the table, a nice chunk of which had found its way into Hughes's own safety deposit box, where it joined a thick sheaf of crisp hundreds already there.
  


  
    Hughes had been very careful about living beyond his means. His public face was exactly what was expected for a senator's chief of staff making a paltry ninety grand a year. But under various guises, Hughes had a fat line of electronic credit. Still, it never hurt to have some hard currency in case of emergencies.
  


  
    If his plans went as expected, he'd be able to use the bills in his box to light his Cuban cigars, if he felt like it.
  


  
    "Anything else?"
  


  
    "Your massage therapist called. She will be at your house at seven."
  


  
    Hughes nodded. Brit would give him a good massage, that was true enough. But that was only half of the service she provided.
  


  
    He went into his office and closed the door behind him.
  


  
    Hughes's office was a spartan affair whose only artwork was a Picasso on the wall behind his desk. He didn't particularly care for Picasso, but a picture worth that much on an office wall certainly impressed people whodidcare about the old Spanish dauber. Depending on his mood, he would give different stories when asked about the painting. Sometimes, he told them he'd bought it at a garage sale for fifty bucks just to watch their jaws drop. Other times, he said a woman had given it to him in gratitude for his lovemaking abilities. Once in a great while, he told the truth—that the painting was a gift from his boss—but that was never as much fun.
  


  
    He sat behind the desk in a wooden teacher's chair. In fact, the chair had once belonged to his high school civics teacher, Charles Joseph, who had told Hughes he would never amount to anything. He kept the chair to remind him that where he was going in the not-too-distant future was going to be beyond old Joseph's—or anybody else's—wildest dreams. Senator White and his family would look like paupers compared to Hughes. Everything was going as planned.
  


  
    He grinned. That was the trick, wasn't it? But he was well on the way. He was, Hughes reminded himself, the smartest man he knew. He could pull it off.
  


  
    No doubt in his mind.
  


  
    The com chirped.
  


  
    "The Vice President is on three," Cheryl said. "I'll take it," Hughes said. "But let's let him wait a few seconds. We don't need an uppity Vice President, do we?" Cheryl chuckled, and Hughes felt pretty good himself. So far, so good.
  


  


  
    Friday, December 17th, 2:40 a.m.

    Quantico, Virginia
  


  
    

  


  
    In his office, Alex Michaels looked at the clock blinking in the corner of his default holoproj, a bucolic scene of a modern-day cattle drive blocking automobile traffic on a back road in Colorado. Michaels had worked one summer on a dude ranch while he was in college. He hated cows as a result, and the picture was another one of Jay Gridley's little jokes. The young man loved to do such things. Thought he was funny.
  


  
    Michaels grinned. Jaywaspretty funny, though Michaels preferred that somebody else be the butt of the young man's jokes.
  


  
    But the clock said that it was ten minutes past the time Lieutenant Joanna Winthrop was supposed to be here for her meeting, and that didn't go with what he'd read about her in her history jacket. He touched the intercom's manual control. His secretary was a temp, filling in for Nadine, who was on vacation. Maybe she had made a mistake.
  


  
    "Liza, isn't Lieutenant Winthrop on for two-thirty?"
  


  
    "Yes, sir, Commander," the young woman said. She sounded rattled. "She's uh, here, sir, but, uh, she'soccupied."
  


  
    Occupied? Michaels went out to see what was going on.
  


  
    On the floor next to his secretary's desk, with a rat's nest of red, white, and blue wires in her lap, sat Joanna Winthrop. She had a pocket tool of some kind, probably a Leatherman, and was using it to twist two of the colored wires together.
  


  
    He had not forgotten how attractive she was, but it still came as something of a shock to him to see her.
  


  
    Winthrop was one of the most beautiful women Michaels had ever seen. She was tall, lean, had long, natural honey-blond hair pinned up, and green eyes that put expensive emeralds to shame. She wore a blue jumpsuit and black boots that would have made most women seem dumpy. On her, the drab clothes looked positively sexy.
  


  
    She glanced at Michaels. "Hello, Commander," she said. She shoved the tangle of wires under the desk, stood, closed her folding pliers, and said, "Try it now."
  


  
    Liza tapped at her command module's keyboard. "Hey! It works. Thank you!"
  


  
    "No problem," Winthrop said. She flashed a radiant smile, perfect save for one slightly crooked tooth that gave it just enough character so it didn't look fake. She turned the grin in his direction, and Michaels could feel the warmth of it from fifteen feet away. A stunning woman, beautifulandsmart, a lethal combination. She was single, in her mid-twenties, and much too young for him at his ancient age of forty; still, she was pleasant to look at, no question.
  


  
    "Sorry I'm late, sir," Winthrop said. "Liza's keyboard input had a short, and you know how Computer Services works; they'd be two hours getting a tech up here unless it was an emergency. And in an emergency—"
  


  
    "—it would takethreehours," Michaels finished. He smiled at her. It was a standing joke in Net Force. "Well, come on in."
  


  
    He gestured at the door, and waited for her to precede him into the office. He was merely being polite, he told himself. It wasn't just to get a look at her backside. Although, he had to admit, that was worth seeing. It reminded him of an old Flip Wilson joke, about the preacher's wife being tempted by a new dress she was trying on. The Devil said, "Buy it, honey, buy it!" And the preacher's wife said, "Get thee behind me, Satan!" And the Devil did, then he said, "Mm. Looks good on you fromheretoo…"
  


  
    Michaels shook off the semi-erotic thoughts. Winthrop was a subordinate, more than a dozen years younger than he, and he didn't need any entanglements just at the moment. But it had been a long time since his divorce had become final, and things had not been too good at home for a lot of months before he'd moved out. He hadn't been in bed with a woman since.
  


  
    There was only so much space in a man's life that work and hobbies would fill. You could only read yourself to sleep so many nights of the week.
  


  
    He glanced up and saw Toni standing in the doorway of her office, leaning against the jamb, watching him. Michaels felt guilty, even though he hadn't done anything. He gave her a half smile, then went into his office. If he was going to leap off a cliff into an office romance, Toni would be his first choice, but that was a bad road to even contemplate. Toni was a coworker and a friend, and he certainly didn't want to damage either of those relationships for the sake of romance. Friends were harder to come by than lovers.
  


  
    Well. At least that was what he'd heard. It had been so long since he'd had a lover, he had forgotten how to play that game. And it wasn't exactly like riding a bicycle.
  


  
    He looked at Joanna Winthrop, who stood in front of the chair across from his desk, waiting for him. A drop-dead-gorgeous woman. Despite himself, he could easily imagine what her hair would look like unbound and spread over a pillow, what her face would look like staring up at his in passion…
  


  
    He gave himself a twitch of a grin. Fortunately, his shower came equipped with plenty of cold water. And he was probably going to be using his share of it tonight.
  


  
    "Thanks for fixing the keyboard," he said.
  


  
    "My pleasure."
  


  
    He moved behind his desk, sat, and gestured for Winthrop to do the same. She did so. Back to business now.
  


  
    "We have a little problem, Lieutenant. Colonel Howard thought you might be willing to help us out."
  


  
    "Yes, sir, whatever the colonel wants. He thinks well of you, sir."
  


  
    Michaels looked at her. Really? A few months back, hearing that would have been a surprise. Although after the kidnapping of the mad Russian, maybe Howard did feel a bit better about having a civilian commander. Michaels had risked his job ordering that, and Howard had done outstanding work on it. Maybe a little mutual respect had come out of the mission.
  


  
    "And he thinks well of you, Lieutenant. Yours was the first name he suggested when I asked him for assistance."
  


  
    "Sir, if it's all the same to you, please call me Jo, or Winthrop. This rank business isn't necessary unless we're in the field."
  


  
    "Fine, Jo. Might as well call me Alex, while we're at it. We're pretty informal around here."
  


  
    "Yes, sir. Uh, I mean, right, Alex. So, what's up?"
  


  
    He smiled at her and waved his hand over his computer controls.
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    Saturday, December 18th, 7:50 a.m.

    Quantico, Virginia
  


  
    

  


  
    Colonel John Howard wore his old Gortex windbreaker, covering the S&W Model 66 .357 short-barreled revolver nestled in the Galco paddle holster just behind the point of his right hip. When he had occasion to carry while out of uniform, he preferred this kind of holster. It used a plastic paddle that slipped between the waistband and shirt, so he could put it on and remove it without having to take off his belt and thread it through the loops. It was convenient, and just about as concealable as a regular belt slide or pancake holster—
  


  
    Ten yards away, a mugger with a knife leaped out of the darkness and ran at him. The assassin was no more than two seconds away.
  


  
    Howard shifted his hips slightly to the left, opening a gap between his jacket and body, and swept his right hand back and under the Gortex. He grabbed the wooden grips of the revolver, automatically unsnapping the thumb-break safety snap on the holster when he closed his hand. He pulled the Smith, thrust it toward the mugger as if punching him one-handed, and pulled the trigger. At this range, trying to line up the sights was too slow. Instead, you could use the whole gun silhouette to index the target.
  


  
    Six feet in front of Howard the mugger stopped cold as the 91-grain Cor-Bon BeeSafe frangible bullet slammed into his center of mass at just under 1600 feet per second.
  


  
    The second shot was a quarter second behind the first.
  


  
    The mugger froze, and glowing red lights pulsed on his chest where the rounds impacted. Most people didn't realize just how fast a running man with a knife could move. Another half a second and the ersatz thug would have been all over him.
  


  
    Howard glanced at the computer next to the shooting box. There was a small holoprojection of the mugger over the computer and stats under it. Elapsed time: 1.34 seconds from start to shot. Organ hit: heart. Estimated one-shot-stop percentage: 94. The revolver didn't hold as many rounds as an H&K Tactical pistol, but it was a kind of talisman for Howard, and he was more comfortable with it.
  


  
    As he reholstered the gun, he noticed his right shoulder felt sore. Well, no, not so much sore as… tired somehow. After one draw? Seemed like he'd been tired a lot lately—
  


  
    "Not bad for an old man," Sergeant Julio Fernandez said. He was in the next shooting box at the indoor range, making a lot of smoke and noise with his beat-up old Army-issue Beretta 9mm.
  


  
    "Reset," Howard said. He grinned.
  


  
    The mugger vanished. Had it been a real attacker instead of a holoprojic target, the frangible bullets would have each dumped 550 foot-pounds of energy into the man and, because the rounds were designed to fragment on impact, would have shredded the attacker's heart into mush,andthey wouldn't have over-penetrated and gone on down the street to maybe kill some little old lady out walking her dog. This was a very important consideration in an urban scenario. Of course, frangible wasn't good for shooting through solid walls or car doors, but the next two rounds in the cylinder were standard jacketed hollowpoints that would do that just fine. If the mugger had been in a car, Howard could have cycled past the first two rounds, or, in a hurry, just pulled the trigger twice to get to the jacketed stuff.
  


  
    "Morning, gentlemen," he heard somebody say behind him. The wolf-ear headphones he wore amplified normal sounds, but cut out anything loud enough to damage his hearing. He turned.
  


  
    It was his boss, Alexander Michaels.
  


  
    "Commander. What brings you to the range on a Saturday morning?"
  


  
    Michaels patted the taser clipped to his belt on his right hip. "Requalification. Thought I'd come down when it wasn't too busy."
  


  
    Howard gave him a small smile and shook his head.
  


  
    "Not a fan of the kick taser, Colonel?" Michaels asked.
  


  
    "No, sir, not really. If a situation is dangerous enough to require a weapon, then it ought to be a real weapon."
  


  
    "I am given to understand that the taser has a ninety-percent one-shot-stop rate, whether it penetrates clothes or not. It will defeat standard Kevlar vests, and there aren't any bodies to clean up afterward."
  


  
    Howard could almost hear Fernandez grin. "Sergeant, you have a comment?"
  


  
    "Well, unless the guy you shoot has anything real flammable about his person, sir. Then he might just burst into flame. At which point your non-lethal weapon turns your guy into the Human Torch. It has happened a few times."
  


  
    "The sergeant is correct. However, the biggest drawback, sir, is that you only get one shot," Howard added.
  


  
    "Everybody is required to carry a spare reload or two. I'm told an expert can do that in about two seconds—snap off, snap on, be ready to fire again."
  


  
    "In which time somebody just average with a handgun would have shot your taser expert four or five times. Or his buddy would have—if there is more than one of him. Sir."
  


  
    Michaels grinned. "Well, you know how it is with us desk jockeys, Sarge. The weapon is more a formality than anything. We don't get out into the field that much."
  


  
    "That's not what I hear, sir," Fernandez said.
  


  
    Howard held his grin. Whatever Michaels said, he had faced an assassin who had snuck into HQ and he'd shot her dead using her own gun. That had earned him a bit of respect in a lot of opinions, including Howard's own.
  


  
    "Besides, I have dedicated and trained men like you to do all my light fighting," Michaels said.
  


  
    "Good thing," Fernandez said, but quietly enough so Michaels probably didn't catch it.
  


  
    "I'll let you get back to your practice," Michaels said. "Have a good day, gentlemen." He walked to the end of the long row of shooting boxes and began to set up for his session.
  


  
    Sarge shook his head, then looked at Howard. "Tasers, nightgowns, sticky foam, photon cannons, beanbag shooters, what are the feebs gonna come up with next? Sugar-and-spice spray? Flower-petal launchers? Seems like a lotta effort for not much gain."
  


  
    "We live in politically correct times, Sergeant. Subgunning a mob is bad PR, even if all of the people in the mob are terrorists with pockets full of hand grenades. It looks bad on the evening news."
  


  
    "Bleeding-heart liberals are gonna take all the fun out of being a soldier someday, sir."
  


  
    "I expect they will, Sergeant."
  


  
    "You know the definition of a conservative, sir?"
  


  
    "I am afraid to ask."
  


  
    "A liberal who's been mugged."
  


  
    Howard grinned. "Light up your target, Sergeant, and let's see if you can shoot as well as you talk."
  


  
    "Little side bet, Colonel?"
  


  
    "I hate to take your money, but if you've got so much you can afford to lose it, you're on."
  


  
    The two men laughed.
  


  ***


  
    At the end of the row of shooting boxes, Michaels heard the colonel and sergeant laughing. Probably at him and his taser. Well, not everybody was a soldier. His father had been a career Army man and that had been enough to sour Michaels on it. He knew he could kill somebody, if it was self-defense, or to protect somebody he loved. He had done so when the assassin had slipped into Net Force HQ and used Toni to ambush him in the gym's locker room. He'd shot the woman known as the Selkie after she had shot him and tried to stab Toni. It was necessary, but it was not an experience he wanted to repeat.
  


  
    He set his computer for a practice run on the taser qualification scenario, checked to make sure the spare compressed gas cartridge holder was on the left side of his belt, and then pulled the taser and inspected the weapon to make certain the cartridge in it was still active. It was. He reclipped it to his belt, took a deep breath, and blew it out. "Activate," he commanded the target computer. "Two to thirty seconds, random start."
  


  
    The new-model taser was wireless. He wasn't sure he quite understood exactly how it worked, but supposedly the twin needles were essentially small but highly efficient capacitors. Powered by a simple nine-volt battery, each needle was slightly thicker than a pencil lead. The pair carried high-voltage, low-amperage charges, somewhere around a hundred thousand volts, and when they both struck a target, a circuit was completed. The compressed gas propellant—nitrogen or carbon dioxide, depending on the model—would spit the needles up to fifty feet with enough force to penetrate clothing. At normal combat range, about seven or eight yards, the weapon delivered a knockdown jolt virtually every time. There was a tiny, built-in laser. When you squeezed the handle, the little red dot from the laser showed you where the needles would bracket when they hit. If you missed, the backup feature was a pair of electrodes in the handle that would allow the taser to function as a stun gun—if the attacker got within range. What the device looked like was a long and skinny electric razor, or maybe one of the oldStar Trek: Deep Space Ninephasers.
  


  
    Operation was easy enough. You pointed the taser at a target, squeezed the handle, lined the laser's dot up, and thumbed the firing stud. If everything went right, half a second later your attacker was jittering on the floor in electrically induced convulsions, and any interest he might have had in harming you was the last thing on his mind. Recovery after a couple of minutes was virtually total, but you could do a lot in a couple of minutes to an assassin sprawled helplessly on his back.
  


  
    Of course, such a device could be used by the bad guys too. To counter that, all tasers were required to carry taggants in their propellant, thousands of tiny bits of colored or clear plastic that would identify the registered buyer. There was no way to sweep all these tags up after a taser was fired—
  


  
    A mugger appeared and ran at Michaels. The mugger had a crowbar in one hand. He raised the bar of steel as he ran—
  


  
    Michaels pulled the taser from his belt, pointed it, and squeezed the handle. The little red dot danced up and down on the mugger's leg, but that didn't matter. Anywhere on the body was good. He thumbed the firing stud—
  


  
    A splash of yellow light flared on the mugger's leg, but he kept coming.
  


  
    Shit—!
  


  
    Michaels grabbed the taser's cartridge with his left hand, pressed the two buttons that ejected it, fumbled for the spare cartridge, but it was too late. By the time he got the thing reloaded, the mugger was on him. A loud buzzer blared. The mugger froze.
  


  
    Damn. He should have tried for the stun-gun backup.
  


  
    The computer image to Michaels's left strobed the letters FTS-G in bright red. Failure to Stop—Gotcha. The tiny image of the mugger on the proj showed the reason why. The needles were designed to spread apart, to make the circuit's arc big enough to work. At the distance he'd fired, the leg hadn't been a good target. The left needle hit the mugger's thigh square on, but the right missile had been ten inches to the right—a clean miss. He must have jerked his hand when he touched the firing stud. It didn't take much to screw up the shot.
  


  
    Had this been a real mugger, Michaels would have been looking at a crushed skull—unless Toni'ssilatinstruction would have let him dance the crowbar and poke the guy with the stun-gun electrodes. And he wasn't good enough at that to trust it yet.
  


  
    He shook his head in disgust. He picked up a spare cartridge from the supply on the table and put it into his belt holder. He reclipped the taser to his belt. "Reset," he told the computer. "Two to thirty seconds random start." He pointedly did not look at Howard and Fernandez. He knew they'd be smiling.
  


  
    

  


  
    Saturday, December 18th, 8:15 a.m.

    Washington, D.C.
  


  
    

  


  
    Toni sat on the lounger her oldest brother, Junior, had given her for Christmas three years ago. He owned a furniture store in a nicer section of Queens—which wasn't saying much—and had gotten stuck with several chairs he couldn't sell and couldn't ship back, since the manufacturing company had gone out of business between the time he ordered the shipment and when it arrived. It was a comfortable chair, but kind of a putrid, mottled green color that apparently hadn't overwhelmed any of his customers. Somebody might as well get some use from it, he'd told her.
  


  
    She smiled into the phone, a vox-only connection with her mother. Mama had never cottoned to the idea of picture phones. What if the phone rang before she put her face on? If her hair was messed up? If she was in the shower?
  


  
    "Mama, if you're so worried about how much these calls are costing me, why don't you get an ISDN or a DL and let Aldo hook Papa's computer to it? For ten dollars a month, we could talk over the net as much as we want."
  


  
    "I don't wanna be foolin' with no computer business," Mama said. "It's too complicated."
  


  
    "It's not any more complicated than using the telephone. All you have to do it turn it on and tell it my number if you want to call. If I call you, you just have to touch a button when it beeps, and you get audio and video."
  


  
    "It's too complicated."
  


  
    Toni grinned again. Mama would never change. There was a bare-bones computer in the ground-floor brownstone apartments where Toni had grown up, a birthday gift from Toni and the boys a couple of years ago. Most American homes these days had some kind of house computer, but Mama didn't want anything to do with it. While she didn't cross herself when she walked past it, Toni had long believed that Mama looked at the thing as if it were the spawn of Satan, just waiting to ensnare her in its tendrils and drag her off to electronic Hades. Sophia Banks Fiorella was sixty-five, and had six children, five of them boys, all of them college-educated. Aldo, at thirty-one, the youngest child save for Toni, was a high-level programmer for the State of New York's judicial system, and if he couldn't convince Mama to use the computer after all the Sunday dinners trying, Toni was wasting her time.
  


  
    "So, whenna you comin' home?"
  


  
    "Thursday night late," Toni said. "They're giving us the 24th off, but I have to work on the 23rd."
  


  
    "You need Papa to pick you up at the airport?"
  


  
    "Papa isnotsupposed to bedrivin', Mama, he can't see that good. I thought Larry was gonna talk to him about that." Toni noticed that her Bronx accent had thickened considerably as she talked to Mama. It always did. "That" sounded an awful like like "dat," and the "—ing" endings to words lost the "g" completely.
  


  
    "You know your father. He don't hear what he don't wanna hear."
  


  
    "We're gonna get one of those steering-wheel lockbars for the car if he doesn't stop it."
  


  
    "Tony Junior already tried that. It took Papa about two minutes to figure out how to take it off. He's not stupid."
  


  
    "I didn't say he was stupid. But heishalf blind and if he keeps driving, he is gonna kill somebody."
  


  
    "Okay, so Larry or Jimmy will pick you up."
  


  
    "I'm not flying. Mama, I'm taking the train and I'll catch a cab from Penn Station."
  


  
    "Late at night my daughter should be inna cab? That's dangerous, a young girl by herself."
  


  
    Toni laughed. She was pushing thirty and adept at self-defense, more so than any man she knew. She carried a laser with which she was qualified Expert, and had been a federal agent for years, but Mama didn't want her riding in a taxi from the train station.
  


  
    "Don't worry about me. I've got my key, I'll go to the guest unit."
  


  
    "Mike is coming from Baltimore with his wife and children, they'll be in the big bedroom and the kid's room."
  


  
    "I'll stay in the little bedroom. Don't worry, Mama, I'll see you Christmas Eve morning, okay?"
  


  
    "Okay. Look, you need to go, this call is probably costing you a fortune. I'll see you Friday. What time do you want to get up? You want to sleep late?"
  


  
    Toni grinned again. It didn't matter what time she said. Mama would be at her door at six-thirty sharp, and breakfast would be ready. "About six-thirty," Toni said.
  


  
    "Okay. I'll get up early. I love you, baby. You be careful."
  


  
    "I will be, Mama. I love you too."
  


  
    Toni put the phone down and shook her head. One of the joys of her big Catholic family was the annual holiday gathering. What with her brothers, their wives, and the nieces and nephews, there would be twenty-some people at Mama's, not even counting the uncles, aunts, and odd cousin or two who might show up for dinner. It wasn't so crowded since Papa had bought the units on either side of the old one and knocked out walls to make one large apartment, but even so, it would be bustling.
  


  
    Toni was very much looking forward to it. Too bad she couldn't bring Alex with her. Mama would be so thrilled that Toni had a potential husband—and any man she looked at more than twice was, as far as Mama was concerned, a potential husband—that she wouldn't be able to sit down, she'd be so busy doing things for him.
  


  
    Maybe someday.
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    Saturday, December 18th, 11:45 a.m.

    Arizona Territory
  


  
    

  


  
    Jay Gridley rode the net.
  


  
    On a horse.
  


  
    Until recently, he had favored a Dodge Viper in virtual reality, playing scenarios that involved superhighways and high speed. Hell of a car, the Viper, a rocket with wheels, and he liked putting the pedal to the metal and feeling the wind in his hair. But he'd gotten into a Western frame of mind a couple of weeks ago, and after doing a fair amount of research had built himself a cowboy scenario. You could use just about anything you wanted for virtual reality—VR—net travel, and it didn't have to be historically accurate; you could have cowboys and spacemen in the same scenario. But when you were a programmer at Jay's level, you had certain standards. At the very least, it had to be consistent, and above all, it had to look good.
  


  
    In this scenario, Jay wore button-fly Levi's, real cowhide pointed-toe cowboy boots, and a plaid wool shirt, along with a red bandanna, a cream-colored Stetson hat measured in gallons, and a Colt .45 Peacemaker six-gun strapped around his waist in a period leather holster. No drugstore cowpoke clothes for him, no pearl-button shirts with fringe, or chaps or anything like that. He sat upon a hand-tooled saddle, and his horse was a pinto stallion named Buck. Well, formerly a stallion—the VR horse had been gelded, to keep him from tearing off after passing female horses. Jay had thought about a white horse or even a palomino, but figured those were maybe a bit over the top. Most of the off-the-shelf software would never have gotten into this kind of detail, but they weren't held to his standards.
  


  
    Buck picked his way along a narrow switchbacked trail that wound through the foothills of a VR mountain range in the Old West. Jay kept a lookout for rattlesnakes—sidewinders, they called them out here—Indians, or desperados who might want to stick him up. There was a net nexus coming up, represented by a little town called Black Rock ahead a couple of miles, but the sun was almost straight up and it was oven-hot and bone-dry here, and he needed to stop for a drink. The rocky trail was mostly bare, with only a few lizards and some scraggly bushes that might grow to be tumbleweeds someday—if they were lucky, and if they didn't spontaneously burst into flame first…
  


  
    He grinned. Damn, but he was good. A very tight little scenario, if he did say so himself.
  


  
    He reined up next to a dried and dusty stream bed, dismounted, and took a swig from his water bottle, a canvas bag with a wooden plug. The canvas bag held about a gallon, and was woven loosely enough so it allowed a little liquid to seep through it, the idea being that the evaporation would cool the water, but it was still pretty warm. He took his hat off, poured a pint or so into it, and offered it to Buck. The horse noisily lapped the water from the hat.
  


  
    "Not far now, boy, a few more minutes."
  


  
    From around the bend came the sound of an approaching wagon. Jay dumped the water from his hat and put the Stetson back on. He loosened the Colt in its holster. You never knew what kind of scum was around. Best to be ready to shoot first and ask questions later.
  


  
    It wasn't a wagon, but a one-horse buggy, drawn by a big gray mare. The horse's shoes clop-clopped on the hardpan, and the iron-bound wooden wheels clattered over small rocks. The driver was a woman, in a ground-length cotton dress that had once been dyed indigo, but sun-and-wash-faded now to a pale blue. Since she was seated, the dress was hiked up enough to reveal the tops of her high-button shoes. She also wore a blue bonnet, not quite so faded as the dress, tied under her chin. On the seat next to her was a thin stack of books.
  


  
    Why, it must be the schoolmarm.
  


  
    Jay relaxed, and reached up and tipped his hat as the woman approached.
  


  
    "Howdy, ma'am," he said, in his best cowboy-speak.
  


  
    As the buggy drew closer, he could see she was a good-lookin' woman—no, not just good-lookin', she was downright gorgeous, a few stray blond hairs escaping the bonnet, beautiful green eyes— Aw, hell. It warn't no schoolmarm, it was—
  


  
    Lieutenant Joanna Bimbo Winthrop.
  


  
    Damn!
  


  
    She pulled the buggy to a stop ten feet short of Jay and smiled. "Well, well. Jay Gridley. Fancy meeting you here." She climbed down from the buggy and stood facing him from a few feet away. Her face went blank for a second.
  


  
    Jay knew what she was doing. She was in her own net program and she was re-phasing to allow his to set the joint scenario.
  


  
    Her face came back to life and she looked around, seeing now what Jay was seeing.
  


  
    "Well, yee-haw, little doggies," she said. She smiled.
  


  
    "What are you doing here, Winthrop?"
  


  
    "Perhaps this silver bullet will tell you." She held out her hand, and upon it was a shiny handgun cartridge. "Go ahead, bullet, tell him."
  


  
    The cartridge was silent.
  


  
    "Very funny." Jay wasn't in any mood to be insulted by the likes of Bimbo Winthrop. "And what freeware are you running?"
  


  
    "Not freeware, horsie-boy. Something with a little subtlety." She waved at the high desert around them. "And a little complexity."
  


  
    Oh, really?
  


  
    In the Real World, Jay was sitting in his office chair at HQ, wearing full VR gear, connected to his workstation and the net. In RW, he finger-jived out of his Old West program to let Winthrop's vehicle become the default. In half a second, the VR blinked and reformed into Winthrop's— He found himself on the boarding platform at a train station. Winthrop stood across from him, and a passenger train was stopped behind her. Her hair was in a bun, tucked under a wide-brimmed hat, and she wore a long, dark cloth coat over an ankle-length gray wool dress. From her clothes and the style of the train, he guessed it was late nineteenth or maybe early twentieth century. A sign on the station to his left said "Klamath Falls." It was winter, the air crisp and cold, and fresh snow was six inches deep on the ground, with higher drifts piled up outside the roofed platform. Passengers boarded the train, the women in long dresses and coats and hats, the men mostly in suits, hats, and overcoats. There were a few working-class souls mixed in among the more affluent passengers, wearing caps and jackets and workboots. A big pale guy who looked like a bodybuilder in a tan duster stopped to help an old lady lift her bag onto the train. A little girl ran by, trailed by a dog. It looked like a setter or a retriever of some kind. The smell of coal smoke hung heavy in the air, mixed with the dregs of cooling steam… and just a hint of unwashed body odor.
  


  
    People hadn't bathed every day back when. That was a nice touch.
  


  
    And looking around, he saw she had done a pretty clean job on the scenario. No gray areas, no sketchy backgrounds, plenty of detail, even to the wood grain in the fir posts supporting the platform roof.
  


  
    He looked at himself and saw he wore a three-piece gray wool suit and black-leather dress shoes. A gold pocket-watch chain draped across the vest. He saw a slip of colored paper in one of the vest's pockets and removed it. A train ticket. He could read every word on it, down to the fine print. A very nice touch, that.
  


  
    Well, okay, he had to admit it, this was a first-class piece of work.
  


  
    He didn't have to admit that to her, however.
  


  
    "All abooard!" the conductor yelled.
  


  
    "Well?" she said.
  


  
    "It's a little busy," he said. "I prefer mine." He overrode her program, and half a second later was back standing in the desert next to Buck, looking at her and the buggy.
  


  
    "What do you want?" he asked her.
  


  
    "I was looking for you. We're going to be working together, whether either one of us wants to or not. I know you don't like me, and you're not on my top-one-hundred list either. But I'm a professional, I can get around that."
  


  
    "Meaning I can't?"
  


  
    "No, Gridley, meaning exactly what I said. This isn't about who is the better programmer, it is about getting the assignment done. Commander Michaels wants me on the project, I'm on it. We don't have to hold hands and walk through the spring meadows, but we also don't have to get in each other's way, can we agree to that?"
  


  
    Jay looked at his horse. He could see why cowboys spent so much time on the trail. Women, especially pretty women, tended to complicate things. He knew he was a better programmer. He hadn't gotten any doors opened because of his looks, and he was damned sure Winthrop had. But he sighed and nodded. "All right. We can stay out of each other's way."
  


  
    "If I come up with something before you do, I'll pass it along."
  


  
    "Fat chance of that," Jay said. It was under his breath, however.
  


  
    "Excuse me?"
  


  
    "Nothing. I'll do the same for you."
  


  
    She said something he didn't catch.
  


  
    "Pardon?"
  


  
    "Nothing," she said. "I'll leave you to your scenario."
  


  
    She climbed back into her buggy and snapped the reins over the big mare's back. "Giddyap," she said. She waved as she drove away from town.
  


  
    Jay watched her go. The horse whinnied.
  


  
    "Yeah, pal, my sentiments exactly," Jay said. "Come on, we got bidness in town, Buck old boy."
  


  
    Jay put his left foot into the stirrup and mounted up.
  


  
    They moseyed toward town.
  


  


  
    Saturday, December 15th. 11:45 a.m.

    Chevy Chase, Maryland
  


  
    

  


  
    Hughes had his virgil—his Virtual Global Interface Link—in the limo, but he didn't want to use it to call Plait. Supposedly, the telephone signal was binary-encoded and nobody could understand him if he used the phone in the virgil, but he didn't trust it. It was a great toy, about the size of an electric shaver, and in addition to the phone it had in it a GPS, clock, radio, TV, modem, credit chip, camera, scanner, and even a fax. Of course, if he hadn't been White's chief of staff, he wouldn't have access to such a device. He couldn't have afforded it, and likely couldn't have gotten on the list to get one even if he had saved up the money.
  


  
    There was a pay phone just ahead, a landline, and as random as any. He directed his driver to pull over.
  


  
    It was cold out, a damp wind blowing, and the sky had that dark, heavy, nacreous gleam of snow clouds about to let go. Hughes stepped into the graffiti-covered clear-plastic paneled booth and pulled the door shut. He set the phone for vox-only, no vid, slipped the one-time throwaway scrambler over the mouthpiece, tapped in the number, let it ring once, then hung up. Platt had the gear to trace the number on his end, and also a matching scrambler. Nobody was going to decode their conversation.
  


  
    Thirty seconds later, the phone rang. Unless it was a very large coincidence, that would be Platt.
  


  
    "Yes," Hughes said.
  


  
    "Hey," Platt said. He managed to shoehorn a whole lot of southern Georgia into that one drawn-out word.
  


  
    "Okay, what's the situation?"
  


  
    "Well, we got us a little problem there. Seems the Lord High Ooga-Booga wants to see you face-to-face ‘fore he seals the deal."
  


  
    "Not possible. I sent you to be my representative."
  


  
    "What I told El Presidente Sambo, but he ain't listenin', it's some kind of native thing. You know how these darkies are, it's always somethin'."
  


  
    Hughes ground his teeth together. Platt was a cracker, a racist, and probably a member in good standing of the Georgia Ku Klux Klan and the Sons of the Confederate Veterans. Sending him to Guinea-Bissau, a little dirt-poor tropical country on the North Atlantic coast of west Africa shoehorned in between Guinea and Senegal, was an invitation to disaster. Platt was so white he gleamed, and ninety-nine percent of the population in Guinea-Bissau was black; worse, they spoke Portuguese or Criola, or French, plus a slew of African languages with names like Pajadinka, Gola, Bigola, and the like. As far as he knew, Platt didn't have any foreign languages. He had trouble enough making himself clear in English past that Georgia cane syrup of his, but somehow he always managed. Being six and a half feet tall with a build like Hercules probably helped—people tended to be polite to Platt even if they didn't like him. And while he was crude, he wasn't stupid. He liked to play the good old boy and let people think that was all there was to him, but he knew his way around computers, from laptops to extended mainframes, he could shoot any weapon capable of firing, and fix a computer or a gun if either of them broke.
  


  
    "Anyway, what El Presidente said was, you don't come and set down for a little chat, it's nooo deal."
  


  
    Damn! Hughes fumbled for his electronic calendar, punched up the month of January, and looked at it. It would be tricky. He'd have to come up with some kind of hurry-up junket not too far away, then sneak into the country. He had a couple of passports and visas he could use. It was a bitch, and it wasn't going to be cheap, but it was doable. He said, "All right. Tell President Domingos I will be there on… January 13th. That's a Thursday."
  


  
    "Thursday, the 13th. I got it."
  


  
    "And you come to Washington. I have other business for you."
  


  
    "Washington." That came out as "Warsh-ing-ton."
  


  
    "Shoot, there's almost as many jigs there as there are here. You know what else? There ain't but four thousand telephones in this whole country. They still use drums, I reckon. You know, the natives are restless? And uppity too. I get one more buck staring at me, I'mon put the hurt on him."
  


  
    "Don't kill anybody."
  


  
    Platt laughed. "Me? Shoot, I ain' gone kill nobody. I'mon just knock a few ub'm off the sidewalks." He laughed again, a gravely, raucous noise. "Only thing is, they ain't got no sidewalks most places here. I guess I can wait to do that in Washington."
  


  
    "Just come back. What about the leaks?"
  


  
    "I got the next one on a timer. Set to go off bright and early Monday morning, matter of fact."
  


  
    "Good. Good-bye."
  


  
    Hughes uncapped the phone's mouthpiece and dropped the scrambler into his pocket. Jesus. Platt was a lunatic, probably psychotic and sociopathic, and a sharp and dangerous tool. Necessary, but just as apt to cut the hand that held it as anything. Hughes would have to be careful, and pretty soon he would have to figure out a way to make Platt… go away. For good.
  


  
    Hughes opened the phone booth's door. A blast of cold wind hit him, raising chills on his neck. He could smell the snow coming. Better get back to the city before it turned the roads into parking lots.
  


  
    He nodded at the driver as he got back into the limo. "Let's go home."
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    Monday, December 20th, 8:55 a.m.

    Washington, D.C.
  


  
    

  


  
    The invisible green-eyed demon had its claws sunk deep in Tyrone Howard's back, and it hurt like he wouldn't have believed only a couple of months ago. He felt sick to his stomach, he wanted to throw up, scream, or punch somebody—maybe do all three at once—and none of these were viable options. The students at Eisenhower Middle School were used to seeing some weird things in the dingy green halls, but a thirteen-year-old boy running amok in a jealous rage was not one of them.
  


  
    The reason for Tyrone's pain stood thirty feet away, smiling up at the quarterback of the football team, one large and muscular Jefferson Benson. Belladonna Wright was a year older than Tyrone and, without a doubt, the most gorgeous young woman in D.C. On the East Coast. Maybe in the whole world. And since he had done her a favor by helping her pass her computer class, they had spent a little time together. She had more or less ditched her old boyfriend, Herbie "Bonebreaker" LeMott, who was in high school and the captain of the wrestling team. Since then, she and Tyrone had gone to the mall, had done VR, and had sat in her bedroom and kissed until he thought he was going to explode. He was absolutely, totally, triple-back-somersault-in-a-full-layout in love with Bella. And there she stood, in her microskirt and halter top and squeegee slope-plats, talking to another man. Smiling at him. At a man who could tie Tyrone into a square knot and shotput him fifty feet without breaking a sweat. All Tyrone had going for him was his brain, and while the mind might be mightier than muscle in the long run, in a face-to-face matchup, the guy with the muscle would pound you into a breaded cutlet if all you could wave at him was your brain.
  


  
    "Uh-oh. Looks like trrrrouble in paradise," came the voice from behind him.
  


  
    Tyrone wasn't looking directly at Bella. He was using his peripheral vision as he stood fiddling with the door to his locker. He didn't have to look at the speaker—it was James Joseph Hatfield, a hillbilly from West Virginia who had such bad eyes he couldn't even wear contacts, and thus went around peering through thick plastic lenses that made him look like a giant white hoot owl.
  


  
    "Shut up, Jimmy-Joe."
  


  
    "Hey, nopraw, rider, she's just talkin' to him, not fishin' for his trouser eel—"
  


  
    Tyrone turned to glare atomic bombs at his best friend.
  


  
    "All right, all right, be cool, fool," Jimmy-Joe said. "But think about it, bro. If she wanted a big dumb jock, she'd still be with Bonebreaker, right? I mean, he makes Benson look like a shrimp."
  


  
    And Benson made Tyrone look like a microbe. "Yeah. Maybe."
  


  
    "Go slowmo, Joe, you worry too much." Jimmy-Joe slapped Tyrone on the back.
  


  
    As Tyrone watched peripherally, pretending not to, the large and muscular Jefferson Benson turned and headed down the hall, moving in that oiled-ball-bearing rolling walk of his. People moved aside to let him pass.
  


  
    Bella looked up, saw Tyrone and Jimmy-Joe. She smiled and waved. "Hey, Ty!"
  


  
    Tyrone's sick feeling lifted when he saw her smile at him. He felt like Atlas must have felt when Hercules took the world from him. All of sudden, life was wonderful. He could sing, he could dance, he could float like a cloud.
  


  
    Bella came toward him. People stopped to watch her. Queen of the Hall, she swayed like a palm tree in a tropical breeze as she walked. His heart pounded like native drums in Tyrone's head. Man—!
  


  
    She stopped in front of him. "I'm going to the mall after school, if it doesn't snow again," she said. "You going?"
  


  
    "Oh, yeah," Tyrone said. "I planned to."
  


  
    "Exemplary, Ty. See you at the Shop."
  


  
    Bella flashed her perfect smile again, patted him on the shoulder once, then left. Tyrone watched her go, a man in a trance, unable to look away. His shoulder was hot where she'd touched him.
  


  
    "Calls you Ty. Puts her hand on you. Slip, you are about as DFF as it gets," Jimmy-Joe said. "Data flowin' fine."
  


  
    Tyrone grinned. Yes, yes, that was true. Life didn't get much better, did it? How could it? The most beautiful woman in the world had just arranged to meet him instead of the football thud. It was absolutely amazing, was what it was. Amazing. Wonderful—
  


  
    "So, how's the upgrade goin'?"
  


  
    Tyrone watched Bella round the corner and vanish from view. He savored the memory of her from behind.
  


  
    "Hel-lo? Mission Control to Deep Space Vessel Tyrone, do you copy?" He made the sound of a staticky radio. "Come in, DSV Ty…"
  


  
    Tyrone shook off the trance. Jimmy-Joe was asking about the revision to the netgame he'd built and posted, DinoWarz. "Oh, that. I haven't had much time to work on it."
  


  
    "Haven't had time? You are feekin' me, right?"
  


  
    "No feek," Tyrone said. He had been spending every spare minute he could scrounge with Bella. And when he wasn't with her, he was thinking about her. Dreaming about her.
  


  
    Lusting after her…
  


  
    "Rider, you are stalled out!"
  


  
    "It's just a game," Tyrone said.
  


  
    Jimmy-Joe stared at him as if Tyrone had just morphed into a giant roach and started doing a demented jitterbug.
  


  
    "Just a game? Just a game? You got a testosterone short in your cerebrum, chum."
  


  
    The bell for class rang, and Jimmy-Joe walked off, shaking his head. "I will see you later, slip."
  


  
    Tyrone stared at his friend. He didn't understand. Games were fine, but how could a game compare to holding hands with Belladonna Wright? To kissing those warm and magical lips. To putting his hands on those warm and—
  


  
    Don't follow that thread, Tyrone. Not here and now.
  


  
    A video game? Even a VR full-flex, compare with Bella? It couldn't. No way.
  


  
    He hurried toward his own first-period class. And he was going to the mall after school, dupe that to the eighth power.
  


  


  
    Monday, December 20th, 9:05 a.m.

    Quantico, Virginia
  


  
    

  


  
    Julio Fernandez looked at the holoprojection floating in the air behind the instructor. The image was a series of mathematical equations interspersed with pictures of what appeared to be an old-fashioned paper theater ticket, a crumbly cookie, and a heavy metal safe with a big mechanical tumbler lock dial. Remedial computer imagery for dumbots.
  


  
    The instructor said, "All right, who can tell me what the phrase ‘security through obscurity' means?"
  


  
    Fernandez stared down at the screen built into the top of his desk. Pick somebody else, he thought. There were fifteen people in the computer programming class, so the odds weren't that bad that the dipwit teacher would call on one of his classmates, except that the dipwit seemed, for some reason, to have it in for Fernandez. The teacher's name was Horowitz. He was maybe twenty-four, short, dumpy, wore frazzled suits, had acne, and his face always looked as if he had a painful rash on his private parts. Horowitz also looked as if he would rather be scratching that rash naked in public than suffering through this class, and Fernandez knew how that felt. If there was any other way, he wouldn't be here either. At least the man was a civilian and not—thank God—an officer.
  


  
    That the classroom smelled like old sweat long gone sour didn't help.
  


  
    Of course, he could have downloaded all the lectures and texts for this class and studied them at home on his own. Nobody was holding a gun to his head and making him attend. Most of the other students were new feebs—FBI Academy students—and this class was mandatory for them, though more a matter of form than anything. They were all college grads, most of ‘em law school grads too, and this dinky little access course was a snoozer they could pass in their sleep.
  


  
    Not so for Sergeant Julio Fernandez, whose computer literacy was right up there with his knowledge of quantum mechanics, or the mating habits of great blue whales, which was to say, very lame on his best day. He'd tried absorbing the stuff on his own, and it slid out of his mind as if his brain were made of solid Teflon. He'd hoped that listening to the teacher and having other students ask questions and offer answers would somehow help, but so far, after three sessions, it hadn't done much to advance his knowledge of the subject, which he hated, but which he needed to know. When it came to using his hands or his weapons, Fernandez didn't give away anything to anybody. He could set up camp in a jungle or a desert and live off the land, but when it came to anything past button-punching a computer, he was dense, and that wasn't good for a Net Force man—
  


  
    "Let me see… Sergeant Fernandez? Security through obscurity?"
  


  
    Great. Just freakin' great. "Sir, I believe it means that a certain kind of computer system's security is sort of like a… fortress. You know it is there, you can find it easy enough, but the doors into the place are armored or booby-trapped or rigged with so many locks you can't open ‘em, even though you can walk right up to them."
  


  
    "What a charming simile. You know what a simile is, Sergeant?"
  


  
    Some of the feebs chuckled.
  


  
    Fernandez felt himself flush under his swarthy skin. He was old enough to be this kid's father and the little bastard was jerking him around. "I know what a simile is."
  


  
    "Well, as it happens, by what is no doubt a major miracle, you are essentially correct. Today's lecture will cover principles of how to accomplish various forms of security, from firewalls to encrypted passwords, from private-access tickets and their expiration dates and times, to security cookies, both fresh and… stale."
  


  
    A few of the feebs laughed at the stale-cookie thing.
  


  
    The teacher waved his hand and the holoproj vanished, and was replaced by another. This one showed a small boy sitting in front of a workstation. The kid looked to be about five years old. Probably who this class was aimed at, little kids.
  


  
    Fernandez gritted his teeth. Even when he gave the right answer, this dipwit twisted it so he looked stupid. Horowitz must get his jollies like that, making students look bad. He certainly wasn't going to get much action otherwise, as lemon-faced and pimply as he was.
  


  
    Maybe this was a mistake. Maybe Fernandez should be spending his time on the range instead of having his tail twisted by young Master Horowitz. Maybe he should just bail out and paraglide away, and spend his time doing something he knew how to do: ground-pounding, dirt-soldiering, pick ‘em up and set ‘em down and count cadence while you are at it.
  


  
    For just a second, he enjoyed that thought.
  


  
    No. He was gonna learn this crap if it killed him. So when the young shavetail lieutenants started rattling off their compu-babble on a mission, he could nod and at least vaguely know what the hell they were talking about.
  


  
    One lieutenant in particular came to mind…
  


  
    "So, who can tell us what happens when an electronic ticket expires on an encrypted access site? Sergeant Fernandez? Since you are on a metaphorical roll, would you like to give us another of your charming little homespun similes?"
  


  
    Fernandez regarded the man. He was mightily tempted just to get up and walk out. His second choice was to get up and teach Horowitz how to breathe again after he punched him one good shot solidly in that soft gut. Now there was a real pleasant thought—
  


  
    "Come, come, Sergeant, speed is of the essence! In computer programming, in life, in everything. He who hesitates is lost and last!"
  


  
    "I believe you are mistaken in that, sir."
  


  
    Horowitz regarded him as a frog might view an uppity fly. "Oh, really? Please elucidate. Show us the error of our ways."
  


  
    Fernandez said, "Sir. When I was going through my basic training, we had an old master sergeant who was teaching us the use of small arms. He told a story about when he'd been a recruit, about a rivalry between two drill sergeants from different companies.
  


  
    "Seems there was a military shooting match both guys had entered, a course of fire using the then-issue M16's."
  


  
    Fernandez looked at Horowitz. "That's a fully automatic rifle, the M16. You know what a rifle is, sir?"
  


  
    Horowitz frowned. Good thing Fernandez wasn't depending on getting some kind of grade in this class—he'd never pass.
  


  
    But the feebs had had some firearm training at this point, so he had their attention.
  


  
    "So the first sergeant, name was Butler, he came up to the line. The timer beeped and he locked and loaded. Or at least he tried to. Nothing happened, the magazine wouldn't feed the round. So he dropped the magazine and inserted a fresh one, only cost him a few seconds. Same thing happened. Since the course of fire was limited to two magazines, he was SOL. He raised his hand, and got a DNF—that's a Did Not Finish.
  


  
    "So the second sergeant was up, his name was Mahoney. He locked and loaded, fired the course. Did a respectable time, nothing to write home about, but enough to keep him in the top five, if he was lucky. Clean shooting, moderately fast and accurate.
  


  
    "Meanwhile, Butler figured out what his problem was. He had inadvertently overloaded his magazines by one round each. This compressed the springs too much and they wouldn't feed the rounds. So Butler asks for a reshoot due to equipment failure. It was a slow day, and the RO—that's range officer—let him go again after everybody else was finished.
  


  
    "And this time, Butler came out hot. He smoked everybody. Shot the fastest time, didn't miss anything, knocked ‘em down left, right, and center like he was a machine. Butler was thirty seconds faster than Mahoney through the course. Guys who had been laughing at him before suddenly looked at him with a new respect. No doubt about it, the man could shoot.
  


  
    "So Butler grins at Mahoney, gives him a mock salute, and swaggers off.
  


  
    "Mahoney is packing away his weapon and gear and one of the other shooters who knows about the rivalry comes over. ‘Too bad,' the guy says, ‘I know you really wanted to beat him.'
  


  
    "And Mahoney smiles and says, ‘He won the contest, but if we'd been on opposite sides on a battlefield from each other, Butler would be history and I'd still be here. You don't get a second chance in a firefight hot zone if you're up against a guy who is any good at all. And there ain't no second-place winner in a gunfight neither.' "
  


  
    Fernandez looked at the porky young instructor. "A slow shot that hits the target is better than a fast shot that misses. Sir."
  


  
    The class laughed, and it was Horowitz's turn to flush. "See me after class, Fernandez."
  


  
    "My pleasure."
  


  
    When the other students were gone, Fernandez stood six feet away from where Horowitz sat at his desk. The instructor said, "Sergeant, your attitude needs some adjustment. I realize this is a non-credit class for you, so you aren't required to get a pass/fail, but if you were, I am certain you would be repeating this course next term."
  


  
    Fernandez stepped up to the desk, put his hands on it, and leaned toward the younger man. He was well within Horowitz's discomfort zone, invading the man's space. Horowitz leaned back as far as the chair would allow, and fear stained his face.
  


  
    "Listen up, sonny. You got the social skills and wit of a water buffalo. You're so busy trying to score points and show everybody how clever you are that whatever teaching abilities you have—if any—can't get out of where you have your head shoved. I know this is like talking to three-year-olds for you, but you're supposed to be a teacher. That's your job, and you're dogging it."
  


  
    "You wait just a minute!"
  


  
    "Shut up," Fernandez said. He kept his voice flat and quiet.
  


  
    Horowitz did just that.
  


  
    "I'm an easygoing guy most of the time. That's why you aren't on your knees observing the remains of your most recent meal spattered all over your shoes and the floor. I'm done here, junior. I won't be back. Lucky for both of us."
  


  
    So much for his resolve to learn this shit. Oh, well. There were other ways. There had to be. He leaned back from the desk, smiled, and turned to walk away.
  


  
    Behind him, Horowitz's voice was shrill, shading right up the scale and into soprano: "What is your superior's name? I am going to report you for threatening me!"
  


  
    Fernandez turned, still smiling. "My CO's name is Colonel John Howard. Give him my regards when you call. And I didn't threaten you, sonny. If I had done that, you'd be needing a fresh pair of pants. Adios."
  


  
    As he left the classroom, Fernandez shook his head. His inner voice said, Dense move, Julio, m'boy. Scaring a little pissant teacher isn't going to help you learn anything.
  


  
    Yeah, yeah. But it sure felt good, didn't it?
  


  
    He was almost sure he heard his inner voice chuckle.
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    Monday, December 20th, 10:05 a.m.

    Washington, D.C.
  


  
    

  


  
    Platt strolled along the sidewalk next to the Mall in a T-shirt and jeans, without a jacket, pretending to ignore the hard chill and dirty, slushy snow the plows had piled up along the curb. It wasn't really all that cold, right around freezing, but he sure as hell felt it. Least the wind wasn't blowin', and he had his steel-toed Kevlar boots on, so his feet weren't cold. Thing was, at six-four and 225, he didn't have any body fat to speak of—he couldn't pinch any on his ridged six-pack belly—so no insulation. He worked out five times a week in a weight room when he was where he could get to one, had a decent gym of his own at home if he didn't feel like goin' out, and used big elastic bands or a portable apparatus when he was on the road. The portable thing, which was basically just some screw-together pipes made out of titanium and spun carbon fiber, assembled into a frame that would let you do chins and dips. Cost a damned fortune, but it was worth it. It didn't weigh hardly anything, and when it was disassembled it would fit right into a regular suitcase. Between the bands and body weight, you could keep the tone on your upper body for a couple of weeks without the iron, if you needed to. Didn't do much for the lower body, but that was what one-legged squats and stairs were for.
  


  
    He didn't like Washington, not the town, not the folks who lived and worked there, not the big old marble buildings, wasn't nothin' about it he liked. But if you walked around in the cold without a coat, people would stare at you just like they would anywhere else—except maybe Los Angeles.
  


  
    Platt grinned. He remembered the first time he'd been in L.A., twelve or so years back when he'd been a green kid just off the farm outside Marietta. He was walking down Hollywood Boulevard, a hick tourist gaping at the gold stars in the sidewalk, when he passed an old lady standing in front of the Chinese Theater. She was stark naked, smiling and waving at everybody. That didn't seem right to him, that somebody's poor ole granny was bare-assed on the street like that, so Platt whipped out his phone and called the po-lice. Told them about this nekkid woman. And the bored cop on the phone said, "Yeah. Uh-huh. Which naked woman are you calling about?"
  


  
    Which naked woman. Like there was more than one, which it turned out, when he asked the cop, there was.
  


  
    Jesus. According to the po-lice, somebody got naked on the street four or five times a week in Hollywood. Damn. Them folks had smogged-up brains out in La-La-land.
  


  
    He looked at his watch. Just after ten. He grinned again. About now, that spring-loaded time-release file would be hitting the web hard, and it was gonna be like a ton of fresh feces whapping into a big ole industrial-grade fan. If that bomb down in Louisiana didn't get their attention, this one would sure as hell wake ‘em up. Gonna pop a few strands when it landed, for damn sure.
  


  
    Ahead of him, coming in his direction, were two black men. African-Americans, was that still what they called themselves? Sheeit, these brothahs in their wool suits and camel-hair overcoats had probably never been within five thousand miles of Af-ri-ka, probably born in Mississippi or Georgia, and come to the big city for white poontang and cheap dope. Way Platt figured it, you were born in this country, you were an American, period, and you didn't hear white people talkin' about how they were German Americans or French Americans or English Americans. That was all bullshit, just one more way the spooks got uppity. Call themselves anything they want, they were still darkies, they couldn't hide that.
  


  
    The two in suits stared at him, but they weren't right. They were too small, too civilized. Probably lawyers or political staff guys who hadn't been in a fistfight since they were pickaninnies.
  


  
    Platt grinned, and he could almost hear the jigs thinkin': Look at that crazy fool white man, running around in a T-shirt in the cold!
  


  
    Yeah, but he a big crazy fool white man. Why don't we just cross on over the street here?
  


  
    A block or so later, he spotted the one he wanted. He was a big buck, wearing jeans and motorcycle boots, a leather jacket, and Gargoyle shades, thought he was so cool. Almost as big as Platt. And alone. Platt didn't mind a couple, but he wasn't stupid. A gang was not a good idea unless you were armed, ‘cause they sure as hell would be, even though guns were all kinds of illegal in this city. All Platt had on him was a little aluminum-handled Kershaw liner-lock, blade just about three inches, and while he could snap it open as fast as a switchblade and could slice and dice somebody into bloody mush with it, a knife wasn't the smartest choice against three or four gangbangers strapped with shooters. He didn't like to carry a gun in the city unless he had a particular need for one, and he didn't want to use the knife if it was one-on-one—unless the jig pulled one.
  


  
    Or unless it turned out the boy was a karate or judo guy who knew his stuff. Most of that crap was worthless, it didn't work on the street, but now and then you'd run into one of them smart enough to keep it simple, with the skill and timing to make it work. Had to give them that, some of them could dance real good. That would get you your ass kicked pretty good. If that happened, he could sneak the knife out and hide it, wait for an opening, though a guy who knew enough of that gook fighting shit to thump you barehanded usually knew how to deal with a blade too. Plait had a few nasty memories about bad guesses he'd made. But this guy in the leather jacket didn't look like no Bruce Lee, and besides, Platt just wanted to stomp somebody a little, not kill him.
  


  
    "What you starin' at, boy?"
  


  
    The big black man stopped. "Who you callin' boy, cracker?"
  


  
    "I don't see nobody else around, do you? Boy?"
  


  
    Leather boy took his shades off and carefully slipped them into his pocket. He smiled.
  


  
    Plait matched the smile. Oh, this was going to be fun…
  


  


  
    Monday, December 20th, 10:20 a.m.

    Of Virginia
  


  
    

  


  
    Alex Michaels sat at his desk, looking over the latest computer dump into his electronic in-box. Came in every half hour, the new business, faster if it was flagged, and there was always some fresh crisis that Net Force had to take care of or the country would go to hell in a handbasket. He on-screened the latest batch and scrolled through them: Somebody had stolen a couple million dollars worth of Intel's SuperPent wetlight chips from a plant in Aloha, Oregon. There was a name for you, Aloha. Town's founder must have spent a pleasant time in Hawaii. The chips were small enough so that they could all fit neatly into a shirt pocket without causing the pocket to sag, and good luck on finding those before they made their way to Seoul to be restamped and installed.
  


  
    Next item…
  


  
    Stanley the Scammer had opened a new VR store, once again selling porno. There was no product, past the handful of public-domain teaser j-pegs and QuickTime VRs he used to sucker his customers in to buy. He took their electronic money, promised to send them a bunch of nasty stuff, then shut the VR shop down and shifted to a new location. They had busted Stanley a couple of times, always in New York City. Stanley would rent a cheap flophouse room with a plug and phone, hook his computer up, run his scam, and usually skip before the local cops got there. While he wasn't moving across state lines himself, his victims were from all over, so it was Net Force's problem. And it was compounded by the fact that most people who got ripped off buying pornography didn't particularly want the proper authorities to know that was what they were doing, so most of the customers ate the loss and kept quiet about it. Explaining to the wife that you lost a hundred dollars trying to get a copy of the "Darla Does Detroit" VR was something most men wanted to avoid. The wife might get curious about all that time hubby was spending in his workshop with the door closed.
  


  
    Stanley's was a classic scam, and the reason most confidence men who were any good could continue to pull off their games was that they appealed to the illegal or immoral in people, made them partners in the sting. A guy worried that he was doing something wrong was hesitant to run to the police to complain when he got cheated.
  


  
    Of course, there was always somebody who cared more about their money than their reputation, and so some sucker always reported Stanley.
  


  
    The main problem was that there were dozens, scores, hundreds of small-time thieves like Stanley, and anytime they ripped off somebody computronically across a state line, Net Force heard about it.
  


  
    Michaels shook his head and scrolled the proj:
  


  
    Here was a report of a money transfer gone bad at a small bank in South Dakota. Some enterprising cyberstealer had siphoned a couple hundred thousand into his account during a series of fast e-shifts. The Feds' safeguards had caught it, albeit a bit late, and the money was quickly recovered, but they still had to catch the thief, who had run in a hurry, and figure out how he had managed to slip the federal wards even as long as he had. It had been an inside job—the thief worked as an auditor for the bank. It almost always was an inside job, given how good the Federal Reserve kept track of money these days.
  


  
    What else did they have here?
  


  
    "Sir," Liza broke in, over the com. "I've got Don Segal from the CIA on the hot line. He says it's an emergency!"
  


  
    Michaels smiled at his secretary's excitement. Most emergencies didn't turn out to be all that exciting. "I'll take it," he said.
  


  
    "Hello, Don." Segal was the AD for foreign intel-gathering, a nice guy whose wife had just given birth to their third child, a boy.
  


  
    "Alex. We've got a big problem."
  


  
    "I've got to appear before White's committee tomorrow morning," Michaels said. "Bad as that?"
  


  
    "I'm serious here, Alex. Somebody just posted to the net a list of all our sub-rosa ops in the Euro-Asian theaters."
  


  
    "Jesus!"
  


  
    "Yeah. Every American spy in Europe, Russia. China, Japan, Korea—all of them have just been outed. State is crapping big octagonal bricks. A lot of the ops are in supposedly friendly countries, our allies. That's going to cost us some favors and a lot of mea culpas, but we've also got agents in places where they'll get shot first and questioned later. We've put out a total recall, but some of them aren't going to get out before they get picked up."
  


  
    "Damn," Michaels said.
  


  
    "Yeah. Damn. And think about it—if he got Europe and Asia, who's to say he didn't get the Middle East, Africa, or South America?"
  


  
    Michaels couldn't even speak. "Damn" wouldn't begin to cover it.
  


  
    "We got to find this guy, Alex."
  


  
    "Yeah."
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    Monday, December 20th, 10:25 a.m.

    Quantico, Virginia
  


  
    

  


  
    Joanna Winthrop washed her hands, reached for the paper-towel dispenser, and looked at her reflection in the large mirror over the sink in the women's restroom.
  


  
    She shook her head at her doppelgänger. All of her life people had told her how beautiful she was, men—both young and old—and more than a few women, but she still didn't see it. She had learned how to pretend to ignore the stares, but people still stopped her on the street, strangers, to tell her how attractive she was. It was flattering. It was interesting.
  


  
    It got in her way.
  


  
    And it was a mystery to Winthrop. She had a sister, Diane, who truly was beautiful, and next to whom she had always felt dowdy. Her mother at fifty was a knockout, and her smile wrinkles and gray hair only served to accent her perfect bone structure and muscle tone. True, Joanna wasn't ugly, but of the Winthrop women, she was a distant third insofar as looks were concerned. In her opinion.
  


  
    Of course, that wasn't what most other people seemed to think. It had been a mixed blessing all of her life. Sure, it had been fun to be invited to all the parties when she'd been a kid, to always be at the top of everybody's lists, to be popular and sought-after. She had accepted it as the norm, never questioned it—until she looked up one day and realized that most people considered her nothing more than a… decoration. All she had to do was stand there, smile, and be pretty, be an ornament, and that was enough for them. It wasn't enough for her, it wasn't anything she had done—nothing she had earned, she'd been born that way. Who could take credit for that?
  


  
    Boys were tongue-tied in her presence, but they lined up for the chance to be rumble-mouthed, and eventually she realized that to most of them, she wasn't a real person, but a trophy—to be pursued, captured, then displayed. Looky here, guys, look what's hanging onto my arm. Don't you wish she was yours?
  


  
    She was smart, she did well in school, stacked up well against objective academic standards, but nobody seemed to care about that. Being pretty was more important than being smart to everybody. Everybody except Joanna Winthrop.
  


  
    Being pretty got old. Too many people couldn't see past it—or didn't want to see past it.
  


  
    She tossed the damp paper towel into the trash can and glanced back at the mirror again. The first boy she'd slept with, at seventeen, had been the president of the science club, not any of the dozens of jocks who had chased her. He was intelligent, soft-spoken, and handsome, in a consumptive dying-poet kind of way. A sensitive, caring, bright young man who respected her for her mind. That was what she had thought.
  


  
    He'd bragged about sleeping with her to his friends the next day. So much for his sensitivity, his caring, his respect for her mind. It had broken her heart.
  


  
    Most of the girls she knew were jealous of her looks, especially the pretty ones, and they were resentful and catty. Her only real friend in school had been Maudie Van Buren, who had been plain, fifty pounds overweight, and addicted to black sweatsuits and running shoes. Maudie didn't care about looks—hers, Joanna's, anybody's—and she didn't understand why Joanna was so upset about being popular. She'd love to be on anybody's list for anything, she always said.
  


  
    They'd gone off to different universities, Winthrop to MIT, Van Buren to UCLA. But they kept in touch. And each year, they got together for a week at Maudie's uncle's mountain cabin outside Boulder, Colorado. During the break between their junior and senior terms, they had managed one of their best ever conversations. Maudie had gone on a diet, started working out, and in six months had dropped her excess weight, tightened up, and emerged from her sweatsuit-fat-chrysalis stage as a slender—and beautiful—butterfly.
  


  
    Over bottles of silty, home-brewed beer that Maudie's uncle had stocked the fridge with before he left, the two young women had talked.
  


  
    "I think I finally get it," Maudie said. "About the pretty thing."
  


  
    Winthrop sipped at the cloudy brew. "Uh-huh."
  


  
    "I mean, when I was a big tub, anybody who bothered to spend time with me did it because of my personality, such that it was, and it wasn't as if I had to carry a stick to clear myself a path through my admirers when I went out. Now, I get calls from guys who thought I was invisible when I was a whole helluva lot bigger than I am now. It's like I suddenly got rich and everybody wants to be my friend." She took a big slug of the beer. "I mean, the depth of a guy who is only interested in you because of your looks is about that of a postage stamp, isn't it? Kind of hard to feel a lot of trust for somebody like that. ‘Oh, baby, I love you for your mind!' sounds a little hollow when he's fumbling to unsnap your bra strap."
  


  
    Joanna grinned around another swig of beer. "Tell me about it, sister."
  


  
    Maudie looked at her, as if seeing her for the first time.
  


  
    "You've had to deal with this your whole life. How did you finally get past it?"
  


  
    "Who got past it? I bump into every day I go out. You learn to live with it."
  


  
    "I may start eating again," Maudie said. "Who needs the stress? Maybe it's better to be fat and sure of my friends than skinny and suspicious."
  


  
    "No, I think the best thing is to find somebody who can get past your face and boobs, who doesn't care too much about either. It's okay if they think you look good, that's fine, as long as they realize that isn't all there is to you."
  


  
    "You got somebody like that?"
  


  
    "I got you, babe."
  


  
    "I mean somebody male."
  


  
    "Well, no. Not yet. But I'm ever hopeful. He must be out there somewhere."
  


  
    "Better be careful. I might find him first."
  


  
    Both women laughed, and drank more of the malty home brew—
  


  
    Winthrop's virgil cheeped, and she pulled it from where it was clipped onto her belt. Incoming call. The caller ID showed it was Commander Michaels. It must be important if he was calling her from just down the hall.
  


  
    "Yes, sir?"
  


  
    "We have a situation here, Joanna. If you could come to my office, I'd appreciate it."
  


  
    "Be right there," she said.
  


  
    She discommed, stuck the virgil back on her belt, gave herself a final glance in the mirror, and started for the door.
  


  


  
    Monday, December 20th, 10:45 a.m
  


  
    

  


  
    Michaels looked at the three leaders of his computer team, as good a group of people as he'd ever worked with. They all looked back at him with anticipation as he finished laying out the scenario.
  


  
    "All right, folks, there it is. CIA is justifiably upset and they'd like us to do something about it. Forty years of work is going down the tubes, and more might follow that any second. Let's have some risk assessment and scenario building here. Jay, what do we have so far?"
  


  
    "I wish I could say it was good news, Boss, but so far, zip city. I don't think we're dealing with some kid hacker. What little I've found is a little rougher than the Russian we just dealt with. The guy snuck in and out, but he didn't track a lot of mud—I haven't found his footprints yet."
  


  
    "Toni? How is he getting this stuff?"
  


  
    "Three possibilities," she said. "One, he's cracking his way into secret files and stealing it; two, somebody who knows it is feeding him—or three, he knows it himself."
  


  
    "So he could be almost anybody," Joanna said. "Somebody outside the walls, or inside them."
  


  
    "How do we find him?" Michaels asked.
  


  
    They all looked morose, and Michaels knew why. If the guy hadn't left an obvious trail, and if he didn't come back and blunder into a hole and break his leg or something, finding him would be iffy at best.
  


  
    "All right, skip that. How do we stop him?"
  


  
    Again, Michaels already knew the answer, but he wanted to get his team cranked up to full alert.
  


  
    Jay said, "We've already put out the word to all federal agencies to harden systems, change passwords, reschedule downtimes from periodic to random, all like that."
  


  
    "Which will help if he is by himself outside and looking in," Toni said, "but not if he's a cleared employee."
  


  
    "Or being fed by somebody who is," Joanna added.
  


  
    "We set some rattle cans up on real obvious targets," Jay said. "Squeals, squeakers, telltales, like that, but if he was dumb enough to blunder into those, he probably wouldn't have gotten in in the first place."
  


  
    Michaels nodded. It wasn't their fault, but they had to catch this guy before more people started dying. He had to be hard here. "Folks, this guy, whoever he is, has caused at least one death we know of, and maybe more, and is likely to cause more. He's compromised our national security, pissed off our friends and enemies alike, and way down at the bottom of the list, he's also making Net Force look bad. There are people who will use this against us, and that's a problem, but that's the least of our worries. I want to see some contingency plans, some operational scenarios that will nail this bastard and get him off the net. Use whatever Cray time you need, spend what you need to spend, call in favors, whatever. This is critical, priority one. We have other business, sure, but this sits on top of the pile, understood?"
  


  
    They nodded, murmuring assent at him.
  


  
    "All right. Go."
  


  
    After they had left, Michaels stood staring into infinity. It never rained but it poured. And it was his job to stop the rain.
  


  


  
    Monday, December 20th, 12:05 p.m.
  


  
    

  


  
    Toni stretched her legs, dropping into the left sempok position by sliding her right foot behind and past her left, sinking until her buttocks touched the floor, then bouncing up and across to the opposite side. A good silat player could defend or attack from a seated pose, could leap to her feet, kick, sweep, punch, or move quickly to one side. It didn't always look pretty but it worked, and that was the point. In silat, the object was to get the job done, not strike attractive poses for anybody watching.
  


  
    She looked up and saw Alex walk into the gym carrying his bag. She raised her eyebrows in surprise. She hadn't expected him to come in for class today, not given all the crap going on with the spy thing.
  


  
    "I didn't think I'd see you here," she said.
  


  
    "Me neither," he said. "But there's not much else I can do about things at lunch. Everybody I'd want to talk to will be out and I hate to interrupt somebody trying to grab a quick bite. Besides, exercise tends to clear out the cobwebs. I'll get dressed, see you in a minute."
  


  
    He headed into the locker room, and Toni went back to limbering up. Poor Alex. He took all this so personally, as if everything that happened was all his fault. She fielded as much of it as she could, tried to take care of him, but she couldn't shortstop all of the crap that landed on his desk.
  


  
    Of course, given her choice, she would be able to make his life a lot more relaxed away from work. He needed somebody to take care of him, to rub his back, to fix him a drink before dinner, to—
  


  
    —screw his brains out?
  


  
    Toni smiled. Well, yes. That too. That wasn't likely to happen. He was still faithful to his ex-wife, at least as far as Toni knew. It was both an admirable and a frustrating trait in him. Although she had certainly seen how he looked at Joanna Winthrop, with her drop-dead good looks and bedroom eyes, and that had made Toni's belly knot in cold fear. How could you compete with a woman who had a face that would launch a thousand ships, a body to match, and who was as bright as a thousand-watt bulb to boot? Hardly fair, her being beautiful and smart.
  


  
    Toni blew out a sigh. She could hardly blame him if he wanted to chase the beautiful lieutenant, could she? Alex didn't feel for Toni the way Toni felt for him. She loved him, and even so, even so, she had stumbled. Of course, that one-night stand with Rusty had been a big mistake. She'd repaired it as best she could immediately after it had happened, and he was dead now, so nobody knew about it and nobody ever would. Except her. She knew. She was in love with her boss, but she had slept with another man. How could she get around that? It felt awful.
  


  
    Toni threw an elbow at an imaginary opponent. Too bad she couldn't control her love life as easily as she could a physical attack. Life would be much easier. Get into a fight with a would-be partner and throw him, then he'd be yours forever.
  


  
    Too bad it wasn't that easy.
  


  


  
    Monday, December 20th, 2:05 p.m.

    Bladensburg, Maryland
  


  
    

  


  
    Alone, Hughes drove to one of his safe houses for the meeting with Platt.
  


  
    There was always business that couldn't be handled longdistance, just as in Guinea-Bissau, and one needed places to conduct such business away from curious eyes.
  


  
    This hideaway was a basic third-floor single-bedroom apartment deep in the bowels of one of the new monster apartment complexes just over the District line, in Maryland. The complex was part of the extended bedroom community that had come to surround the nation's capital, accreting slowly over the years at first, then suddenly metastasizing like some architectural cancer, expanding in huge pressed-wood, ticky-tacky lumps and clots in all directions. Such places were the modern equivalent of tar-paper shacks—although probably not as sturdy.
  


  
    Here was one of these cheap constructions, the River View Province. Three stories high, a thousand units strong, less than six months old, it was a perfect place to hold clandestine meetings. Nobody knew their neighbors, and it was so large nobody noticed who came and went. It was between Colmar Manor and Bladensburg, just off SR 450, and if you were on the third floor in the unit Platt had rented, and if you stood in the kitchen sink and leaned out the window, you could indeed see the north fork of the Anacostia River—for what that was worth.
  


  
    Hughes drove a rental car, a small, plain gray Dodge something or the other that looked just like a million other cars on the road. He might as well have been wearing a cloak of invisibility for all he was likely to be noticed. He wasn't likely to run into anybody he knew out here, and he wasn't going to be recognized by anybody except a political junkie, none of whom would see him and Platt together in any event.
  


  
    He wended his way through the vast parking lot, got lost when he took a wrong turn at one of the stupidly named and numbered lanes—Catbird 17—then finally arrived at the assigned parking slot for his apartment. He pulled the car into the space and shut the motor off. He looked around. Cold, clear, nobody around except some big guy walking a pair of brown and black German Shepherds on long wind-up leashes. The dogs snuffled the air, looking back and forth, keenly alert and searching for wolves to bark at. How could you live with two dogs that big in one of these little places? The poor guy must spend half his day walking those monsters; otherwise they'd eat all his furniture and wear holes in the carpet. Hughes liked dogs, and though he didn't have time for one now, maybe he'd get a whole pack when he got set up. He'd have the room, and the time to fool with them.
  


  
    He took the elevator to the third level, headed down the hall to the unit, opened the door with a plastic keycard, and stepped quickly inside.
  


  
    Platt was already there. He stood in the kitchenette, and he had what looked like a plastic bag full of ice cubes pressed against the right side of his head. The big man had scratches and a brush burn on one cheek, and the knuckles on both hands were torn and crusted with flecks of dried blood.
  


  
    "What the hell happened to you?"
  


  
    Platt grinned, and moved the bag of ice away from his head. "I had me a little ar-gu-ment with one of our underprivileged black brothers. He clipped me a good one on the side of the head. You want to ice something like that down pretty quick, otherwise you wind up with a cauliflower ear. I'm too pretty to let myself get to lookin' like some punch-drunk ole boxer."
  


  
    Hughes stared. "You were supposed to keep a low profile. You weren't supposed to draw attention to yourself."
  


  
    "Didn't get no notice to speak of. Boy lost a couple teeth, maybe got a broke rib or two, he'll be just fine in a week or three. Probably didn't even go to the hospital. Shoot, any wog dentist could put them teeth back in. I left before the po-lice showed up, if they ever did. It was just a little ole dance, nothin' much. He moved pretty good, we had us a fun time."
  


  
    A man who got into fights for fun. Platt was surely crazy.
  


  
    "You got somethin' for me?" Platt said.
  


  
    Hughes removed a thick manila envelope from his briefcase and tossed it at Platt, who caught it one-handed.
  


  
    "There's twenty thousand in there, all in used hundreds."
  


  
    "That ought to keep pork chops on the table for a couple weeks," Platt said.
  


  
    "Just be sure and get that list from the NSA satellite clerk."
  


  
    "Yeah, I'm looking forward to those codes. I'mon be able to get HBO for free."
  


  
    Hughes shook his head.
  


  
    "You see ‘em runnin' around like chickens with their heads cut off over at Langley? Bet we get ourselves a new CIA Director real damn quick." Platt laughed.
  


  
    "The spy list did create quite a stir," Hughes allowed. "But we've got to keep the pressure up."
  


  
    "No problem. Japanese Stock Exchange codes go out in the mornin', and the flight information for the Hijos del Sol cartel's cocaine shipments gets fed to their main rivals, Hermanos Morte, tomorrow afternoon. It'll be knee-deep in blood and snowing the Devil's Dandruff all over Colombia before it gets good and dark. DEA is gonna be having kittens down there trying to figure out what's what."
  


  
    "What about the banks?"
  


  
    "I got some stuff coming out on Wednesday. Nothin' big, just a couple of thousand East Coast ATMs going wonky, givin' out beaucoup cash to anybody who uses a smartcard. Be real interesting to see how much of it gets turned back in."
  


  
    "All right. Anything else I need to know?"
  


  
    "Nope. I got me an appointment with a masseuse this afternoon. She's gonna relieve my tensions allll over."
  


  
    Hughes shook his head again. Platt didn't know it, but he'd been under surveillance for six weeks, by a very discreet—and very expensive—investigative firm hired to keep tabs on him. Since Hughes trusted the big man about as far as he could throw him one-handed, he thought it wise to make sure Platt wasn't playing any games he shouldn't be playing. No doubt Hughes would hear from his hired operatives about the street fight later. As he would hear about the "masseuse" who came to minister to Platt's needs.
  


  
    The woman would be black, of course. They always were.
  


  
    Platt had availed himself of outcall massage services fourteen times in the last six weeks; had sampled the wares of half-a-dozen prostitutes in Guinea-Bissau during his stay there, along with a streetwalker working the airport during his long stopover in Cairo. All had been black women, more than twenty of them. He did not mistreat any of the trulls, as far as Hughes's investigators could determine, nor was he interested in anything other than heterosexual-style relations, no whips or chains or funny clothes.
  


  
    Platt's racism was apparently not wide enough to encompass females of African heritage. A wonderful dichotomy, Platt. He would beat up a black man in the morning, then fornicate with a black woman in the afternoon. Hypocrisy was such a wonderful thing. The world wouldn't be able to run without it.
  


  
    "All right," Hughes said, "I'll call when I have something else for you."
  


  
    "I hear you," Platt said. "See you later, alligator."
  


  


  
    

  


  
    8
  


  
    

  


  
    Tuesday, December 21st, 8:25 a.m.

    Washington, D.C
  


  
    

  


  
    The Senate meeting room was too warm by at least five degrees, which certainly didn't help Alex Michaels feel any less sweaty. He sat on the hot seat at the table reserved for victims of the inquisition—more euphemistically known as "witnesses called to give testimony"—facing the panel of senators, whose dais was raised high enough so there was no doubt who was in charge. That had to be, in a society that equated height with superiority. Next to Michaels sat Glenn Black, one of the FBI's top legal eagles. The two of them, backed by a gallery of other witnesses and interested watchers, faced the eight senators of Robert White's Governmental Finance Oversight Subcommittee.
  


  
    Net Force's budget was the only item on today's docket, and after a pretense at politeness, the charge, led by White, was in full attack.
  


  
    It was going to be a long day.
  


  
    Michaels hated this part of his job, sitting in front of committees whose members might—and usually did—range from idiotic to brilliant, but who almost never knew what was really going on about much of anything. No matter how smart, the senators were at the mercy of their staff people who supplied them with information. While some of those on various staffs were pretty sharp, they were usually limited in what they could find out. A lot of agencies were reluctant to be totally forthcoming when called for information that might whittle away at their budget for the next fiscal year. What the senators got from their people was generally on a par with reporting on the six o'clock news. Like a rock skipping across the surface of a pond, only the information that was in easy view was even touched upon, and that only briefly. The depths below were hidden and, for all practical purposes, inaccessible.
  


  
    Being ignorant of the truth never stopped men like Senator White, however. And while he wasn't the dimmest bulb on the string, his wattage was hardly what you would call blinding on his best day.
  


  
    "Commander Michaels, what exactly are you trying to tell this committee? That Net Force doesn't care if some nut makes public information about how to build bombs that kill young newlywed girls?"
  


  
    "No, sir, Senator White, I did not say that." Michaels was beginning to get pissed off, and his reply was a little more clipped and sharp than it ought to be. Black leaned over, put his hand over Michaels's microphone, and whispered, "Take it easy, Alex, it's only eight-thirty. We're going to be here all day. He's just playing to C-SPAN's cameras and the audience at home."
  


  
    Michaels nodded, and under his breath said, "He's a fool."
  


  
    "So when did that become a liability for holding public office?"
  


  
    Michaels grinned. Glenn was right. It was going to be a long session; no point in losing his temper. Michaels usually kept a low profile at these things, and that was considered a good idea. Let them rant. When it came to the actual vote, the sound and fury before didn't count for much. He knew that. Still…
  


  
    White went on: "It sounds to me as though you're saying that Net Force has more important fish to fry, Commander. And I have to tell you, sir, from where I sit, your oil doesn't seem hot enough by half."
  


  
    He must have a new speech writer, Michaels thought. Somebody trying to downplay his rich man image and give him a little folksy touch. Good luck, writer boy.
  


  
    Michaels knew that his boss, Walt Carver, the Director of the FBI, was in the audience behind him. So far, Carver had been able to keep White at bay, using his network and ties from when he'd been in the Senate, but White was getting more aggressive all the time. At the very least, Michaels had to put on a decent performance while on the hot seat, and not embarrass himself or the Bureau.
  


  
    "I'm sure I don't know as much about oil as the honorable senator from the state of Ohio does."
  


  
    Michaels hadn't really planned to say that, it just kind of slipped out. There were a few chuckles. It was a small dig at White's wealth, some of which had come from petroleum shipping, a business run by his grandfather.
  


  
    White frowned. Michaels held his smile in check. Maybe it wasn't smart to pull the lion's tail, especially when the lion had you in the cage with it, but it sure felt good.
  


  
    "There seem to be some serious problems in your organization," White said. He shuffled through some hardcopy. "We are talking about issues of national security, about which I will not speak in public, but these are grave matters that Net Force is failing to address properly." He looked at Michaels. "What is the point in funding an agency that doesn't do its job, Commander Michaels?"
  


  
    "I'm sure, Senator, that you know much more about agencies that don't do their job than I."
  


  
    More laughter, but Michaels caught a warning look from Glenn, and it was easy enough to interpret: Easy, boy. Not smart to get into a fight with the man who controls the microphone. Especially not smart to make him look bad on TV. Michaels sighed. He had to watch his mouth. And even if he did, it was going to be a very long day.
  


  


  
    Tuesday, December 21st, 10 a.m.

    Dry Gulch, Arizona
  


  
    

  


  
    A day's ride from Black Rock was the Western town of Dry Gulch. Jay Gridley hadn't been disposed to spend that much time in the scenario, so he'd logged in on the edge of town. Black Rock had been a bust, no sign of the bad guys, so Gridley had moseyed on.
  


  
    It was close to high noon, and the sun hammered the bleached road so dry that clouds of reddish-gray dust hung in the windless air after every step his faithful steed Buck took. Just before he reached the outbuildings behind the blacksmith's shop and livery, Gridley took the U.S. marshal badge from his Levi's pocket and pinned it on his shirt. The silver gleamed brightly in the hard, actinic light. He didn't want anybody catching that mirror-shine on the trail, but in town he wanted the official muscle the badge offered.
  


  
    Like Black Rock, Dry Gulch looked like a place from a Western cowboy vid, circa the mid-1870's. The main street—and the only street—was fairly wide, situated between rows of false-front shops. Here, among others, were the dust-spackled Tullis Good Eats Cantina, Dry Gulch General Store, Mabel's Dress Shop and Tailors, Honigstock & Honigstock Attorneys-at-Law, King Mortuary and Undertakers, the Dry Gulch Bank, the La Belle Saloon, and the sheriff's office and city jail.
  


  
    Jay nodded and tipped his hat at an elderly woman in a long dress crossing the street. "Howdy, ma'am."
  


  
    The old lady gave him a suspicious glare and hurried on, stepping onto the boardwalk next to the storefronts. The walk was a foot higher than the street, and that made sense. It probably flooded here during the infrequent rain, and you'd want to be above all that sudden mud.
  


  
    A couple of boys chased barrel hoops down the dirty road, driving the flat metal rings with short sticks, laughing. A quail offered his song in the distance, not the usual "bob-white" whistle, but the more urgent "baby! baby! baby!" mating call.
  


  
    Jay reined Buck up in front of the sheriff's office. A gray-whiskered old man sat on a wooden chair, whittling on a big stick with a jackknife. He looked like a miner, with a leather vest over a grubby red-and-black checkered shirt, tan once-upon-a-time canvas pants, and black boots.
  


  
    The saddle gave out a leathery creak as Jay put all his weight into the left stirrup and dismounted. He wrapped Buck's reins around the horizontal hitching post.
  


  
    The old man spat a foul-looking brown stream at a lizard scurrying along the boardwalk looking no doubt for shade. Missed him by two feet.
  


  
    "Missed ‘im, damn," the old man said. He had a voice that sounded as if it had been soaked in a barrel of whiskey, then pickled in heavy brine, and then left out in the desert for thirty or forty years.
  


  
    Jay nodded at the old man and started for the door. His boots clumped on the boardwalk.
  


  
    "You lookin for the shurf, he ain't around," the old man said.
  


  
    Jay stopped. "Where would I find him?"
  


  
    "Boot Hill!" The old man cackled until the laugh turned into a wheeze, then a cough. He spat more tobacco juice, but the lizard was already well out of range. "Damn, missed ‘im."
  


  
    "There a deputy around?"
  


  
    "Yep—planted right next to the shurf!" This brought on another round of cackling, wheezing, and coughing.
  


  
    Must have been sitting here praying for a stranger so he could say that.
  


  
    When he managed to get his breath back, the old man said, "The Thompson Brothers came to stick up the bank three days back. I ‘spect you bein' a marshal, you know who they are. They kilt two tellers, the shurf, and the deppity. Shurf got one of ‘em, and Old Lady Tullis blowed ‘nother one off n his horse as they were ridin' out, cut him down with that old 12-gauge coachgun she keeps behind the counter o' her cantina. Course that left three of ‘em still ridin' hellbent for leather, but they didn't get no money and they ain't likely to come back to this town real soon, nosiree Bob!"
  


  
    "What's your name, old-timer?"
  


  
    "Folks ‘round here call me Gabby."
  


  
    I can't imagine why. "Well, Gabby, I'm trackin' down some shysters from back East. Bad hombres."
  


  
    "Ain't been no tinhorns stop off here lately," Gabby said. "Maybe some passin' through on the stage. Wells Fargo office's down't'other end o' town." He pointed with the stick he'd been carving on. "Past the whorehouse there."
  


  
    "I'm obliged, Gabby."
  


  
    Jay walked back to Buck, mounted, and walked the horse toward the Wells Fargo office. He nodded again at Gabby. Of course, the old man could be a firewall. Might be the sheriff was snoozin' in his office, his feet propped up on his desk or in a cell bunk. Or maybe he was havin' a drink at the cantina or the La Belle, and Gabby had been posted there to stop any strangers lookin' to talk to the local law. Jay would check out the stagecoach office, check with the telegrapher—he saw the telegraph poles so he knew the town was wired—and if he didn't get anything there, he would circle back and bypass Gabby to be sure he was tellin' the truth.
  


  
    Jay smiled. Who would have ever thought of a firewall as a tobacco-chewing, lyin' old fart who looked like a forty-niner?
  


  
    Jay was almost to the Wells Fargo depot when a big, swarthy, black-haired man with a drooping handlebar mustache and a pair of holstered guns stepped out into the street in front of him. "Hold up there, pard."
  


  
    There was a definite air of menace about the man, who wore a black suit over his boiled white shirt and tie, and a derby hat instead of a cowboy hat.
  


  
    Jay looked at the man. The guns he wore weren't Colt .45 Peacemakers like Jay's; they looked like Smith & Wesson Schofield .44's, top-loaders with seven-inch barrels. Powerful and accurate, damn fine weapons, but slow from the holster. When it came to fast draws, size mattered. Shorter was better…
  


  
    Jay dismounted and led his horse to another hitching post, this one next to the whorehouse. Four horses were already there. There were three large windows on the second story of the big house, and three or four pretty women in colorful petticoats and underwear leaned out of the open windows to look down at the two men in the street. Jay tipped his hat to the women. "Afternoon, ladies," he called out.
  


  
    The women tittered. One of them waved. "Come on up, Marshal!"
  


  
    Jay grinned, then turned back to face the man in the derby hat. He moved away from his horse so Buck wouldn't be directly behind him. "What can I do for you, amigo?" Jay said.
  


  
    "Fact is, I don't like lawmen. I think mebbe you need to turn around and head back where you came from." The big man cleared his coat back from his holstered revolvers. "It would be good for your health."
  


  
    "You got a name?" Jay said.
  


  
    "Name is Bartholomew Dupree. Folks call me Black Bart," the man said.
  


  
    Well, of course they do.
  


  
    Jay dropped his hand next to the butt of his Colt. "Sorry, Bart, I got business at the stage depot. Why don't you just stand aside and let me pass?"
  


  
    "Can't do that, Marshal." He waggled his fingers, loosening them.
  


  
    Definitely a firewall, and a tough one. So Jay was on the right track; his quarry had passed this way. And he wasn't about to give up because there was a roadblock. Lonesome Jay Gridley hadn't gotten to where he was by accident. He was the best.
  


  
    "Make your play then," Jay said.
  


  
    Bart went for his guns. He was fast—but Jay was faster. The .45 spoke a hair before the twin .44's, a throaty roar, belches of thick white smoke erupting around tongues of orange fire. Speckles of unburned propellant stung Jay's hand. He recocked the big single-action revolver, but it wasn't necessary. Bart dropped to one knee, guns falling from his suddenly nerveless fingers, then toppled to one side. Dust splashed from the street, joining the stink of black powder smoke.
  


  
    Jay uncocked, then holstered his gun and walked over to where Bart lay on his side in the dirt. Got him right between the eyes, Jay noted with satisfaction.
  


  
    Teach you to mess with Lonesome Jay. Pard.
  


  
    He thought he heard music coming from the saloon behind him, a kind of echoing wah-wah-wah sound that was more synthesizer than upright piano. He grinned. Too many Eastwood movies when he'd been a kid.
  


  
    A dark-haired man in a gray banker's suit and steel-rimmed spectacles came out of the arcade next to the house of ill repute and walked to where Jay stood looking down at the corpse. "Perhaps you might have need of my services, friend?" He tendered a business card. "Peter Honigstock, Attorney-at-Law," it said.
  


  
    Jay turned so his marshal's badge was visible to the lawyer. "Nope. Just the undertaker."
  


  
    "Ah," Honigstock said.
  


  
    He turned back, nodded at the soiled doves in the whorehouse, then headed for the stage depot. And after that, he was gonna mosey on back to the sheriff's office and have a few words with old Gabby. The lyin' bastard.
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    Tuesday, December 21st, 3:25 p.m.

    Washington, D.C
  


  
    

  


  
    In his study at home, John Howard leaned back in his chair, looked away from the terrain maps of the Pacific Northwest and glanced at his watch. He realized he was going to have to leave for the airport to pick up Nadine's mother in about five minutes. The idea of fighting rush hour traffic made him feel even more tired than he already felt, which was plenty tired enough.
  


  
    He didn't know what the problem was, or why he was so worn out lately. He couldn't get a pump working the weights, was winded so bad after a couple miles into his usual run he had to slow down almost to a walk. And he wasn't sleeping real well either—dropping off early, tossing and turning all night, then waking up tired and groggy. What it felt like was overtraining, but he hadn't been working that hard, no more than maintenance stuff. And there wasn't anything pressing at work: some training exercises in the high desert in Washington state coming up, and some winter work in the snow, in the hills of West Virginia, in mid-January. Other than that, nothing.
  


  
    Could he be getting old?
  


  
    No, he was only forty-two. He knew guys ten years older who could run him into the ground; it couldn't be something that simple.
  


  
    No? Some folks age faster than others, don't they, Johnny boy? Remember your twentieth high school reunion? Some of the guys you graduated with had so much gray hair and so many wrinkles they looked old enough to be your father. You'd pass them on the street, you'd never know who they were. Maybe your clock is running fast…
  


  
    Howard shook his head. He didn't need to be going down that road, thank you very much. He didn't even have any gray hair yet, and he looked better than he had at twenty, with more muscle. Maybe he just needed some vitamins.
  


  
    He pushed away from the chair and stood. It wasn't going to do anybody any good sitting here thinking about being old, not when his mother-in-law would turn into a black volcano spewing hot bile if he was late fetching her. That woman had a mean streak on her, and a mouth to go with it. He'd best get moving.
  


  
    Nadine was in the kitchen, working on supper, and Howard started in that direction, to tell her he was fixin' to take off. Might as well stir up Tyrone while he was at it.
  


  
    The boy was in his room. But instead of being glued to the computer chair as he usually was, he was lying on the bed, hands behind his head, staring at the ceiling.
  


  
    "You okay, son?"
  


  
    "I'm fine."
  


  
    "About time to go pick up Nanna."
  


  
    Tyrone turned his head slightly. "I think I'll stay here."
  


  
    "Excuse me?"
  


  
    "I mean, I'll see Nanna when she gets here."
  


  
    Howard stared at his son as if he had. suddenly sprouted horns and a tail. Not go to pick up his grandmother? What happened to the boy who used to chant, "Nanna! Nanna! Nanna!" over and over, bouncing all over the car the entire way to the airport? Who'd practically knocked the old bat down, hugging her and dancing around like he was demented?
  


  
    "She'll wonder where you are."
  


  
    "She's gonna be here for a week."
  


  
    It was that girl, of course. Girls turned boys into adolescent beasts struggling to crawl out of a mud pit of raging hormones. And Tyrone was officially a teenager now, becoming quiet, sullen, withdrawn, and about as communicative as a fence post.
  


  
    "You can have your calls forwarded—" Howard began.
  


  
    Abruptly, Tyrone sat up, then stood. "I'm going to the mall," he said.
  


  
    Howard felt a stab of anger. "Wait just a second, mister. You don't tell me what you're doing; you ask."
  


  
    Tyrone came to attention, executed a crisp, snappy salute, and said, "Yes, sir, Colonel Howard, sir!"
  


  
    Rage enveloped Howard. He had to restrain himself from reaching out and slapping the boy. He was tired, he didn't feel great, and he was about to spend an hour and a half going to and from the airport to pick up a woman who had never liked him and who had never been shy about telling him he wasn't good enough for her daughter. What he sure as hell didn't need was lip from a kid who thought his old man was a fossil who'd ridden to school on the back of a grass-eating dinosaur.
  


  
    For a few seconds, Howard didn't say anything. The rage abated just a hair as he remembered he'd once been young and stupid himself, sure that his parents couldn't begin to recall through their aged fog how it had been to be young. But even so, if he'd pulled his father's chain the way Tyrone had just pulled his…?
  


  
    Howard had a temper. Once, when he'd been about six or seven, his little brother Richie had snuck up behind him while they were playing cowboys and Indians and clonked him on the head with the butt of his toy revolver, to knock him out like they did on television. It hadn't knocked him out, but it had sure pissed him off. He'd bellowed like an angry buffalo, turned around, and chased Richie across the street toward their house, fully intending to brain the little bastard when he caught him.
  


  
    Their father, who'd been in the front yard trimming the azalea bushes, had heard Richie screaming and moved between him and Howard.
  


  
    "What's going on here?" his father had said.
  


  
    And Howard, eyes and mind blurred with killing rage, had yelled something supremely stupid: "Get out of my way!" and then swung his own toy gun at his father's legs to move him aside.
  


  
    The next thing he remembered, he was lying on the ground, looking up into the warm summer afternoon, wondering how he had gotten there. The old man had cuffed him upside the head and straightened him out instantly.
  


  
    Howard, who had never raised a hand to Tyrone, now knew how his father must have felt. He offered a silent apology to the old man. Sorry, Pop.
  


  
    And Tyrone, who up until lately had been a model son, looked down at the floor and said, "Sorry, Pop," echoing Howard's thoughts.
  


  
    Adolescent angst. Think back, John. Remember how it was that nobody understood how you felt, nobody could possibly know how you felt.
  


  
    "All right, forget it. I'll get Nanna, you go ahead to the mall. She'll understand."
  


  
    He saw the boy take it in, think about it. Loyalty to his grandmother warred with his infatuation for his girlfriend.
  


  
    This time, loyalty won.
  


  
    "No, I'll go with you to the airport. If I don't, Nanna will blame you." He grinned.
  


  
    Howard returned the grin. There Tyrone was. Back, for at least a moment.
  


  
    Nadine, with the instincts of a wife and mother sensing trouble, drifted into the doorway. "Hey, you two. Everything okay back here?"
  


  
    Howard turned to look at his wife, still the most beautiful woman he'd ever known, more so after fifteen years of marriage. "Everything is just fine," he said.
  


  
    At least for now, it was. But Tyrone was only thirteen. They had six more years of this to look forward to.
  


  
    Lord, Lord.
  


  


  
    Tuesday, December 21st, 8:15 p.m. Washington, D.C.
  


  
    

  


  
    Naked, Platt lay on his stomach on the bed in the little hotel on C Street, not far from the Library of Congress. A woman, who was also naked, straddled the small of his back, leaning into her hands, pushing and digging into the muscles of his neck and shoulders, the traps and delts. Her thighs and crotch felt warm against his skin.
  


  
    She actually gave a pretty good massage, which was unusual for outcall girls. Most of ‘em just gave a few half-assed wipes with their fingertips, maybe a little scratchy-scratch with their nails, but this girl was putting something into it. He'd give her a good tip for that. She was tall, a little thin, no tits, but a great ass. And her hands were a lot stronger than you'd guess by lookin' at her.
  


  
    "Damn, honey, you hard as a rock," she said, pressing hard with her thumbs into the trigger points just under the scapulas. It hurt, but it was a good kind of hurt.
  


  
    "You ain't seen the half of it, baby," he said. "Wait till I roll over."
  


  
    She laughed. "Yeah, I noticed you pretty big, for a white boy." She wasn't talking about his muscles. "What line of work you in, Mr. Platt?"
  


  
    "I'm an expediter," he said. "For a big import/export business. I travel a lot. Get to travel all over the world, make things happen."
  


  
    "That a fact? I always wanted to go overseas. Never been out of the country. I always wanted to go to Japan."
  


  
    Her hands felt damn good on his neck as she kneaded the tight muscles there. "Uh-huh," he said. "You don't want to go back to Africa? See your homeland?"
  


  
    "Sheeit, what I want to do that for? There's plenty of black folks in this country."
  


  
    He laughed. He liked her. "Maybe next time I get to Japan, I'll bring you back a souvenir."
  


  
    "I'd like that. A nice red silk kimono."
  


  
    Platt rolled over. She lifted a little, then settled back down over his legs when he got turned. He grinned at her. "One red silk kee-moan-oh, no problem."
  


  
    "My, would you look at that?" she said. She flashed even, white teeth, bright against her chocolate skin. "What do we have here?" She reached down. He slid his hands around under her butt and lifted her slightly. Hel-looo, baby!
  


  


  
    Tuesday, December 21st, 8:15 p.m.

    Washington, D.C
  


  
    

  


  
    In his office, Hughes finished a synopsis of what he wanted White to say at his meeting with the vice president tomorrow before White went back to Ohio for the holidays.
  


  
    There was a knock at the door. Speak of the devil.
  


  
    "Bob?"
  


  
    "I thought I'd find you still here," White said. He sauntered into the office and put a small package onto the desk. "Christmas present. You didn't think I'd forget, did you?"
  


  
    Hughes smiled. "Now how could I think, that, Bob? I wrote the reminder in your day log myself."
  


  
    Both men laughed.
  


  
    Hughes reached into the drawer, pulled out a Christmas-wrapped box, and handed it to White. It was hard to buy stuff for a millionaire who bought himself whatever he fancied, but Hughes always worked to find something unusual. And he knew White loved being surprised.
  


  
    "Can I open it?" Just like a kid.
  


  
    "Sure."
  


  
    Eagerly, the senator ripped off the green and red foil and pulled the lid from the box. He removed what looked like a small leather candy dish mounted on a wooden stand from the box. Inside the leathery cup was a game infoball, an iridescent, silvery orb the size of a marble, made to be slipped into a SonySega PlayStation, a device that White had owned since the first ones had come out. He looked at Hughes and raised one eyebrow.
  


  
    "That's the beta-test full-VR version of DinoWarz II," Hughes said. "Won't be generally available for a few more months."
  


  
    "Really? Wow, thanks, Tom! How'd you get it?"
  


  
    "I have a few contacts in the right places."
  


  
    White rolled the ball in his fingers, and Hughes could see he was itching to run home and play the game. The senator looked at the container. "This a candy dish? Looks unusual."
  


  
    "It's a plastic-coated bull scrotum," Hughes said.
  


  
    "What? You're kidding."
  


  
    "Nope. I can think of a few people you might want to offer peppermints to from it."
  


  
    White laughed and shook his head. "Well, I'll be taking the family jet home in the morning. You need a ride anywhere?"
  


  
    "Nope. I'm hanging around here, finally be able to get some work done with you out of the way."
  


  
    They laughed again.
  


  
    "Guess I better open my present now," Hughes said.
  


  
    He did so. Inside was a carved ivory figurine, seven or eight inches long, a woman stretched out, lying on her side, propped on one elbow. Hughes knew what it was. It was a Chinese medical doll. Once upon a time in China, women of breeding never let any man but their husbands see them unclad, sometimes not even their husbands. When they needed to see a doctor, they took the doll with them. When the doctor asked where the pain was, they showed him on the figurine, and he made his diagnosis based on that and symptoms, without ever seeing or touching his patient's body. Knowing White, Hughes figured this statuette was probably worth a fortune. The work was exquisite.
  


  
    Hughes made appropriate noises. "It's beautiful, Bob. Thank you."
  


  
    "Well, it isn't a bull scrotum, but it's the best I could do. It belonged to some emperor's wife or concubine, I forget which. Bertha's got the documentation on it. She'll give it to you after we get back from the holidays."
  


  
    "I appreciate it, I truly do. Working with you has been so beneficial to me, I can't begin to tell you how much."
  


  
    That was surely the truth.
  


  
    "I couldn't have ever gotten the job without you, Tom. Merry Christmas."
  


  
    "Merry Christmas," Hughes said. And with any luck at all, the New Year will be my best ever—though it might be your worst, when the shit hits the fan…
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    Wednesday, December 22nd, 8:25 a.m.

    Quantico, Virginia
  


  
    

  


  
    Alex Michaels wanted to keep the staff meeting short so they could get back to their desks. With Christmas only a few days away, not much work was getting done as everybody geared up to go off for the holidays. The office didn't shut down, of course, there was always a skeleton staff, but anybody not stuck with that duty who wanted to take off early could do so. He looked around the conference room, at his primary players: Toni, Jay, Howard, and Joanna Winthrop. They were all senior enough, except for Joanna, and she was working out of Howard's command, so they didn't have to stick around here for Christmas.
  


  
    "Okay, that pretty much covers the basics. You all know this poster business is critical, so take your flatscreens and if you get any bright ideas, log them in for the rest of us."
  


  
    He already knew their plans, and no matter where they were, they'd keep grinding away at this thing. Toni was going home to the Bronx for a week's visit with her family. She'd be back next Wednesday. Jay's parents were visiting relatives in Thailand, so he was hanging around the city and would probably would spend much of the time here at HQ. Howard had relatives visiting. He'd be in town. Joanna was going to meet an old friend at a mountain cabin in Colorado. She'd be back Monday. And Michaels was going to Boise to see Susie. And Megan too.
  


  
    There was a case of mixed emotions.
  


  
    "Anybody got anything new?"
  


  
    Jay said, "Well, I came across some interesting statistics in the new Murray Morbidity and Mortality Report. According to the MMMR, life expectancy for men in Washington, D.C., is the lowest of any metropolitan area in the country. In fact, it's lower than any rural area too, except for a couple of counties in South Dakota. Sixty-three years. Whereas if you live in Cache County, Utah, you can expect to live fifteen years longer, a ripe old seventy-eight. And you can add eight or ten years to both those numbers if you're a woman."
  


  
    "I bet it feels a lot longer in Washington," Howard said.
  


  
    "I don't know," Toni said. "Have you ever been in Utah?"
  


  
    "Yeah," Jay said. "I think maybe they all get too bored to die."
  


  
    Michaels smiled. "Fascinating. Anything that might relate to what we do in this agency, Jay?"
  


  
    "Nope. I got through the poster's firewalls, but the trail petered out, a dead-end in a box canyon. I haven't been able to draw a bead on him since."
  


  
    "Yee-haw," Joanna said quietly.
  


  
    "Excuse me?" Alex asked.
  


  
    "Private joke," she said. "Sorry."
  


  
    "All right. That's it. If one of you catches the poster before we take off for the holiday, I'd bet big that Santa Claus will put something nice in your stocking, a Presidential Commendation at the least."
  


  
    "Oh, boy," Jay said. "A new floor for my parakeet's cage."
  


  
    "I didn't know you had a parakeet," Toni said.
  


  
    "I don't, but for that, I'd get one."
  


  
    "Somebody has to represent the agency at the L.A.W. convention in Kona on the Big Island in February," Michaels said.
  


  
    "Me! Me!" Jay said. "Send me!"
  


  
    "Catch us a crook and you can work on your tan."
  


  
    Joanna chuckled.
  


  
    "What's funny?" Jay asked.
  


  
    "Nothing. I'm just imagining myself on that black sand beach I've heard about."
  


  
    "Don't pack your bikini just yet," Jay said.
  


  
    "No? Well, I wouldn't start buying Coppertone in bulk either, if I were you."
  


  
    "I think that's got it," Michaels said. "Back to work."
  


  
    As the meeting broke up, Sergeant Julio Fernandez arrived. He nodded at Michaels, and moved to talk to Colonel Howard, where the senior officer stood talking to Lieutenant Winthrop.
  


  
    "Colonel. Lieutenant."
  


  
    "Sarge," Howard said.
  


  
    Michaels caught a quick glimmer of something on Fernandez's face when he looked at the young woman. Well. He could understand how the sergeant might appreciate Winthrop.
  


  
    Back at their offices, Toni approached Alex. "Got a minute?"
  


  
    "Sure."
  


  
    In his office, she produced a small package, wrapped and decorated with a red bow. "Merry Christmas," she said.
  


  
    "Thank you. Can I open it now?"
  


  
    "Nope. Got to wait until Susie opens her gifts. You'll want this then."
  


  
    "Ah, intrigue. All right, I'll wait. Here, I got you a little something." He opened his desk drawer and removed a flat box, this one wrapped in the hardcopy Sunday cartoon section of the Arlington newspaper.
  


  
    She smiled at the wrapping, hefted it. "Book?"
  


  
    "Go ahead and open it."
  


  
    She did, carefully peeling the tape from the edges and unfolding the colorful newsprint.
  


  
    "You going to save the paper, Toni?"
  


  
    "Sorry. Old habit." She got to the book. "Oh, wow."
  


  
    It was a 1972 first edition of Donn F. Draeger's The Weapons and Fighting Arts of Indonesia.
  


  
    "Where did you find this? It's a classic." She flipped through the pages, again with care, looking at the black-and-white illustrations. "I've never seen an original, only the on-demand-print and CD versions."
  


  
    He shrugged. "Picked it up somewhere. I thought you might like it."
  


  
    Yes, he had "picked it up somewhere," all right. He'd had a bookseeker service hunting for six weeks for the thing, and it had cost him a week's salary when they'd found it. Oh, well. He didn't spend a lot of money. Outside of his living costs and Susie's child support, his only hobby was the restoration of old cars. His current project was a Plymouth Prowler. That wasn't cheap, but when he finally finished and sold the car, he'd get all he'd spent back, and then some. The book had made a dent in his bank account, but Toni deserved it. He couldn't do his job without her. And the look on her face when she saw the thing was worth a lot too. He smiled.
  


  
    Toni was about to close the book when she got to the title page. "Hey, it's autographed!"
  


  
    "Oh, really? Huh. How about that?" That autograph had jacked the price of the book up a few hundred dollars.
  


  
    Impulsively, she hugged him.
  


  
    God, she felt good, pressed against him that way. She could stay there all day…
  


  
    Toni pulled away and gave him a big grin. "Thanks. My gift is nothing compared to this. You shouldn't have."
  


  
    He shrugged. "Hey, a big meteor could fall on me while I'm taking the trash out tomorrow and what good would money be? I really appreciate all you do around here, Toni."
  


  
    There was a silence that started to get awkward. He said, "So, you're going home to see your folks?"
  


  
    "Yes. There'll be a big gathering, all my brothers and sisters-in-law, and nieces and nephews, the uncles and aunts. Regular army of relatives." She paused. "I hope your visit with Susie goes okay."
  


  
    "Yeah."
  


  
    "Well, I'd better get back to work. Thanks again for the book, Alex."
  


  
    "You're welcome."
  


  


  
    Thursday, December 23rd, 6:45 a.m.

    Quantico, Virginia
  


  
    

  


  
    Joanna Winthrop took advantage of the take-off-work-early offer from Commander Michaels to book a deadhead seat on an early military jet leaving from Quantico and stopping off in Denver on its way to Alaska. When she mentioned it to Colonel Howard, Sarge Fernandez had offered to take her to the flight.
  


  
    "I can catch a cab," she'd said.
  


  
    "No problem, Loot, I'm heading out that way anyhow, got some errands to run. I'll swing by and pick you up."
  


  
    It did make it easier for her. "Sure."
  


  
    So now she rode in the front seat of Fernandez's personal car, a slate-gray seventeen-year-old Volvo sedan. She smiled. "Funny, I'd have figured you for a little racier ride than this."
  


  
    "It gets me there. Slow and steady. And it doesn't spend much time in the shop."
  


  
    "Well, I appreciate the lift."
  


  
    "No problem."
  


  
    They rode in silence for a few minutes, but she was aware of him giving her small peripheral glances. Well. He was a man, and she knew that look.
  


  
    He said, "You mind if I ask you something personal, Lieutenant?"
  


  
    Oh, Jesus, here it comes, she thought. He's going to hit on me.
  


  
    She'd had plenty of practice shutting male attention down when she wanted to. Although Fernandez had a certain Latin charm about him, it wouldn't be a good idea, a relationship. Even though the ranks were more quasi-than real-military in Net Force, and there wasn't a specific prohibition against fraternization as in the Regular Army, there was a difference in their respective statuses. So she could let him down gently. "Fire away."
  


  
    "Has working with computers always been easy for you?"
  


  
    Hmm. That wasn't what she expected. "Excuse me?"
  


  
    "I've watched you. You're good at it, that goes without saying, but you make it look easy. I was just wondering if it was. Easy, I mean."
  


  
    She thought about it for a second. She didn't want to sound egotistical, but the truth? "Yeah. I guess it does come without a lot of effort for me. Always has. I had a kind of affinity for it."
  


  
    He shook his head. "I can strip a heavy machine gun and put it back together in the dark in a pouring rain, but when it comes to bits and bytes, I'm a techno-dweeb."
  


  
    She laughed. Men so seldom admitted to their shortcomings, it was refreshing to hear.
  


  
    "I mean, I've tried to learn, but I have this block, the information just bounces off, it doesn't sink in. I tried a class recently, but I had a… personality conflict with the instructor. I think he just recognized that I was as dumb as dirt and would never get it."
  


  
    " ‘A thing can be told simply if the teller understands it properly.' "
  


  
    "Excuse me?"
  


  
    "George Turner, a writer I admired in college. You know how a computer works, basic theory?"
  


  
    "Yeah. Well, actually… no."
  


  
    "Okay. Let's say you're on guard duty, you're watching a door. You open it when somebody with the right password comes by, you close it if they don't have the password. You follow that?"
  


  
    "Sure."
  


  
    "Now you know how computers work. A door is open or it's closed. A switch is on or it is off. The answer is yes or no when somebody gets to the place you're standing guard. It happens fast, all the switching, but that's the base, and everything else links to that."
  


  
    "No shit? Sorry, I mean—"
  


  
    "No shit," she said.
  


  
    "Damn. How come nobody ever put it that way before?"
  


  
    "Because you've run into crummy teachers before. A good teacher uses terms a student can relate to, and she takes the time to learn what those terms are. When I was in college, I took a psych course. There was a story they told, about biased IQ tests for children. You know, you show a picture of a cup, and you show a saucer, a table, and a car, then you ask, what does the cup go with?"
  


  
    "Yeah?"
  


  
    "So in middle-and upper-class America, the kids with working brains all pick the saucer, because cups and saucers go together, right?"
  


  
    "Right."
  


  
    "But in the poor parts of town, cups might go with tables, because they don't have saucers. And among kids from homeless families, cup might go with car, because that's where the family lives."
  


  
    "Economic bias," Fernandez said.
  


  
    She nodded. He wasn't a dummy, no matter what he said. "Exactly. Same thing holds true for racial or religious or other kinds of cultural factors. So then everybody thinks these kids are stupid, and so they get a different level of teaching, when the real problem is on the other end, in the minds of the ed-ucators. Because they didn't take into account the students' knowledge as well as their own."
  


  
    "I get it."
  


  
    "There's nothing wrong with your mind. All you need is a teacher who can put things in terms you already know how to relate to. You're a soldier, find a soldier who knows computers, you can learn from him."
  


  
    "Or her," Fernandez said.
  


  
    "Or her." She looked at him. "Are you asking me to teach you?"
  


  
    "I would be ever so grateful if you would," he said. Kept a straight face while saying it too.
  


  
    She smiled. "This isn't some ploy to get next to me because you think I'm beautiful, is it, Fernandez?"
  


  
    "No, ma'am. You have knowledge I don't have, and I'd like very much to learn it. This is part of my job and I'm not good at it. That bothers me. I don't need to be Einstein, but I do want to understand as much of it as I need to understand. I mean, yeah, you are beautiful, but what's more important here is that you're smart."
  


  
    She blinked and looked at Fernandez in a new light. My God, if he was telling the truth, he admired her for her mind!
  


  
    "We might be able to work something out. Come see me when the holidays are over."
  


  
    "Yes, ma'am."
  


  
    "And bag that. Call me Joanna."
  


  
    "I'll answer to just about anything, but my friends call me Sarge or Julio."
  


  
    "Julio it is."
  


  
    She grinned again. Ooh, wait until Maudie hears about this!
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    Thursday, December 23rd, 4:10 p.m.

    In the air over southern Ohio
  


  
    

  


  
    "Would you care for something to drink, sir?"
  


  
    Alex Michaels looked up from the in-flight magazine, from an article on the construction of the world's tallest building, the new twin towers in Sri Lanka. The new structure would be, when finished, seventy feet taller than the second tallest building—which was also in Sri Lanka.
  


  
    "Coke?" he said.
  


  
    "Yes, sir." The flight attendant handed him a plastic cup of ice and one of the new biodegradable plastic cans of Coke. The can would keep for ten years, as long as it wasn't opened, but once fresh air hit the inside, the plastic would start to degrade. In nine months, it would be a powdery, non-toxic residue that would completely dissolve under the first rain that hit it. Throw the can on the ground, and in a year it would be gone.
  


  
    The flight attendant moved to the next row of seats. Michaels poured the soft drink into his cup, then sat and watched it fizz and foam. He was in business class, the equipment was one of the big Boeing 777's, and he sat next to the wing door on the starboard side. He liked to get that seat when he could, next to the exit door. It always seemed that there was a little more room in the exit row, although that might have been his imagination. The main thing was, if there was trouble on the plane, he wanted to be in a position to do something.
  


  
    He'd started asking for the exit row after a flight to Los Angeles when he'd seen an elderly man who might have weighed a hundred pounds sitting next to an emergency door. Yeah, the guy might get a burst of adrenaline under stress, so he could pop that door right open if the wheels collapsed on landing or some such, but Michaels didn't want to risk his life and the lives of the other passengers on that. Maybe the old guy would get a burst blood vessel instead. Then again, maybe the old guy was like Toni's silat teacher, and there were hidden strengths there. Michaels knew he shouldn't be so judgmental. But still, better a fairly strong forty-year-old GS employee in front of that door than a seventy-year-old lightweight. Better odds for all concerned.
  


  
    Of course, he'd rather fly first class too. A couple of times, he had gotten agency upgrades on official business, and it was more comfortable, but he could never justify the expense when it came to personal flights. The way he figured it, the back of the plane got there at the same time as the front did, all things going as planned, and to cough up several hundred dollars extra for cloth napkins and complimentary champagne seemed excessive.
  


  
    There was enough time for an in-flight movie before they got to Denver, where Michaels had to switch planes for Boise. The airlines had gotten a lot better about not losing luggage, but he wasn't taking any chances. He had his single soft-side roller tucked into the overhead compartment, along with Susie's main Christmas gift, a band/vox synthesizer. Apparently she had discovered a kind of music called technometo-funk, which was all the rage among the kids. Michaels tastes ran to jazz fusion, classic rock, 40's big band, or even long-haired classical. He hadn't followed new-wave pop stuff for years. He knew he was getting old when he read the news, saw the Billboard Top Ten list, and realized he didn't recognize the names of any of the songs, or the artists who performed them. Who could take seriously a song called "Mama Moustache Mama Sister," by somebody who called himself "HeeBee-JeeBeeDeeBeeDoo?" Or "Bunk Bunk!" by "DogDurt"?
  


  
    With the synthesizer, Susie could supposedly program herself into any group, then hear and see herself performing on stage with them. It seemed like an advanced toy for somebody her age, but it was what she wanted. It had been a bitch to find one too. Apparently every other kid in the country had to have one of the things. Fortunately, Toni had found one, so he could be a hero to his daughter.
  


  
    Toni did that a lot, made him look good.
  


  
    He looked at the screen built into the back of the seat in front of him, a screen that could be angled for viewing so that even if the person sitting in that row decided to lean back all the way, you could still see it. No. He didn't feel like watching a movie, playing video VR, or monitoring the progress of his flight via a little animation of a jet flying along over a map. It was nice just to sit with a magazine in his lap and gaze out at the cold ground below. Fortunately, the weather was clear, and the Ohio landscape below, much of it covered with snow, sparkled white in the setting sun.
  


  
    It was going to be midnight, East Coast time, when he landed in Boise, assuming he made his connection and the flight went as scheduled. Ten p.m. in that part of Idaho. He had a rental car reserved at the airport, and a room booked at the Holiday Inn, not far from the house where his daughter and ex-wife lived. Where they had once all lived together. There was a spare bedroom in the big old clunky two-story house, two if you counted the sewing room, but Megan hadn't offered and he hadn't asked. The armistice between Alex and his ex was uneasy. She was a sniper, quick to shoot and too accurate for his comfort. Better to have a safe house where he could hole up and gather his forces for the battle. There was a lot to be said for a nice quiet Holiday Inn, with room service and a double lock on the door.
  


  
    He wondered how many other people thought about holidays in such a fashion? As an ugly guerrilla war to be waged quick and dirty and retreated from as soon as possible? Why did unhappy families gather, if it made them so miserable? A lot of people he knew would just as soon cancel the big holidays and keep their families at a safe distance…
  


  
    In his case, however, the answer was easy: Susie. Whatever else, she needed to know she had a mother and father who both loved her and wanted her to be happy, even if they couldn't be happy with each other.
  


  
    Certainly this wasn't something he had ever foreseen for himself when he'd been courting Megan, when they'd been young, in love, with the world by the tail, so full of themselves they could never envision failing at anything, much less their marriage. Ah, the arrogance of youth, when you knew everything, and didn't care who knew you knew everything, since you were willing to tell them all about it at great length if they blinked at you.
  


  
    Boy, that had been a long time ago in a galaxy far, far away…
  


  
    Maybe he could get some sleep. Just lean over against that cool plastic window with one of the little puffy pillows, and turn it all off.
  


  
    There was an idea that had much appeal.
  


  


  
    Thursday, December 23rd, 5:15 p.m.

    Washington, D.C
  


  
    

  


  
    The car was small, black, and looked like an old Fiat. The driver heard the siren behind him and pulled over, next to a row of small shops that appeared to be closed. There was a shoe store with a Nike swoosh on the glass, and an electronics store with small television sets in the window. The words on the storefronts looked to be German or Austrian, maybe Croat.
  


  
    The Fiat's door opened and a smallish man in a long, dark coat stepped out of the car. He had his hands up next to his shoulders, to show he was unarmed. The sun was bright, but the street seemed deserted save for him.
  


  
    A pair of policemen approached the Fiat, pistols drawn. The uniforms they wore had that Middle European look, odd-shaped billed caps with checkering on the front, leather jackets over dark blue shirts and ties, and dark blue trousers with a yellow seam-stripe on the outside of the legs. One of the cops moved to stand in front of the small man in the long coat; the other cop checked out the car.
  


  
    The first cop gestured with the gun and said something. The small man turned around and put his hands on top of the Fiat, and the cop patted him down. No weapons.
  


  
    The second cop talked into a small com, but kept his pistol pointed in the Fiat driver's direction. Second cop listened to the com for a moment. He nodded at the first cop, and said something.
  


  
    The small man leaning against the car shoved away from it, swung his elbow up, hitting the cop behind him in the face, and knocking him down. The small man ran. The second cop darted around the front of the Fiat, raised his pistol, and fired—four, five, six times. The gun belched orange fire and white smoke, and the empty shells showered the car. The brass hulls glinted in the bright sunshine like gold coins as they bounced and dropped to the sidewalk.
  


  
    The small running man fell, face-down on the street. He moved his arms and legs, as if spastically trying to swim on the concrete.
  


  
    The cop who had been elbowed in the nose recovered. He moved to where the small man lay on the street. He pointed his pistol at the back of the downed man's head. He fired. The little man spasmed one more time, then went limp.
  


  
    Thomas Hughes blew out a big sigh, then froze the recording's image. The two cops stood over the dead man—and there was no doubt he was dead, a bullet to the back of the head from three feet away sure as hell did that.
  


  
    Man. They just executed that poor sucker. And all of it caught on the surveillance cam mounted on the dashboard of the police car.
  


  
    Hughes leaned back in his chair and looked at the frozen holoprojection. He felt a flash of regret, but he buried it. The man was a spy, he had known there were risks. He'd had to know what might happen to him if he got caught.
  


  
    Of course, he probably hadn't thought his name would be stolen from a top-secret list nobody was supposed to have access to and posted to the net so anybody who bothered to look would know who he was.
  


  
    Hughes had gotten the recording from one of his spies—actually one working for Platt. And it was brutal to watch, a man getting murdered like that. It turned your stomach, made you queasy.
  


  
    But there it was. You couldn't make an omelette without breaking a few eggs. It was necessary. What were a few spies, easily replaced, compared to the long-range goals Hughes had in mind? Not much, not really. The end in this case surely justified the means. People died every day. A handful more wouldn't make a difference in the grand scheme of things.
  


  
    The new Quayle addition to the Senate office building where White had his offices was nearly empty. Not a lot of people were working at this hour on the day before Christmas Eve. Hughes assumed that the other Senate office buildings—the Russell, the Dirkson, the Hart—were also, mostly deserted, save for security and cleaning personnel, with maybe a few young staff members trying to make points while everybody else was off for the holidays. Not much official work got done from early December on into the new year, but a lot of groundwork did get laid.
  


  
    White had once had offices in the Hart Building, back when they'd still had that ugly modern-art sculpture of cut-out metal, Mountains and Clouds or some such, in the atrium. The staff on the upper floors had spent a lot of time sailing paper airplanes down to land on top of the sculpture. They'd had contests to see who could get the most to hit and stay.
  


  
    He sighed again. The stakes were high, and the cards had to be played correctly or the game would be lost. It was a pity about this agent, and about the others who would be imprisoned or maybe killed, but there was no way around it. There was a lot of inertia to overcome to get something as big as he had in mind to move—a lot. This spy was the first, but he wouldn't be the last who had to die for Hughes's plan to go forward. It was too bad, but that was how it was. In this world, you could be a hunter or the hunted, and sheep were prey for wolves, plain and simple. It was the first law of the jungle—the strong survive at the expense of the weak.
  


  
    And Thomas Hughes was a survivor.
  


  
    He saved the recording into a file for White to look at later, then started to wave the computer off. He'd done enough here for the day. Time to go home, order in some takeout, and have a glass of wine and a nice hot bath. Maybe he'd lift a glass to the poor operatives who had to suffer for his scheme. Why not? It wouldn't cost him anything.
  


  
    His com cheeped. It was the secret number, rerouted though something like sixteen satellite bounces so it couldn't be traced to him.
  


  
    He checked the scrambler to be sure it was on, even though it was automatic on this number, and clicked on the vox-altering circuit, picking Old Lady for the latter. Whoever was on the other end would hear what sounded like a ninety-year-old woman talking.
  


  
    "Hello?" he said.
  


  
    There was silence for a moment.
  


  
    "Who's there?" Hughes said.
  


  
    "I have some information concerning certain… shipments."
  


  
    Hughes knew who it was. A mid-level manager at the National Security Agency, a man with top secret clearance, but a man who had a secret gambling problem and was deep in the hole to his bookies. His voice was altered too. Hughes had been waiting for the man to come up with something for him. The gambler didn't know who he was speaking to. "Go on."
  


  
    "It concerns some volatile… minerals."
  


  
    "I'm still listening."
  


  
    "I need fifty thousand."
  


  
    Hughes could almost hear the man sweating. "How much of the… volatile substance are we talking about?"
  


  
    "Nineteen pounds. In four packages. On the same day."
  


  
    Hughes considered that in amazement for a moment. Nineteen pounds of weapons-grade plutonium was being moved at the same time? Certainly not by the same agency inside the U.S., even broken into that many sub-critical-mass chunks. The NRC and NSA would have kittens if somebody did something that stupid. But he had to check.
  


  
    "This is domestic movement?"
  


  
    "Of course not. Two are, two are foreign. Six pounds, seven pounds, four, and two."
  


  
    "When?"
  


  
    "In two days. You want the particulars or not?"
  


  
    "Fifty thousand, you said."
  


  
    "Yes. In cash. Nothing bigger than a hundred."
  


  
    "All right. I'll have somebody meet you at the place, tonight, nine p.m. Bring the information."
  


  
    Hughes broke the connection. He hadn't planned to escalate things quite this much, this fast, but when something like this fell into your lap, you grabbed it and ran with it.
  


  
    He tapped his com. Platt answered right away.
  


  
    "Yeah?"
  


  
    "Swing by here."
  


  
    Platt said, "When?"
  


  
    "Now."
  


  
    He would give Platt the money and send him to fetch the information. Anybody with access to some explosives, a good metal shop, and some electronics from Radio Shack could build an atomic bomb, but without the right fissionable material it was nothing more than a mildly dangerous science project. There were a lot of groups out there who would pay millions to get their hands on nineteen pounds of weapons-grade plutonium. You didn't need that much to build yourself a nice and dirty little nuclear bomb. It would make a helluva bang when you set it off.
  


  
    Now he could really give Net Force something to think about.
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    Friday, December 24th, 11:00 a.m.

    The Bronx, New York
  


  
    

  


  
    Toni climbed the familiar brownstone steps, steps that she had swept clean daily when she had been studying with Guru DeBeers. Somebody else must be doing the job now, for there was no snow or ice or dirt on them. The chicken-wire glass doors were closed and locked, but Toni still carried her well-worn key. She opened the door and stepped into the building. The hall was marginally warmer than it was outside.
  


  
    Guru's apartment was the third one on the left. As she reached up to knock, the old woman's gravel-and-smoke voice came from within:
  


  
    "Not locked, come in."
  


  
    Toni grinned. Before she even knocked, Guru knew she was there. She was sure the woman was psychic.
  


  
    Inside, the place looked as she remembered it from last year, and from her childhood. The old green couch with the needlepoint doily here, the overstuffed red plush chair with its needlepoint there, the short coffee table with one leg propped on an old Stephen King novel, all were in their usual places.
  


  
    Guru was in the kitchen, crushing coffee beans in the little hand-powered grinder she had brought with her sixty years ago from Jakarta. She cranked the handle slowly and the smell of the beans, shipped to her by a distant relative who still lived in the highlands of Central Java, was sharp, rich, and earthy.
  


  
    The two women faced each other. Toni pressed her hands together in front of her face and moved them down in front of her heart in a namaste bow, and Guru returned the greeting. Then they hugged.
  


  
    At eighty-something years old, Guru was still brick-shaped and solidly built, but frailer and slower than she had been. As always, her clean and carefully set white hair smelled slightly of ginger, from the shampoo she used.
  


  
    "Welcome home, Tunangannya," Guru said.
  


  
    Toni smiled. Best Girl, what Guru had called her almost since they'd met.
  


  
    "Coffee in a minute." Guru dumped the freshly ground coffee into a brown-paper cone and set it into the stainless-steel basket over the carafe, then poured hot water from a cast-iron kettle that had been heating on the tiny four-burner stove. The smell was delightful, almost overwhelming.
  


  
    Guru waited until most of the water filtered through, then added a bit more. She repeated this until the kettle was empty. She took two plain white china mugs from the doorless wooden cabinet over the stove, then poured fresh coffee into them. There was no offer of cream or sugar. You could drink it any way you wanted at Guru's—as long as it was black. Adulterating coffee was, according to her way of thinking, very nearly a sin of some kind. Guru's religious beliefs were an amalgam of Hindu, Moslem, and Christian, and difficult to follow at best.
  


  
    Wordlessly, the two women moved into the living room. Guru took the chair, Toni sat on the couch. Still without speaking, they took sips of the hot coffee.
  


  
    Guru made the best coffee Toni had ever tasted. In fact, it spoiled her for drinking the stuff anywhere else. If Starbucks could get its hands on Guru, they would triple their business.
  


  
    "So. How is life in Washington? Has your young man yet seen the light?"
  


  
    "Not yet, Grandmother."
  


  
    Guru sipped her coffee and nodded. "He will. All men are slow, some slower than others."
  


  
    "I wish I could be sure of that."
  


  
    "Not in this life, child. But if he fails to notice you properly, he does not deserve you."
  


  
    They drank more coffee. When they were almost done, Guru said, "I think it is time to tell you a story. About my people."
  


  
    Toni nodded but didn't speak. Guru had taught her a lot using this method, telling her Javanese tales and legends.
  


  
    "My father's father's father came from Holland on a sailing ship in 1835. He came to work as an overseer on a plantation that raised indigo and coffee and sugarcane. Back then, the country was not called Indonesia. The pale men called the islands as a whole the Dutch East Indies, or sometimes, the Spice Islands. To my people, our island was Java."
  


  
    Guru held up her empty cup. Toni stood, took both cups, went to the kitchen, and refilled them. Guru kept talking.
  


  
    "My great-grandfather went to work on the farm, just outside of Jakarta, which had not nearly so many people then as it does now. He was married, with his wife and two children left behind in the country of his birth, but as was often the custom with white men in a foreign country in those days, he took himself a native wife. My great-grandmother."
  


  
    Toni brought Guru's coffee back to her, reseated herself on the couch, and sipped at her own brew.
  


  
    "In due course, my grandfather was born, first among six brothers and two sisters. When my grandfather had eleven summers, my great-grandfather sailed back to Holland, to rejoin his wife and children there, now a wealthy man. He left his Javanese family well-provided for, not always the custom with white men. He never saw or contacted them again.
  


  
    "My great-grandmother's family took her and her children in, and life went on."
  


  
    Toni nodded, to keep the flow going. Guru had told many tales, but never one about her family that was so personal.
  


  
    "My grandfather's mother's brother, Ba Pa—The Wise—took it upon himself to teach my grandfather, whose Dutch name was Willem, how to be a man. My grandfather grew up strong, adept, and eventually became a soldier, part of the native army." She sipped at her coffee. Then she said, "Go into my bedroom and look at the nightstand. There is a thing upon a small silk pillow there. Bring it to me."
  


  
    Toni nearly choked on her coffee. In all the years she had trained and known Guru, she had never been past the closed door into her bedroom. She had conjured all kinds of fantasies as to what it must look like in there. Maybe shrunken heads dangling from the ceiling, or walls covered with Indonesian art.
  


  
    It was nothing so weird. It could have been any bedroom, belonging to any old woman. There was a bed, a carved, dark wooden chest at the foot of the bed, teak or mahogany, and a tall and dark wardrobe, also of wood, with a mirror that had lost part of its silvery backing. On one wall was a painting of a nude girl standing in a pool under a waterfall. The room smelled of incense, patchouli or maybe musk.
  


  
    But on the nightstand was a red pillow, and upon the pillow was a kris inside a wooden and brass sheath.
  


  
    Toni knew what it was. She had done some reading about Indonesia, curious about the country that fostered the martial art she studied, and while she had never trained with a kris, she had played with plenty of knives.
  


  
    She picked the weapon up. She couldn't tell from the sheath what the shape of the blade was, but the typical Javanese kris was a foot to a foot and a half long—this one looked to be maybe fifteen or sixteen inches—and had a wavy, undulating double-edged blade, made of layers of forged, hand-hammered steel. Thus, like the swords of Damascus or the samurai katana, the final knife had a grain, a pattern in the welded metal itself.
  


  
    She hurried back into the living room, wanting to hear the rest of Guru's story.
  


  
    Guru traded the weapon for her empty coffee cup, which Toni quickly refilled.
  


  
    "My great-uncle Ba Pa had no sons, only daughters, and when it came time for my grandfather to become a man and receive his kris, this is the one he inherited. It had been in the family from my great-uncle's father's father's father's time."
  


  
    With that, the old woman drew the knife from the wooden sheath and held it up.
  


  
    It was an undulate blade, a ribbon of steel with six or seven curves on either side, narrowing from a wide base under a slightly curved and short pistol-like handle to a sharp point. The metal was black, it had a dull, matte look, and on one side there was a little loop of steel protruding under the inside of the guard, almost like a tiny tree branch. On the other side of the blade were tiny, jagged teeth-like points.
  


  
    "In the days when spirits were still powerful in Java, this kris had much hantu—much magic." She waved the weapon. "It has thirteen luk dapor, thirteen curves, and the pamor is called udan-mas; it means ‘golden rain.' Here, you see?"
  


  
    Guru pointed at the pattern in the metal, which looked like little drops of rain had spattered upon dry ground.
  


  
    "This kris was supposed to bring good fortune and money for its owner.
  


  
    "Some believe a good kris could kill slowly an enemy simply by stabbing his shadow—or even his footprints. If an enemy approached, a good kris would rattle in its sheath, to warn its owner of danger. The sight of the naked blade would turn a hungry tiger in its tracks. According to my great-uncle's grandfather, this kris once flew from its sheath like the garwk and cut the wrist of a thief trying to enter his house during the dark of the moon."
  


  
    Guru smiled. "Of course, some of these old stories might have become embellished with the telling."
  


  
    She returned the weapon to its sheath and held it in both hands on her lap, her coffee now growing cold on the doily upon the small table next to her chair.
  


  
    "My grandfather gave this to my father when he became a man, and my father gave it to my only brother when he became a man." She stared into space, remembering. "My brother died in the war against the Japanese before he could begin a family. Many of our young men died in that war. My father had no sons, no nephews after that war. So the kris came to be mine."
  


  
    They sat quietly for a moment.
  


  
    "I bore my husband three sons and a daughter. Two of my sons live, and I have six grandsons and a great-grandson, and two granddaughters. My sons are old men, my grandsons are teachers and lawyers and businessmen, my granddaughters are a teacher and a doctor. They are a fine family, successful, scattered all over the country, and they are all good Americans. There is no wrong in this.
  


  
    "But of all my family, none have studied the arts. Well, no, I do have a grandson in Arizona who plays tae kwon do, and one of my sons does tai chi to keep his joints limber, but none of them have studied silat. You are my student, the holder of my lineage, and so now, this kris now belongs to you."
  


  
    The old woman held the dagger out on the palms of her hands to Toni.
  


  
    Toni knew this was no small thing for Guru, and she had no thought for refusing. She knelt in front of the old woman and took the weapon in both of her hands. "Thank you, Guru. I am honored."
  


  
    The old woman smiled, tobacco stains on her teeth. "Well you should say so, child, and a credit to my teaching that you should know to say so. I could not have wished for a better student. You should keep this on the red silk pillow near the head of your bed when you sleep," she said, waving at the kris. "It may make an American lover nervous, though." She giggled.
  


  
    Toni looked down at the smooth wood of the sheath. Why was Guru giving this to her now? She had a sudden chill.
  


  
    "Guru, you aren't… I mean, your health isn't…?"
  


  
    The old woman laughed. "No, I'm not ready to leave just yet. But you have more need of the hantu than I do. I have had a full life, and you are still unmarried. A woman your age needs to think of such things. It is a magic blade, after all, kah?"
  


  
    Toni smiled. "More coffee, Guru?"
  


  
    "Just half a cup. And tell me more of this young man who has yet to recognize your spirit. Maybe together we can find a way to wake him."
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    Saturday, December 25th, 6:30 a.m.

    Alexandria, Virginia
  


  
    

  


  
    Julio Fernandez went to early mass at St. Gerard's, in Alexandria. He sat in the back of the small church, listening to Father Alvarez drone on in a dull monotone broken only occasionally by a louder "Lord," which tended to rouse the sleepy congregation.
  


  
    Fernandez was used to being up this early, of course, but usually he'd be moving, doing laps or running the obstacle course or otherwise keeping his blood circulating. Sitting on the hard wooden pew in a too-warm and stuffy building listening to the old priest who could preach this sermon in his sleep—and might well be doing just that—was not a good way to stay alert.
  


  
    Still, if he hadn't come to mass, he might have thought about lying to his mother, and he did not want to actually do that. He was on duty and couldn't fly back for Christmas with the relatives. Well, that wasn't strictly true. He could have gotten leave because he had seniority, but there were other men with families locally who needed the time more than he did, so he had volunteered—but he didn't have to tell Mama that. He would call her later today, she would be expecting that. There would be aunts and uncles and at least half of Fernandez's six brothers and two sisters would be there in La Puente at Mama's with their broods, probably bitching about the El Nino rains forecast to pound southern California. It wasn't as if Mama was going to be rattling around in her house alone; still, she wanted to hear from her children who couldn't get there, and the first question she would ask him after how was he doing would be had he gone to mass this morning? Mama suspected that her third son was more lapsed than good Catholic, and she was right in that suspicion, but at least he could tell her he had in fact been to early mass. He could tell her how Father Alvarez, who had once been a parish priest where Mama went to church some forty years ago, looked. Old, Mama, he would say, the man must be at least five or six hundred years old. I kept expecting somebody from the Cairo museum to come in and grab him, to take him back to King Tut's pyramid where he belongs.
  


  
    Mama would laugh at this, tell him how awful he was, but it would make her happy that he went to mass, at least on Christmas, and it wasn't too much for a son to do for his mother, was it? One time a year?
  


  
    So he'd get a few points for this—assuming he didn't doze off on the pew, sleep all day, and completely miss calling home…
  


  


  
    Saturday, December 25th, 7 a.m.

    Boise, Idaho
  


  
    

  


  
    Alexander Michaels rang the doorbell of the house that had once been his. It was a big, wooden, two-story home built in the early 1900's, at the top of a slight rise, with a high front porch at the top of ten broad steps. When the house had been built, it had been just outside what was then the city limits. Boise had engulfed the neighborhood long ago, but the houses along the street were still much as they had been a hundred years past. Outside of a new paint job that matched the old pale blue, and a couple of repaired steps and slats in the porch floor, the house looked the same as he remembered it. The same glider he'd installed when they'd bought the place hung on rusty chains at the south end of the porch, looking out over a somewhat cold rhododendron bush that would blossom a hard pink come the first warm weather. He'd spent some wonderful hours in that squeaky old wooden swing, looking out over that rhoddy bush, listening to the wind play in the big Doug fir trees that shaded the lot.
  


  
    He heard his daughter's footsteps and her yelling as she raced for the door. "Daddy's here! Daddy's here!"
  


  
    Susie flung open the door and jumped. With her present under one arm he had to make the catch one-handed, but she helped by wrapping her arms and legs around him and hugging him tight. She wore a pair of red-flannel pajamas and butter-yellow fuzzy slippers. "Daddy!"
  


  
    "Hey, squirt. How are you?"
  


  
    "Great! Great! Come in, we've all been waiting on you to open presents!"
  


  
    Michaels stepped into the house, and what Susie had said registered.
  


  
    We've all been waiting for you? Did she mean herself, Megan, and the dog Scout?
  


  
    Susie slithered down and took off running down the hall for the living room. And sure enough, little Scout, the poodle who thought he was a wolf, came sliding around the corner from the kitchen, scrabbling on the hardwood floor, trying vainly for traction, to greet Michaels. The dog barked once, saw who it was, and wagged his tail so hard Michaels thought he might fall down. Michaels squatted and put the presents down as Scout ran and jumped into his arms.
  


  
    Two for two, he thought.
  


  
    As he stood, the little dog licking his face, Megan stepped into the hall from the living room.
  


  
    Tall and leggy, with long brown hair worn in a ponytail, she was still one of the most beautiful women he had ever known. She wore a black T-shirt and blue jeans, her feet bare. She also looked nervous. "Hello, Alex."
  


  
    "Hello, Megan."
  


  
    "Come on in. Susie is about to pop."
  


  
    He put the dog down, picked up the presents he had brought, and followed his ex-wife into the living room. Oh, well. Two out of three…
  


  
    They had put up a large tree, an eight-footer, easy to do in a place with such high ceilings. The tree glistened with lights and fake snow and ornaments and tinsel. There was a fire in the wood stove, burning brightly behind the thick glass. Susie was on her knees under the tree, amidst a pile of wrapped gifts, grinning.
  


  
    And standing by the old plush blue couch was a stranger, a big man with a full beard. He wore jeans and a blue work-shirt and cowboy boots. He looked to be about thirty, a good ten years younger than Alex, and at least five years younger than Megan.
  


  
    Megan walked over to the bearded man. She slipped her hand under his arm, smiled at him, then turned back to look at Michaels and said, "Byron, this is Alex Michaels, Susie's father. Alex, this is my friend Byron Baumgardner. He's a teacher at Susie's school."
  


  
    The big man grinned, showing nice, white teeth, and ambled over to take Michaels's hand. "Glad to meet you, Alex. I've heard a lot about you."
  


  
    Michaels felt his belly twist into a frozen knot. So. This was Byron. He forced a smile as he stuck his hand out. "Byron."
  


  
    The two men shook hands. Michaels shot a glance at Megan. She had looked nervous, and now he knew why. Here was a nice surprise on Christmas. Meet the new boyfriend. Your replacement.
  


  
    "Can I open my presents now, can I?"
  


  
    "Sure, honey," Megan said.
  


  
    Michaels smiled at Susie as Byron moved over to stand next to Megan. The bearded man put his arm around Megan.
  


  
    Michaels felt sick. He wished the ground would open up and swallow him. He wanted to be anywhere on the planet instead of here. Anywhere, for any reason.
  


  


  
    Saturday, December 25th, 11 a.m.

    Bethesda, Maryland
  


  
    

  


  
    On his back on the bench, Platt squared himself under the weight, put his hands on the bar in a false grip, and took a couple of deep breaths. Counting the bar, 440 pounds lay heavy in the bench-press cradle. He nodded at the spotters on both sides. "Ready," he said.
  


  
    The two gym rats, both hard-core steroid boys bigger than he was, moved in a hair and put their hands under the end of the bar, not touching it, but ready, just in case.
  


  
    Platt gathered himself to lift the weight off the rack. Took another deep breath, and shoved, let part of the air out as he cleared the stand and began to lower the Olympic bar toward his chest.
  


  
    The first rep went up pretty easy.
  


  
    "One," the gym rats said in unison. Like he couldn't fuckin' count.
  


  
    Second rep was a little harder, but he got it to lockout.
  


  
    "Two!"
  


  
    The third rep was hard. He had to blow it up, arching his back, to get it locked.
  


  
    "Three!"
  


  
    He knew his limits. "I'm done, take it," Platt said.
  


  
    The two bodybuilders caught the ends and helped him re-rack the barbell. Platt blew out a big exhalation and sat up.
  


  
    The guy on the left, who had a shaved head and a purple sweatband above his eyes, said, "Lemme try a few."
  


  
    Platt nodded and switched places with Baldy. As he squared up on the bench press, Platt glanced around the inside of the place.
  


  
    They had a pretty decent setup here at the new Gold's Gym. Lotta free weights, a bunch of piston machines, some bikes, rowers, elliptical walkers, and stair climbers. They even had one of the new peg machines in one corner. Mirrors on all the walls. It was Christmas, but there were twenty people in here working the iron. Gym rats, most of them, serious bodybuilders or weightlifters, most of them on the juice. You didn't miss a workout because it was a holiday. You'd never get anything done that way.
  


  
    You could always tell somebody who was stackin' serious ‘roids. They had that crepe-skinned, veiny look, the whites of their eyes got yellowy, they were usually balding, and a lot of ‘em had acne on their back and shoulders. In the locker room with their clothes off coming out of the shower, some of ‘em had bitch-tits and little bitty balls and peckers too. But they were strong, as Baldy on the bench here showed Platt. He did ten reps with four-forty and racked the bar by himself, then sat up, grinning. "Okay, I'm warmed up. Lou?"
  


  
    The other gym rat traded places with Baldy, then Baldy and Platt spotted him while he did his benches. He only made eight reps, and Baldy called him a pussy.
  


  
    "Want to do another set?" Baldy asked Platt.
  


  
    "No, thanks. I got to go do chins and dips. I can come back and spot if you need it."
  


  
    "Cool. Later, dude."
  


  
    Platt headed for the chinning rack. Strong, both of the bodybuilders, stronger than he was. Then again, he didn't take anything but vitamins and a few aminos and supplements, and he didn't have to worry about his liver rotting or getting brain cancer or shit like that. Or ‘roid rage. Blowing up and killin' somebody who cut him off in traffic. Fightin' for fun was one thing, losin' control was something else. And these guys were so strong they tore muscles and ripped tendons right off the bone sometimes. He'd seen a guy benching six-fifty once rip a pec. The muscle rolled up his chest like a window shade, and the guy was looking at major surgery and a lot of down time. Stupid. Wasn't any point to all this stuff if you weren't healthy enough to enjoy it.
  


  
    His sweats were already soaked, but Platt figured he could do a couple sets of chins and dips, no weight, alternating, to finish off his pump. Half an hour in the sauna and hot tub, a shower, and he was done.
  


  
    He wondered if that bento place over on Wisconsin was open today, A couple plates full of grilled chicken skewers and rice with hot and sweet sauce would sure taste good about now. He'd go check it out.
  


  


  
    Saturday, December 25th, noon

    Sugar Loaf Mountain, Boulder, Colorado
  


  
    

  


  
    The big fire roaring away pushed the cabin's chill into the room's corners. The place smelled of cedar and woodsmoke and pine. Wonderful. "Merry Christmas," Joanna Winthrop said. She raised her champagne glass and tapped it against the glass Maudie held. "Same to you," Maudie said. They drank. "Mmm. This is great," Winthrop said. "It ought to be. It cost eighty bucks a bottle."
  


  
    "Jesus, you spent that kind of money on champagne!"
  


  
    "Not me. It was a gift from an admirer. I think he wanted to lick it off my naked body."
  


  
    "Why didn't you let him?"
  


  
    "Because we went to a movie and he made a disparaging remark about one of the actresses who was a few pounds overweight."
  


  
    "Ah. Fat jokes, the squash of death."
  


  
    "Unless you're fat—then it's okay." Maudie sipped at the champagne again. "I'll send him a nice thank-you e-mail for this."
  


  
    "I'm sure he'll appreciate it."
  


  
    They giggled.
  


  
    "So, tell me more about this Sergeant What's-his-name. Anything serious in the offing?"
  


  
    "Too early to tell. So far, all we've talked about is computers, about which he knows zip. But he seems like a sweet man. And he admires me for my mind."
  


  
    "Uh-huh."
  


  
    "Well, either he does, or he's very, very clever about taking the long way around to get my pants off."
  


  
    "Hah. Men will cross a desert in July on their hands and knees over broken glass if they think they'll get laid when they get to the other side."
  


  
    "True. But I have a good feeling about this one. How many men have you met who will admit they don't know something about everything?"
  


  
    "So far? Let me see… oh, if you total them all up, about, roughly, approximately… none."
  


  
    "So I'm one up on you."
  


  
    "Oh, girl. You got a picture? How about a com number?"
  


  
    "Oh, no, you don't. You should be able to find one in California."
  


  
    "You'd think so, wouldn't you? I'm thinking about putting an ad in the personal sections of the local alternative weekly paper. ‘Fat, ugly woman, smart, looking for man who can appreciate me for my mind.' It would be interesting to see who answers."
  


  
    "I'm sure that would work." She lifted her glass. "Cheers."
  


  
    "Uh-huh."
  


  
    They drank. They laughed some more. There were worse ways to spend Christmas.
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    Saturday, December 25th, 2:15 p.m.

    Ambush Flats, Arizona
  


  
    

  


  
    Jay Gridley was getting a little tired of the Western scenario and he considered switching it. He hated to do that in a VR session, though, jump genres. After this time, he'd use a different program.
  


  
    At the moment, he was in the small Western town of Ambush Flats, walking up toward the telegraph office. A Christmas wreath hung in the window.
  


  
    "Mornin' Marshal," the telegraph clerk said. The man wore a card dealer's green eyeshade, a boiled shirt, and a thin, dark tie. "Happy Christmas. Shame you got to be travelin' on such a day."
  


  
    "And you workin'," Jay said. "Any messages for Marshal Gridley come through here?"
  


  
    "Nossir, I don't believe they have." The man made a show of checking the stack of yellow paper next to his key. "Nope, don't see none."
  


  
    "Uh-huh. And any messages a marshal ought to know about pass through your ears or fingers?"
  


  
    "Nossir. I'm a law-abidin' citizen, Marshal. I don't truck with such things."
  


  
    It wasn't that Jay didn't believe him—but he'd learned the hard way that truth was a valuable and sometimes rare commodity on the net. And Jay needed to know if that was what he was dealing with here.
  


  
    There were several ways he could do this. He could pull his gun and order the telegrapher to lie down on his belly. He could point out the window, and when the man looked, clonk him on the back of the head and knock him cold. Or he could use subterfuge, which was his preferred method. "Well, I appreciate it, friend. Thanks. Adios."
  


  
    Jay left the telegraph office and moseyed around to the back of the building. There was a wooden barrel of trash next to the door. He pulled a strike-anywhere lucifer from his shirt pocket, scratched it on the barrel's metal hoop, and tossed the flaring match into the trash. Paper caught, flamed, and in a few seconds, there was a hot little fire blazing away in the barrel. Jay looked around and spotted some weeds growing from under the building. He pulled a handful of the greenery and tossed it into the flame. Thick white smoke poured out as the green plants began to burn.
  


  
    Jay walked around to the front of the building, found a shady spot under an overhang, and leaned against a porch post. He didn't have long to wait.
  


  
    "Fire!" somebody yelled. A bell started to ring. Folks came a'runnin' too.
  


  
    The telegrapher sprinted through the front door of the office, away from the sudden smoke pouring in from the back, and looped around the building to see what was what.
  


  
    Jay sauntered back into the building and began to go through the stack of telegrams. Nothing to see.
  


  
    There was a locked wooden drawer next to the telegrams out in plain sight, and he used his Barlow jackknife to slip the simple lock so he could get at the hidden documents in the drawer.
  


  
    He grinned. Breaking into an encrypted e-mail sorter using a brute-force generator didn't sound nearly as colorful as rifling the telegrapher's desk in his marshal persona. It wasn't as much fun either.
  


  
    There was a lot of junk in the drawer. Some shady money exchanges, illicit love letters, porno, the usual stuff people tried to hide. Technically speaking, what he was doing wasn't altogether legal, but he wasn't going to use it in court, he was just looking for information. If he hurried, he would be gone before the telegrapher got back, and nobody would ever know he'd been snooping in private affairs.
  


  
    Looked like a waste of time again—hello? What was this?
  


  
    Jay read the message, growing more alarmed as he went. Somebody had sent particulars on the routes for four shipments of plutonium—that didn't translate into this scenario as dynamite either—to a group calling itself the Sons of Patrick Henry! Jay had heard of them. They were a militia group that danced on the edge of treason and had a membership that made Alüla the Hun look like a flaming red Communist.
  


  
    And the stuff was moving today. Holy shit!
  


  
    Clutching the message tightly, Jay ran.
  


  


  
    Saturday, December 25th, 12:25 p.m.

    Boise, Idaho
  


  
    

  


  
    With the racket blaring from Susie's new musical toy, having a conversation was difficult. Not that Michaels felt much like talking anyhow. Megan was making it perfectly clear by the way she kept touching, leaning, or rubbing against Byron exactly what she wanted her ex-husband to know. At first, the jealousy had been so powerful it had made him feel heartsick and nauseous. Now he was beginning to gel pissed off. Megan had a cruel streak he had always known about. He'd loved her in spite of it, but it wasn't pretty to be on the receiving end of it. She could have asked her bearded boy toy to stay home and let Michaels have this time with his daughter, but she wanted to show Susie's father exactly where he stood with her mother—which was outside her house, peering in through a locked window.
  


  
    He was supposed to stay for lunch, and if he hadn't thought it would upset Susie, he would have already bailed and gone back to his hotel.
  


  
    At a point when Megan had gone to check on the turkey she was cooking, and Byron had gone to get some more wood for the fire, Michaels remembered the little present Toni had given him. It was in his coat pocket. He walked to where he'd hung his coat, fished the little gift out, and opened it.
  


  
    When he saw what it was, he laughed.
  


  
    "What's funny, Dadster?" Susie yelled over the blasting noise she thought was music.
  


  
    He tucked the present into his shirt pocket. "Nothing, sweetie, I just remembered something."
  


  
    Toni had gotten him a pair of electronic earplugs. According to the instructions, they would allow the wearer to hear normal sounds, but would damp any high-decibel noises that might damage a wearer's hearing. Funny woman, his assistant.
  


  
    His virgil cheeped.
  


  
    He frowned. He had forwarded all incoming calls to his vox mail. The only messages he should be getting were Priority One coms, and if that was what this was, it was bad news. He checked the caller ID. Jay Gridley.
  


  
    "What's up, Jay?"
  


  
    "Chief, we got a major problem here. Somebody just tried to hijack four shipments of plutonium. We headed off three attempts, but at one in France there were a lot of dead bodies after the smoke cleared, and at one in Arizona we were too late, they got away with it. Colonel Howard is on the way with a strike team, we got National Guard and state police and local cops crawling all over the place down there, and about half a bomb's worth of plutonium on the loose."
  


  
    "That's awful, but why is this our problem? Shouldn't it be CIA for the foreign and regular FBI for the domestic?"
  


  
    "Well, it's ours because the message giving the yahoo militia who did it the times and places came out of a Net Force workstation, Chief. Right here in HQ."
  


  
    "Oh, shit!"
  


  
    "Yes, sir. You might want to think about going to Arizona or coming back here or something."
  


  
    Michaels looked up and saw Megan frowning at him from the hall.
  


  
    "I'll call you back."
  


  
    "What?" Megan said.
  


  
    "Something has come up," he said. "I'm going to have to miss lunch. Sorry."
  


  
    "Big surprise," she said. Her voice was bitter. "Got to go save the goddamned world all by yourself again, don't you?"
  


  
    "Listen, Megan—"
  


  
    "They can't get along without you for one day? It's Christmas!"
  


  
    With bad timing, Byron chose that moment to step into the room with an armload of split oak and alder for the fire. "What's going on?"
  


  
    "Alex isn't staying for lunch." She said it loudly.
  


  
    Susie came out of her music trance. "What? You're leaving? You just got here!"
  


  
    "Daddy's work is more important than staying to visit, honey," Megan said. "You know that. He's a very important man."
  


  
    Michaels glared at Megan. Then he looked at his daughter. "I'm sorry, baby, but it's an emergency."
  


  
    "It's okay. I understand."
  


  
    But she didn't understand, he could see that. And Megan wasn't going to make it any easier. "I'll get back as soon as I can to visit you again," Michaels said.
  


  
    "About the time Hell freezes over," Megan said.
  


  
    Michaels gritted his teeth. "In the hall," he said to Megan.
  


  
    "Excuse me?"
  


  
    "I'd like a word with you in the hall, please."
  


  
    Megan stared daggers at him. Michaels went to hug his daughter and kiss her good-bye. "You learn how to work this thing, and when I come back you can show me all the songs you know."
  


  
    "Exemplary, Dadster. I love you."
  


  
    "I love you too, little bit. You take care of your mother."
  


  
    In the hall, Megan stood with her arms crossed, so tight she was almost humming with tension. Byron was right behind her.
  


  
    "You come all the way out here, drop off a present, and leave. That's just great, Alex. You're a terrific father." Her sarcasm was so acid you could etch glass with it.
  


  
    And it hurt, just as she knew it would. She knew how to find the cracks in his armor. She always had. And the needle she used to stab him was loaded with poison, just as it had been during the last year of their marriage, and during the divorce. When she got pissed off, she stopped playing fair. He said, his voice tight, "I'm doing the best I can."
  


  
    "Your best is crappy. If you loved your daughter, you'd do better."
  


  
    "So you told me a couple of thousand times already. Must be nice to be perfect in every way. How do you stand being around us mere mortals?"
  


  
    "Hey, take it easy there," Byron said. "No point in getting nasty."
  


  
    Michaels looked at the big bearded man as if he had just turned into a giant upright toad. "Excuse me? She can tell me I'm a lousy father and that I don't love my daughter, but I can't fight back? Why don't you go get some more firewood, Byron? This is a private conversation."
  


  
    Megan flared at that. "Anything you can say to me, you can say in front of Byron."
  


  
    "Really?" Michaels's temper was smoldering now. He was about to flame on, and if he did, he would say something he would regret. He tried to hold onto as much calm as he could. "Listen, you don't want me here, you and Byron have been doing everything short of tearing each other's clothes off, and I suspect some of that was for my benefit. Fine, you made your point."
  


  
    "It doesn't matter how I feel about you, Alex. It's how your daughter feels."
  


  
    "I'm not going to let you beat me over the head with that anymore! I love my daughter and she knows it. If you really loved her, you wouldn't be turning her against me at every opportunity. You can really be a bitch when you want, you know?"
  


  
    That got her attention. It was the first time he'd ever said something that direct about her, and her eyes went wide in surprise.
  


  
    It got Byron's attention too.
  


  
    "That's it, pal," he said. "You're outta here!" He reached out and grabbed Michaels's arm with both hands.
  


  
    Boy, was that the wrong thing to do.
  


  
    Michaels reacted without thinking. He swung his elbow at Byron's head, keeping it in tight, as if he were holding a marble in the crook of his arm, just like Toni had taught him. Bone met bone with a solid thwack! and Byron fell as if his legs had suddenly vanished.
  


  
    Son of a bitch. It worked!
  


  
    Megan dropped to her knees and grabbed at the fallen man. "Byron! Byron! Are you okay?"
  


  
    Susie's music boomed from the other room where she played, thankfully oblivious to all this.
  


  
    Byron blinked, tried to sit up. "What happened? Did I slip on something? Why am I on the floor—?"
  


  
    He'd live, he was just stunned.
  


  
    Megan looked up from the fallen man at Michaels. She said, "We're getting married! And Byron wants to adopt Susie!" Her voice practically dripped venom.
  


  
    Michaels felt his soul freeze, then begin to shrivel. There it was, in black and white, no mistaking it. He had loved this woman beyond measure, and she was doing everything she could to hurt him. How could he have been so blind?
  


  
    When he could find a breath, he spoke, and his voice was cold. "Congratulations. I'll send you a toaster. But he will adopt Susie over my dead body. I'll spend every penny I have and every penny I can borrow on private detectives and lawyers. And if Byron here spends a night under this roof before you get married, you'll find yourself in a custody battle like you wouldn't believe! You want to play rough? Fine."
  


  
    With that, he turned and stalked out.
  


  
    In the cold air, snow clouds gathered and threatened. Perfect. Just perfect!
  


  
    Well. You wanted an excuse to leave, didn't you? Better be more careful what you wish for next time, Alex. You might get that one too.
  


  
    Damn! He couldn't believe what he had just done. How he had lost control.
  


  
    Damn!
  


  
    Compared to what he'd just felt, terrorists stealing nuclear material didn't seem so bad.
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    Saturday, December 25th, 4:45 p.m.

    Tonopah, Arizona
  


  
    

  


  
    Michaels rode in the second helicopter of his trip, heading for the hijacking site on Interstate 10, about forty miles west of Phoenix. A small military jet had been waiting for him when the first copter dropped him at the airport in Boise. It had been a straight flight, and fast.
  


  
    The Arizona sky was clear and sunny, and he could see what the pilot had told him was the Bighorn Mountains ahead of the copter.
  


  
    John Howard had flown out in one of Net Force's chartered 747's with his strike team, and was setting up a command post at a truck stop just outside Tonopah, Arizona.
  


  
    The chopper pilot brought his craft in for a landing not far from a pair of helicopters already on the ground. Big Hueys, they looked like. In addition to the copters, the ground was a beehive of activity—cars, trucks, troops, flashing lights.
  


  
    Practically speaking, it would have made more sense for Michaels to have gone back to HQ; once you got to be the commander of a group like Net Force, you were supposed to be a desk jockey—they paid you for your managing abilities, not to go play in the field. But the idea of sitting in his office parked in front of the computer station and com gear waiting to hear what was going on did not appeal to Alex. He needed to be out doing something after that whole scene in Boise.
  


  
    Dust and sand kicked up as the copter settled. He saw John Howard in his field uniform, holding on to his cap as the wind blasted him.
  


  
    Michaels exited the craft and walked to where Howard stood.
  


  
    "Commander."
  


  
    "Colonel. How is it going?"
  


  
    "This way, sir."
  


  
    Howard led him toward what looked like a Texaco truck stop. Along with a dozen big commercial rigs, clearly local, there were a few smaller Net Force trucks and cars, brought by the cargo version of the 747 that the strike force used. There were a couple of large igloo tents erected behind the main truck stop building, and big power lines snaking into the tents from six rumbling gasoline-powered electrical generators parked near the larger of the tents.
  


  
    A chilly wind blew across the dry land, but inside the mobile tactical unit—a fiberglass-framed tent the size of a small house—the air was warm. A dozen techs worked on various electronics, mostly computers and com-gear. Several other soldiers in the strike team checked weapons or assembled field equipment. Julio Fernandez looked up, saw Michaels, and saluted.
  


  
    Howard stopped in front of a big flatscreen on a stand. He picked up a remote and clicked it. A turning-globe map appeared on the screen.
  


  
    "Here's what happened, as best we can tell," Howard said. "Somebody sent the routing information for four shipments of plutonium scheduled to move today to a paramilitary group that calls itself the Sons of Patrick Henry. Here are the sites."
  


  
    Red dots pulsed on the map. France, Germany, Florida, and Arizona.
  


  
    "We got word of the leak from Gridley at HQ at about the time the attacks began. All four went off simultaneously. We got word to the convoys ASAP. The Florida and German convoys took alternate routes and encountered no problems.
  


  
    "The French attack had already begun, as had the one here. We alerted French authorities, and they got there in time to stop the assault. Eight of the attackers were killed, four wounded seriously, several seemed to have escaped. The driver of the French truck and four of the guards were killed, three more were wounded. Some civilians got caught in the cross fire, all locals.
  


  
    "We called the Army transport group here too late. By the time the National Guard and state boys and girls showed up, it was all over. The Army lost two drivers, eight more men, and two women. Looks as if the wounded soldiers were executed after they were downed, assault rifle or pistol rounds to their heads. The terrorists took their dead or wounded with them, but there was enough blood without bodies on the road and surrounding territory to know the Army's shooters connected with at least a few of them.
  


  
    "They left behind a couple of antitank mines to slow pursuit. The state patrol lost two cruisers and three officers. And five civilian cars also got blasted. Six civilians are dead and three more in the hospital probably won't make it. Everything the state and local police can put on the ground or in the air is out looking for the terrorists."
  


  
    "Jesus."
  


  
    "Yes, sir. The shipment was en-route from Fort Davy Crockett, Texas, to Long Beach, California, where it was to be taken via ocean vessel to a location that the Army does not wish to reveal to us. Seven pounds of WG plutonium."
  


  
    "Where do we stand?"
  


  
    "We know who did it. We know where they are."
  


  
    "Have you told the local authorities?"
  


  
    "No, sir. We've sent them off in other directions. It gives them something to do. And if they should get too close, they'll be warned off." He fiddled with the remote. The screen image shifted to an overhead view of a group of small buildings surrounded by a fence. The image zeroed in, growing larger in distinct frames, until details as fine as cars and even a couple of people could be seen.
  


  
    "This is the nearest bolt-hole the Sons maintain. It's just north of the Gila Bend Indian Reservation, not that far from here. These people apparently own property all over the country, and they've got branches all over the world. We've got the place footprinted with one Kl Albatross spysat, and we've requested that the military shift another one into the same orbit. Which they are doing."
  


  
    "How good is the sat coverage?"
  


  
    "Not perfect. Any bird high enough to be in geosynch orbit has to be at least 22,300 miles—36,000 kilometers—and IR or optical resolution to six feet at that height is iffy, especially in a hot desert, so spysats that can see guys running around on the ground have to be a lot lower, which means they are whipping past any given point at speed, so they can't sit and watch one spot. We'll see ‘em, but it'll be a fast look. Computers'll fill that in."
  


  
    "This is where you think they took the plutonium?"
  


  
    A yellow box blinked on and outlined one of the structures. "There's a tracker built into the outer shell of the radioactive transport box. NRC and NSA don't allow anybody to ship this stuff via FedEx. This is where they took it, sir. GPS puts it in the southwest corner of this building, right there. Since it's Army gear, there's no fudge-factor on the satellite bounce, so we can pinpoint the GPS unit to within plus or minus five feet. It's in there. I doubt they took it out of the box to play with."
  


  
    "Where is the Army?"
  


  
    "They're massing their teams thirty miles south of the bolt-hole, on the old Luke Air Force target range. So far, they are holding off, but Military Intelligence is having a fire hose of a pissing match with the FBI over who gets to shoot whom, so everybody is waiting for the spray to settle back in D.C. before anybody moves."
  


  
    Michaels waved that off. Nothing they could do out here about weenie-waving uplevels. Somebody would figure out what to do soon enough. Then they'd see who got to step up to the plate.
  


  
    "What are our options, the tactical considerations, if we get the nod?"
  


  
    Howard flashed a tiny grin, teeth bright against his chocolate skin.
  


  
    "Fast and dirty. We can give the Air Force a call, and they can drop a big smart rock that'll squash the Sons flat before they ever know it's coming. Army's got a few of those they'd be happy to use too. End of immediate problem. Of course, that could spread plutonium dust all over the surrounding countryside, which might upset the locals. The evening news would have a field day when they found out, and they likely would notice if the local goals started giving glow-in-the-dark milk.
  


  
    "Unless they have another chunk of this stuff already, they aren't going to build a fission bomb. Even if they do have enough for a critical mass, it isn't like they can just pop open the container and drop it into their bomb like a flashlight battery. It'll take some fine-tuning, and whatever happens, they aren't going to have that much time."
  


  
    "You don't see any possibility of negotiation here?"
  


  
    "No, sir. We're talking everything from treason, to multiple murder, to a dozen other local, state, and federal felonies. They give up. they are all history, and they know it. Their manifesto is ‘Give me liberty or give me death.' They aren't going to give up, and we can't dick around long enough to let them think about things they might do with that heavy metal they borrowed."
  


  
    "I see."
  


  
    "It is possible they could have rigged the container with conventional explosives so if anybody comes after them, it would give us the same scenario as the Air Force attack. Our staff psychologist doesn't think this is likely. They are paranoid enough, but this is a big prize, and they won't be in a hurry to lose it. So he says.
  


  
    "Our first pass with the locals indicate that the attack wasn't set up very well. They didn't notice anybody poking around until yesterday. This engagement does not appear to have been the result of a long-term, well-laid plan. This is consistent with Gridley's finding that the transmission of the intelligence was less than day and a half ago. They mounted this operation in a hurry, on the fly, and they were lucky to get away with one out of four tries."
  


  
    "And you don't think they've booby-trapped the container."
  


  
    "No, sir, I don't. This feels like a come-as-you-are party and they had to hit the ground running. They haven't had time to think about it much.
  


  
    "I see an infantry-style assault in the dark as our best bet. Since these guys are gun nuts, they've probably got spookeyes and motion detectors, but we can get close enough to knock those out and be on top of them before they have time to figure out what's happening. PEE for the spookeyes, jammers for the motion sensors."
  


  
    "PEE?"
  


  
    "They're new, sir. Photosensitive Epilepsy Emitters. Brainwave flashers. They cause seizures or nausea in a lot of people who see them. And at night, they are bright enough to blind a guy using starlight spookeyes anyhow. So the guards watching the dark are either having fits, puking, or bumping into the furniture.
  


  
    "Jammers shut down the transmitters on wireless sensors. Unless they've got hardwired sensors, they won't know where we're coming from until it's too late. And even hardwired, knowing we're coming and being able to do anything about it is not the same thing. My troops'll be in SIPEsuits. The Sons' surplus AK-47's, M16's, and handgun fire won't get through the armor."
  


  
    "What if they have heavier weapons? Rockets, AP, like that?"
  


  
    "We've got half-a-dozen jump troops who can use parasails well enough to hit a spot the size of a dinner plate from six thousand feet at night, using their spookeyes. I can put them inside to sap the fence before we hit it from outside. I've got green hats, black hats, SEALs, the best of the best on this team. These camo clowns won't know what hit ‘em no matter what they're shooting."
  


  
    Michaels nodded. "So if uplevels gives us the job, you'll be ready to go when?"
  


  
    "We're ready right now. Optimal time would be 0230 hours. Most of the terrorists will be asleep. I've run a dozen computer scenarios, and our numbers average about eighty-seven-percent success. Realistic range is from seventy-five to ninety-four percent."
  


  
    "You want this one, Colonel?"
  


  
    Again the smile, larger this time. "Yes, sir. You bet."
  


  
    "I'll call the director and see what the situation is."
  


  
    Howard watched as Michaels moved off to a quieter part of the tent to use his virgil to call the FBI's director. The colonel looked around at his men and women, confident they could do the job. They were all volunteers, nobody had to be here, and he would lead them into Hell to pull the Devil's tail, secure in the knowledge they would follow without batting an eyelash.
  


  
    Did he want this operation? Sheeit, he couldn't imagine anything he could want more just at the moment. He could be home, sitting on the couch, digesting Christmas ham and listening to his mother-in-law give him a hard time. Storming a nest of terrorists who'd swiped a chunk of radioactive bomb material was easy duty compared to that…
  


  
    "Sir, we got the second bird coming on-line, about to step on the location," Fernandez said.
  


  
    "Copy, Sergeant. Let's see it. Put it on the holoproj so we get a three-dee view."
  


  
    "As the colonel orders," Fernandez said. "Hey, Jeter! Three-dee!"
  


  
    Howard moved toward a folding aluminum display table where the holographic projector had been focused. After a few seconds, the image appeared. It started out as a black-and-white. Then the computer furnished false colors so that it looked almost like a model.
  


  
    "Give it to me from a hundred feet up and three hundred feet out," Howard said to the tech.
  


  
    "Sir," Jeter said.
  


  
    The image shifted viewpoints. The computer filled in the details based on images in its memory, but it was probably a pretty accurate representation of the place. A two-story ranch house sat in the middle of the compound, which was surrounded by a chain-link fence, probably ten feet high. There was also what looked like a wooden barn, plus a pole shed that was just a roof and half-a-dozen upright supports, and a smaller storage building behind the house. Four trucks, two cars, and a single-engine high-wing airplane were parked in front of the main house. There were two guards on the gate, and either the spysat's optics or the computer had decided they were both short-haired men in baseball caps, with rifles or carbines slung over their shoulders and holstered side arms. A third guard with a large dog patrolled the fence in the back. A fourth figure, a woman in a dress, stood in front of what appeared to be chickens, tossing feed to the birds. Optics weren't so good that they could see chicken feed from however many thousands of miles up in space, but they were good enough to guess that the woman had long black hair and fair skin. Amazing.
  


  
    "We have any idea how many are in there, Julio?"
  


  
    Fernandez drifted over and shook his head. "No, sir. Most we've seen at a time's half a dozen—four men and two women. No children, thank God. They could have fifteen or twenty in there, given the number of vehicles. IR doesn't work real well through a roof. My guess is, they don't know we know where they are." He glanced at his watch.
  


  
    "Got an appointment, Sergeant?"
  


  
    "I was supposed to call my mother after I got out of mass. I didn't get around to it."
  


  
    "Use one of the landlines and call her, Julio. I don't want your mama mad at me because I made you work on Christmas."
  


  
    Fernandez grinned. "Sir. Thank you."
  


  
    Howard watched his best soldier—and probably his best friend in the world—amble toward the phone bank.
  


  
    Michaels came back, clipping the virgil onto his belt, next to his taser.
  


  
    Howard raised his eyebrows.
  


  
    "It's ours, Colonel."
  


  
    Howard grinned, real big.
  


  
    Michaels shook his head and sighed. "I already had occasion today to remember the old saying ‘Be careful what you wish for, you might get it.' Colonel. You just got what you wanted. Merry Christmas. I hope it doesn't blow up in our faces."
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    Saturday, December 25th, 9 p.m.

    Bladensburg, Maryland
  


  
    

  


  
    Hughes had just walked into the safe house apartment and noticed that Platt wasn't there yet when his virgil buzzed. He looked at the ID. Senator White. He felt a stab of worry, even though he knew there was no way White could know where he was and what he was doing there.
  


  
    "Hello, Bob. Merry Christmas."
  


  
    "Tom. What's all this I've been hearing about some kind of nuclear material getting stolen?"
  


  
    "Nothing that concerns us directly. Well, except that the word I hear is that this was another one of those deliberate leaks into the aethernet."
  


  
    "Jesus Lord."
  


  
    "Oh, worse than that. My sources tell me the leak came from Net Force Headquarters, right smack dab in the middle of the FBI compound itself."
  


  
    "I'll have Michaels's head on a platter if that's true! And Walt Carver's ass for desert!"
  


  
    Now there was an image.
  


  
    "It'll keep until after the holidays, Bob. The terrorists fell down, only one of the attacks was even partially successful, and I am given to understand that that one is about to be rectified by our military and other federal agencies. No great harm was done. Enjoy the season. We can nail all this down when you get back to town, before the session gets rolling. I'm keeping tabs on things from this end. Don't worry."
  


  
    "All right, if you say so."
  


  
    Platt swaggered in, circled his hand to his forehead, lips, and heart, and added a couple of circles, then held it out to Hughes in a bastardized salaam. Hughes waved him off.
  


  
    "Give my love to June and the girls and the grandkids," Hughes said to White.
  


  
    "I will. Merry Christmas, Tom."
  


  
    After he switched off the virgil, Platt laughed. "So, our little game ruffled your boss's feathers, hey?"
  


  
    "Don't worry about him. I've got it covered."
  


  
    Platt walked to the refrigerator, opened it, and took out a plastic bottle of apple juice. He opened the bottle and drank half the juice in three big swallows. "Seems like such a waste, though. Telling the Sons of Whoever about all the shipments, then telling the feds on ‘em."
  


  
    "Right. I was really going to give those fruitcakes the material to build a working atomic bomb. If they put the thing together, assuming they could, what do you think would be the target city?"
  


  
    "Couldn't happen to a nicer town," Platt said. "Full of stuck-up assholes who think they're better than the rest of the country." He burped. Took another swig of juice. Said, "Ahh, that's good stuff."
  


  
    Hughes shook his head. Platt was definitely a loose cannon. Sooner or later, he was going to shoot the wrong way or blow himself and everything around him into bloody pieces. "You need a sense of history," Hughes said. "Washington is our nation's capital. I don't want to destroy it."
  


  
    "It's just about money, huh?"
  


  
    "No, it's also about power. But that doesn't mean I have to be a homicidal maniac to get what I want."
  


  
    "What about the guys guarding the u-rain-e-yum? You don't feel like they're dead because of you? Was your fruitcakes that hosed ‘em."
  


  
    "I didn't pull any triggers. I didn't tell anybody else to either. If I give you a bread knife and you cut somebody's throat instead of using it to slice bread, that's your fault, not mine."
  


  
    "Unless you knew I wasn't gonna use it for bread when you sold it to me. And this wasn't exactly no bread knife, was it? More like a headsman's hatchet."
  


  
    "I didn't ask the Sons, they didn't tell."
  


  
    "Oh, yeah. The information we fed ‘em was for study purposes only."
  


  
    "No, it was to get things rolling in the direction I wanted them to roll in."
  


  
    Hughes didn't really think he could explain it to Platt, but for a moment he felt the need to try. "Do you know anything about how the Japanese traditionally made their samurai swords?"
  


  
    "I have a sheath knife with a Damascus blade," Platt said. "It's kind of like how they make them in Damascus. The Japs fold and sandwich the steel over and over and hammer it out, then temper the edge harder than the blade."
  


  
    "Right. But do you know how a master swordsmith would get started? How he would actually light the fire for his forge?"
  


  
    "I dunno, a Zippo?"
  


  
    Hughes ignored the wisecrack. "The smith would hammer on a piece of iron bar until it began to glow red. Then he'd put the iron into a bed of cypress shavings soaked in sulfur."
  


  
    "No shit? That must have taken a while, to get the iron that hot just by whacking it with a hammer."
  


  
    "Exactly. Making the finest swords the world has ever seen is not like ordering a Whopper and fries at the local BK. It takes skill, precision, patience. Which is what we need too. Our goal here is not to blow things up. Let's not forget that."
  


  
    "I hear you."
  


  
    "Good. I think it's time the subversive group responsible for all these problems on the net steps up to claim credit. Let's show them the manifesto."
  


  
    Platt grinned. "Hot damn. I've been waitin' to do this."
  


  
    "Don't embellish it, Platt. Just like I wrote it."
  


  
    "Nopraw, hoss. It's bad enough without me fiddlin' with it. The wogs and sand nigrahs are gonna love this!"
  


  
    A loose cannon with a short fuse. If Hughes didn't deactivate him soon, Platt was going to screw the whole thing up. A couple more weeks, a month, they'd be over the hump, and Platt was going to have a fatal accident. Maybe just… disappear.
  


  


  
    Saturday, December 25th, 9:35 p.m.

    In the air over southern New Jersey
  


  
    

  


  
    Toni sat on the left side of the commuter jet, staring into the dark over the ocean in the distance. She couldn't see the water, but she could see where the lights on the land ended, as if sliced off by a knife.
  


  
    She smiled to herself when she had that thought. There had been some problem when she wanted to take the kris onto the plane. They didn't have any trouble with her taser—most of the airlines would allow federal law-enforcement officers to carry tasers or even guns on their planes—but long and wavy-bladed daggers were apparently something else altogether.
  


  
    No way was Toni going to check the kris. Whatever its monetary value, it was irreplaceable, and according to Murphy's Law, if one item got lost in the baggage roulette on this flight, it would be the kris.
  


  
    Airline officials weren't going to allow her to carry the knife, despite the illogic of that versus a taser or a gun. Toni didn't tell them that she could kill somebody with her hands almost as easily as she could do so with a knife. That probably wouldn't have been helpful. In the end, after she threatened to call the FBI and have the plane held on the ground for security reasons, the officials relented. She could take the knife, if she let the flight crew have charge of it until they landed. That was good enough. The kris would be in the plane with her, and it was doubtful they could lose it with the doors closed.
  


  
    The copilot said he'd watch the cardboard box very carefully.
  


  
    Jay Gridley's call had come as a surprise, but it wasn't such a great loss that she had to leave the annual gathering a little early. She'd gotten a chance to see her family and Guru DeBeers, they'd all exchanged presents, and had eaten a huge Italian Christmas dinner. Mama and Poppa had gone to evening mass with as many of the relatives as they could bully into going with them. The fun part of of the gathering was mostly done, and the inevitable too-close-together friction would be warming up about now. She loved her family, but after a couple of days cooped up in the apartments with them, things could get a little contentious. She'd left them trying to convince her father he shouldn't be getting behind the wheel of his car anymore, and she knew that was a war the family was going to lose.
  


  
    It surprised her too that Alex had cut short his visit home to fly from Boise to Arizona. He wasn't a field operative, and she worried about him. John Howard wouldn't let Alex do anything dangerous—she hoped—but it still gave her butterflies thinking about Alex being on-site for a hot op. He should be back at HQ, and the strike team should be doing its job without him.
  


  
    When she'd called him, he'd told her she didn't need to go into HQ herself, but she'd cut that short. If this was important enough for him to be there, it was important enough for her to get back to work too.
  


  
    She leaned back in the seat and stared through the window. The jet was half-empty. Not a lot of people traveling on Christmas Day.
  


  


  
    Saturday, December 25th, 11:15 p.m.

    Sugar Loaf Mountain, Boulder, Colorado
  


  
    

  


  
    Sitting in the propane-heated spa inset into the redwood deck behind the cabin, Joanna and Maudie watched the snow fall into the hot water and melt. The deck had three eight-foot-high walls of cedar slats and wicker screen surrounding it, to keep occupants hidden from the neighbors' view, with the cabin as the fourth wall, but there was no roof. The spa itself was big enough to seat six people in comfort, maybe eight if they were on real good personal terms. Upon the steaming water and the two women in it, fresh snow fell, fat, heavy flakes, adding to that already piled up eight or ten inches deep on the deck, pristine save where it had been footprinted by the naked women going to and from the tub.
  


  
    Winthrop took another sip from the second bottle of champagne they'd bought, splurging their own money for the good vintage after they'd polished off Maudie's admirer's gift.
  


  
    Maudie raised her glass and watched a few snowflakes hit the wine. She said, "Problem with this is that you get spoiled real quick. After the expensive stuff, the cheap champagne tastes like something you'd clean your oven with."
  


  
    Winthrop waved her own glass. "Hear, hear." She reached across the big oval-shaped fiberglass tub with her foot and snagged the floating thermometer. She dragged it to her, lifted it, and looked at it.
  


  
    "Hundred and six," she said. "And the air temperature is what? Twenty, twenty-five?"
  


  
    "Sounds about right."
  


  
    Winthrop shook her head, and the melting snow fell from her hair into the water with a tiny slush! sound.
  


  
    "I wonder what the poor folks are doing," Maudie said. "You know, it might not get any better than this. Friends, Moet & Chandon, hot water, and snow."
  


  
    "Amen, sister. Well, except for maybe a couple of hunky young studs."
  


  
    "Wouldn't do much good in this," Maudie said. She dragged her free hand through the water. "You never heard of the Boiled Noodle Effect?"
  


  
    They both laughed.
  


  
    From inside the cabin, a com chirped, a one-two… three rhythm.
  


  
    "That's mine," Winthrop said. "Damn."
  


  
    "Don't answer it. Anybody asks when you get back to work, tell them we were in a digital dead zone. Mountains and all."
  


  
    She considered it for a moment. "Nah. I better. Could be my family."
  


  
    Maudie shrugged, waved at the French doors. "Go and sin no more."
  


  
    Winthrop stepped out of the water, and felt an almost immediate chill despite the red glow of her skin as she padded through the snow to where a pair of thick beach towels hung on a rack next to the doors, under the roof's overhang enough so they didn't get rained or snowed on.
  


  
    "Damn, girl, if I was into women, you'd be my first choice," Maudie said. "You got a great butt. Speaking strictly as somebody who knows how much work it takes to get one to look like that, of course."
  


  
    Winthrop grinned. "Beauty is only skin deep," she said as she wrapped the towel around her. It was cool, but not too cold.
  


  
    "Yeah, but a great butt is a joy forever!"
  


  
    Inside the cabin the fire crackled in the big stone fireplace.
  


  
    Winthrop walked over a patch of cold wood floor, onto the Oriental rug, and picked up her com.
  


  
    The caller ID showed the name "Lonesome Jay Gridley." She grinned in spite of herself. "Hello?"
  


  
    "Lieutenant. I take it you haven't been watching the network news lately?"
  


  
    "Nope. I've been enjoying champagne and a hot tub lately."
  


  
    "I thought not, or you'd have called. A few things you need to know."
  


  
    She listened as he filled her in on the situation with the terrorists attacks on nuclear transports. When he was done, she said, "Christ. I'll catch the next plane I can get back to HQ."
  


  
    "That isn't necessary, I believe we can get along without you for a couple more days. Enjoy your hot tub."
  


  
    "What aren't you telling me, Gridley? I hear something else hiding there. What is it?"
  


  
    "Not much. That leak I mentioned that seemed to come from inside Net Force?"
  


  
    "Yes?
  


  
    "It came from your station."
  


  
    "What?"
  


  
    "Yes, ma'am, no doubt about it. You weren't here when it went out, of course, and we all know you had nothing to do with it, but I'm sure glad it didn't come from my station. Bye-bye. Talk to you later."
  


  
    He discommed.
  


  
    Winthrop stared at her com as if it were a rat come to life in her hand.
  


  
    Oh, man! This sucked!
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    Sunday, December 26th, 1:50 a.m.

    Gila Bend, Arizona
  


  
    

  


  
    Howard looked around. His strike team troops were loaded in three transport vehicles, and they were parked in a dusty stretch of desert with a slightly overcast sky. Without their headlights, it would be very dark out here. The troop vehicles were highly modified Toyota Land Cruisers—mostly just the engines, frames, and wheels left from the originals—and they all wore flat-black carbon-fiber stealth shells. Close-range radar was cheap, a rig swiped from any big powerboat or sailboat would be sufficient for a ranch house, and since they had the cruisers, they might as well use them.
  


  
    The trick was not so much to be completely invisible, but rather to be hard to see and identify—until you were right on top of whoever was looking at you. Even the new stealth gear wasn't a hundred percent efficient on a land vehicle, but it would give a radar operator an odd blip that might be mistaken for ground clutter or maybe even a herd of deer or something. Probably the stealth shells wouldn't even be necessary; so far, there hadn't been any radar signature emitted from the ranch, so maybe the terrorists hadn't had time to get a unit, or if they had, to set it up. But you tried to cover all the bases as best you could, just in case.
  


  
    Each of the vehicles held six troopers, suited, locked, and loaded. The assault suits were modified from Regular Army SIPEs, slimmed down a bit since field operations were usually in and out, and the LOL—live-off-the-land—systems weren't necessary. The tactical suits should be enough to turn away what the average terrorist had to shoot at them. The shirt-vests and pants were cloned-spidersilk hardweave, with overlapping body pockets lined with ceramic plates. Boots and helmets were Kevlar, with titanium inserts in the helmets.
  


  
    The slimback CPUs were armored and shockproofed, and the tactical CPUs did everything from encrypting long-range radio and short-range LOSIR units, to downloading and uploading sat-links and giving motion-sensitive heads-up displays. Except for the LOSIR headsets—line-of-sight-infrared tactical coms—the strike team would keep radio silence until after they had secured the objective. And since LOSIR signals were encrypted, even if the terrorists had a full-range scanner, they wouldn't get anything but gibberish. Besides, by the time the strike team was close enough for the terrorists to scan and hear LOSIR, it would be too late even if they could understand the voxtrans.
  


  
    Weapons of choice were H&K 9mm subguns, and H&K tactical pistols. They had considered using the 5.65mm OICW, with the 20mm grenade launcher. The bullpup-stocked weapon had an outstanding bracketing/tracking target laser, and it could drop an explosive round into a trench where you couldn't even see an enemy, but Howard didn't completely trust it. Too many bells and whistles with the cameras and computers, and besides, they didn't want anything blowing up on this operation, not even a little bit. Bad enough that the SIPEsuit radios went out every time a thunderstorm passed within a parsec, or that the tactical comps sometimes got confused and had to be reset on the fly.
  


  
    Howard himself carried a much more unofficial weapon, a 1928 Thompson .45-caliber submachine gun that had belonged to his grandfather. The vintage gun wore a loaded fifty-round drum and had the gangster front grip and sight-through-the-top bolt-slot. He almost never carried the beast, since it weighed about fifteen pounds and was a bear to haul around, but somehow it had felt like the right thing to do on this operation. Normally, he'd be using a .30-caliber assault rifle, or a 7.62, but like the S&W revolver strapped to his right hip, the tommygun was a good-luck piece—an old, but still functional, good-luck piece.
  


  
    His antique revolver and Chicago typewriter notwithstanding, whoever these camo clowns were, they didn't have the state-of-the-art combat gear that Net Force had.
  


  
    Howard would be going in his Humvee, which also wore a radar-slipping shell. He glanced over at his ride and saw Fernandez grinning back at him from the driver's seat, camo paint darkening his face below the SIPEsuit's helmet.
  


  
    In war, sooner or later, this was what it came down to: troops going in against troops. The Air Force could drop tons of bombs or smart missiles, the Navy could shell or hard-rain rocket a target from fifty miles offshore, but in the end, it was the infantry that had to go in, to take and hold the ground.
  


  
    Next to Howard, Commander Michaels said, "I would say I'd like to go with you, Colonel, but that wouldn't be true. I'm a lousy soldier. I'd trip over something and get in somebody's way."
  


  
    Howard grinned. "Yes, sir, and that is why you pay us the big bucks. I expect that Assistant Commander Fiorella would have my family jewels if I allowed you to go along anyhow."
  


  
    Michaels smiled.
  


  
    Howard looked at his watch. "The transport plane will be entering the drop zone in thirty-three minutes. It's running whisper-props, but even so, out here, sound carries. It won't slow down and even if the terrorists do hear it, they'll be listening for a change in the engine sound, which they won't hear. If we work it right, our assault teams should be flashing puke-and-dizzy lights hot and hard to distract the guards as our four sappers float into the compound on their parawings. I've got a man standing by who will simultaneously cut the power line to the ranch. They've got backup power next to the storage shed, a little gas or diesel generator, but it won't kick on automatically, somebody will have to go out there and start it. Time that happens, he'll have company waiting for him.
  


  
    "We've had a series of spysats providing continual footprints of the area, so we pretty much know where every terrorist is. We'll have continual coverage through the expected duration of the attack, and a little longer too, just in case things don't go quite as planned. There are three guards posted, two at the front, one at the rear, and if it goes as planned, they will be taken out by the time the two vehicles reach the fence. The main gate is to the front, but there are two smaller gates to the rear, at the north and south corners. Alpha Team will hit the main building with flashbangs, while Beta Team covers the rear of the house, the barn, and the storage shed. Delta Team will patrol outside what's left of the fence in case anybody slips past us. With any luck at all, we'll have them rounded up before they can get their pants on.
  


  
    "Of course, it's said that no battle plan survives first contact with the enemy, so we'll just have to go and see."
  


  
    Michaels nodded.
  


  
    Howard glanced at his watch again. "All right, people, this is it. Let's roll!"
  


  
    "Good luck, Colonel. Give ‘em hell."
  


  
    "Thank you, sir. We will."
  


  
    Howard hurried to the Humvee. They had gotten an exact distance from the compound to this location from the footprinting satellite. They'd be running on spookeyes without lights, but the terrain was mostly flat with a little scrub, and they had a route mapped, so they should be able to calculate their speed and distance and nail it to the second.
  


  
    "Drive, Sergeant. And switch off the brake lights. I don't want the yahoos to see us flashing red because you stopped for a lizard in our path."
  


  
    "Already done, sir. I've been down this road before."
  


  
    Fernandez slid his helmet visor down and clicked his spookeyes on, then cranked the engine and moved out. Howard picked his computerized helmet up from the floor by his feet and slipped it on, put the visor down, and lit his own night-vision scope. He buckled his three-point seat belt into place, snapping the black steel latch shut with a hard clack!
  


  
    The landscape seemed to light up in that eerie, washed-out green that the starlight amplifiers traded for the seemingly opaque darkness. Then the suit's computer kicked in, adding false colors to give a more realistic image, and it was almost like driving in a somewhat dim and hazy afternoon.
  


  
    "You don't think this pointy-nose plastic stuff is really going to hide us from radar, do you?" Fernandez said. "Seems like a shame to ruin a perfectly good truck by hanging all this crap on it."
  


  
    Howard said, "I don't think the boys in the ranch had time to set up a full-scale HQ. They only had a day and some to plan the attack. I'd be surprised if they had a mobile field unit roll into this location with radar or doppler."
  


  
    "Would you look at that," Fernandez said. "Bugs Bunny!"
  


  
    A jackrabbit angled across their path, then cut sharply back and stopped as the Humvee rolled past. It sat there watching as the cruisers also zipped past, turning its head to track them. Howard looked over his shoulder at the small creature.
  


  
    I wonder what a rabbit thinks when he sees four black vehicles with pointy-nose plastic crap hanging all over them rumble past his burrow at two in the morning.
  


  
    "There's something you don't see every day," Fernandez said.
  


  
    "Excuse me?"
  


  
    "Probably what the rabbit was thinking."
  


  
    Howard smiled. They'd been serving together for a long time. Must be a little telepathic spillage.
  


  
    He was pumped, but even so, there was this… weary feeling, as if he could stretch out and take a long nap, could sleep for a week, and still not wake up feeling refreshed. What was this all about, this lethargy? It was worrisome. Well. He'd have to deal with it later. He had business to take care of just now. Serious business.
  


  


  
    Alex Michaels walked back to the AWD car they'd given him, a little Subaru Outback. The strike team was out of sight in the darkness, heading for a rendezvous with the bad guys ten miles away. He should have stayed at the tent HQ back at the Texaco truck stop in Tonopah, but even if he wasn't a frontline soldier, he had wanted to come at least this far. By the time he got back to the tent, Howard's attack would be in full swing, maybe even over. All things going well.
  


  
    He started the car, then headed back to the dirt road a mile or so away that would take him to the highway a couple miles past that.
  


  
    This was a risky business, the assault. If it went sour, it would probably be bad enough so he'd be looking for a new job.
  


  
    He laughed to himself. It seemed like every time he turned around, his job was at risk. But that went with the territory. Steve Day, the first Commander of Net Force, had never mentioned that part to him. Maybe if he hadn't been killed by that Russian computer genius's assassins, he would have eventually gotten around to telling Michaels about it…
  


  
    It was really dark out here, the only source of illumination his headlights, and he bounced along for what seemed like a lot longer than a mile, the little car rocking pretty hard over some of the dips and holes in the ground. He reached the dirt road.
  


  
    Finally.
  


  
    For just a moment, he wasn't sure about which way to turn.
  


  
    Then he remembered he had followed Howard's Humvee off the road into the desert by making a right; therefore, he should turn left to head back in the direction of the highway. He hadn't been tracking on the odometer, but it seemed like that had been a couple-three miles.
  


  
    Alex paused, then made up his mind. There was no danger, he knew, not to himself nor to Colonel Howard's strike team. The terrorist camp was several miles away—at least four or five—so he could head this way for a couple of miles. If he didn't hit the highway by then, he'd turn around or check his virgil… something he was reluctant to do. That would be admitting defeat. He had always hated to ask for directions, a legacy from his father, and even looking at a map was considered unmanly in his family. The Michaels didn't get lost, according to the old man.
  


  
    He turned left and picked up a little speed now that he was on a road of sorts.
  


  
    A large bug splashed against the windshield in front of his face, leaving a blob of greenish goo. The body fluids of that one joined those of several other low-flying moths, mosquitoes, beetles, and whatevers. Apparently the insects didn't hibernate for the winter here. He wasn't driving that fast, and you'd think they could see him coming for a long way off, but they kept splattering against the front of the car. He turned the wipers on, smeared the bug goo around, added the washer fluid to the mix, and managed to clear a patch of glass he could see through.
  


  
    The road dipped into a gully, then came up, and he rolled over several half-buried rocks in the dirt, jolting him hard enough so his head nearly hit the ceiling.
  


  
    He didn't remember that part of the drive coming in. None of it looked familiar. Dark as it was, he couldn't see anything but what was in the cone of his headlights, but surely he should have reached the highway by now.
  


  
    Had he somehow taken a wrong turn?
  


  
    He looked at his odometer. The highway couldn't have been more than three or four miles from the dirt road. He must have come that far, he'd been driving for at least twenty or thirty minutes. It was 2:20 a.m. Howard would be hitting the terrorists in five minutes.
  


  
    Maybe it was time to check the GPS.
  


  
    Well, not yet. Give it another mile. If he didn't see the highway by then, he'd turn around and backtrack.
  


  
    Michaels shook his head. Brother. Wouldn't that be a story for the folks at HQ? You heard about how Commander Michaels got lost in the desert?
  


  
    I don't think so, Alex, m'boy.
  


  
    There was a hillock ahead that curved to the left. As he rounded the curve, the dirt was loose, and the car fishtailed and slipped traction, so he slowed to a crawl. To his left, there was a little stand of scrub trees, stunted pines or some such, none of which looked to be more than ten or twelve feet tall. That was practically a forest out here.
  


  
    A man stepped out of the scrub growth. He wore chocolate-chip desert camouflage pants and a jacket, and held a short assault weapon in his hands, pointed at Michaels's car. He waved the weapon, his meaning clear: Pull over.
  


  
    An AK-47?
  


  
    For a moment, just a moment, Michaels thought it must be one of Howard's troops, but then he knew the man was all wrong. Wrong clothes, wrong gun, wrong place.
  


  
    Fear spasmed in Michaels' belly as he realized who this must be:
  


  
    It was one of the terrorists—!
  


  
    Oh, shit! What had he done? Better still—what was he going to do now?
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    Sunday, December 26th, 2:24 a.m.

    Gila Bend, Arizona
  


  
    

  


  
    Howard looked at his watch. A gift from his wife on his thirty-fifth birthday, it was a Bulova Field Grade Marine Star, with a black face and a dial light, an analog quartz whose battery was recharged by the smallest body motion. It wasn't the most expensive watch made, not by a long shot, but she had saved for a year to buy it. It kept dead-on time, and right now the sweep second hand was moving toward 0225 hours. Thirty seconds left…
  


  
    It was time.
  


  
    "Ready to rock, Sergeant?"
  


  
    "Just call me Elvis."
  


  
    The four vehicles were rolling, slowed somewhat to time their arrival. The compound was just ahead, a smear of hard yellow flaring in the spookeyes' optical field from the security light mounted high on the wall of the barn. Which illumination should be going out just… about… now…
  


  
    The compound went dark.
  


  
    "Better make sure your filters are up, Colonel, the light show is about to begin."
  


  
    "I've been down this road before, Sergeant." Both men smiled.
  


  


  
    Time slowed for Alex Michaels as the gunman walked toward his car. It seemed as if he had days, weeks, months to decide what to do. The problem seemed to be that he couldn't move. Well, he could, but the speed of his movement bogged down to match the gunman's walk. Just to lift his hand from the steering wheel seemed to take forever.
  


  
    In what couldn't have been more than a couple of seconds, Alex sorted through all the possibilities he could think of. He could try to talk his way out of it. He could stomp the gas pedal and haul ass, ducking low so that when the guy opened up on him he might not get hit. He could pull his taser and hope to get the needles into the man in camo gear before he was hosed with jacketed death. He could shit or go blind.
  


  
    So many possibilities. How to choose?
  


  
    The gunman got to within a foot or two of the door, and motioned with the assault rifle's muzzle for Michaels to roll his window down.
  


  
    Choose, Alex. Choose!
  


  


  
    The PEE lights strobed like an electrical storm gone insane. The polarizing niters in the suit's helmet visor blocked the effect—plus they were behind the lights, and thus got only a partial hit anyhow.
  


  
    "Gate dead ahead!" Fernandez yelled. "Looks like our sappers have taken it down along with the guards. Might as well have rolled out a red carpet for us."
  


  
    "Don't count those chickens just yet."
  


  
    The Humvee rolled through the gate, and one of the sappers waved at it as it went past.
  


  
    "Alpha has landed," came a voice over Howard's LOSIR. "We're in the door."
  


  
    "Beta's got the back door," came another voice.
  


  
    "Delta's on patrol," came a third.
  


  
    Fernandez slewed the Humvee to a stop by the shed where the chickens were kept, not far from the barn. Howard bailed out, the Thompson held ready, and Fernandez was next to him in two seconds.
  


  
    "You didn't lock the keys in the car, did you?"
  


  
    "Negative."
  


  
    "Good, I hate it when you do that."
  


  
    Truth of it was, Howard himself should have stayed outside the fence in command mode and directed traffic from there. He didn't really have a function here, except as backup for Alpha, which they ought not to need—
  


  
    "We're in, got static, stand by—"
  


  
    Howard heard gunfire, both over his helmet phones and in real time. It came from inside the main house.
  


  
    "Two terries down, two down! Alpha intact!" Alpha's team leader called. "Target just down the hall, stand by." There came the sound of more gunfire from inside.
  


  
    "So far, so good—" Howard began.
  


  
    He felt the impacts of the bullets before he heard the shots, and the incoming rounds bit hard enough to jolt him. Thump, thump, thump, three of them, all on the left side, but the armor held—
  


  
    Damn! Howard turned, saw a man and a woman in the doorway to the barn, illuminated by the bright yellow-orange of their muzzle flashes as they fired bursts from fully automatic rifles at him and Fernandez. Now and then, a tracer left a glowing red trail in the darkness. Bad idea—tracers worked both ways—
  


  
    Another bullet hit Howard on the torso. It felt like being whacked with a hammer.
  


  
    Shit—!
  


  


  
    Michaels took a deep breath, then pressed the button to lower the window with his left hand while he carefully pulled the taser from his belt with his right hand. The terrorist stepped right up to the car.
  


  
    "Excuse me, officer," Michaels said. "What's the problem?"
  


  
    Michaels already had his left hand on the door's latch. He took another deep breath, then stared off in the distance and saw a series of dim light flashes. That would be the attack on the compound.
  


  
    "What the hell is that?" Michaels said, still looking into the distance.
  


  
    The gunman must have caught a glint of light peripherally. He glanced away from Michaels to get a better look—
  


  
    Michaels yanked the latch up, threw his weight against the door, and slammed it into the surprised gunman. It wasn't enough to knock him down, but it did rock him off balance.
  


  
    "God damn—!" the man began. He flailed with the weapon and his empty hand, trying to catch his footing, but slid a little in the loose dirt on the road. He recovered a hair, enough so he could swing the assault rifle around—
  


  
    Michaels pulled the door shut. A little too hard—the door's latch handle came off in in his hand—but he didn't have time to worry about that. He thrust his taser through the open window, pressed the laser aiming stud, saw the red dot on the center of the man's chest, and fired the weapon. It seemed to take eons—
  


  
    The man jerked, juttered toward the car as the capacitor needles fed him however many thousand volts they held. The assault rifle nosed skyward and went off five or six times in one long noise—blaaaat!—flashing red-orange and making less noise than it seemed it should. The gunman spun to his left and corkscrewed, hit the dirt, and continued to spasm, the gun still gripped tightly in one hand but no longer firing—
  


  
    Michaels couldn't open the door, since the handle had broken off in his hand, but he grabbed the window frame and hauled himself headfirst out of the car, did a sloppy dive and forward roll, and came up next to the downed man. He bent and jerked the AK-47 away from the gunman, then took two steps back and pointed the weapon at the man.
  


  
    If this sucker tried anything, he was going to blast his sorry ass to kingdom come!
  


  
    The tasered gunman didn't seem too interested in doing much of anything just at the moment.
  


  
    Michaels exhaled out his held breath. Damn—
  


  


  
    Howard looked at the man and woman who had opened up on him and Fernandez. Oddly enough, what he found himself thinking was: Tracers. Huh. Probably one every fifth or tenth round. What had they been doing out in the barn? Why hadn't somebody picked up their heat sigs?
  


  
    Next to him, Julio turned and leveled his H&K subgun at the shooters.
  


  
    Howard swung his own heavy weapon around—
  


  
    "Shit!" Julio said. He dropped to one knee, his return fire chewing up the ground five meters in front of him. "I'm hit," he said. His voice was calm, as if he was talking about what he was going to have for breakfast.
  


  
    One of the shooters must have armor-piercing rounds—
  


  
    But they weren't using concealment or cover, just standing there hosing, so Howard V-stepped hard to his left, brought the Thompson up to a quick-kill point, and triggered a five-round burst at the man. Braap! Orange tongues lanced from the tommygun, and the Cutts compensator on the end of the barrel took part of the flaming orange and spewed it upward, forming a fiery letter "L" in the darkness that helped keep the recoil down and the barrel from climbing too much.
  


  
    Without waiting to see the effect on the man, he shifted his index to the woman. Braap!
  


  
    The shooters collapsed, and the man beat the woman to the ground by maybe a half second.
  


  
    Howard spun three-sixty, looking for more attackers. Clear. His heads-up showed him a strike-team suit signature as one of the sappers moved in toward the two downed terrorists. The sapper waved an "I-got-‘em" at the colonel, who turned away.
  


  
    "Julio?"
  


  
    "I'm okay, John," he said. "Took it just above the knee, to the inside. I don't think it hit the bone. Of course, I could be wrong."
  


  
    "We have the objective," Alpha's team leader said over the LOSIR. "Eight terries down, Alpha Team secure, no casualties."
  


  
    Howard blew out a big breath. Thank God. He said, "Copy, Alpha, good work. Doc, Julio took one in the leg. We're at the southwest corner of the chicken coop, get over here PDQ."
  


  
    He couldn't see them, but the term LOSIR was not strictly accurate—there was always a little bleed, enough to keep coms working when somebody ducked behind a tree or wandered off center.
  


  
    Doc, the medic, rode with Delta. "On the way, sir. Let me drop my passengers. Forty-five seconds. Go! Out, out!"
  


  
    Thirty seconds later, Delta Team's vehicle, empty except for the driver, Doc, plowed right through a section of fence, slapped it flat, and skidded to a stop ten feet away. Doc bailed and ran to where Julio sat, both hands pressed against the hole in his armor.
  


  
    Doc flicked his helmet spotlight on and used a suitcutter to open a big flap in the leg of the wounded sergeant's armor. He sliced away the pants leg to reveal the hole in the flesh. He bent the leg up and looked at the exit wound.
  


  
    "Looks like twenty-caliber high-velocity hardball," Doc said. "Through-and-through, missed the bone, no expansion. Neat little hole about the size of a drinking straw, bullet hot enough to cauterize the wound. We'll have to clean out fibers. Otherwise, I don't see any problem."
  


  
    Doc grinned, leaned away from the leg, and looked at Fernandez. "Jesus, some people will do anything to get a few days off."
  


  
    Fernandez said, "You do what you have to do to get a break."
  


  
    Howard nodded, relieved. "Let's hear it, people," he said into the LOSIR.
  


  
    The reports came in.
  


  
    "A walk in the park, sir," Alpha's team leader said. "We make it six terries KIA, in the house, two wounded but still alive, two undamaged and in restraints. Objective is patent, no leaks, b.g. radiation levels normal. Send Doc on in when he gets a minute."
  


  
    "Nobody came out this way," Delta's team leader said.
  


  
    "Three terry guards down, one KIA, two slightly damaged," the head of the sapper team said. "They didn't lay a glove on our guys."
  


  
    "Hell, we've been watching paint dry back here," Beta's team leader said. "We coulda stayed home and seen it on TV for all we had to do. We won't even have to clean our weapons." He sounded disgusted.
  


  
    The sapper who had gone to check out the shooters in the barn came out carrying a big bunched sheet of heavy material, black on one side and silvered on the other. "Found this in the barn, Colonel," he said.
  


  
    Howard looked at the sensor shroud and nodded. That was why nobody picked up a heat sig on the terrorists who'd been hiding in the barn. They'd been shielded. He'd thought about radar, but not about heat-sink camo. A mistake on his part, but fortunately not a fatal one.
  


  
    Howard blew out a sigh. They had the stolen nuclear material and Julio was going to be okay. It could have been a lot worse.
  


  
    Time to call Michaels.
  


  
    "Commander?"
  


  
    "Colonel. Everything okay?"
  


  
    "Yes, sir. Objective achieved, terrorists neutralized, we have one minor injury on our side. Sergeant Fernandez picked up a little scratch."
  


  
    Sitting on the ground with his leg bandaged and an amp of dorph injected to kill his pain, Fernandez said, "Bet you wouldn't call it that if it was your leg."
  


  
    Howard grinned.
  


  
    "Outstanding, Colonel! Congratulations. Please pass it on to your team."
  


  
    "Thank you, sir, I will. We'll see you at field HQ soon as we get things cleaned up here."
  


  
    "I'm on my way there now," Michaels said.
  


  
    Howard frowned. "Sir? You aren't there yet?"
  


  
    "I, uh, took a little ride in the country," Michaels said. "I picked up a… hitchhiker you might find it interesting to talk to when you get back."
  


  
    "Sir?"
  


  
    "Never mind, Colonel, I'll explain it when I see you. You got us out of a nasty spot and I appreciate it. I'll make sure the whole country appreciates it."
  


  
    "Sir. Discom."
  


  
    After he signed off, Howard considered his relationship with Commander Alexander Michaels. The man wasn't bad, for a civilian. Not bad at all.
  


  
    "Can we hurry this up and go home, sir?" Fernandez said. "I have an early tango lesson I don't want to miss."
  


  
    Howard laughed.
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    Monday, December 27th, 1:30p.m.

    Washington, D.C
  


  
    

  


  
    Tyrone Howard thought he might just go nova, might just shatter into a million billion pieces.
  


  
    He sat on Bella's bed, his arms around her, and they kissed. Everything he knew about kissing she had taught him in the last couple of months, and he thought he was starting to get the hang of it. Her back felt hot under his hands, even through her shirt, and there wasn't a strap across her smooth skin…
  


  
    She broke the kiss and let out a big sigh. "You have to leave now, Tyrone. I'm supposed to go to my aunt's house and we have to lift in like ten minutes. I have to change clothes."
  


  
    "Uh-huh," he said. He leaned in and kissed her again. That went on for another minute or two. She leaned back.
  


  
    "Really, Tyrone. I have to go."
  


  
    "Uh-huh." He kissed her some more. It wasn't as if she was trying real hard to get away, given as how she had her hands on the back of his head pulling him closer.
  


  
    Finally, she pulled away again and said, "I'll see you at the mall tomorrow, you duplicate?"
  


  
    "Uh-huh. I doop that." He reached for her, but this time she put one hand on his chest and held him off. "Come on, Ty."
  


  
    "Okay." He blew out a breath. "Okay. But it's hard to leave."
  


  
    "I bet it is," she said, smiling. "Here, let me make it easier for you." She took his hand in both hers, kissed it on the palm, then pressed it against her left breast.
  


  
    His mouth fell open, his brain went into vapor lock, he forgot how to breathe. His bug eyes must make him look like a giant frog.
  


  
    It was the most exciting moment of his life.
  


  
    She moved his hand away from her warmth and gave it back to him. She grinned real big and stood. "Shoo. Go." She waved at him with both hands in a sweeping motion.
  


  
    He stood, knowing what a zombie must feel like. He would jump off the top of a tall building if she wanted.
  


  
    Explode. He was going to just… blow up and splatter all over the room. It would make a big, gooey mess. How could he not? He couldn't stand it!
  


  


  
    Monday, December 27th, 2:00 p.m.

    Quantico, Virginia
  


  
    

  


  
    Julio Fernandez was in what passed for the infirmary at HQ. It wasn't much, just a few beds in a small ward, and he was the only patient. He lay on the bed flipping through the commercial entcom channels on the TV, looking for something that would keep his attention. He didn't need to be here. Doc had swabbed out the little hole in his leg and patched it with synskin, then given him a tetanus shot and told him to avoid heavy squats or marathon running for a few days. But Net Force policy was that certain injuries required compulsory treatment, which in the case of gunshot wounds meant at least a twenty-four-hour medical observation period. It had to do with liability and insurance and crap like that. He wasn't going to sue anybody. He knew that, the colonel knew it, but a lot of people sued a lot of other people these days—there were more lawyers in D.C. than there were roaches—so they'd stuck him in bed, started an IV with antibiotics, and given him the television remote. They'd also given him one of those short, open-up-the-back hospital gowns.
  


  
    He looked at the time sig on the TV screen. He'd come back from the raid and been examined at noon. So he was stuck here until noon tomorrow. Boredom and cafeteria food loomed and threatened. Jesus.
  


  
    A nurse came in, and with her was the colonel. He grinned real big.
  


  
    "Very funny, sir. Wait until the next time you get shot."
  


  
    "Not my policy, Sergeant Fernandez. I don't make the rules, I just do what they tell me."
  


  
    The colonel sat on the foot of the bed and glanced up at the tube. "Anything good on?"
  


  
    "Best things are reruns of I Love Lucy and trash sports. I just saw the middleweight North American sumo winner—he goes maybe one-eighty, two-hundred—beat the heavyweight—a fat guy pushing seven hundred pounds. Big guy came roaring in, the little guy stepped aside and tripped him. Fatso fell out of the ring, shook the camera he hit so hard."
  


  
    "David and Goliath," Howard said. "There is a precedent."
  


  
    "David cheated, he used a sling."
  


  
    "Goliath had a sword."
  


  
    "Yeah, and only a fool brings a knife to a gunfight."
  


  
    "How's the leg?"
  


  
    "Fine. I could take you on the obstacle course right now."
  


  
    "Uh-huh. I'd almost rather be doing that than going home."
  


  
    "Your mother-in-law still there?"
  


  
    "Until next Sunday."
  


  
    "Serves you right. Sir."
  


  
    "I stopped by the office on the way over here. Seems there was a complaint about you from one of the civilian instructors in the feeb unit. Did you know that you were ‘vicious, brutal, perhaps even psychotic'? A man unfit for Net Force service, and a man who was very likely a threat to public safety?"
  


  
    "Yes, sir, I believe that pretty much sums me up."
  


  
    "What did you do to this Horowitz, Sarge?"
  


  
    "I leaned on his desk and told him he should think less about posturing and more about doing his job."
  


  
    "Lord, Sergeant, how do you expect to get away with such behavior? What kind of savage are you?"
  


  
    "An unrepentant one, sir."
  


  
    "Well, I will send word to Mr. Horowitz that I have taken his counsel and disciplined you appropriately." Howard reached over and took the TV remote, pointed it over his shoulder at the wall-mounted set, and clicked the power off. "No television for the next hour, Sergeant."
  


  
    "I thought the idea was punishment, sir."
  


  
    Both men grinned.
  


  


  
    By the time she got back to HQ, Joanna Winthrop knew the party was over. The terrorists had been taken down, the stolen plutonium recovered, and the only thing she had to do now was figure out who had gotten into her workstation and used it to give the Sons of Whoever the information about the shipments.
  


  
    But somebody had told her that Julio Fernandez had been shot and was in the infirmary and so, instead, she bought a small vase of flowers and went to see him.
  


  
    He was the only patient in the infirmary. Since a lot of the Net Force staff had opted for the long holiday, including, apparently, the medical staff, the place had an echoey feel to it.
  


  
    "Sergeant Fernandez."
  


  
    "Lieutenant Winthrop."
  


  
    "I heard you got shot."
  


  
    "A scratch. I'm stuck here overnight, SOP, but I could go out dancing if they'd let me."
  


  
    She put the vase on the table next to the bed. "You're just lying here, doing nothing? No books, no entcom?"
  


  
    "The colonel was here, you just missed him. He turned the set off. I'm being punished."
  


  
    She raised her eyebrows. "For being shot?"
  


  
    He chuckled. "No, even Howard's not that hard-assed."
  


  
    He told her about his computer class.
  


  
    It was a funny story. When he was done, she laughed. "Tough CO, isn't he?"
  


  
    "Yeah. I really wanted to see how the middleweight wrestler was going to do against the light heavyweight."
  


  
    They both laughed.
  


  
    "So, how are you doing?" Julio asked. "I heard about the workstation business."
  


  
    "Oh, don't worry about that. I'll figure it out."
  


  
    "Any suspects?"
  


  
    "At the top of my list? Jay Gridley. He doesn't like me. He thinks I slept my way into this job."
  


  
    "Seriously?"
  


  
    "That he thinks I used my feminine wiles? Or that he planted the leak in my station? Yes to the former, no to the latter. We aren't buddies, but I respect his abilities. Though if you tell him I said so, I'll deny it."
  


  
    "Deny what?"
  


  
    "He might keep stuff from me, but I don't think he's nasty—or stupid—enough to try to implicate me in a federal crime. After this assignment, I'm back with our unit, so I'm no threat to his position. And he has to know I'm going to figure out who did it. Just a matter of time."
  


  
    There was a moment of quiet when neither of them spoke.
  


  
    "So how was it?" she asked. "The sortie?"
  


  
    "By the numbers," he said. "The bad guys weren't in our league. They were outsmarted, outmaneuvered, and outgunned. Only mistake we made was mine. I'd been awake, I wouldn't be spending the night here with my leg propped up and a draft on my butt. One of the yabbos hiding in a sensor nest had a few rounds of AP in her weapon. Fortunately, she was either rattled or a lousy shot. She cooked off most of a thirty-round stick and only nicked me one time. Guy with her was a better shooter, but he was using hardball and tracer, his ammo couldn't pierce the suits."
  


  
    "Too bad I missed it," she said.
  


  
    "You've been on a few field ops."
  


  
    "Nothing lately. The colonel thinks I'm more useful in front of a computer. Last time I was in the field, I was in the HQ tent thirty miles away from the action."
  


  
    "He's right," Fernandez said. "Grunts like me are a dime a dozen, but a computer genius is harder to replace."
  


  
    She smiled. "I need to get back to work. Anything I can do for you?"
  


  
    She saw him hesitate a second, and wondered if there would be an off-color remark. If he was looking for an opening, this was a good one.
  


  
    He shook his head. "No, ma'am, but thank you for asking. I'll catch up on my sleep. See you when I get out." He flashed her a nice smile.
  


  
    She resisted a sudden urge to lean over and kiss him. She was really beginning to like this guy.
  


  
    "Later, Julio. We'll talk about computers when we get all this straightened out."
  


  
    "I'd like that. Thanks for stopping by." Another hesitation, then: "Jo."
  


  


  
    Jay Gridley had given up on the cowboy scenario because it felt too slow. True, speed in a scenario didn't translate to RT—real time—but if you were poking along on a horse when you felt like racing on a big Harley motorcycle, it made a subjective difference.
  


  
    So now Jay turned to one of his favorite action heroes, borrowing from one of the early classic James Bond movies, Thunderball.
  


  
    Over the landscape he flew, zipping through the air with the famous Bell Rocket Belt on his back.
  


  
    Of course, in RW, the Bell device was not a belt at all, but a large and very heavy backpack. And it didn't have much of an operational range in RW either. Jay had done some research when designing his scenario. The original rocket belt was essentially nothing more than a pair of fuel tanks, some handlebars, a throttle, and a couple of rocket nozzles. How it worked was, hydrogen peroxide sprayed into a fine mesh, producing a very hot and hard steam that spewed from the rocket nozzles with a few hundred pounds of thrust. It was loud, dangerous, and you only had twenty-some seconds of lift, maybe thirty with the right fuel mixture and tuned nozzles, and that was it. You could lean in the direction you wanted to go, and later some maneuvering jets were added, but if you were a hundred feet up in the air when the gas ran out, you were going to fall and smash into the ground real hard.
  


  
    A later version, the Tyler Belt, was a bit more efficient and gave a little more flight time, but the hops were still short and quick. A small jet-engine model that was theoretically capable of giving the wearer half an hour in the air had eventually been designed, but the U.S. military had claimed exclusive use of the new engine for its Cruise missiles.
  


  
    So the personal backpack craft of science fiction just kind of fizzled out. The existing rocket belts wound up in museums or television commercials or movies, but that was it.
  


  
    Jay's version of the rocket belt had a secret—but theoretically possible—fuel and a miniature jet engine that gave him an hour in the air and an automatic safety reserve to allow him to land when the fuel ran low. He could have given it infinite power in VR, of course, but that took some of the fun out of it. Realistic limits were better for the scenarios he created. Any fool could do fantasy; it took some skill to keep it believable.
  


  
    Anyway, while it wasn't as fast as a jet or even his pedal-to-the-metal Viper, it was a real rush to fly along with the wind blowing in your face and ruffling your hair, to be able to leap tall buildings wearing the technological equivalent of seven league boots.
  


  
    The way Jay figured it, if you couldn't have fun, why bother?
  


  
    Right at the moment, Jay was zooming over the new sixteen-lane South China Causeway, from just outside Xianggang, Hong Kong, heading north to Jiulong, on the mainland, looking for Wong Electronics trucks. These were easy to spot from the air, given that they had bright orange roofs, each of which was numbered. In RW, without a VR scenario enabled, the "trucks" were actually packets of binary information gathered and collated at nodes and squirted across the net. RW was just too boring.
  


  
    Wong Electronics made some minor pieces of hardware, but they specialized in transmission software, readers and mailers, and certain kinds of security programs. Whoever had snuck into Winthrop's computer had erected a couple of firewalls and dug two deadfalls on his or her way out to cover his or her ass, and from the size and shape, even without the snipped-off ID codes, Jay knew the walls ‘n' falls were top-of-the-line Wongware.
  


  
    If he could locate, then sneak a ride on a Wong truck and get into their database, maybe he could find out who had bought the firewalls and deadfalls. It would be a brute-force cruncher of a project, but he had access to the power. Maybe the breaker had gotten sloppy and left a trail he could follow.
  


  
    Ah. There was one of the orange-roof trucks now, a couple hundred feet below and half a mile ahead. He'd just drop on down and stow away. Breaking a lock on one of the trucks' doors would be easier than taking his shoes off for a player of Jay's ability.
  


  
    He throttled back on the belt's thrust and started to lose altitude. He would very much like to find out who had used Winthrop's computer before she did. It would be a loss of face she would hate, he'd be shiny as a new wetlight chip, and he would love it: Oh, that? I ran the guy down, didn't I mention it? Piece of cake, I'm surprised you didn't do it yourself by now. No, no need to thank me, Lieutenant, I was just doing my job…
  


  
    Jay reached the rear of the truck, shucked off the jet pack, and got out his lock picks. It took him forty-five seconds to get the door open. He closed it quietly behind him.
  


  
    That's Gridley. Jay Gridley…
  


  


  
    From a thousand feet above Jay Gridley, Platt watched, holding slow and level the little helicopter he'd found himself flying in when he'd dialed into Gridley's scenario. Kind of neat, the rocket thing the guy wore, and the backgrounds were all sharp and laid in thick too. The little half-breed gook had some skill.
  


  
    Of course, Platt had a little skill himself. Plus he had access to all kinds of secret crap that a U.S. senator could put his hands on. Anything that White could touch, Hughes could touch, and whatever Hughes had, Platt could play with. There were real advantages to knowing top-secret codes. Platt could rascal stuff from the folks who built Net Force's computers, folks who had done the original hardware and programming, and who knew where all the back doors were hidden.
  


  
    You hired a guy to build you a castle, he was gonna know where the secret compartments were, ‘cause he put them there.
  


  
    Platt watched the Net Force operative settle toward the orange roof of the Wong Electronics truck on the freeway below. The man dropped his jet pack, opened the truck's door, and climbed inside.
  


  
    This was gonna be as much fun as goin' upside somebody's head. This little gook with his jet pack didn't have a clue who he was dealin' with. Not a fuckin' clue. He was gonna get his ass kicked, and Platt was gonna love doin' it too.
  


  
    He let the helicopter sink a little.
  


  
    When he was over the truck and maybe sixty feet up, he opened the copter's window and leaned out, a twenty-five-pound barbell weight in one hand. He extended the weight, lined up, and let it drop.
  


  
    The steel plate fell, hitting the cab. The driver swerved into the car in the lane next to him. He slammed on his brakes and skidded to a halt. Nobody got hurt, but it ought to rattle little Jay pretty good.
  


  
    Platt hit the copter's throttled, rose, and veered away. By the time Jay-Jay got his shit together, Platt would be long gone.
  


  
    We havin' fun now, ain't we?
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    Friday, December 31st, 4 p.m.

    Quantico, Virginia
  


  
    

  


  
    It was Jay Gridley who was the bearer of the bad news.
  


  
    Alexander Michaels was feeling pretty good that there hadn't been any more top-secret leaks into the net for the entire workweek. He was about to go home and enjoy a quiet beer or two on New Year's Eve. He planned to be asleep by the time midnight rolled around, and with it the year 2011 and whatever joys and griefs it would bring. But as he was getting ready to leave his office to beat the traffic, Jay came in with a couple of sheets of hardcopy in his hand.
  


  
    "I think you ought to take a look at this, Boss."
  


  
    "It can't wait until Monday?"
  


  
    "I don't think so."
  


  
    "Why don't I like the tone of that?"
  


  
    Jay tendered the hardcopy. Michaels looked at it. He started to read it aloud: "Overlord Beasts of America:
  


  
    "Know you Beasts that your days are numbered. Know you Oppressors of the Disenfranchised People, that the Number of the Beast is 666, and that the Number fast approaches. We, the Representatives of the People, we, The Frihedsakse, will bring Low You Despoilers of Earth, You Masters of Tyranny."
  


  
    Michaels looked up from the hardcopy at Jay. "Fried socks? Freed sex?"
  


  
    "Close enough. Our universal translator says it's Danish. Means ‘axis of liberty.' "
  


  
    "Danish? I never heard of any Danish terrorists! Denmark is a peaceful, civilized country where you can let your old grandma go for walks alone at night without worrying she'll get mugged."
  


  
    "Sure. She won't get mugged, but she might slip and freeze and maybe turn into a granny-sicle," Jay said.
  


  
    Michaels shook his head and continued reading: "For Your Wicked Ways are Manifest and Myriad, and we Shall Reveal your Sickness to All. All Shall Know You for your Evil, and the Weapons of your Sinful Ways Shall be used Against You, for the Power of Knowledge is the Light that All Demons Fear and the Power of Knowledge is given to the People."
  


  
    "Brother," Michaels said. He looked at Jay again. "So why didn't you add this one to the pile of other whackaloos claiming responsibility for the leaks?"
  


  
    "Read on, McDuff."
  


  
    "You cannot Hide from the Light of Justice, nor can You Run from the People's Retribution, nor will Fortresses save You, for you are Hated by the People."
  


  
    "A kind of loose interpretation of Machiavelli, that part," Jay said.
  


  
    "Against You the People will throw All that is needed to Defeat you. The End is Near. Prepare for your Doom."
  


  
    It was signed "The Frihedsakse."
  


  
    Michaels looked at Jay yet again.
  


  
    "Next page," Jay prompted.
  


  
    On the next page was a list of numbers.
  


  
    "As nearly as we can tell, those are the original posting times and dates for all the major leaks we've been running down. There are a couple there we missed. We went back and strained a lot of stuff posted then, using the Super Cray Colander. We found a posting of the master list for last month's new American Express customer names and numbers. The other posting we found reveals the codes for all the computer-controlled railroad safety lights and switches on the main commuter line between Washington and Baltimore. A bright hacker could use those to pile half-a-dozen trains up into big heaps of smoking scrap before somebody figured out what was going on. We called American Express and Amtrak."
  


  
    "Jesus."
  


  
    "Unlikely anybody would know those specifics unless they posted them in the first place, Boss."
  


  
    Michaels looked at the number. The last one in the sequence read: 3110-1159.
  


  
    "That's tonight? December 31st, one second before midnight?"
  


  
    "Yes, sir. If these are the guys, they are going to leak something just as the New Year arrives. Be my guess it won't be a recipe for mulled wine."
  


  
    "Shit."
  


  
    "I hear that, Boss."
  


  
    "Any way to trace this?"
  


  
    "Sure. We already did. Posted on a public BBS from a pay phone in Grand Central Terminal, New York City, at 3:15 p.m. today. Rush hour, New Year's Eve. No sig, no ID, no residual DNA from the modem jack on the phone, no fingerprints. A six-phone bank next to a coffee shop. Phones are in a dead zone, no security cams watching ‘em. Records show thirty-seven calls were made at those six phones between 5 p.m. and 5:20 p.m. Good luck trying to find whoever sent it."
  


  
    "Better tell your shift they won't be partying tonight."
  


  
    "Already done," Jay said. "We're scanning all the major nets we can, we've turned all of our search engines on, have squealbots roaming, and we've informed all of the big commercial services to grab anything coming in from 11:55 p.m. to 12:05 a.m. I expect we're going to get real sick of reading ‘Happy New Year!' but if he posts anything on a major board or node, we should get it pretty quick."
  


  
    Michaels said, "Good work, Jay. I guess I'll be in my office."
  


  
    "Happy New Year, Boss." "Yeah. Right."
  


  


  
    PART TWO
  


  


  
    Secrets Made Manifest
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    Saturday, January 1st, 2011, 12:03 a.m.

    Marietta, Georgia
  


  
    

  


  
    Platt sat in the kitchen of his house, the house that had belonged to his mother before she died, his laptop computer on the wooden table next to the fridge. He took another big ole slug of the Southern Comfort and Coke over ice, and giggled. Four minutes it had taken the Net Force pukes to snag his posting. He'd have thought they coulda done it in less, given they knew exactly when it was coming and all, but okay, cut ‘em a little slack, they did have a lot of territory to cover. He'd stuck a squealer on the note and dropped it into a public chat room on the World OnLine commercial service, the WOL room marked "Gay Texans."
  


  
    Steers ‘n' Queers, he called that room, after an old joke his uncle had once told him about Texas. He liked to check in there once in a while and do a little VR vampire stuff on the fags, leading them on and all before he blasted them. He had a great little piggyback virus, a Trojan horse he could embed in an e-mail. That was a hot piece of software, infecting e-mail, since you supposedly couldn't do that. The queers'd open the mail, read a few lines of the hot sex stuff he put in, then bap! the virus would infect their computer. Unless they had the latest immune system software installed, it would eat their drive in about two days.
  


  
    Served ‘em right for being fags.
  


  
    He took another snort of the blended liquor and Coke, and laughed again. He was remembering little Jay Gridley hopping out of that VR truck, trying to figure out why the sucker had slewed to a stop in the middle of the freeway. Time he got it, it was too late. Haw!
  


  
    Platt was on the wireless modem, had beamed a signal to a rebroadcaster, and then into a little throwaway stupecomp he'd set up in a rented room in San Diego, California. The stupecomp was set up for e-mail only, and rigged so it logged onto WOL and then sent the message and squeal at exactly 11:59: 59 Eastern Standard Time. When the squeal went off, it sent the signal back to the stupecomp, which routed it back through the rebroadcaster and to his laptop, to let him know. Then the stupecomp wiped its hard drive and RAM disk clean, then fried the modem's memory real good—a complete wipe that nobody was going to undo—and shut itself off. Probably they'd have a team of feds kicking in the room's door in an hour or two, but that was okay. It'd give ‘em something to do, but finding the computer in San Diego wasn't gonna do them no good, no good at all. They couldn't get anything off it that was gonna point them at him, three thousand miles away in Georgia laughing his ass off.
  


  
    He lifted his glass, rattled the ice cubes, and held it up in a toast. "Yo, Net Force. Happy Fucking New Year!"
  


  
    He drained the rest of the dark brown and slightly fizzy liquid in two big swallows, put the glass down on the table, then shut the laptop off. The info in the squirt wasn't much, a list of all the patients treated for STDs—sexually transmitted diseases—reported to the Atlanta CDC MedNet for the last six months. By law, certain things had to be reported to the states, and eventually some of these things wound up at the Centers for Disease Control. There were a few eyebrow-raisin' names on the list, politicians, actors and actresses, some high-profile big-money types, and even some visiting big shots, including a couple of sand nigrah princes. No real tactical value, the list, but it would be embarrassing as all hell trying to explain to your wife just how come you was treated for the clap. Mainly it was something to rattle Net Force's cage, to show that the little manifesto Hughes had cooked up was legit. A throwaway, that was all.
  


  
    Outside, the sounds of firecrackers and gunshots still echoed through the cold Georgia night.
  


  
    "Oh, yeah, yeah—we havin' fun now, ain't we, boys?"
  


  


  
    Saturday, January 1st, 2011, 1 a.m.

    Washington, D.C
  


  
    

  


  
    Hughes sat in bed, reading a recent biography of the Norwegian Vidkun Quisling. Quisling, a career army office whose name later came to be synonymous with "traitor," had in the late 1930's, formed a national socialist party in his country, the Nasjonal Samling. The party hadn't done much, had never had any real power, but then the Germans had started a war and, in due course, had invaded Norway. Quisling tried to form his own government, which the Germans knocked down pretty quick, but since he was a home-grown national socialist who had once met with Hitler, the Nazis saw him as one of their own. Quisling became a collaborator who was ultimately deemed responsible for sending hundreds of Jews to the death camps, along with trying to convert the schools and churches into pro-German organizations.
  


  
    One of the first things the Norwegians had done after their liberation was to round up and arrest scores of known collaborators. These were quickly tried, then quickly executed.
  


  
    Quisling had been at the top of their list.
  


  
    The biographer was convinced that Quisling's policies had cost Germany the war. Had he not tried so hard to "Nazify" the country, the writer was convinced there would not have developed much of a Norwegian resistance movement. The Norwegians were from good Viking stock, not the least bit cowardly, as evidenced by the famous tale of their king and the Jewish symbol—when told that Jews must wear the Star of David sign in public to show who they were, supposedly King Haakon VII took up the symbol himself and urged all his people to do the same. Thai could be apocryphal, of course, but truth should never stand in the way of a good story. The Norwegians were also smart enough to figure out which way the winds of war were blowing. If things hadn't been bad at home, they would have hunkered down and allowed the storm to blow itself out. But Quisling's policies pissed them off.
  


  
    The resistance movement was never more than a small thorn in the Nazis' side, but it did cause a fair amount of industrial sabotage. Foremost among the attacks was a major strike against the heavy-water production facilities in Rjukan. The writer postulated that if the Germans had been able to speed up their atomic experiments, they would have likely developed a working atomic bomb before the United Slates did, and that such a weapon would have turned the tide of war in their favor. A few of those in the noses of V2 rockets launched from ships off the U.S. mainland at American cities would have done the trick.
  


  
    If you accepted the theory, that was a reasonable assumption. A mile-wide smoking crater in the middle of New York or Washington, D.C., would have given the Americans something to think about, all right.
  


  
    Too bad for them, the Germans ran out of time. It was left for America to build fission bombs that finished off the Japanese; atomics hadn't even been needed to beat the Germans.
  


  
    Hughes thought this Quisling-cost-the-war theory was something of a stretch, but the writer nonetheless echoed a valid point from all the vaults of history: For want of a nail, a war could be lost. One man, in the right place, at the right time, could alter the course of the entire world. There was a popular sci-fi plot device that frequently used this idea. What would happen if a time traveler went back and throttled Hitler as a boy? Or some Christian zealot time-traveled and rescued Jesus from the cross? Or a fumble-footed paleontologist went back and accidentally killed the first protohuman ancestor from whom mankind would evolve?
  


  
    A butterfly flapping its wings in Kansas today contributes to the tornado in Florida tomorrow. All things are interconnected, so the theory went.
  


  
    Hughes grinned. He dog-eared the corner of the page and closed the biography. He turned off the light, settled down into his orthopedic biofoam pillow, and stared into the darkness.
  


  
    Quisling had probably not been aware that he was a contributor to history. Certainly he hadn't wanted to be remembered as a traitor. But men who were less than adept did not control their own destinies, much less how they personally would be viewed years later. History, after all, was written by the victors.
  


  
    History…
  


  
    Hughes had always been fond of the story about the French physician Joseph-Ignace Guillotin. Elected to the French National Assembly a few years before the Revolution, and being a man of medicine and of a kindly nature, Le Docteur Guillotin's major political ambition seemed to be a wish to make criminal executions less painful. He had witnessed a few botched beheadings, wherein a headsman had gotten sweaty-palmed, or had arrived drunk, and had had to hack several times at a screaming victim's neck before managing to lop off the offending head. Such a thing was barbaric for civilized people like the French. The Scots, the English, mon Dieu! even the ignoble Poles possessed bladed mechanical devices they used for executions—although these were mostly for nobles, to be spared the embarrassment of an inept headsman. So the doctor helped pass a law requiring that legal execution be performed by a machine that would not miss, to be more humane to the condemned, rich and poor alike.
  


  
    Le Docteur hardly wanted to be remembered by history as the man primarily responsible for the head-cleaving device at first called La Louisette. He certainly had not wanted to see the killing machine, which he had no hand in inventing, tagged la guillotine, the name that eventually stuck.
  


  
    What a wonderful legacy for one's relatives. A family name with which to inspire gasps and revulsion, how lovely that must have been. And how ironic, given Le Docteur's good intentions.
  


  
    But men like Quisling and Guillotin had been small of vision, and not gifted with Hughes's intelligence. In a few days, he would be going to Guinea-Bissau, to sit with the head of that small country's government, to strike a deal that would someday be viewed by history as one of the most daring and clever schemes of all time. If history was written by the victors, then surely he would write his own.
  


  
    He did not for a moment doubt it.
  


  


  
    Saturday, January 1st, 2011, 7 a.m.

    Washington, D.C
  


  
    

  


  
    In her kitchen, waiting for the coffee maker to finish brewing, Toni held the sheathed kris in both hands. Traditionally, silat players would not want a "used" kris. If you didn't know who had owned it or what he had used it for, you might be inheriting some bad hantu; you might find yourself connected to dead people by an evil blade, soaked in blood and karma. But since this was Guru's family blade, it was certainly reputable.
  


  
    Maybe it did have enough magic to help her with Alex. She had been sleeping with it in its wooden sheath on her night-stand, blade carefully pointed away from her head. She was willing to take any help she could get…
  


  
    Even if she was peeved with him just now. It hadn't taken long for the story to get back to her about his little adventure in the desert during that raid on the terrorists. Naturally, he hadn't told her, but it hadn't taken long for him to figure out she knew either. He was supposed to be the Commander of Net Force, not a foot soldier! How dare he risk himself like that?
  


  
    Toni grinned as the coffee maker chose that instant to gurgle and belch the last of the coffee into the pot, a kind of brewed raspberry noise, almost as if making fun of her.
  


  
    She put the kris onto the counter, laying it softly on a clean dish towel, and grabbed her cup from the cabinet. Oh, well. Life was never boring.
  


  


  
    Saturday, January 1st, 2011, 7 a.m.

    Oro, California
  


  
    

  


  
    Joanna Winthrop stood in the warm spring sunshine, waiting for the train to arrive. She wore a long, yellow patterned dress, a bonnet, and held a small tube-shaped brown leather travel satchel. The year was 1916. She was at the Oro Station, in northern California, and the surrounding fir and alder had sprouted new greenery to herald Persephone's return from the Underworld.
  


  
    Joanna had been impressed with that legend as a girl, how the Lord of the Underworld had kidnapped the beautiful Persephone, and how her mother, Demeter, Goddess of the Corn, had been so wracked with grief that she turned her back on mankind, causing a cruel winter in which no crops could grow.
  


  
    Joanna had always felt a certain sympathy with women who had gotten into dire straits because of their beauty.
  


  
    According to the mythology, after a year of this cold misery, Zeus finally intervened, sending Hermes to ask the Lord of the Underworld to allow Persephone her freedom. The Lord of the Underworld was not happy about this request, for he did, in his own brutish way, love the woman he had kidnapped to be his wife. But one risked the wrath of Zeus with great care, if one dared risk it at all, so by Zeus's request, Persephone was released. Demeter was so overjoyed that the flowers blossomed and the grasses grew, and spring came. Alas, her daughter had eaten seeds of the pomegranate during her stay in the Underworld—there's always a catch in these things—so Persephone was required to return to the Underground for a portion of each year. And each time, Demeter's grief at losing her daughter caused winter to fall upon the Earth…
  


  
    It was a wonderful and imaginative story to explain the seasons. Although you'd think Demeter would have wanted to cut the apron strings after a few thousand years. God-time must be different.
  


  
    Too bad she didn't have Zeus to help her find the hacker who had used her computer station. She could use the help. The guy had left a trail, but it was faint, and rigged with booby traps all along the way. She was beginning to get really pissed off. When she found this guy and turned him over to the feebs, she was hoping to get at least one clean kick at his testicles before they hauled him away. Having your supposedly secure computer station used for sabotage was, at the very least, embarrassing.
  


  
    It was one thing to be thought beautiful when it got in your way. It was another thing entirely to be thought inept at what you did for a living.
  


  
    The incoming train's whistle blew twice, steam-powered hoots that echoed into the station. There were only a few passengers waiting in her scenario, none of them paying any attention to her. She liked this time; it allowed her to wear clothes that could utterly conceal her shape and most of her features. People had been polite to each other in 1916, and the pace of life, just before America entered the Great War for Civilization, had been more stately than brisk.
  


  
    The locomotive arrived, pulling a passenger train of some sixteen cars, blasting clouds of steam, its great wheels squealing and squeaking to a halt at the platform.
  


  
    Well. It didn't matter how many traps this bodoh left in his wake, she was going to track him down…
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    Monday, January 3rd, 8:02 a.m.

    Quantico, Virginia
  


  
    

  


  
    Alex Michaels leaned back in his chair and wished he was somewhere else. Just about anyplace would do, instead of sitting here listening to one of Senator White's staffers drone on at him over the phone.
  


  
    "You understand our problem, don't you, Commander?" Oh, yeah, he understood, all right. He made a sympathetic noise he didn't mean: "Um."
  


  
    Congress was still out for the holidays, but the staff people got a lot of work done when the bosses weren't around. Probably more than when they were here, getting in the way. The truth of it was, Washington was run by staff. Without them, most congressmen and senators would not have a clue as to what was really going on. How some of the most influential people in the country ever got elected amazed Michaels. Some of these bozos probably had to be led to the bathroom and shown how to work a zipper.
  


  
    "So I can pencil you in for the committee meeting?" Michaels thought about it for a second. What if he said no?
  


  
    That would be fun. They'd have to subpoena him. Would Net Force security keep out a federal marshal looking to serve papers if he asked them to? Probably, but Michaels would have to leave the building sooner or later. And the good senator would make mounds of political hay out his refusal to take the hot seat voluntarily. Did the Commander of Net Force have something to hide? An honest man doesn't fear a few questions, does he?
  


  
    "I'd be happy to talk to the senator's committee."
  


  
    "Thank you, sir. Eight a.m. on Monday the 10th. I'll e-mail you to confirm."
  


  
    "This isn't going to be another of those week-long deals, is it, Ron?"
  


  
    "No, sir. The senator is going on a junket—uh, a fact-finding mission—to Ethiopia on the 12th, so we'll wrap by Tuesday."
  


  
    So, at worst, he'd be on the hot seat for a day or two, assuming nobody else was slotted. And it was unlikely that he'd be the only sacrificial lamb—White's committees always had plenty of victims they wanted to skewer. What an idiot.
  


  
    After he hung up, Michaels leaned forward in his chair, feeling tired. He'd like nothing better than to take the day off, go for a nice long ride on his bike, to enjoy the cold, crisp morning while working up a little sweat. Or, as long as he was wishing, why not a week in Tahiti? Lie on the beach, soak up whatever rays the sunblock would let past, drink coconut and tropical fruit and rum. Listen to the waves break. Boy, did that sound good.
  


  
    He grinned at himself. There was a pile of work on his desk that he couldn't get done if he worked twenty-four-hour days for a month. The deeper that pile got, the more he felt like dragging his heels. Did everybody feel that way? Or was it a contrary streak in him, just like wanting to spend money the most when you were dead broke?
  


  
    Well. You knew the job was dangerous when you took it, right?
  


  
    Right.
  


  


  
    Monday, January 3rd, 11:15 a.m.

    Quantico, Virginia
  


  
    

  


  
    John Howard sat on Doc Kyle's couch in the base clinic, watching the older man flip through the hardcopy print out.
  


  
    Kyle shook his head. "I don't know what to tell you, John. X-rays, EEG, EKG, sonograms, MRI, MEG, everything is normal. You have the blood pressure of a man half your age, your reflexes are great, there's nothing growing in any dark corners that shouldn't be there. Your don't have AIDS, hepatitis, prostate cancer, or herpes. Your cholesterol is low, your liver enzymes are good, hormones are normal—all your bloodwork is all dead-center normal, except for what might be a little bit of a white cell shift to the left, a few segs, that might be indication of a virus. Might also be lab error, it's that close. You're as healthy a specimen as I've seen all month."
  


  
    "So why am I so tired all the time?"
  


  
    Kyle, a full bird colonel, was sixty, and a career military man. Howard had been his patient for years. Kyle grinned. "Well, now, none of us is getting any younger. A man your age needs to realize he's not going to be able to run basic with the recruits forever."
  


  
    "A man my age? Jesus, I'm not a man my age!"
  


  
    Kyle laughed. "Come on, once you hit forty you have to expect to slow down a little. Sure, you can hold the Reaper at bay with diet and exercise, cheat him pretty good, but the time when you could wine, women, and song it up all night long, then grab a full pack and hump it all the next day are behind you. What you did for a light workout as a shavetail is overtraining for a colonel old enough to be that boy's father."
  


  
    "You're saying I should slow down."
  


  
    "Not ‘should.' You will slow down, that's the nature of the beast. You're in better shape than most twenty-year-olds I see in here, no question. But the fact is, a twenty-year-old in peak condition is going have better legs, faster recovery, and more energy than a forty-year-old in peak condition. I'm not saying you should park your butt in the rocking chair, smack your gums, and wait for senility, but you need to recognize the reality. If you hit the gym four times a week, better cut that to two. If you jog ten miles a day, drop it to five. Warm up more, stretch before and after you sweat hard, give yourself more recovery time. You don't have the reserves you once had, simple as that. You can maintain a vintage aircraft pretty good, but sooner or later the metal fatigues, no matter how many times you rebuild the engine and the hydraulics."
  


  
    Howard stared at him. It wasn't as if the doc was giving him a death sentence—
  


  
    Well, yes, it was. That was exactly what he was doing. He was reminding him that the grave was still out there—and it was closer than it used to be.
  


  
    Just what I needed to hear. Howard blew out a sigh. "All right. Thanks, Doc."
  


  
    "Don't take it so hard, kid. You might have a couple more good years left. You want me to write you a prescription for some prunes and Geritol?"
  


  
    Outside, the January sky was clear and cold. Howard walked toward his office, thinking about what Kyle had said. So, okay, he'd ease up a little on his workouts, see if that helped. If Doc was right, then he'd feel better.
  


  
    Of course, he'd also feel worse, knowing that there wasn't something simple that could be fixed. Nobody had come up with a cure for getting older yet. And this was the first time he'd realized that it was going to happen to him too. Somehow, he'd always felt as if he'd live to be ninety, and except for a few wrinkles he'd look and feel the same then as he had at twenty or thirty.
  


  
    Maybe there was something to be said for dying in battle while your brain was still sharp and your eyes unclouded by time. At least it was quick. Maybe it was better to be burned-out ashes than cold, ancient dust.
  


  


  
    Monday, January 3rd, 11:15 a.m.

    Washington, D.C.
  


  
    

  


  
    Tyrone's life was over.
  


  
    He stood inside CardioSports, between the wrist-heart-monitor display and a display case of stopwatches, staring through the front window into the mall. From where he stood, with the rack of ski jackets behind him, he'd be hard to see from the tables at the food court, just across the mall's main walkway, but he could easily see Bella where she sat at one of the tables.
  


  
    Where she sat, with somebody.
  


  
    Where Belladonna Wright sat with Jefferson Benson, facing him across the little round white table, holding his hands with her hands, smiling at him.
  


  
    Smiling at him.
  


  
    Oh, God!
  


  
    He felt sick, as if he was gonna throw up, as if somebody had punched him in the solar plexus hard enough so he couldn't breathe. And he felt a cold and hot blend of sad, aching misery entwined with mindless, killing rage. He wanted to scream, to run to where Bella sat, to smash Jefferson Benson's face in with his fists, to kick him enough times to break every bone in his body. He wanted to do that, and then spit on him.
  


  
    But what Tyrone did not want to do was look Belladonna Wright straight in her lying face. Not at that moment.
  


  
    He was on afternoon shift at school, like she was, and so he'd asked her if she was going to the mall. They could meet, grab lunch, head for classes?
  


  
    No, she'd said. Not today. She had to run some errands, she'd said, so she wasn't going to the mall. She'd see him later at school.
  


  
    Fine. That was nopraw.
  


  
    And yet, there she was. Sitting there with Benson, holding his fucking hands, smiling at him.
  


  
    Tyrone stood there, pretending to examine the heart monitors, unable to look away. It was like when you saw somebody do something really stupid on a vid, something so stupid it embarrassed you just to be watching it, and you wanted to look away, but you couldn't, you watched it anyhow. He didn't want to be here. He didn't want to know that Bella had lied to him. He didn't want to see her holding hands with Benson. But he couldn't move, couldn't turn his head away. He had to watch. Even though it felt as if there was something alive in his stomach, something with teeth and claws trying to dig its way out of him.
  


  
    He never would have known if he hadn't come to the sport store looking for a birthday present for his father. It had never occurred to him that Bella would be at the mall. She'd said she wasn't going, and it had never crossed his mind to believe otherwise. Truly had never occurred to him.
  


  
    She'd lied to him.
  


  
    As he watched, Bella stood, and so did Benson. They moved around the table, closer to each other. Benson bent over.
  


  
    Tyrone wanted to scream, to pound himself on the sides of the head.
  


  
    The worst thing he could imagine happened. Benson kissed her.
  


  
    No, there was something even worse than that—she kissed Benson back. Tyrone saw their mouths working and knew it was a tongue kiss. Benson put one hand behind her, put it right on her butt. Pulled her closer.
  


  
    Bella let his hand stay there.
  


  
    It lasted forever. A million years.
  


  
    Finally, they finished. Benson turned and went one way, Bella the other.
  


  
    Tyrone stood frozen, a worn-out statue of old bronze, unable to even blink. It was like the time on the parachute ride in Florida, that big free-fall drop. His belly fluttered, came all the way up to his throat. He was paralyzed on the outside, even though his guts roiled like a nest of beheaded snakes.
  


  
    What should he do? Should he go out and confront her? Tell her he was just passing by? See what she said? Would she lie to him again?
  


  
    Did he want to know that?
  


  
    Oh, man, oh, man! He wanted to die. Right here, right now. Just go up in a blast of fire and smoke and be dead and gone and not have to know this, not have to think about it, not have to deal with it.
  


  
    Bella had betrayed him. That was it, that was it, there was no way around it. She could have explained being in the mall, maybe even explained meeting Benson by accident and having lunch, but no way could she explain the last part. The kiss. The hand on her ass.
  


  
    Right now, he hated Jefferson Benson so much that he would have killed him if he could have figured out a way to do it and get away with it. Maybe even if he couldn't get away with it. But Benson wasn't the real problem. Tyrone knew that. Bella was the problem. What really hurt was that Bella had let him kiss her. That Bella had wanted him to kiss her. That she had enjoyed it.
  


  
    She wanted somebody else. Instead of Tyrone.
  


  
    That was the thing that made Tyrone sickest.
  


  
    What was he going to do?
  


  
    How could he live with this?
  


  
    At that moment, he couldn't see any way. No way at all.
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    Monday, January 3rd, 12:10 p.m.

    Quantico, Virginia
  


  
    

  


  
    Julio Fernandez stood in the cold at the start of the obstacle course, next to the chinning station. The morning trainees had come and gone, and the afternoon group didn't come on until after lunch. Some civilian feebs ran the course at noon now and then, along with senior troops trying to stay in shape, but right at the moment he was the only one at the chin racks.
  


  
    He spent five minutes warming up, rolling his shoulders and stretching his neck. If he didn't do that he would probably strain his traps, and walking around with a sore neck for the next week didn't appeal to him, especially given his already gimpy status.
  


  
    There were four sets of three bars there—hardwood dowels, each two and a half feet long, an inch and a half in diameter, mounted in six-by-six pressure-treated lumber posts. Each of the crosspieces was set at a different height. The lowest was about six and a half feet off the sawdust, the middle one was a foot higher, the highest a foot above the middle one. Usually he could easily jump up and catch the highest of the bars, but his leg bothered him a little more than he'd let on. Until the muscle got a little less sore, he wasn't going to be dunking any basketballs. Or springing up to catch the top chin bar. But he could grab the middle one easily enough. He did so, palms forward, using a full grip about eight inches wider than his shoulders. It didn't really matter how tall the bar was because when he did chins he pulled his legs up into an L-sit to work his belly muscles anyway. Kind of like a gymnast, although he wouldn't get many points for form. He didn't point his toes enough.
  


  
    He curled his hips up, pointed his legs—he could even feel that in his wounded leg—then chinned himself, going up at a medium speed, coming back down at the same speed, to a full hang. Anything else didn't work the lats enough.
  


  
    One.
  


  
    He repeated the move, then did it again, getting into the rhythm.
  


  
    … two… three… four…
  


  
    Doing it in an L-sit made it harder, but that was the point. He wasn't trying to see how many he could do, cheating to a half-hang and then pumping it back up. The idea was to make the muscles work.
  


  
    … five… six… seven… eight…
  


  
    Some guys used a false grip, with their thumbs hooked over the bar for more lift, instead of under and around the fingers. And some guys used wrist straps, on the theory that their forearm muscles and hands would get tired before they wore their lats out, and chinning was primarily a lat exercise… nine… ten… eleven…
  


  
    Fernandez figured that there wasn't much point to his back being so strong that his hands couldn't keep up. It wouldn't do you much good to have lats like Superman if you didn't have the grip strength to use them… twelve…
  


  
    He let himself down, lowered his legs, released the bar. He was warmed up pretty good now. He shook his hands and arms out, flexed and extended his fingers, rolled his shoulders a couple of times, then turned his hands around so the palms faced him, and caught the bar in an underhand pull-up grip, this time spaced about shoulder-width. That was the only difference between chins and pull-ups, whether your palms faced away or toward you.
  


  
    One… two… three… four…
  


  
    The biceps started to burn first, but the forearms were right there too.
  


  
    … five… six… seven… eight…
  


  
    It was getting tough now. He blew out a hard breath, sucked in a deep lungful of air, gutted it out.
  


  
    … nine…
  


  
    Come on, Julio, you can make it!
  


  
    … ten…
  


  
    He dropped, hung on to the bar for a second, then let go.
  


  
    "I didn't think you were going to make that last one," a woman said from behind him.
  


  
    He turned. Joanna Winthrop.
  


  
    He grinned. "Me neither. Course, if I'd known you were watching, I'd have managed a couple more. I wouldn't want you to think I was a wimp."
  


  
    She wore running shoes and sweats, dark blue pants, and a matching hooded shirt with the Net Force logo on the front. "I doubt I would think that. Twelve chins and ten pull-ups? On a good day, I might do six of either. Not both."
  


  
    "Well, I don't want you to feel bad, so how about I just skip the one-handed sets?"
  


  
    She laughed. "Thank you. I appreciate it."
  


  
    "So, what brings you out here?"
  


  
    "Too much time at the desk. Every so often, I have to get away and clear my head."
  


  
    "I hear that."
  


  
    "How's the leg?"
  


  
    "You want the macho answer? Or the truth?"
  


  
    "Oh, both, please."
  


  
    "Well, the macho answer is, ‘Ah, no problem. Little old bullet wound like that can't slow a real man down. Hell, I hurt myself worse putting on my socks. I was just about to go run the course. After which I'm probably gonna jog around the compound a couple times, then go find a pickup rugby game somewhere.' "
  


  
    "I see. And the truth?"
  


  
    "That sucker is sore, stiff, and if I tried to run the course, I'd get maybe halfway to the first hurdle, cursing like a sailor, before I collapsed and fell down hollering in pain."
  


  
    She laughed again. He liked that, making her laugh. She relaxed when she did it; she lost some of that tightness in her face that made her look just a little too cool to approach.
  


  
    She said, "You're going to give macho men a bad name, Julio, admitting something like that."
  


  
    "I'm trusting you to keep it a secret," he said, his face held as grave as he could manage. "If they found out, I'd be labeled a sissy, and drummed right out of the Manly Men Society."
  


  
    "My lips are sealed."
  


  
    They smiled at each other. "So, you gonna do the course?"
  


  
    "That was the idea."
  


  
    "How about I hobble along and watch?"
  


  
    "I can live with that."
  


  
    She started a series of leg stretches, and he moved over to lean against the chin supports. He watched.
  


  


  
    Monday, January 3rd, 12:15 p.m.

    Quantico, Virginia
  


  
    

  


  
    Alex was running a little late, and Toni was already dressed and warmed up, practicing sempok and depok postures, dropping to sit, then springing back to her feet, when he made it to the gym.
  


  
    "Sorry," he called, headed for the dressing room. "I got hung up on a call."
  


  
    "It's all right."
  


  
    He was back out in a minute, dressed in a black T-shirt, black cotton drawstring pants, and a white headband. He also wore wrestling shoes. They didn't like you to work out on the mats with shoes that might leave marks.
  


  
    She bowed him in and set him to practicing his djuru. He only knew the first one, but it was obvious he had been practicing away from class. Another month or two and he'd be ready to start the second djuru. Pretty quick. She'd been four months before Guru had given her Djuru Two.
  


  
    After about fifteen minutes, she called a stop. He'd worked up a pretty good sweat, his shirt was damp and the headband was soaked. She walked to where her jacket was folded next to the wall, bent, and pulled the kris in its sheath from under the cloth.
  


  
    She walked back to Alex and showed him the weapon. "Look at this."
  


  
    He raised his eyebrows. "Is this Indonesian?"
  


  
    "Yes. It's called a kris. K-r-i-s. Sometimes spelled with an E after the K, sometimes with a double S. My Guru presented it to me when I went home for Christmas. It belonged to her great-grandfather. It's been in her family for more than two hundred years." She handed it to him.
  


  
    He pulled it from the wooden sheath and looked at the blade. "Wow. How'd they get that color and texture?"
  


  
    "The shape is called dapor. This one is a kris luk, the wavy-blade pattern. The waves are always an odd number. There are also straight kris. The blade is made by welding and hammering various kinds of iron or steel together, then forging them into one piece. It's etched, they use lemon or lime juice and arsenic on the blade to darken and bring out the patterns in the steel. The surface pattern is called pamor. There is a lot of meaning attached to what kind of dapor and pamor a blade has, and who crafted it and how."
  


  
    "Security didn't say anything when you brought this in?"
  


  
    "I told them it was a paperweight. Feel the edge."
  


  
    "Not very sharp," he said, testing it with his thumb.
  


  
    "That's because it is primarily a thrusting weapon. One doesn't use a kris for household chores, only against an enemy or a wild animal. It's pretty much a ceremonial weapon, although it can certainly be used to kill in the hands of somebody who knows what he or she is doing. It was the traditional execution weapon for a long time."
  


  
    He hefted the weapon. "Interesting. Is it valuable?"
  


  
    "Moneywise, probably worth several thousand dollars. But the real value is in the thing itself.
  


  
    "The kris are considered little temples by many Indonesians. The makers are called Empu, and depending on how one produces the kris and the wishes of the client, certain… magics are included in the forging. Many of the traditional kris are designed to be lucky, in war, or love, or business."
  


  
    "Which is this one?"
  


  
    She shrugged. "I'm not sure yet. The magic apparently changes a little with each new owner." Lucky in love, she hoped.
  


  
    "You aren't going to stick me with it, are you?"
  


  
    She smiled. "And piss off Security? No, I thought we'd start with the wooden knife for practice. But I wanted you to see it."
  


  
    He put the dagger back into its sheath and handed it to her. "Thank you for showing it to me."
  


  
    She took the kris, went back to her jacket, and rewrapped the weapon.
  


  
    Back in front of Alex, she said, "Okay, let's work a little on applications from the djuru. Throw a punch, right here." She touched the tip of her nose.
  


  
    He stepped in and shot a weak straight right at her nose. She double-blocked it without any effort. "That's not a punch! And let me see the other hand bracing the right. It's not that much slower, and remember, this hand"—she raised her right fist—"never goes into battle without this one." She put her left hand on her right forearm. "Just like the djuru."
  


  
    "Can I ask a question?"
  


  
    "Sure."
  


  
    "Why?"
  


  
    "Because silat is based on structural principles and not raw power. You have to have base, angle, and leverage, but you must use proper technique to get them. See, you are bigger and stronger than I am, and if you punch really hard, I might not be able to deflect it using pure muscle. But if I brace my block thus, and my hips are corked properly, I have a mechanical advantage. Remember, this stuff was created with the idea that if you needed it, your attacker was going to be bigger, stronger, faster, probably armed, and there might be four of five of him. They might also be as skilled as you. You might be able to muscle a guy your size or smaller, but you can't outmuscle three or four who are bigger and stronger."
  


  
    "And faster," he said. His voice was dry. "And as skilled."
  


  
    She laughed. "Yes. But speed and power and even skill are not nearly as important as timing. Ask me what the most important thing is about comedy."
  


  
    "Huh?"
  


  
    "Go on, ask me."
  


  
    "Okay, what is the most important thing about—"
  


  
    "Timing!" she said, cutting in.
  


  
    He smiled. "Got it."
  


  
    "You will, you will. Practice makes perfect. Now, again. Punch."
  


  
    He stepped in, and threw another right, harder this time, and braced with his left hand.
  


  
    She blocked it and demonstrated the counter. "Good," she said. "Again."
  


  
    This was going well. Maybe the kris was lucky in love. Wouldn't that be nice?
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    Tuesday, January 11th, 9:50 a.m.

    Bombay, India
  


  
    

  


  
    Jay Gridley walked into the small storefront tobacco shop to the jingle of a spring-mounted warning bell on the door frame. The bell tinkled again as the door closed behind him with a solid chunk! The smoke shop was not far from Government House, on one of the danker streets facing Back Bay. The time was late 1890's, and the British Raj was still in full sway; Bombay was, of course, Indian, but the English flag draped heavily over the city, as it did the entire country.
  


  
    Rule Brittania.
  


  
    Inside, the shop was dark and hazy with fragrant blue smoke. The man behind the counter was also dark, a native, dressed in a white shirt and summer suit, and the smell of his blended pipe tobacco hung sweet and heavy in the still air. He took another puff from his heavy, curved briar, and added that smoke to the already abundant cloud.
  


  
    A month-old copy of the London Times lay upon the counter next to a large glass jar full of cheap cigars, a small wooden box of strike-anywhere matches, and a metal tray of cedar lighting sticks.
  


  
    Jay himself wore a white linen suit and a tan planter's hat. He nodded at the shopkeeper. "You have other newspapers?" He waved at the Times.
  


  
    "Yes, sir, we have them in the back, next to the humidor," the man said, in that singsong lilt of a native Indian who'd learned English only as an adult. He exhaled smoke with the words.
  


  
    Jay touched his hat brim and moved to the shelves to the left of the counter, next to the closed glass door that led into the humidor room where the good tobacco and cigars were kept.
  


  
    He glanced at the papers. There was The Strand, the New York Times, and something from Hong Kong in Chinese. Not what he was looking for—ah, there it was. The Delhi Ledger, a small publication put out in English that sold mostly to expatriate Brits homesick for King and country. Or was it Queen and country? Sure, must be Victoria, it being the Victorian age and all. He ought to know his English history better, he supposed.
  


  
    He thumbed through the cheap newsprint and smudged the ink, getting it on his fingers. Well, at least that was a nice touch.
  


  
    Ah, there it was. The reference he had been trying to run down. The article was ostensibly about Danes come to visit India, but there in the fluffy travel piece was the name he wanted: The Frihedsakse.
  


  
    Once upon a time, Jay would have thought it was odd to find a bit of information about Denmark in an Indian infonet, but not anymore. Information was like dust; it blew around in the wind and wound up in places you'd never think it would. The logical place to start hunting for information on a Danish terrorist organization would be in Denmark, or at least in the Scandinavian countries, and certainly he had combed through those nets with the best search engines and squeekbots Net Force had, but he'd come up empty. So he'd widened his search, and this was the first real hit he'd had. Time was passing—it had been a week without any real leads—and while it had been quiet, there was no guarantee it would stay that way. He took the paper to the front, paid for it, and went out into the Indian afternoon. It was overcast. What time of year was it? Monsoon season? He was getting slack in his old age. There was a time when such a detail would never have gotten past his scenario research, even if he'd been in a hurry. Oh, well. Things changed. While it was still important to look good, getting the job done counted for more.
  


  


  
    Tuesday, January 11th, 10:15 a.m.

    Blackloun, New South Wales, Australia
  


  
    

  


  
    Jay had switched from his tropical linens into an Abercrombie & Fitch khaki outfit, shorts and a short-sleeved shirt, complete with stout walking shoes and a pinned-up Australian bush hat. His next stop was a small library in Blacktown, just north and west of Sydney. It was the middle of summer, and warm, and the library was not air-conditioned, even though he'd picked a contemporary time to run his scenario.
  


  
    Not a bad transition for a couple minutes' work.
  


  
    "Can I help you, sir?" the librarian asked. Jay loved Australian accents. He used them for secondary characters all the time.
  


  
    "Yes, ma'am, I'm looking for this periodical." He put a slip of paper onto the woman's desk. She put on her reading glasses and looked at it.
  


  
    "Oh, right. In the magazine section, go past the record kiosk, on your left, about halfway down the rack."
  


  
    "Thank you, ma'am."
  


  
    "You're American, right?"
  


  
    "Yes, ma'am."
  


  
    "Nice to make your acquaintance then."
  


  
    Jay smiled, tipped his hat, then headed for the magazine racks. This was perhaps a little more time-consuming than a non-VR search, but if he couldn't have fun, why bother?
  


  


  
    Tuesday, January 11th, 10:30 a.m.

    Rangoon, Burma
  


  
    

  


  
    Jay found a mention of Frihedsakse in a backline infonet connected to a major shipping company. Not much, just an unconfirmed rumor, connected to the sinking of an oil tanker. Well. Great avalanches from little snowballs sometimes grew. He gathered the information in and moved on.
  


  


  
    Tuesday, January 11th, 10:40 a.m.

    Johannesburg, South Africa
  


  
    

  


  
    In a police station in Boksburg, a man arrested for stealing a car had been searched. There had been nothing in the arrestee's wallet save a business card, upon the back of which was the handwritten word Frihedsakse. Next to the word was an old-style internet-provider ID number. The IP probably wasn't active, but that didn't matter. If it had ever been active, there were ways to trace it.
  


  
    A quick check of the dates on the information showed that it had been in the police system for five months. A pix of the card had a day and time stamp on it as verification of the item's log into the evidence locker at the central storage vault in Johannesburg.
  


  
    Jay collected the card. He grinned. These terrorists didn't know who they were messing with. He was Jay Gridley, the man who had run the mad Russian programmer to ground. These balrogs didn't have a prayer.
  


  


  
    Tuesday, January 11th, 10:50 a.m.

    Kobe, Japan
  


  
    

  


  
    At a beef ranch in Kobe, somebody had broken in and stolen, of all things, a case of beer, which was to be fed to the cattle. Investigating policemen had no clues, save one: Scrawled on the wall next to ten cases of beer that had been left behind was the word Frihedsakse in kanji.
  


  
    Jay made note of that.
  


  
    So it went, a tiny bit here, an even smaller bit there. This was sometimes the way of computer sievework. You strained slowly, but very fine. If you did it right, you might come up with a bunch of pieces so small that none of them would mean anything but, puzzled together, you might have something. Jay was gathering his ducks. When he had enough of them, he would put them into a row. And when he had enough ducks in a neat row, he would get some answers. And then?
  


  
    Well, we'll just see, won't we? I got your fried sex right here, pal…
  


  


  
    Tuesday, January 11th, 11:15 a.m.

    Miami Beach, Florida
  


  
    

  


  
    Platt strolled along one of the touristy streets near the canal, enjoying the seventy-degree weather. Around him, people walked, dressed in all the bright colors of the rainbow, plus a bunch of colors not found anywhere naturally. Old, young, white, black, domestic, foreign, Miami Beach was always cookin', there was always action. It might be snowin' like a sonofabitch up north, in Washington or New York City, and still be practically summer down here in the land of sin.
  


  
    Life was sure grand when you could just pick up and go to where you could walk around in a T-shirt and shorts in the middle of the winter.
  


  
    Platt ambled along, not going anywhere in particular, just strolling, soaking up a few minutes of the warm sunshine before he had to go back into his room and plug into the net.
  


  
    He watched a black girl in a tank top and short shorts stride by, and smiled at her big and tight backside after she passed. Fine-lookin' woman.
  


  
    A tall man in a purple crushed-velvet jumpsuit passed on in-line skates, laughing. He was throwing quarters every which way, and had a passel of children chasing him, scooping up the change.
  


  
    Platt passed two window-shopping old ladies, all in lime green and hot pink, baggy Bermuda shorts and halters, both of them burned leathery and the color of dark toast, but with silicone implants that were the only things not sagging on them. The old broads must be in their seventies or eighties, and their faces were pulled so tight by plastic surgery that their fake boobs probably bobbed up and down when they smiled.
  


  
    If there were some kind of big disaster that destroyed a lot of civilization's records, then maybe a thousand years from now, when some scientist got to digging up old coffins or shit, he might scratch his head and wonder when he opened them: Why were there so many caskets with these two little plastic sacks of Dow Jell-O in there with all the bones?
  


  
    Fake boobs didn't do it for Platt. Didn't matter how big they were if they weren't real. Hell, if he wanted to handle stuff like that, he'd just go on down to the hardware store and buy himself a couple of tubes of bathtub caulk. Go on home, squirt a couple of big blobs into bowls and let them dry, squeeze that. Sheeit…
  


  
    Platt grinned again. He was just stalling, so he wouldn't have to go back to work. He sighed. Might as well get to it.
  


  
    He didn't have any illusions about how good he was on the net. He was better than some, but not as sharp as the real experts. In VR, some of the Net Force players would dance circles around him in a head-to-head match. Thing was, tricky and pretty sharp beat real sharp every time. And the Net Force pukes were fooling themselves, so that helped a bunch.
  


  
    Back after he'd first left home and gone on the road for a while, Platt had met an old grifter name of James Treemore Vaughn. Jimmy Tee, they called him. He was probably pushing seventy, had white hair, and looked just like your kindly old gramps. Kinda guy you'd trust with your wife, your kid, your money. Only Jimmy Tee was a con man, working the small cons by the time Platt had met him, though in his prime he had done a lot of second-and third-man parts in big stings. Earned big, spent big, didn't have a pot to piss in. But he knew more about people than a trainload full of psychiatrists, hookers, and bartenders put together. He could rope a mark, sting him, and send him on his way thinking Jimmy Tee had done him a big favor.
  


  
    They'd sat in a bar in Kansas City once, Big Bill Barlow's place, Jimmy Tee having a weakness for good blended whisky, and the old man had taught Platt a major lesson.
  


  
    "Thing is, boyo, if you work it right, a mark will do most of the work for you. Yeah, you can set him up, hammer him good with the pitch, pull a fast close, and take off with the score, but if the mark knows he's been had, sooner or later he'll scream. A good con gets you the money. A great con gets you the money—and the mark doesn't know he's been had."
  


  
    Platt was fascinated. "Yeah?" He waved at the bartender, who came over to fill up Jimmy Tee's glass.
  


  
    "Oh, yeah. See, there's a lot of people out there who are faster, smarter, stronger, and meaner than you. You face off with them, you get the crap kicked out you. A big guy comes at you, you don't try to block him balls against balls, you just redirect him a hair. Nudge him in a direction, and get out of his way. The trick is to make him think that's the way he wanted to go in the first place. You can do that, you can write your own ticket."
  


  
    In the warm sunshine, Platt smiled again. Old Jimmy Tee had been dead and gone what? Five, six years? But his lesson had stuck.
  


  
    The Net Force guys were looking for terrorists because that was what they were most afraid of. So, zap, Platt and Hughes gave them some terrorists. And the trick was to hide little clues here and there, hide ‘em well enough so when the Net Force dogs went sniffin', they had trouble finding those little rabbits in their hidey-holes. If you were lookin' for somethin' you just knew was there and you couldn't find it, well, that made you look just that much harder.
  


  
    This whole bullshit Danish thing was Hughes's idea, but it was pretty smart. Platt had started planting stuff about the Fried Socks thing five or six months ago, so some of the clues were absolute boilerplate when it came to real time. Net Force could poke and prod at the information and no matter how they scanned it, it would come up real—well, at least real in that the thing had been sitting in somebody's memory archives since months before the manifesto showed up.
  


  
    Some of the clues were yet to be put into place, but when they got there, they'd be backdated to seem as if they had been there for months or years. By the time the Net Force pukes got to those, they'd have checked the earlier stuff and found it to be more or less legit. So they would convince themselves that the later stuff was okay by the time they found it. They wouldn't bother to check, or if they did they'd do a half-assed job, since that was what they wanted to believe.
  


  
    If it looks like a rabbit, smells like a rabbit, and hops like a rabbit, well, hell, it's a rabbit, ain't it?
  


  
    You give a guy a sack of coins and he dips into it and pulls out eight or ten at random and they all assay out as pure 24-carat gold, he is gonna believe that all of the suckers in the bag are real. He'll figure no way anybody could tell which ones he'd pick, it's pure chance, so he's covered.
  


  
    Guy like that would completely forget all the sleight of hand he'd ever seen, forget that there were magicians who could fan a deck and let him pick a card—any card—and the trickster would know what it was before the mark ever touched it.
  


  
    The hand doesn't have to be quicker than the eye—if the eye doesn't know where to look.
  


  
    The trick, Jimmy Tee had said, was not to embellish it too much. Just give the guy a direction and get out of his way. The smarter the guy was, the quicker he would fool himself. If you did it right.
  


  
    Net Force was hot on the trail of a Danish terrorist group. Platt knew this because some very expensive and practically undetectable squeal programs had told him that the feds hunting for the terrorists had finally started to find his planted clues. Clues that were hidden enough so they had to work at finding them, and clues that were mysterious enough to keep ‘em guessin'.
  


  
    They didn't trust anything too easy. Most people figured if it didn't cost anything, it wasn't worth anything. But if they had to slog through a swamp, swatting at mosquitoes, then what they found hiding in the hollow of the third dead cypress on the left, well, hell, that was why they'd come, right?
  


  
    Wrong. But that was the trick.
  


  
    When the hounds caught the quarry's scent, when they knew for sure they were on the right track, then he could let them see the rabbit. When it took off running, they'd follow it. They'd never catch it, because it wasn't real. It was a phantom, a spook, a ghost.
  


  
    And boy, it was gonna be fun to watch them chase that sucker.
  


  
    But of course, the thing he had to do was make sure the hounds still wanted to chase the critter. So this afternoon, he was going to give ‘em a new reason. A real good reason, this time…
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    Wednesday, January 12th, 6:15 p.m.

    Washington, D.C.
  


  
    

  


  
    Tyrone Howard pretty much wanted to die.
  


  
    He lay on his bed, staring through the ceiling, unable to move for the weight of what Bella had dropped on him. He had replayed the conversation a hundred times in his head, and every time, it came out the same. There wasn't any wiggle room, no way to put a good face on it. She'd dropped him, blap, just like that.
  


  
    He'd seen her at school, she'd acted just fine, and although he'd told himself he wasn't, he was not going to say anything, in the end it had spewed from him in a hot blast, as if he'd been punched in the belly and the punch had knocked his words out with his wind.
  


  
    "So, meet anybody interesting at the mall lately?"
  


  
    Give her credit, she wasn't stupid and she didn't try to pretend she didn't know what he was talking about. Right there in the hall, outside his last-period class, she let him have it, full spray, nozzle tight:
  


  
    "Maybe I did. What business is it of yours?"
  


  
    Wham! Another punch to the gut. "What business is it of mine. Jesus, Bella, I thought we were—you and I—I mean, we were—"
  


  
    "What? Married? Well, attenzione Ty-ree-o-nee, we are not. I like you, you're sharp, but I have other friends, you copy? I see them when and where I want. You praw that?"
  


  
    He was too stunned to think about his response. Maybe if he'd thought about it, if he'd had time to consider it, what she said, he'd have said something else, but he didn't have the time. He said, "Yeah, I do have a problem with it."
  


  
    She'd glared at him as if he'd slapped her. "Oh? Really? My game, my rules, that's how it is. You want to play, you play my way."
  


  
    Then he really put his butt into it. He said, "No. I don't think so."
  


  
    That really burned her. He thought she was going to spit on him for a second. Then she said, "Well, then, tell you what, slip, you just lose my com number, okay? I don't have time to be holding your hand and showing you what's what, little boy."
  


  
    And then she turned and left. His world went gray. He couldn't hear the students around him, couldn't see anything, couldn't feel anything—except a twist in his stomach. His gut was knotted as if he'd just jumped off the top of a very tall building and was in free fall. With the ground coming up fast…
  


  
    On his bed, he replayed it again, searching for a small crack, a word that could have a double meaning that he had somehow missed, a magic word that, once he grasped it, would turn the whole conversation on its head and make it mean something altogether different. But he couldn't find it, that magic word. It just wasn't there.
  


  
    "Son? You okay?"
  


  
    Tyrone looked at the doorway. His father stood there.
  


  
    "Your mother is worried about you. Is there something going on we can help with?"
  


  
    His knee-jerk response was to wave his father off. No, nothing, I'm fine, just tired, nopraw. But he was too sick at heart to even lie about it.
  


  
    "Bella and I broke up," he said.
  


  
    His father came into the room. He leaned against the wall next to Tyrone's computer. "Not your idea, I take it?"
  


  
    "No. Not my idea."
  


  
    "You want to talk about it?"
  


  
    "No. Not really." But then, as they had with Bella, the words somehow just came tumbling out. He told his father all about it, about seeing her in the mall, about her kissing that jockjerk, about seeing her in the hall. It just flowed from him like some kind of sour, bitter fluid.
  


  


  
    John Howard listened to his son, felt his anguish and pain, and ached for him. If he could stand between his child and the world and stop anything from ever hurting him, he would do it, but he knew it didn't work that way. Some lessons you had to learn on your own. Some pain had to be endured. If you were to be tempered so that your edge would stay sharp, you had to go through the fire, be annealed, quenched, and heated again. But it hurt to watch your child suffer. More than anything else he could imagine.
  


  
    Finally, the boy ran down. His grief was intense, all-consuming, it filled his world. He couldn't see any way around it.
  


  
    There was nothing Howard could say that was going to heal this wound. A broken heart accepted no medicine except time. That the first case of puppy love squashed would some day be nothing more than a small scar in the grand cosmic scheme of things was not what Tyrone wanted to hear. You will survive this and get over it was the truth, but it would not provide much comfort right at this moment. Still, it was all he had to offer.
  


  
    Howard sighed. "When I was sixteen, I was in love," he said. "A girl in my school, Lizbeth Toland, same class. We were tight, went everywhere together. I gave her my junior class ring. We called it ‘hangin' out' back then. We talked about going to college together, getting married, having children. It was pretty serious."
  


  
    Tyrone stared at him.
  


  
    "It's kind of hard for you to imagine me with anybody except Mom, isn't it?"
  


  
    Tyrone nodded. "Yeah." Then he must have realized that might not sound too good, because he said, "Well, no, I mean, well, I—I never really thought about it."
  


  
    "That's okay. For the longest time, I believed my parents must have found me on a doorstep or under a cabbage leaf—the idea of them having sex together was beyond my comprehension."
  


  
    Tyrone shook his head, and Howard could almost read his thoughts: Gramma and Grampa? Having sex? There was a puker pix.
  


  
    "Summer after my junior year, I went to ROTC camp. Lizbeth and I wrote each other every day—snailmail mostly. And we talked on the phone when I could get to one. She said she missed me, couldn't wait for me to get back, and I felt the same way.
  


  
    "Then I got a call from my best friend. Rusty Stephens. He'd been at a bar one night sneaking in to drink beer with a couple of buddies. They'd seen Lizbeth there, with somebody he didn't know, partying pretty good."
  


  
    "That's terrible," Tyrone said.
  


  
    Howard nodded, knowing his son knew just how he had felt when he'd heard it.
  


  
    "Yeah, I thought so. I called her, asked her about it. She had a perfectly reasonable explanation. She'd been in the bar, sure enough, but the guy she was with was her cousin, come to visit with his folks, and her mother had told her to take him out. So it was family, it didn't mean anything, they didn't do anything, it was her cousin."
  


  
    Howard shook his head. "I believed her. How could I not? We loved each other, we trusted each other. And I wanted to hear there was a reason other than what I was most afraid of, so I was happy."
  


  
    "So what happened?"
  


  
    "The summer went on. Rusty called again. He'd seen Lizbeth out again, dancing, drinking. Different guy, different place. He took it upon himself to follow them when they left. They drove up to Lover's Point, parked in the guy's car, fogged up the windows in the middle of July."
  


  
    "Oh, man," Tyrone said.
  


  
    "Right sentiment, but I used harsher language when I heard. I was pretty torn up about it. I called Lizbeth and asked her about it. She denied it. Said whoever told me they'd seen her was a liar.
  


  
    "So here's the situation. Either my girl was stepping out on me, or my best friend was a liar."
  


  
    Tyrone shook his head. "What did you do?"
  


  
    "I checked it out. I called a couple of the guys Rusty said had seen Lizbeth. They confirmed his story, at least part of it."
  


  
    "That's terminal," Tyrone said.
  


  
    "Yeah. But it gets worse."
  


  
    His son raised his eyebrows in question. "How could it get worse?"
  


  
    "I called Rusty. Told him to go see Lizbeth and to get my ring back. If she was going to lie to me, we were through."
  


  
    "Did he do it?"
  


  
    "In a manner of speaking. He went to see her, told her what I'd said. She refused to give him the ring, but they talked for a long time. She said some… unkind things about me."
  


  
    Tyrone blinked at him.
  


  
    "Called me a ‘stupid shithead,' Rusty said."
  


  
    "Jesus."
  


  
    "So, I thanked Rusty for his efforts and said I'd take care of it. I bought a train ticket and waited for a long weekend in August when we didn't have much going on at camp. Went home. I got there on a Friday night late, caught a cab to Lizbeth's house. When I got there, I saw Rusty's beat-up old Chevrolet parked out front. He must have come by to try and talk to her again, I figured. Maybe even to get my ring back. Good old Rusty.
  


  
    "I got out of the cab, walked over toward Lizbeth's front door, then I heard a noise coming from the Chevy—and I stopped and looked into the car. I saw Rusty and Lizbeth wrapped around each other in the front seat, both of them half undressed."
  


  
    "Fuck," Tyrone said.
  


  
    Howard considered saying something about his son's language, but this wasn't the time. In the grand cosmic scheme of things, a bad word didn't mean much. "It didn't get that far," Howard said. "I thought I was going to die, right there, on the spot. I didn't know whether to pull good old Rusty out and beat the crap out of him, or to turn and take off before they noticed me."
  


  
    "What happened?"
  


  
    "I stood there for what felt like a couple of million years, watching them kiss and fondle each other. It didn't seem real, like it was a bad dream. Then all of a sudden I got cold, really cold, as if I had turned to ice. August and it was probably still eighty-five degrees outside, hot, muggy, and I was cold. I reached out and tapped on the driver's-side window. They both jumped a couple of feet. When they turned and looked right at me, I smiled and waved good-bye. Then I left. The cab was gone, and I started to walk home.
  


  
    "Rusty caught up with me a half a block or so away, on foot.
  


  
    "He said, ‘John! I can explain!'
  


  
    "And I looked at him and said, ‘No, you can't.' I was as cool as a barrel full of liquid oxygen. On the one hand, I wanted to smash his face in, but on the other, I was somehow… removed from it all. Like it was some kind of dream or vision, that I wasn't really even there. I said, ‘You aren't my friend anymore Rusty. I don't want to talk to you, ever again.' "
  


  
    "Jesus, Dad."
  


  
    "Yep. Lost my girl and my best friend at the same time. I didn't know then this kind of thing happens all the time, so often it's a cliché, and I don't guess it would have mattered if I had known. They were both lying scum and they deserved each other. I could have punched Rusty's teeth in, but I figured, like my momma used to say, karma will get them. People who do crap like this will get theirs someday. I didn't want to have anything else to do with them, even to the point of not bloodying my knuckles on Rusty's lying face.
  


  
    "So I understand how you feel about all this, Tyrone, and all I can say is, you'll get over it eventually. It's terrible now, but someday, it won't seem so bad."
  


  
    "Yeah? You still remember what happened to you pretty good."
  


  
    "I didn't say you'd forget it. And it'll never go away completely, but it won't hurt as much as time goes by. Eventually there'll be a little scar that only aches a little if you poke hard enough at it. I know this doesn't help much, but that's the truth."
  


  
    There was silence. Howard waited, to see if they were done, if he should leave or if the boy wanted to talk more. Finally, Tyrone said, "So, what happened to them? Rusty and Lizbeth. Did karma get them? They get run over by a bus or like that?"
  


  
    Howard grinned. "Not exactly. They got married right after graduation. Went to college. He's now a medical doctor, she's an English professor, they have three kids, and according to my relatives back home who keep me up to date about such things, they have a wonderful marriage."
  


  
    "So much for cosmic revenge."
  


  
    "Thing with karma is, it might take a couple of lifetimes to catch up with you," Howard said.
  


  
    "Oh, good."
  


  
    "What's done is done, Ty. You can't take back what you saw and heard, and if you could arrange to drop a piano on Bella and her new friend, it really wouldn't make you feel any better. Revenge hardly ever brings peace with it. Besides, if Lizbeth and I hadn't split, I'd never have met and married your mother. I figure I came out way ahead on the deal. No comparison." He smiled.
  


  
    He got a small smile back from his son.
  


  
    "You gonna eat supper?"
  


  
    "I don't think so. I'm really not hungry."
  


  
    "Okay. I'll cover it with Mom."
  


  
    "Thanks, Dad. And, uh, Dad? Thanks for telling me the story."
  


  
    "You're welcome, son."
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    Wednesday, January 12th, 7:00 p.m.

    Washington, D.C.
  


  
    

  


  
    The garage sure felt empty.
  


  
    Michaels stood in the doorway to his garage, looking at the larger of his two big metal tool caddies. His most recent project car, the Plymouth Prowler, was gone, sold within a couple of days after he'd gotten it running right. He'd cleaned it up, and had taken it out only a few times, top up—it had been too cold and wet to drive the little convertible the way it was meant to be enjoyed—before his phone had rung with a potential buyer. That was how most of these things were done among the people he knew who restored old cars. Somebody told a friend, who told somebody else that this guy had a project car that was close to being finished, and if you were interested, you didn't want to wait for an ad on the net, because by then it would be too late.
  


  
    Michaels smiled and walked back into the house. Might as well see what he had for supper.
  


  
    In the kitchen, he dug around in the freezer and came up with a choice of Gardenburgers or teriyaki chicken sandwiches. He shrugged. The Gardenburger was going to get freezer-burned if he didn't eat it pretty soon, but hell with it, he wanted the chicken. He tore the plastic bag to vent, and stuck the sandwich into the microwave to thaw.
  


  
    So, that was how it had gone. The phone had rung one evening, and a man with a lot of money who knew somebody who knew somebody asked about the Prowler.
  


  
    Michaels figured out what the car had cost him, what the parts had added to that, and how much labor it had taken him to rebuild the engine and the transmission and linkage and bodywork. He added thirty percent to that, and named a figure.
  


  
    The potential buyer agreed with the number so fast that Alex realized he could have asked for more. Then again, he didn't restore old cars to make a living—although it was nice to know that if he ever decided to chuck Net Force he probably could survive that way. All you needed was a garage and some tools, and he already had those…
  


  
    The microwave began its repetitive cheep, and as he reached for it, the phone also called him.
  


  
    "Hello?"
  


  
    "Uh, yeah, hello? I'm looking for Alex Michaels. The guy who does car stuff?"
  


  
    Well, think of the Devil. "You found him."
  


  
    "Oh, hey. My name is Greg Scates, I got your name from Todd Jackson."
  


  
    Todd Jackson was the man who had bought the Prowler. "How are you, Mr. Scates? What can I do for you?"
  


  
    "Well, uh, I've got an old car Todd thinks you might be interested in."
  


  
    "What kind of car?"
  


  
    "It's a Mazda MX-5, a 1995."
  


  
    Michaels's eyebrows went up. MX-5 was better known in the U.S. as the Miata. A little drop-top two-seater, a lot smaller than the Prowler. He wasn't a big fan of Japanese hardware—he liked the big Detroit iron—but a Miata? He'd always thought those were on a par with the little MG Midgets. Fun.
  


  
    And in ‘95 they still had the flip-out headlights too. Barn doors, they called them.
  


  
    "So, tell me a little about the car."
  


  
    "1 have to be honest with you. Mr. Michaels, I don't know a lot about it. It belonged to my father, who passed away in November. He bought the car new after I'd left home. He drove it for a few months, but he didn't really have the reflexes for it—my mother was afraid he was gonna kill himself in it—so after a while, he put it in storage."
  


  
    Interesting. "What kind of shape is it in?"
  


  
    "I can't really say. Dad pulled the tires off it and put the car up on jacks in his garage—my folks live down in Fredericksburg—he drained all the fluids out of it, coaled everything with Armor-All and some kind of grease, then put a cover over it. The tires are in plastic bags in the garage. As far as I know, it's been sitting like that for about sixteen years."
  


  
    Michaels felt a surge of interest. You heard about these things, low-or-no-mileage cars stored in somebody's barn for future sale. He'd never happened across one himself, but it was a common fantasy among car people—a rare model in near-mint condition, inherited by some relative who didn't have a clue what it was worth and who'd sell it for pocket change.
  


  
    He moved to the kitchen computer terminal, next to the pantry, and called up the Classic Book. Even though the car was only sixteen and technically not a classic, it would be in there. Given the average half-life of cars since the eighties, sixteen was fairly old.
  


  
    Mazda, Mazda, ah, there it was…
  


  
    "So, what do you figure the car is worth, Mr. Scates?"
  


  
    "Greg, please. I don't know. But Todd says if you're interested, you'll offer me a fair price."
  


  
    Michaels looked at the computer readout. Hmm. Classic Book said the little two-seater convertible wasn't cheap if it was a ‘95 in good condition. And one that had been on jacks, assuming it was in better shape for being stored, would be worth even more. Still, he could swing it, given what he'd made on the Prowler. He'd have to see it first, of course.
  


  
    "I'm interested, Greg. I'd like to take a look at it. But I'm not going to be able to get to Fredericksburg until Saturday. Can you sit on it that long?"
  


  
    "No problem. It's been in the garage for years, it can wait a couple of more days."
  


  
    Michaels nodded at the unseen speaker. "Good."
  


  
    He got directions and a time, then hung up.
  


  
    Well, well. Interesting how things worked out. With any luck at all, he'd have a new project car pretty soon. Sure would help that empty garage. And having a goal outside of work was always good.
  


  
    Time for the teriyaki…
  


  


  
    Thursday, January 13th, 9 a.m.

    Bissau, Guinea-Bissau
  


  
    

  


  
    Hughes rode in a bullet-proof Cadillac limo from his hotel toward the new Presidential Palace, and the ride was not particularly impressive. Even though the former President, Joao Bernardo Vieira, and his African Party for the Independence of Guinea-Bissau and Cape Verde, had dragged the locals kicking and screaming into the modern era, it was still a third-world country. Actually more like a fourth-or fifth-world country. Half-dressed natives worked and shopped in outdoor market stalls that dotted the streets among office buildings. There were open sewers just off the main roads, and a lot more dirt roads than paved ones. Finding a working public telephone was a rarity.
  


  
    Agriculture and fishing were the main economic activities—ninety percent of the million and a half souls here worked on farms or boats, or processed the crops or fish that came from the land and sea. The primary exports were cashews, peanuts, and palm kernels, and they imported four times more goods than they shipped out—which wasn't saying much. The main local non-agricultural products were soft drinks and beer. National debt was high, exploration of minerals was minimal, and Guinea-Bissau was quite simply among the poorest countries on the planet. Most people here ate rice, and not much of it, and considered themselves lucky to have that. If they lived to be fifty, they were well ahead of the game. Less than forty percent of the population was literate, most of those men. Education was not wasted on women here—maybe one in four could read more than her own name.
  


  
    There were no railroads, only a couple thousand miles of badly paved roads, one airport big enough for international flights to land at, and it was cheaper to use local pesos for toilet paper than it was to buy toilet paper. You didn't offer a left hand to greet people here…
  


  
    Given a choice, almost nobody civilized would choose to live in Guinea-Bissau. Unless they were at the top of the food chain. The very top.
  


  
    At least it was the dry season. During the monsoons, you didn't walk, you waded.
  


  
    Hughes leaned back in the car seat and stared at the multicolored swatches of pitiful humanity walking or standing along the street, staring at the passing limo. He was on his way to meet President Fernandes Domingos, a not-particularly-bright man who had somehow lucked into the job. Fortunately, Domingos was bright enough to know a good deal when he heard it. The Presidente had been out of the country, had spent much time in Johannesburg and London and Paris, and had developed a taste for things nearly impossible to enjoy in his own country without a lot more money than he could currently steal. These things included fine wines, finer women, and expensive evenings at the casinos in Monaco.
  


  
    If things went as planned, Hughes would make Domingos richer than he had ever dreamed of being, and able to indulge his tastes in more pleasant circumstances than the dirty streets of Guinea. Domingos in turn would make it possible for Hughes to—for all practical purposes—eventually own the entire country.
  


  
    Even a third-world pit such as this one currently was had an inestimable value—or it would, in the right hands. Political asylum alone was worth a fortune, not to mention what was hiding under the ground. Yes, Guinea-Bissau definitely had potential, in the right hands.
  


  
    In his hands.
  


  
    "The Compound is just ahead, sir," the driver said. He was large, white, and had a clipped, posh-English accent. On the seat next to him lay a submachine gun, and Hughes knew that under his chauffeur's coat the driver also carried a large-caliber pistol, and from what else he knew, the man had the ability to use both weapons expertly. He was an ex-British military operative of some kind, hired to make sure the President's special guests got where they were supposed to get in one piece. There wasn't much chance of being assassinated by locals, but the neighboring countries, such as Senegal and Guinea, were always wrangling with Guinea-Bissau or each other, sending ratty armies across ill-defined borders to loot and rape, and there was some small possibility of terrorism from saboteurs.
  


  
    Since he was not officially supposed to be here, it would hardly do to have too high a profile—like a shoot-out with some half-baked crazed spy. Fortunately, the U.S. ambassador in this backwater owed Hughes several large favors, and if the man wasn't exactly in Hughes's pocket, he was circumspect in the extreme. You didn't get to be a full ambassador without learning which way the wind blew, then setting your sails accordingly.
  


  
    Hughes turned his attention to the palace compound. The main building was big, ostentatious, three stories tall, and made of some slightly pink native stone, with glazed blue tiles on the roof. The architectural style looked to be a bad blend of Mediterranean and Spanish-style villas. The compound was maybe ten acres and a dozen buildings, and surrounded by a fifteen-foot-high matching stone wall topped with what looked like broken glass.
  


  
    Hughes shook his head. This kind of spending fit a pattern he'd seen all over the world. The less wealth a country had, the larger the extravagances the top dogs lavished upon themselves. The rich got richer and the poor got poorer. What a surprise.
  


  
    The limo arrived in front of a big electrically operated metal gate in the pink stone wall. A pair of guards with assault rifles outside the gate drifted over and bent to look inside the limo. The Brit nodded at them, and it was obvious they knew him, but he offered his ID anyway. The guards checked the ID, then waved at a third armed guard inside the gate at a small kiosk. The gate swung outward to admit the limo.
  


  
    The driveway was circuitous, and wound around several sharp-angled turns bounded by ponds or dirt mounds covered with grass. Platt had explained that to Hughes. If you managed to get a car full of explosives through the gate, you weren't going to be able to build up enough speed to ram the palace hard enough to put your vehicle inside before you set it off.
  


  
    The President was largely beloved—but apparently not universally so.
  


  
    Eventually, the limo arrived at the entrance to the main building.
  


  
    Standing in front of a set of tall, carved wooden doors was President Fernandes Domingos, along with a pair of bodyguards and a large-busted but otherwise willowy blond woman in a white blouse, a short black skirt, and three-inch heels. Very attractive, the woman. Domingos's mistress, perhaps?
  


  
    Hughes alighted from the limo as the driver held the door. He smiled at Domingos, who flashed a set of perfect teeth in return.
  


  
    "Ah, Thomas! How good to see you again!" Domingos spoke good English with an accent from South Africa, the country to which he had been sent for his university education. A university at which, apparently, Domingos had majored in sex, gambling, and drinking.
  


  
    The two men shook hands. The President was short and heavyset, with a webwork of spidery veins across his nose and cheeks, visible despite his dark complexion. The broken vessels were probably due to incipient alcoholism. At fifty, he had a dissipated look, an aging rake who needed a magic picture in the attic, but unfortunately didn't have one. His namesake ancestors had been Portuguese, and somewhere along the way they had obviously taken a dip or two into the native pools, for he was darker than most Europeans, and what was left of his thinning, dyed-black hair was very curly. But Domingos's features were otherwise not Negroid, despite Plan's racist slurs.
  


  
    "Mr. President. I am honored."
  


  
    Domingos waved that away. "No, no, none of that, we are friends! Please, come into my humble home. And I would like you to meet Miss Monique Louis, who has just recently returned from Paris. I am sure you two will get along famously!"
  


  
    Hughes eyed the blonde, who smiled lazily at him, a hint of come-hither in her expression. "Bonjour," she said. "So nice to make your acquaintance."
  


  
    Ah…
  


  
    Unless he was terribly mistaken, the good President had apparently provided him with a… companion. Well. She was attractive enough. And Domingos certainly had enough practice in such matters to have selected an expert trull. Why not? Negotiations could sometimes be arduous, and Hughes might as well relax after they were done—but only afterward.
  


  
    The tall doors were carved in bas-relief, images of native people, proud faces and young bodies, most of them nude, a kind of gallery of tribal Africa. Platt must have loved that when he'd seen it. Hughes could almost see the cracker shaking his head in disgust. Except for the naked black women, of course.
  


  
    The doors swung silently open, each operated by a black man dressed entirely in white—shoes, pants, shirt, coat. Monique moved over, took Hughes's arm in hers, and smiled at him, and they followed the President into the palace. The bodyguards swung into position behind them.
  


  
    This, Hughes decided, should be interesting.
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    Friday, January 14th, 6:00 a.m.

    New York City, New York
  


  
    

  


  
    At Mac's, one of the last old-style hard-core gyms in Manhattan, Platt grunted through a set of heavy squats. Wasn't no ferns or New Age music playing here, no chrome and red leatherette magnomachines or yuppie VR slantwalkers, just racks and racks of iron—dumbbells, barbells—and benches and racks and a concrete floor with a few rubber pads on it. Mirrors on the walls and good lighting, the place had those, but that was it. You didn't come here to get a nice glow, you came here to sweat—and to know pain.
  


  
    He was in the safety rack, so the weight wasn't gonna fall and crush his ass, but that didn't help his thighs. They burned as though he was standing hip-deep in molten lava. Four hundred pounds on the bar across his shoulders, and after the first set, each rep was a war. He hated squats, hated ‘em, and after a couple of heavy sets, he could barely move. He'd puked more than a few times after squats, in such pain he couldn't even stand up without help, but that was how it went. You wanted to be strong, you had to move big weight, that was the name of that tune. Those little pansies who did leg extensions with fifty pounds and thought they were working out made Platt want to laugh. You didn't see those guys here. Mac would laugh their asses right out of the building.
  


  
    Excuse me, sir, but where are the cardiowalkers?
  


  
    Why, just go out the front door and a couple of miles that way, hoss. Look for a spa full of sissies, you'll fit right in.
  


  
    Down Platt went, legs cooking in their own juices. Below horizontal, butt almost on his heels.
  


  
    Up he came, vibrating, shaking, quivering, fire flowing through his veins and arteries, burning his muscles, hot right to the bone.
  


  
    Man!
  


  
    Three more, and he was able—barely, finally!—to rack the weight. He grabbed a towel, wiped the sweat off his face and neck, and moved to the water fountain. Around him, the clang of steel echoed as men grunted and strained against the big plates. There were a couple of women here, bodybuilders on the juice, so they looked like men. That kind of woman didn't appeal to him at all. He liked to see a woman in shape, but not a male shape caused by mojo steroids that did everything but grow a dick on her.
  


  
    Well. Enough of this. Time to shower and head for the place in Queens where he had his throwaway computer set up. The feds were about to get another surprise, courtesy of the Fried Sex gang. A big surprise this time.
  


  
    Platt laughed aloud. He didn't see how life could get much better than this.
  


  


  
    Friday, January 14th, 8:00 a.m.

    Ambarcik, Siberia
  


  
    

  


  
    Jay Gridley leaned into the fierce wind coming off the East Siberian Sea, a wind so strong and cold that it would blast an unprotected man to death in a matter of seconds. Enough wind so that the rocks along the shore were bare of snow, despite more than ten feet of it having fallen in the last two months. The snow had been blown away like so much dry talcum powder. The locals here liked to joke about how cold it got. There were people in Alaska or Canada who bragged about throwing a pot of boiling water into the air and watching it freeze on the way down. In Siberia, they liked to say, the water would freeze while still in the pot. Sometimes while the pot was still on the fire, da!
  


  
    It was an unlikely place to be hunting for clues to a Danish terrorist organization, maybe more so than any other, but there was a blowhole in the ice up ahead where seals came up to breathe, and one of those "seals" was the packet of information he wanted to find. Jay was armored against the cold—electrically heated underwear, including socks, hat, and gloves—with four layers of material over that—polyprop, silk, wool, and fur—a face mask, and heavy boots. Even so, he felt the cold prying at the mask he wore, digging at the smallest seams in his clothing. This was as close a VR scenario as he could build to what the locals actually faced, and he wondered how they could stand it. The houses here were all heavily insulated, with triple doors and windows, dead spaces in the insulated walls, and even so, you could store your food in an unheated back room and it would keep all winter long.
  


  
    Brrr.
  


  
    A Klaxon began screaming at him, loud and insistent. What the hell was that? Where was the sound coming from? He turned, put his back to the wind, and saw a tower in the distance.
  


  
    Jay did the mental shift and realized that the Klaxon was his real-time override, back at his workstation. Oops. Something bad—the override's threshold was dialed up high enough so only something really nasty would set it off. A fire in the building, a major system failure, the pizza delivery truck had a flat…
  


  
    Better check this out quick. Jay logged himself out of VR.
  


  


  
    Friday, January 14th, 8:05 a.m.

    Quantico, Virginia
  


  
    

  


  
    Toni was in the middle of a stack of electronic correspondence when her workstation crashed. One second she was dealing with a memo from Supply telling her that Net Force had exceeded its normal monthly quota of phone and virgil batteries, the next second the screen went blank.
  


  
    Crap. Just what she needed, a computer failure—
  


  
    The screen relit then, only out for a second or two, but the memo from Supply was gone, and in its place was a picture of a man's hand. All of the fingers were curled down and held in place by the thumb—except for the middle finger, which stood straight up. The image rotated slowly on its axis, and there was no mistaking the ancient obscene gesture.
  


  
    She heard her secretary laugh. "What?" Toni yelled.
  


  
    "My computer is giving me the finger," her secretary yelled back.
  


  
    Toni had a sudden sinking feeling that this image was not confined to just two stations.
  


  
    It didn't take long for her to learn she was right.
  


  
    Good Lord. Somebody had hacked into the Net Force computer system and given the organization the bird.
  


  
    This was bad.
  


  


  
    Toni met Jay Gridley as they both headed for the conference room. Joanna Winthrop beat them there by half a second. Alex was already there. He didn't even wait for them to sit down before he started in.
  


  
    "All right, what the hell happened?"
  


  
    "Frihedsakse," Jay and Joanna said simultaneously. They glared at each other, then both tried to talk at once.
  


  
    "I found the—"
  


  
    "They came in by—"
  


  
    "One at a time," Toni cut in, before Alex could say it. "Jay?"
  


  
    "They got in through a subsystem in FBI Personnel. It's a dedicated Direct Line used for submitting resumes and job applications. In theory, it's not supposed to be cross-linked with secure systems without gate passwords for every upload or download, but in practice a lot of times, somebody opens the link to supervisors looking for new employees, and they leave it open so they don't have to spend five minutes every time they need to relink to send a file. Somebody got in on that line and into our mainframe."
  


  
    Toni could see that Joanna was eager to talk. "Lieutenant?"
  


  
    "Our circulating antivirals caught the program almost immediately. There was no damage to hardware or software. The rotating hand image was already on file, and it looks as if the hack was designed to get in, open that visual, and post it to our system as an EWS—Emergency Warning System—override. As far as I—I mean, as far as Jay and I can tell—nobody lost any data, and the virus didn't do anything else."
  


  
    "We're running full diagnostics," Jay added, "but I can guarantee they won't find any more infection. This is nothing, a simple encapsulated program, the kind of thing a kid hacker would do just to show he could. They gave us the finger. Big deal. No harm, no foul."
  


  
    Alex shook his head. "You're wrong, Jay. This is a major hit."
  


  
    Jay frowned, but Toni saw from her face that Joanna understood.
  


  
    Toni said, "Net Force is supposed to be the guardian for the nation's computer systems. If this group can get into our supposedly secure setup, how does that make us look? What kind of confidence is this going to inspire in our clients, when it comes to protecting their systems?"
  


  
    "But it doesn't matter that they got in," Jay said. "They couldn't do anything! Our automatics nailed the program within a couple of seconds. It opened a picture we already had in our files. All the picture did was just sit there and shine. It couldn't have done anything else no matter what. We were back on-line before most people even noticed it. It was a glitch, no damage, zip city."
  


  
    "We're not talking programs here," Alex said. "We're talking politics. It doesn't matter that the terrorists didn't do any damage, what matters is that they got in. Even if you and I know better, people who don't understand computers are going to be afraid. Sure, they'll say, the Net Force bleebs say no big deal, but so, if it's no big deal, how come they didn't keep them out in the first place?"
  


  
    Jay shook his head. "But—but—"
  


  
    "Toni, see what you can do for damage control," Alex said to her. To Jay and Joanna, he said, "Try and backwalk this, see if you can get us any leads. I have a feeling this is going to get real ugly on us if we don't short-circuit it pretty quick. Go."
  


  
    After Jay and Joanna were gone, Toni sat alone with Alex.
  


  
    "You okay?" she asked.
  


  
    "Yes, of course, I'm fine. It's just all this." He waved one hand to encompass Net Force and all its problems
  


  
    But he wasn't fine, she could see that. He had been tighter than a violin's E-string since he'd come back after Christmas. At first she'd thought it was because of his little adventure in the desert that he didn't want to talk to her about. But that wasn't the kind of thing to bother him, at least not as much as he seemed to be bothered. He'd come out a winner, captured a bad guy, no loss of face there. If anything, he came off kind of heroic. Men admired that kind of thing in other men.
  


  
    She hadn't asked about his visit with his daughter and ex-wife, he hadn't volunteered, and Toni suspected that maybe the visit hadn't gone well. Even divorced, that woman seemed to run Alex's life long-distance, and Toni hated her for it. And the woman had to be stupid; otherwise how could she have ever let Alex get away from her?
  


  
    But it wasn't Toni's place to ask, not given their strictly professional relationship. All she could do was offer opportunities for him to talk. If he didn't want to do that, she couldn't make him.
  


  
    "Okay," she said. "You know where to find me. I'll see if I can bury this where nobody will stumble across it."
  


  
    She stood, started to leave.
  


  
    "Toni?"
  


  
    "Mm?"
  


  
    "I'm going to look at a new car tomorrow—assuming the sky doesn't fall before then. Well, it's an old car, one I'm considering buying, assuming this whole place hasn't totally gone to hell by then. Car's a little Miata, it's in a garage in Fredericksburg, that's on 1-95 a few miles south of here."
  


  
    "Uh-huh?"
  


  
    "Well, given how much you know about cars and all, I was, uh, wondering, that is, I mean… would you like to go along and help me check it out?"
  


  
    Toni was stunned. Where had that come from?! Out of nowhere, that's where! Her brain stalled, as if somebody had slapped it silly. For a moment, she couldn't think, couldn't talk, couldn't even breathe. Then her little warning voice kicked in, and what it said was:
  


  
    Oh, baby! He's asking you out! Slow, go slow, don't scare him off!
  


  
    She managed a breath. "Yeah, I'd like that. A Miata, huh? One of my brothers had one of those once."
  


  
    "Yeah," he said quickly, "I remember you told me that, so, uh, your advice would really be helpful. You know."
  


  
    She wanted to grin, but she held her face to polite interest. He was like a fourteen-year-old kid asking a girl out on his first date—she could see it in his expression, hear it in his voice. He was nervous. Afraid she would turn him down.
  


  
    As if that was remotely possible.
  


  
    It made him all the more adorable, that he was rattled.
  


  
    "I, uh, want to get an early start," he said, "so why don't I pick you up about seven?"
  


  
    "Seven would be good."
  


  
    "Uh, where do you, uh, live? I've never been to your place."
  


  
    She gave him her address and directions, still full of wonder about this.
  


  
    Don't go jumping to conclusions, girl. He just asked you to go look at an old car, not for a weekend in Paris.
  


  
    Shut up, she told her inner voice.
  


  
    "Probably you should wear some some old clothes," he said. "It might get a little greasy poking around in an old garage. I'm going to take some tools and stuff. I might be able to get the thing running. If you don't mind hanging around while I try."
  


  
    "No problem," she said.
  


  
    For a long moment—a couple of millennia anyhow—she stood there staring at him, feeling so bubbly she wanted to jump up and down and scream. Finally she pulled herself away. "Okay," she said. "I'll go work on the hack."
  


  
    Once she was out of the conference room, her back to Alex, she could not stop the grin. Yes! Yes!
  


  


  
    When he'd been thirteen, Alex Michaels had ridden the Tyler Texas Tornado—at the time, the world's largest roller coaster. He'd never forgotten that weightless, pit-of-the-stomach rush as the car fell over the first drop and gravity let go of him. If it hadn't been for the safety bar, he would have floated right out of the ride.
  


  
    He felt like that now, as if he had just gone over the first drop of the 111. His stomach was fluttery, his heart was thumping along at least twice its normal speed, his mouth was dry, and he was breathing fast.
  


  
    Jesus H. Christ. What did you just do? Did you just ask Toni Fiorella, your assistant, out on a date?
  


  
    No, no, not a date! Just to go check out the car. She knows about cars—remember when she came to the house and saw the Prowler? She knew all about motors and hydraulics and like that! She had a house full of brothers who were into cars!
  


  
    Uh-huh. Sure. Who do you think you're fooling here, pal? I was there, I remember you looking at her butt while you were on the phone talking to your daughter. And I remember silat class, too, buddy. When you and she are all entwined in one of those grappling moves. How she feels pressed against you, just before she throws your stupid butt on the ground.
  


  
    He knew. He knew this was not a smart thing to be doing. Toni worked for him, and yeah, he'd gotten vibes from her that she didn't exactly find him hideous or anything, but this was dangerous territory. Toni was bright, adept, good-looking, and, oh, yes, it would be a lot of fun to get closer than they did in silat. There was nothing wrong with his imagination—he just hadn't let it play much since he and Megan had split up. But that last visit to the old house, that whole scene with Megan and her new boyfriend, that had pretty much put the final nail in the coffin, hadn't it? The marriage was dead, they weren't going to get back together, and when he'd calmed down later and thought about it, he realized he didn't want to get back together with a woman who could do to him what she had done. Megan had a nasty streak, and while it didn't come out that often, it was very mean-spirited when it did. He didn't want to be with somebody who could go postal on him at any time. That was no way to live, sleeping with one eye open.
  


  
    He'd been behaving like a monk for a long time. He'd put all of himself into his work or his car, he'd run or biked thousands of miles to wear himself out, and it wasn't like it was a sin to take pleasure in the company of an attractive woman.
  


  
    It didn't have to go any farther than that. He didn't have to risk losing Toni as a friend and coworker by pushing it into romance. He could keep his hands to himself, his pants zipped, and keep it platonic.
  


  
    Right. Was that why you asked her to take a little drive down to Fredericksburg? To be Mr. Platonic?
  


  
    Shut up, he told himself. Nothing has happened, nothing is going to happen. We're friends, that's all.
  


  
    His inner voice laughed at him all the way back to his office.
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    Friday, January 14th, 8:20 a.m.

    Quantico, Virginia
  


  
    

  


  
    When Toni Fiorella walked past her, Joanna Winthrop looked at the woman and was sure her suspicions were dead on target:
  


  
    Miss Toni had the hots for their boss.
  


  
    It wasn't that hard to see, given how Fiorella blossomed like a hothouse orchid time-lapse vid every time she was around Alex Michaels. He didn't seem to notice, no surprise. Men were usually stupid that way—among all the other ways. Still, he was a nice enough guy, and the truth was Winthrop had entertained a couple of fantasies in that direction herself. Well, at least before she'd started finding reasons to drop by and see Julio Fernandez. Michaels was okay, but Julio? Julio was a jewel.
  


  
    In fact, she could probably break some time away from work tomorrow to get together with him and do a little computer stuff. He still wanted to learn, and she was getting more and more comfortable hanging around with him. The guy didn't seem to have any ego, at least as far as women were concerned, and he just kept surprising her with what he said and how he said it.
  


  
    She grinned to herself. Yeah, let Toni pine after the boss. They were probably better suited for each other. Winthrop was finding that lately she had developed a real hankering for… Hispanic food.
  


  


  
    Friday, January 14th, 5:45 a.m.

    High Desert, Eastern Oregon
  


  
    

  


  
    It was still dark outside the one-man funnel tent, dark and cold too, but at least the snow had started falling again.
  


  
    John Howard wasn't exactly toasty in his mummy sleeping bag, but he was warm enough, and the face shield had kept his nose from freezing off. He didn't want to peel himself out of the bag and get up, but he had to go pee and there was no getting around that. It wouldn't be light for a while yet, but he didn't have to go looking for a place—he was all by himself. Like his grandfather used to say, he was so far out, the sun came up between here and town…
  


  
    He'd planned to do a winter survival weekend in Washington state after the scheduled joint Net Force/military exercises in the Pacific Northwest, but there was some kind of problem with the biochemical depot at Umatilla. Apparently one of the destabilized nerve-gas rockets had sprung a leak. It wasn't much of a leak, on the order of a microscopic spray, and it was contained and not dangerous, but the Army had been running around trying to put a media lid on it, and of course, had failed utterly to do so. As a result, the civilians nearest the depot were terrified that a cloud of poison was about to roll into town and kill every man, woman, child, and dog, and folks were being sent to visit relatives way out of town, so Net Force and the Army had canceled their exercise. The Army figured that it wouldn't look good to have a bunch of guys in combat gear running around and going hut-hut-hut! all crisp and active. That would sure as hell scare folks, none of whom would believe for a second that this was just a drill and pure coincidence. Even so, Howard hadn't wanted to skip his own personal survival trip, so he'd decided to drop down into Oregon instead. The differences in the terrain between eastern Oregon and eastern Washington on either side of the Columbia weren't all that major.
  


  
    Howard slid out of the sleeping bag, already dressed in long underwear, pants, socks, and a heavy wool shirt. He removed the spare socks he'd stuffed into his boots to keep the scorpions and spiders out—even though it was winter, this was a good habit to get into. He pulled the boots on after he looked for hitchhikers anyway—damn, they were chilly!—grabbed a jacket and hat, and scooted out of the tent.
  


  
    The early morning sky was perfectly clear, with stars glittering in hard, sharp, fiery points. You could see the Milky Way out here, and all kinds of constellations that you'd never spot in the city. And the colors of the stars, reds, blues, yellows. Truly a beautiful sky.
  


  
    He stood, ambled a few yards off along the path he'd packed down before he'd turned in the night before, and wrote his name in a snowbank piled up against what looked like a frozen and pretty-sad-about-it creosote bush.
  


  
    Back inside, he lit his hurricane candle, and set up his single-burner propane stove. The mouth of the funnel tent was just tall enough to sit upright in. The tent was made of double-walled rip-stop Gortex, which kept the snow out, but still allowed most of the moisture inside to escape, so you didn't wake up with your own condensed water vapor raining on you. In the old days, he'd have gathered firewood and started a small outdoor fire to boil water for coffee and rehydration of his food, but the current land-use philosophy was for "no impact" campsites. No cutting down trees or clearing brush, no trenching your tent for runoff, no open fires, and only a minimal latrine—and even that had to be covered and tamped before you broke camp.
  


  
    He grinned as he started a snowmelt pot of water heating. He'd been on a couple of outings where the "no impact" rule had been so strictly adhered to they'd had to bag and seal their own solid waste and pack it out. That had been worth a few laughs: Here, Sarge, I saved you some Tootsie Rolls for dessert. Yeah? Well, that's funny, ‘cause I got some chocolate pudding right here for you too, Corporal…
  


  
    It was amazing what soldiers would joke about.
  


  
    It was about twelve degrees outside right now, and the ground was hard as a rock and frozen to boot, so digging wasn't going any deeper than the snow, but he had biodegradable toilet paper pads that would disappear the first time they got wet, and by spring any signs of scat would be long gone. It wasn't likely anybody was going to be out here playing in the snow before springtime…
  


  
    He had a little hike ahead of him today, just ten miles. But on snowshoes and with a backpack it would work him some. He had a GPS if he got lost, though he'd try to locate his next campsite the old-fashioned way, with a compass and landmarks. It wasn't as easy as the GPS, of course, where all you had to do was punch a couple of buttons and it would tell you exactly where you were and how to get to where you wanted to go. But batteries could go dead, satellites could fall, and a compass was reliable if you knew how to allow for magnetic north and all. If you lost your compass, there were the stars, including the sun. And if it was cloudy, there was dead reckoning, though that was a little more iffy.
  


  
    Truth was, he hadn't been lost in a long time. He had a good sense of direction.
  


  
    At six a.m., he pulled his virgil and keyed his morning check-in code. He could also find his way out using the virgil, and could go to vox to call for help if he needed it. If something happened and he couldn't call out, Net Force or other rescuers could also find him via the little device, which had a homer with a dedicated battery in it. It wasn't as if he were Lewis and Clark, a million miles away from civilization. Still, it was cold and he was all by himself out here in the middle of the high desert, with fresh snow piled a foot and a half deep. If anything happened to him, help wouldn't get to him right away.
  


  
    There was a real risk to being here. Which was, of course, the point. The way a man found out what he was made of was when he tested himself against real danger. VR only went so far, no matter how real it felt. You always knew you weren't gonna die in VR. But in real life, sometimes things went to hell, and you had to survive on your wits and your skills. This little three-day trip was not that big a deal. He'd lived off the land on his own for a couple of weeks, in terrain ranging from desert to jungle. There was a great sense of accomplishment in knowing that if you survived a plane crash in the middle of nowhere, you could probably survive long enough for help to arrive. Assuming anybody wanted to find you…
  


  
    How did you come to climb that big old mountain, fella?
  


  
    Well, sir, it was in my way…
  


  
    The water started to boil, and Howard dug in his pack for the freeze-dried coffee crystals.
  


  
    Somewhere, he'd heard about an order of Zen monks or some-such, who lived high up the slopes of an Oriental mountain. They had a little café there, and when climbers would stop in, they would sell them coffee. There were two prices: a two-dollar cup of coffee—and a two-hundred-dollar cup of coffee. When asked the difference, the monks would smile and say, "A hundred and ninety-eight dollars." The brew, the water, the cups, all were exactly the same, but there were always those who were willing to spring for the more expensive cup. They swore it tasted better.
  


  
    He could understand that. What he was about to drink wasn't in the same class as freshly roasted and freshly ground premium beans strained through a gold filter and served in fine china by a well-practiced and attentive waiter, but the first cup of coffee on a survival camp out was always better than the best restaurant stuff. Always.
  


  


  
    Friday, January 14th, 11 p.m.

    Bissau, Guinea-Bissau
  


  
    

  


  
    Hughes rolled over in the king-sized orthopedic bed and watched as Monique waded through the ankle-deep white carpet toward the bathroom. It was a nice view, her naked backside, and he enjoyed it until she slipped into the bathroom and closed the door quietly behind her. He grinned. She was no more a natural blonde than her boobs were real, but neither of these things detracted from her expertise as a lover. After three sessions with her—last night, a quickie at noon, and tonight—he was completely spent, tired, and more relaxed than he had been in years. This was one of the perks of wealth, a well-practiced mistress, and he toyed with the idea of hiring Monique full-time. He could afford her now, and soon would be able to afford thousands like her.
  


  
    But—perhaps not. It might be better to avoid any more entanglements until his major goal was achieved. Even an entanglement as much fun as Monique.
  


  
    He glanced at his watch. Just after eleven o'clock. What would that make it in D.C.? Was it four hours ahead here? Five?
  


  
    It didn't matter. Platt was back there, merrily adding gasoline to various fires, setting up the project's end-stage. Hughes hadn't called the cracker while he'd been here, but that wasn't necessary at this stage of the game.
  


  
    Negotiations had gone well with Domingos, even better than he'd expected. The main reason the man hadn't closed the deal with Platt had been a simple matter of money—Domingos wanted more. Hughes had anticipated all along that the President would up the ante, and had been surprised when he hadn't done so earlier, so this was not an unforeseen bump in the road. It had merely come later than expected. For the sake of appearances, Hughes had dickered, pretended to be insulted, and had offered a stiff resistance to any change in the basic agreement. After sufficient time for Domingos to convince himself that he was the equal of a platoon of Arabic horse traders, Hughes had allowed himself to be worn down and persuaded. Another thirty mil was thrown into the pot, bringing the payout to the President to an even hundred million dollars U.S. Or, if he preferred, he could have it in French francs, Japanese yen, or British pounds. Or dinars, rupiahs, rubles, or Guinea-Bissau's own pesos.
  


  
    Dollars would be fine, the President had allowed.
  


  
    Hughes grinned again as the bathroom door swung open and Monique walked through the thick carpet toward him. The view was even better from the front, he decided, what with her dyed-blond pubic thatch shaved into that little heart shape. Even the breast implants had been hung by an expert medico, for they looked—and felt—quite real.
  


  
    Spent as he thought he was, he felt a bit of a stirring in his groin.
  


  
    "Ah, you are awake, I see."
  


  
    "Not all of me."
  


  
    "Oh, but I am certain I can remedy that, oui?"
  


  
    He chuckled. If anybody could raise his hopes, certainly Monique could.
  


  
    "Let's see, shall we?" he said.
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    Saturday, January 15, 7:25 a.m.
  


  
    

  


  
    Henry G. Shirley Memorial Highway (1-395, near Indian Springs, Virginia)
  


  
    "You want to stop for some coffee or something?" Alex asked. He waved at a service station off to their right.
  


  
    "No, I'm fine," Toni said. "I had my two cups already."
  


  
    The day was chilly, but clear, and traffic was light. The inside of the van was a hair too warm.
  


  
    He smiled at her, a little awkwardly, she thought.
  


  
    "Yeah, me too," he said.
  


  
    Toni had the impression that he wished he hadn't done this—invited her to go along with him to look at the Miata. They were in the company car designated for his use, a politically correct electric/hydrogen-powered minivan. And as everybody who'd ever driven one knew, as gutless a piece of machinery as you could find. It had all the get-up-and-go of a turtle with a broken leg. Top speed was sixty-five—and that was downhill, with a tailwind and a god who took pity on you, and it took a long time to get to that fast. Range of the van was about two hundred miles—if you added both propulsion systems together. Then you had to pull over, plug in, or get a new bottle of hydrogen. Alex was allowed a certain number of personal miles every month, though he seldom used them. Easy to understand why. The joke around the agency was that if you had a roller skate, you could sit on that, push with your hands, and get where you wanted to go faster than the minivan—and your butt would hurt less when you arrived.
  


  
    Alex had a fair-sized tool chest in the back of the van, along with a car battery, several cans of oil, and more cans of brake and transmission fluid.
  


  
    "You talk to Jay this morning?" she said.
  


  
    "I checked his vox around six, heard his update."
  


  
    Toni had also checked the coded message, but to keep the conversation going she pretended she hadn't. "Anything new?"
  


  
    "No. Nothing good or bad. We haven't run the terrorists down, though we've got all kinds of little clues. No new rascals on any systems—at least none we've found. I'm waiting for it, though. These guys are going to drop a big brick on us, I can feel it coming."
  


  
    He looked at her. "I also feel a little guilty about taking the day off."
  


  
    "Nothing you could do at the office."
  


  
    "I know, but even so—"
  


  
    A big double-cab pickup truck whipped by in the speed lane. It had to be going eighty-five or ninety. The wind of the truck's passage rocked the minivan.
  


  
    "Where are the cops when you need one?" Toni said.
  


  
    That got a little smile from him.
  


  
    She said, "I've buried the system break-in as best I can, but we probably need to talk about what happens if it becomes known outside the house. Just in case."
  


  
    He glanced at her, then back at the freeway. "Oh, I'd bet my next paycheck against a stale doughnut that Senator White'll know about it by Monday—if he doesn't know already."
  


  
    "You thought about what you'll say if he calls you on it?"
  


  
    "Sure. The truth. It's easier to remember." He smiled again. "I'll throw all of Jay's rationalizations at him, but that won't matter. He would like to get rid of us and pretend we never existed. Any excuse will do."
  


  
    "We could sacrifice a goat," she said, half-joking. "Somebody high enough up to take the fall."
  


  
    Now he looked harder at her. "You have somebody in mind?"
  


  
    All right, if they were going to go down that road. She took a deep breath and started to speak. "Well, yeah, I was thinking maybe I—"
  


  
    "No," he cut in. "Don't touch that control. I don't want to hear it. Nobody is falling on her sword here, certainly not you!"
  


  
    The vehemence of his response surprised her. She was at a loss.
  


  
    "There are always going to be idiots like White," he said. "We'll always have one wolf or another chasing our sled and howling for blood. We'll deal with them, but we won't throw any of our people off, understood?"
  


  
    "Okay."
  


  
    He smiled a little, to take the sting out of it. "Besides, if something happened to you, I wouldn't be able to find the door to get into HQ."
  


  
    Okay, that was a compliment. You can follow that one up. Go—
  


  
    She heard a siren, looked into the outside rearview mirror, and saw a police car coming up fast. The siren dopplered louder as the car drew closer. The driver sure had his foot in the fuel injector; he was flying.
  


  
    Alex drifted from the slow lane over onto the wide shoulder and slowed.
  


  
    The flashing light strobed Alex's face as a Virginia state trooper's unit blew past them.
  


  
    "He's going after that truck," Alex said. "How about that. There is some justice in the world."
  


  
    She nodded. She was in a car with Alex going somewhere other than Net Force business. Maybe there was justice.
  


  
    Or maybe Guru's kris had some magic left in its black and convoluted steel. She grinned.
  


  
    "Something funny?"
  


  
    "No, just a pleasant thought," she said.
  


  


  
    Saturday, January 15, 7:45 a.m.

    Quantico, Virginia
  


  
    

  


  
    Joanna wasn't scheduled to work this morning, but she was on her way into HQ anyway. She still hadn't run down the SOB who had used her station to post that fruitcake militia thing, though she had figured out it was done by remote and not in person—big surprise there. This latest incursion with the finger image pissed her off even more, even though it hadn't come through her in particular. It was a slap in the face, a direct challenge to Net Force that she took personally. She was going into the net for some serious webwalking to find these creeps.
  


  
    Or, at least that was her intention. As she was heading in, she saw Julio Fernandez in his sweats, limping back from the direction of the obstacle course.
  


  
    Well. She hadn't been able to connect with him for the last couple of days, they'd played message tag, and now there he was, in the flesh. It wouldn't hurt to say hello. Maybe she could kill two birds with one stone.
  


  
    He saw her, smiled, and nodded. "Lieutenant."
  


  
    "Sergeant. You on duty?"
  


  
    "No, ma'am. I just finished hobbling through my morning constitutional and was gonna hit the showers before I headed home."
  


  
    "I'm going to be doing some work on the web," she said. She waved at the HQ building. "You want to come along, sit in? I can show you some of the more interesting aspects of VR."
  


  
    "I'd like that. I still ought to hit the showers first. I'm a little ripe."
  


  
    She sniffed. "You don't stink too bad. I think I can stand being in the same room with you. Come on."
  


  
    "Yes, ma'am."
  


  
    They both grinned.
  


  
    Truth was, she didn't mind a man who smelled like a man instead of a fruity aftershave or deodorant. Nothing wrong with a little clean sweat. It was probably all the pheromones that appealed to her…
  


  


  
    Saturday, January 15, 9:00 a.m.

    Washington, D.C.
  


  
    

  


  
    The thing was, Tyrone realized, you could only lie in bed staring at the ceiling for so long before it got boring. Real boring.
  


  
    He had gone over what he'd said, what she'd said, every detail of what had happened between him and Bella a thousand times. Nothing was going to change. It was like a big rock—no matter how many times you poked at it with your finger, it was still going to stay a rock.
  


  
    He sighed, rolled out of bed, and headed for the bathroom. He did the control finger-jive in front of the vidwall's sensor, and the default channel, the newscom, flicked on. Dad had programmed the house com unit to default to the news channel, the idea being that it wouldn't hurt any of them to watch the news now and then. Tyrone had been meaning to reprogram the thing—lock-chips were a joke if you knew anything—but he hadn't gotten around to changing it yet.
  


  
    The multimedia local news blared and flared. They were doing the traffic. First, real-time traffic, streets and highways, then virtual traffic, which parts of the net were clear, which parts were clogged, which subservers were down or wounded.
  


  
    He made it into the bathroom, listening to the news with half his attention while he peed.
  


  
    Dad was gone, off on his survival thing. Mom had a breakfast with her women friends—the Goddesses, they called each other—and wouldn't be back before eleven, at least. So he had the house to himself. Lying in bed wasn't going to solve anything, so he might as well do something.
  


  
    The temptation was to log into the net and catch up on his computer work. He'd been slack to the point of droop on that during the last few months, all wrapped up in Bella, Bella, Bella. Now that he thought about it, that was pretty much all he'd done. When he wasn't with her, he had been dreaming about her, thinking about her, or talking about her.
  


  
    In a flash of clarity, Tyrone realized how boring he must have been to be around lately. It was Bella this or Bella that, or Bella the other, and his friends—such as they were—must have elected him King of the Dull and Stupids on the first ballot. Particularly he owed Jimmy-Joe a big sorry-sorry. He remembered saying to him, "It's just a game," about the computer stuff, and the look of horror on his friend's face when he'd said that.
  


  
    Man, was that a data no-flow, slip. Stupid squared to the tenth power.
  


  
    But—okay, okay. That was then, this was now.
  


  
    Somehow, though, the idea of sitting down and going VR just didn't lube his tube. He needed to do something, but it wasn't the computer.
  


  
    So, what? What else was there?
  


  
    He grinned at himself. Pretty sorry when the only two things in your life were computers and a lying girlfriend, and you didn't even have her anymore.
  


  
    He could go to the mall. No, overwrite that option, Bella lived at the damned mall. He could go for a walk, ‘cept his neighborhood was about as interesting as a bag of kitty litter. He could surf the entcom channels for a vid…
  


  
    No, no, he needed to do something, not just sit back and suck up data, whether it was VR, vids, or whatever. But what to do on a chilly, sunny day?
  


  
    "And now for local events," the vox from the newscom droned. "Students from the Kennedy High School marching band are having a car wash to raise money for new uniforms. This will be at the Lincoln Mall Vidplex from noon to four, Saturday."
  


  
    Oh, yeah, a car wash, that was exciting, helloooo slipper!
  


  
    The drone continued. "The Foggy Bottom Children's Library welcomes writer Wendy Heroumin for a reading of her latest book, The Purple Penguin."
  


  
    Hey, hey, a children's book! Whoa, tachycardia city!
  


  
    "And the Sixth Annual Boomerang Tournament begins in Lonesdale Park at eight a.m. Saturday and runs through Sunday at five p.m."
  


  
    Tyrone was finishing his hands when he heard this last announcement. A boomerang tourney? What was a boomerang tourney? Those aborigine things? The sticks?
  


  
    Well, hey, slip, you got zip on your drive—why don't you go and find out?
  


  
    He grinned. All right. Yeah. He could do that. The new park was only a dozen blocks away, so he wouldn't even have to take pubtrans. He could just Nike on over there and check it out. One thing for sure, he wasn't going to run into Bella there. Or likely anybody else he knew either.
  


  
    Why not? He'd never even seen a boomerang, except in VR, and that only as background scenario. Why not?
  


  


  
    A short guy built like a brick was in the middle of the soccer field. He reared back with a dayglow orange boomerang in his right hand, concave side forward, one end up, and threw the thing so hard his hand went forward and touched the ground.
  


  
    The boomerang did this kind of eccentric egg-rolling end-over-end flight, swooped about fifty meters straight ahead, then started to curve to the left. It kept going up, twisted so it was flat-side-down, twirled and twirled and circled back around the guy, maybe ten meters high, went behind him, headed out in front of him again, a full circle, then did a little jog up and spun toward him. The spinning orange delta-shape came right at the guy, who held his hands about a dozen centimeters apart in front of himself, palms facing each other. When the stick was just about to hit him in the chest, he slapped his hands together and trapped it.
  


  
    The guy never moved his feet, he didn't have to, it came right back to him.
  


  
    This was so flowing fine!
  


  
    Igot to have one of these!
  


  
    Tyrone had been watching for about an hour. This was fantastic, there were ems and fems out there doing things he couldn't believe. They were making the things swoop and twirl, making them dive and circle, keeping two or three in the air at one time, running and catching them, laughing, tumbling, it was great.
  


  
    His favorite demo had been—according to the woman narrating on the portable PA system—the war boomerang. Unlike the sport models, this one was not designed to return. The man who threw the thing was tall and thin. He wound up, putting everything he had into the throw, judging by what Tyrone could tell, and the stick, which was almost straight, and about twice as big as the sport models, flew like an arrow, straight ahead, maybe a meter and a half above the ground, it flew, and flew, and flew, just… kept going, on and on.
  


  
    Man!
  


  
    When it finally dropped, Tyrone couldn't believe how far it had flown. Two hundred and twenty meters, easy. It was like it had a jet motor in it.
  


  
    There was a break in the action. Tyrone headed for the little tables they'd set up for sales. There were maybe twenty different models on the tables, various angles, sizes, colors. He couldn't begin to figure out what they all meant.
  


  
    "New at this, mate?" the man behind the table said. He had an accent so thick you could lean against it. Australian.
  


  
    "Yeah," Tyrone said. "But I want to learn."
  


  
    "Right. How much you lookin' to spend then?"
  


  
    Tyrone pulled his credit card out of his pocket and called up his balance. He'd floated a lot of shine on Bella, but he had about fifty in his account.
  


  
    He told the seller the amount. What else did he have to shine it on?
  


  
    "Hey, for that, you can get just about anything on the table. Though you might want to start with a sturdy model until you get the hang of it." The Aussie picked up a light-brown boomerang with one of the blade tips painted white. He handed it to Tyrone.
  


  
    "You hold it by the white tip, if you're right-handed, yeah, like that, just like making a fist, thumb on the outside, there you go. When you throw, it's straight ahead, you put a little wrist into it. You need to allow for wind direction and all, but we toss in a little how-to chiplet, tells you everything you need to know to get started."
  


  
    Tyrone examined the boomerang. It was wood, plywood, and while it was flat on the bottom except for a scalloped outer edge under the paint, the top edges were angled. The leading inside edge was blunt, and the leading outside edge had been sharpened so that it sloped from the full thickness to a thinner margin. The part you held onto was cut to mirror the leading edge—thick on the outside, thin on the inside. Tyrone guessed that the thing was almost half a meter long, maybe a centimeter thick in the center. Probably about a forty-five- or fifty-degree angle. He turned it over. Laser-cut into the center of the flat side was a tiny image of a black man holding a boomerang in one hand, ready to throw, and the words "Gunda-warra Boomerangs—Kangaroo—Crafted in Wedderburn, Victoria, Australia."
  


  
    "Until you learn to throw it right, it's gonna hit the ground pretty hard a few times. The plywood models tend to hold up longer than the solid wood ones. And they're cheaper than NoChip. This one'll run about twenty dollars U.S."
  


  
    Tyrone hefted the stick. He realized he hadn't thought about Bella but once since he'd gotten here, and then only briefly.
  


  
    "Comes with a membership in the International Boomerang Association. We've got a great web site."
  


  
    Tyrone grinned. "I'll take it."
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    Saturday, January 15th, 11:55 a.m.

    Eastern Oregon
  


  
    

  


  
    Howard found a sunny spot to break for lunch. The relatively level patch of snowy ground was partially sheltered from the weather by some Douglas fir trees and stunted shrubs on the east side, though the growth had collected its share of solid precipitation. A couple of the smaller trees were so heavy with snow, they leaned over precariously, branches drooping.
  


  
    It was warming up under the clear skies, though it was still not what you'd call warm, probably a degree or two above freezing. Big clots of partially melted snow fell from the trees to splatter on the shallow snow below, landing with wet plops.
  


  
    Howard chose his cook spot away from overhanging branches. He tamped the snow down with his snowshoes into a ragged circle next to a big flat-topped rock. He used his virgil to beep in, showing he was still alive, then shrugged out of his pack, pulled the snowshoes off, and set his stove up on the rock. He dumped a couple of handfuls of snow into his cook pot, then began melting the snow to reconstitute some freeze-dried chicken and vegetables, kind of like a pot pie without the crust.
  


  
    He walked around the site as he waited for the water to heat up, stomping a more solid path in the relatively shallow snow. He looked for signs of small animals, and checked for any tokens that humans had passed this way recently. He found nothing to indicate man or animal had visited here, and certainly there were no other tracks in or out but his own.
  


  
    On his own, far away from home. He liked the feeling, being master of all he could see.
  


  
    He rolled his shoulders, stretched his neck, and did a couple of squats and toe touches to loosen his legs. It had been two hours since his last break, and two hours of snowshoeing took a lot out of you. No matter how old you were…
  


  
    The metal cup of water began to bubble. He circled back toward his stove, passing beneath the trees. He glanced up and saw a blob of melting snow slip from a high branch and fall, coming right at him.
  


  
    "Oh, no, you don't!" he said, laughing and dodging to the side. The big chunk missed him by a good two feet, but he stumbled and put one hand out to catch himself on the tree. That was a mistake, because his weight was enough to shake the tree a hair, and that brought a big cascade of ready-to-fall snow. He laughed again, spun around the tree and away, pleased with himself at avoiding most of the icy bath.
  


  
    He didn't stay pleased.
  


  
    The tree that lost its snow load popped upright like a bent spring released. It hit the tree next to it, hard.
  


  
    The second tree snapped in half ten feet off the ground. Like a man breaking a pencil—pop!
  


  
    The snow was not that deep, but it was too deep to run in.
  


  
    He barely had time to get his arms up over his head before the tree fell on him.
  


  


  
    Saturday, January 15th, 3:05 p.m.

    Fredericksburg, Virginia
  


  
    

  


  
    From under the Miata's hood, Alex said, "Okay, try it again."
  


  
    Behind the wheel, Toni said, "Okay," and turned the key in the steering wheel ignition. The motor coughed, deeper than it had before.
  


  
    "Give it a little gas, pump the pedal!"
  


  
    She did. After a second, the engine caught and began a throaty rumble.
  


  
    "Yes!" she and Alex said at the same time.
  


  
    They were alone in the garage. Greg Scates, the car's former owner, had come and gone. Alex had taken a quick look at the Miata, then as soon as he'd seen the odometer, had said to her, "Jesus, it's only got nine hundred miles on it!"
  


  
    He'd made the man an offer right then. Greg had been surprised at how much the offer was. Way more than he'd expected.
  


  
    Alex had transferred the agreed-upon sum from his credit card to Greg's account and waved bye-bye as the man left.
  


  
    Now Alex closed the hood, wiped his hands on a red rag, and grinned at Toni.
  


  
    They'd been working on the car for several hours. They had found the tires, which were in remarkable shape inside plastic bags, and pumped them full of air using a little compressor that ran off the van's electrical system. They'd put the wheels back on the car. They had added gasoline, oil, water, transmission and brake fluid, and other lubricants, replaced the battery, and tinkered with the fuel injector. Alex had done something with the plugs and wiring, cleaned preservative off various components, fiddled with this seal and that one, and now, finally, the tiny car purred.
  


  
    He had, Alex had told her, every intention of driving the thing home, even though the license tag was years out of date. "Be worth the ticket if we get caught," he said.
  


  
    He cleaned the grease from his hands, walked around to the open driver's door, and looked down at her. "It'll need a new top," he said. "And a set of new belts, plug wires, some other minor stuff. Paint is in pretty good shape, but I'm not that fond of arrest-me red. Maybe a nice teal," he said.
  


  
    She grinned back up at him. She'd gotten a little dirt under her fingernails too, helping him put the wheels back on the car and passing him tools. He had been like a little boy, all excited, pointing out stuff to her. "Look at this. Look at that!" He'd gotten completely lost in the work, and in the doing of it had also lost years of responsibility. It pleased her to see him this way. So relaxed. Having so much fun.
  


  
    "So, let's take her out for a little spin," he said.
  


  
    She started to get out of the car.
  


  
    "No, go ahead, you drive. You can use a manual shift, can't you?"
  


  
    "Sure."
  


  
    He finished wiping his hands, circled around the back to the passenger side, and got into the car. The garage door was already open, and the bright afternoon beckoned. Toni put the transmission into reverse and carefully backed out onto the driveway to the street, turned the wheel, and started to shift into first.
  


  
    "Wait a second," he said. He twisted in the seat, caught the rear window zipper, and pulled it across behind her. He pressed the thin plastic rear window down behind the stabilizer bar, reached across in front of her, and undid the roof latch on her side, then the one on his side. With one hand he accordioned the top, folding the heavy black material down and behind them.
  


  
    "Voilà!" he said. "Convertible! It's not too cold for you, is it?"
  


  
    "Nope," she said.
  


  
    "All right then. Let's see how she rides."
  


  
    Toni eased the clutch out—it was a bit stiff and it squeaked—and the Miata scooted forward. The short-throw stick made shifting up the gears fast and easy, and pretty soon they were rolling along a four-lane highway at sixty. It was a responsive beast, the steering tight, and cornering was a delight. She took a thirty-mile-per-hour curve at fifty, no problem.
  


  
    "It's quieter than I thought it would be," she said. "And not as windy."
  


  
    He said, "Push it up to about seventy and watch."
  


  
    Traffic was light, so Toni goosed it a little.
  


  
    At seventy, the wind seemed to slacken, as did the noise. She said as much to Alex.
  


  
    "Yep, it's quieter at seventy than at fifty-five. That was part of the aerodynamic design. Isn't this great?" He grinned at the road in front of them.
  


  
    A few miles up the highway, Toni pulled into a supermarket parking lot.
  


  
    "Something wrong?" he asked.
  


  
    "Nope. Your turn. You've been itching to take the wheel since we hit the street."
  


  
    He grinned again. Boy, she liked seeing that. He jumped out of the car and hurried around to the driver's side as she moved over into the passenger seat.
  


  
    Behind the wheel, he checked his outside mirror first, then the inside one. Then he looked across at the outside mirror on the passenger side. "That one's a little off," he said.
  


  
    She reached out to adjust the mirror.
  


  
    "Hey, I can get it," he said. "One of the joys of a car this small. Watch." He leaned over, reached across her chest, and grabbed the mirror. "See? Can't do that in the snail van."
  


  
    Stretched out across her, one hand out of the car on the mirror, he glanced up at her face from a few inches away.
  


  
    She could smell him, his sweat, his aftershave, and there he was, the back of his arm almost touching her breast, his mouth close enough to kiss.
  


  
    Without thinking anymore, she did just that. Leaned a hair forward, put her lips on his, and kissed him.
  


  
    Are you out of your mind, Toni?
  


  
    The sudden jolt of panic shot through her like an electrical charge. Oh, no! What had she done?
  


  
    She pulled back to break the kiss.
  


  
    Alex brought his hand away from the mirror, put it behind her head, and held her there. He worked his lips, opened his mouth, and found her tongue with his.
  


  
    There must be a God, Toni thought.
  


  


  
    Saturday, January 15th, 12:15 p.m.

    Eastern Oregon
  


  
    

  


  
    No two ways about it, Howard was trapped.
  


  
    He had been lucky, in that the waist-thick fir had enough branches on it to break the main trunk's descent enough so it hadn't smashed him to a pulp. But the tree's bole had come to rest on the back of his left calf, and had pinned him to the ground face-down. He managed to clear away a few small branches on his back and thighs so he was able to struggle to a sitting position, his butt against the trunk. His left leg was pinned, his right leg free, but stuck more or less straight out in front of him.
  


  
    Not the most comfortable position he'd ever been in. There was no pain in the caught leg. Was that good? Or bad?
  


  
    He could still wiggle his left foot, feel his toes inside the insulated boot, so that was comforting. Might not even be broken, the tibia or fibula, but that didn't matter.
  


  
    What mattered was that his virgil was safely locked to a nice D-ring on his pack, over there by his cook stove. It was only about ten feet away, but given the present circumstances it might as well be ten million miles. He wasn't going anywhere.
  


  
    He had tried to lift the trunk, then to shove it off using his free leg, but that was not going to happen. He had about fifty feet of tree on him, and even positioned a lot better than he was, probably couldn't have moved it with his muscle power alone. Where it rested on his calf, the tree was about as thick as a telephone pole.
  


  
    This was not a good situation.
  


  
    He was in the middle of nowhere, staked to the snowy ground like a bug to a display board, his electronics out of reach. He was dressed for the weather, but come sundown it was going to get very cold, and sleeping face-down in the snow with the air temperature below zero was not generally a good idea.
  


  
    Of course, if he went more than twenty-four hours without beeping in they'd call, and if he didn't answer they'd come and find the virgil and him with it, but by then he might already be a Howard-sicle. And they wouldn't come looking before noon tomorrow.
  


  
    No, all in all he would have to say this was definitely not good.
  


  
    He took a deep breath, blew it out, and watched the breath-fog hang in the air. It wasn't that warm. In fact, it seemed twenty degrees colder than it had when he'd got here a few minutes ago.
  


  
    "Okay, John," he said. "Let's take stock here. What have you got in the way of good news?"
  


  
    He had a lighter in his jacket shell. There were a lot of dead needles among the green, and a whole lot of branches, albeit somewhat cold and damp, but he was pretty sure he could make a fire. So he wouldn't freeze if he did it right. He might even be able to burn through the trunk. Break the weight enough to be able to shift the tree off his leg.
  


  
    Or start a small forest fire in which he got cooked real good.
  


  
    Hmm. Put that one on the backup list.
  


  
    What else?
  


  
    Well, he had his sheath knife. He reached back on his right hip, found the handle—there was a comfort—and pulled the knife from its scabbard.
  


  
    The knife was a Cold Steel Tanto, so called for the angled, Japanese-sword-style point, and was eleven inches long, five of that the cutting edge. It was a full-tang, the blade was three-eighths-of-an-inch thick across the backstrap, and it wore an artificial rubber handle, crosshatched for a good grip, and was butted and guarded with brass fittings. A fine weapon, able to kill a man with one thrust from somebody who knew what he was doing, but it had not been designed for chopping away a tree bigger around than his thigh. Still, it was what he had, and he knew if he could twist himself around long enough, he could eventually cut through the wood. It might take a long time, but it wasn't as if he was going anywhere…
  


  
    He felt better, knowing he had at least two options.
  


  
    Well, okay, three—he could always cut his leg off from the knee down, right?
  


  
    He smiled to himself.
  


  
    "Okay, any other possibilities here, John? Maybe cut your jacket into strips, make a lariat, and try to lasso your pack? It's only about ten feet, you could probably manage it, and then you'd have your virgil back."
  


  
    Yeah, and wouldn't that look great. Old Man Howard lets a tree fall on his stupid sorry ass, and has to call for help. Too bad he froze to death without a jacket before somebody could break a copter loose to go and get him…
  


  
    Maybe not. Put that one right before setting the tree on fire.
  


  
    He looked down at his pinned leg. Hold on a second. There was yet another option, the LAIC Maneuver.
  


  
    LAIC—Look At It Crooked.
  


  
    If you couldn't solve a problem going in through the front door, what about the back door? When you had an enemy too strong to attack head-on, flanking him would sometimes work.
  


  
    Howard looked at his leg and grinned. The limb had pretty much squished the snow out of its way under the weight of the tree. He'd bet it was close to or on the ground below, but even frozen dirt wasn't as hard as wood, was it? Especially with that nice warm leg lying on it, thawing it out and all.
  


  
    All he had to do was dig a hole under his shin, come in from the side, hollow enough out so the leg would drop. When the calf got below ground level, the tree would be resting on the edges of the hole, and all he'd have to do would be to pull the leg out, right?
  


  
    Look at it crooked.
  


  
    It made sense. It made a lot more sense than trying to play Paul Bunyan with a knife, or cooking himself into Howard the damned fool crispy critter, didn't it?
  


  
    He laughed. "Dig, baby, dig. You do this right, nobody will ever have to know it happened."
  


  
    He shifted his position a bit, and cleared away the snow down to the dirt next to his trapped leg. No blood. That was good.
  


  
    The topsoil was mostly sand, and the rocky clay under it was frozen, but it took less than an hour to excavate himself. In the end, his bigger worry was that the pot he'd set to heating to make his lunch would burn up, the water having boiled away, but he managed to get to it and throw it into the snow to cool before that happened.
  


  
    The ankle wasn't even sprained, the snow under the leg having cushioned things enough so his pants weren't even torn. His foot was sore, but not so much he couldn't walk on it, and Howard felt immensely pleased with himself as he ate his delayed lunch.
  


  
    Okay, so he was older. He could could learn to fight smarter, not harder. Growing old might be hell, but hey, it still beat the only other option, didn't it?
  


  
    Ah, John, you are quite the philosopher, aren't you?
  


  
    That's me.
  


  
    There was nothing like a victory to give you a sense of control. It might be an illusion, but it sure felt good in the moment. Yes, sir, it did.
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    Saturday, January 15th, 3:20 p.m.

    Fredericksburg, Virginia
  


  
    

  


  
    Somebody honked their car horn and laughed as they drove past, but Alex didn't care. The passion he'd thought frozen when he split from Megan was not dead, not even wounded. God, Toni felt so good. Her lips were warm, soft, her hands on his back pulled him closer, her breasts against his chest— His virgil cheeped, and the incoming tone was the classical music sting he'd programmed from Les Preludes that indicated a Priority One call.
  


  
    Damn!
  


  
    He broke the kiss and leaned back. Fumbled with his virgil.
  


  
    "Wow," Toni said. She was flushed and breathing heavy.
  


  
    "Yeah. Hold that thought, okay?"
  


  
    He tapped the speaker button on the virgil. "Michaels."
  


  
    "Commander, Jay Gridley. Sorry to bother you, Boss, but, well, the shit has just hit the fan."
  


  
    "What?"
  


  
    "The Fried Sex guys just crashed the U.S. Internet Bank System. I hope you got some money in your pocket, ‘cause you ain't gonna be cashing your federal check today."
  


  
    "Fuck!"
  


  
    "Yes, sir, Boss, that is the key and operative word around here. The bank guys are foaming at the mouth, and the ripple effect is jamming through the net like a cattle stampede. Everybody and his kid sister have thrown up firewalls and lockouts, and the whole NorAm Net is one big crappy mess."
  


  
    "Damage control?"
  


  
    "We're throwing water on it, but we're talking mega forest fire, Boss. It's hot and ugly and getting hotter and uglier every minute. We're gonna have to take some major systems offline and shut down a bunch of the FedWeb."
  


  
    "Do what you can, get everybody we have on it. We'll be—I'm on my way," Michaels said. "Discom."
  


  
    Michaels looked at Toni. "I'm sorry," he said.
  


  
    She shook her head. "I hope you're talking about the call."
  


  
    "Yeah, I am. But—this—" He waved one hand back and forth between them. "This is probably… not very smart."
  


  
    "I know."
  


  
    "I'm your boss. This sort of thing brings up all kinds of problems."
  


  
    "What sort of thing?"
  


  
    He stared at her. "Jesus, Toni, you know what I'm talking about. Office romance. Supervisors sleeping with people they supervise."
  


  
    She grinned, as big as he'd ever seen her grin. "Oh, boy," she said.
  


  
    "What?"
  


  
    "You want to sleep with me?"
  


  
    "Yes, of course. But given the circumstances—"
  


  
    "I'll quit," she said.
  


  
    "Excuse me?"
  


  
    "If you sleep with me, I'll resign."
  


  
    "Toni—"
  


  
    "No, I'm serious. If it would be a problem for you as my supervisor, then we can fix that. I love working for you, Alex, but I can always find another job. Right now, a personal relationship with you is more important than a business relationship."
  


  
    He blinked at her, stunned by her words. "You would quit your job to have sex with me?"
  


  
    "In a New York second."
  


  
    "Why? I'm not that wonderful."
  


  
    "You underestimate yourself. I'm serious about this."
  


  
    He shook his head. "Jesus. Look, we have to get back to HQ and take care of this disaster, okay? Can we talk about this later?"
  


  
    "Whenever you want. You want to go back and get the van?"
  


  
    "No, leave it. I'll get somebody to pick up it."
  


  
    He started the Miata's engine.
  


  
    Holy shit. It never rained but it poured.
  


  


  
    Saturday, January 15th, 3:25 p.m.

    Maui, Hawaii
  


  
    

  


  
    Winthrop was on the net in Joined-VR, showing Julio some of the ins and out of the webweave. She had allowed him to conjure a program, and what he had come up with was a beach on Maui, near Hana. They were in personal persona, dressed in skimpy swimsuits, walking barefoot on a black sand beach. They listened to the breakers curl, to the seagulls cawing. A gentle breeze played over them, the sea where it lapped into the volcanic sand was warm, and the sun caressed their bare skin.
  


  
    "So, what do you think?" Julio asked
  


  
    "Not bad, for a beat-up old trooper. Why did you choose this in particular?"
  


  
    "I went here once, for real. I have some good memories of it. Besides, I wanted to see what you looked like in a bathing suit."
  


  
    "I bet you say that to all the girls."
  


  
    "Sure I do. But my intentions are honorable—I could have made it a nude beach, you know."
  


  
    She laughed.
  


  
    As they rounded a big rock and the shoreline curved inward, Winthrop noticed something odd. The water seemed to be… receding, ebbing away and growing shallower as she watched. It moved out so quickly that fish were left flopping on the bottom. A big eel wiggled frantically, trying to catch the subsiding sea.
  


  
    "That's a nice effect," she said. "What's it for?"
  


  
    He shook his head. "I don't have a clue. I'm not doing it."
  


  
    The water continued to ebb, and Winthrop looked farther out to sea.
  


  
    "Uh-oh," she said.
  


  
    "What?"
  


  
    "I just realized what's happening. See there?"
  


  
    Julio squinted into the sunshine. "Looks like a big wave."
  


  
    "Yeah, it's a big wave, all right, and it's going to get a lot bigger as it gets closer. It's a tsunami."
  


  
    "A tidal wave?"
  


  
    "That's a misnomer. It doesn't have anything to do with tides. They're usually caused by earthquakes or volcanic activity. Sometimes by a big meteor hitting the ocean—or somebody playing with big nukes can make one."
  


  
    "So why all of a sudden is there a tsunami in my scenario?"
  


  
    "Got me, but it looks like trouble in paradise. Something big is happening on the net. I hate to cut the lesson short, but we need to jack out of this scenario see what RW scans show."
  


  
    "Yes, ma'am. You're the expert."
  


  
    "Standby—"
  


  


  
    Saturday, January 15th, 3:30 p.m.

    Quantico, Virginia
  


  
    

  


  
    Fernandez came back to himself in the computer room, sitting next to Joanna. She was waving her hands at her computer station, calling up a rapid blur of images and words and numbers from the holoproj in front of her. And she was cursing like a sailor while she did it.
  


  
    "God dammit! How the hell can this be happening?"
  


  
    She waved her hands again, then tapped furiously at the keyboard on the desk.
  


  
    Fernandez kept quiet, knowing this was not the time to fill her ears with foolish questions.
  


  
    Whatever was going on, though, it didn't look good.
  


  
    "No, no, no, you bastard! Don't route there, you'll crash the—dammit, dammit! Stop!"
  


  
    Jay Gridley came running into the room, and excited as he was, he must already know what was going on.
  


  
    "Winthrop, you see what the hell is happening?"
  


  
    "I got it. Jesus Christ!"
  


  
    Gridley slid into a chair in front of another workstation. "Man, oh, man! The kickouts at FedOne just blew."
  


  
    "We need to scramble some programmers, Jay—"
  


  
    "Already did it. Boss is on the way in, so is everybody else who can warm a seat."
  


  
    "You call Fiorella?"
  


  
    He spared her a glance from the flashing holoproj in front of him. "Didn't need to. I bounced her virgil's location. It's within a couple of feet of the boss's. She's with him." He waggled his eyebrows. "Isn't that interesting?"
  


  
    "Old news," Joanna said. "You need to pay more attention to RW around you, Gridley."
  


  
    "Screw you, Winthrop."
  


  
    "In your dreams, monkey fingers."
  


  
    "In my nightmares, you mean."
  


  
    Fernandez felt like a fifth wheel. He didn't know what was going on, and he wasn't gonna ask, but whatever it was, it was bad.
  


  
    "The blast doors on FedTwo just slammed shut," Joanna said.
  


  
    "See ‘em," Gridley said. "Maybe we can reroute the—ah, piss! FedThree just rolled over too. We got a major infection here!"
  


  
    "A virus?" Fernandez said.
  


  
    "Not a virus, a goddamned plague," Gridley said. "Somebody got past the best antivirals we have and threw a replicant bomb. The bugs are reproducing and going through the federal financial systems like water through a fire hose. The only way we're gonna stop it is to shut down everything it's contaminated and flush it one system at a time."
  


  
    "Crap," Joanna said. "Crap, crap, crap!" She leaned back, watching the screen flash stuff that was meaningless to Fernandez.
  


  
    "Well, I'll say one thing," Fernandez said, "you sure know how to show a boy a good time."
  


  
    "Hold up, hold up," Joanna said. "I got something."
  


  
    "You can stop it?" Julio said.
  


  
    "No, I can't. But I think I can find where it came from. Jeez, I can't believe the guy is that dumb. Jay?"
  


  
    "I see it, I see it! I've got a lock! How'd you do that, Winthrop?"
  


  
    "I found a ghost on my station from when he broke in here. There wasn't anywhere to go with it, it petered out, but just in case, I set up a scan-and-match."
  


  
    "What does that mean?" Fernandez asked, despite his resolution not to ask stupid questions.
  


  
    "It means that even if our perp bounces his signal, we can backwalk it—if we hurry, and if the sig is a match."
  


  
    "Good work, Winthrop!" Gridley said. "You ready to run him down?"
  


  
    "I'd like to kick his ass personally, but much as I hate to say it, you're better at this part than I am, Gridley. Go get him."
  


  
    Gridley smiled. "You know, you're not so bad after all—for a white girl. I'm gone."
  


  


  
    When Toni and Alex arrived, there was a lot of commotion in the computer center. Jay, Joanna, and half the regular programmers were there, stations lit and working. Julio Fernandez stood next to the doorway watching.
  


  
    "Julio," Toni said. "How is it going?"
  


  
    "I'm not the guy to ask. I'm catching about one word in twenty. It's nasty, this thing. Gridley calls it a replicant bomb."
  


  
    "Oh, shit," Toni and Alex said together.
  


  
    "But Jo and Gridley apparently got a lock on the bomb thrower. Gridley is running him down somehow. I didn't understand most of that part."
  


  
    "Thanks, Sergeant," Toni said.
  


  
    "No problem, Commander."
  


  
    Alex moved to where Joanna sat, and as Toni started to head for her office to assess damage reports, Fernandez's smile stopped her. "Something funny I'm missing?" she asked. "I could use a good laugh."
  


  
    "No, ma'am, nothing funny."
  


  
    "Why the grin?"
  


  
    "Oh, I was just, you know, musing."
  


  
    "About what?"
  


  
    "You and the commander."
  


  
    Toni felt herself color. "Me and the commander?"
  


  
    "Yes, ma'am."
  


  
    Oh, God, does it show? We haven't even done anything yet!
  


  
    "What about us, Sergeant?"
  


  
    "Nothing, ma'am. Just lucky how you both get here so quick."
  


  
    "You're a poor liar, Julio."
  


  
    "Yes, ma'am. Probably I need more practice."
  


  
    "I need to go," she said.
  


  
    She hurried down the hall. He knew. How? How could he know? That little slip of the tongue, when Alex said "we," instead of "I"? That couldn't be; he hadn't even been talking to Fernandez, he'd been talking to Jay.
  


  
    Well. Worry about that later. Right now, they had a crisis to weather.
  


  
    One thing at a time, girl, one thing at a time…
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    Saturday, January 15th, 3:40 p.m.

    Marietta, Georgia
  


  
    

  


  
    Platt was feeling damn good about his latest caper on the net. It was amazing what you could do when you had a bunch of secret codes and passwords, courtesy of somebody who had access to a U.S. senator. Like screw up a major segment of the entire United States electronic banking system, blap! just like that. Those poor feebs were running around like a bunch of chickens with their heads cut off, going bugfuck crazy trying to keep the money systems from crashing. Wasn't gonna stop it, though, not without shutting down a bunch of it, and that was the point. Because part of what was going down was a big ole safe that kept the net cowboys from robbing the bank. Once that was out of the way, things were gonna get real interestin'…
  


  
    He was in the bathroom when he heard the alarm go off. At first, he thought it was the smoke detector, but after a second, he realized it was coming from his computer, on the kitchen table.
  


  
    "What the hell—?!"
  


  
    He jumped up and ran into the kitchen.
  


  
    Sure enough, the little speaker on the portable was wailing away.
  


  
    For a second, Platt just stood there, staring at the beeping computer. It wasn't supposed to happen, but unless there was some kind of software malfunction, somebody had somehow accessed his primary input signal. The only way they could have possibly done that was to have caught it at the satellite before the bounce, and only way that was possible was to have been waiting for the signal, and to know what to look for when it got there.
  


  
    Couldn't be. He hadn't left any clues that big.
  


  
    He moved, fast. Tapped in the confirmation code. Maybe it was just a software error, a glitch that tripped the audible—
  


  
    Aw, shit! It wasn't an error!
  


  
    They had traced his signal. And if they knew where he was, they'd pretty damn quick figure out who he was, and they'd be on their way to have a little talk with him.
  


  
    Platt shut the computer off. He had to get out of here, now!
  


  
    How the hell could this have happened? What did the damned Net Force boys know that he didn't? Some kind of new technology? Crap!
  


  
    Worry about it later, hoss. Right now, you get your ass in gear and lay tread, or you're gonna be speculating about it in a federal cell somewhere!
  


  


  
    Saturday, January 15th, 9:15 p.m.

    Bissau, Guinea-Bissau
  


  
    Hughes smiled at Domingos across the table and raised his wine glass in salute. They were alone in the formal dining hall, Hughes and the President, working their way through the third course of a seven-course meal. The room would comfortably seat a hundred, and there was a hollow feel to it with just the pair of them at the end of a large oval table, one of half-a-dozen other tables just like theirs.
  


  
    Fish was up next, some local catch, and so they'd switched to white wine, an Australian Pinot Gris, vintage 2003, that was as good as any Hughes had ever tasted. Domingos was proud of his cellar and his cook, and rightfully so.
  


  
    Hughes made complimentary noises.
  


  
    "You are too kind," the President said, but he was obviously pleased.
  


  
    They sipped their wine, watching the waiters clear away their plates and reset for the next course.
  


  
    "So, everything goes well, does it not?" the President said.
  


  
    Hughes glanced at his watch. "Even as we speak, Excellency, my agents are finalizing matters. In a few days, we can make the transfers. I anticipate no problems, none at all."
  


  
    "Excellent!" Domingos raised his glass. "To the future!"
  


  
    "I will certainly drink to that."
  


  
    Hughes smiled as he sipped the wine. Right about now, his agent Platt would be feeling an unexpected heat. He was useful, Platt was, but not the only operative that Hughes employed. And while Hughes was certain that the trick he'd played on the Southerner wouldn't result in his capture by the authorities—Platt was too canny to be caught that easily—certainly the cracker would sit up and take notice. He surely didn't want Platt in custody where he might spill everything he knew about this deal. But he did want the redneck off balance, a little edgy, and looking to his employer for some reassurance.
  


  
    If a man thinks you're reaching a hand out to help him climb from a pit, he might not notice the knife in your other hand.
  


  
    Platt was expendable—more than expendable, he had to go—and his usefulness was nearly at an end… but not quite yet.
  


  
    The fish arrived, a single platter with what looked like a twenty-pound sea bass, cooked whole, upon the serving tray. The smell was wonderful.
  


  
    "It's the French roasted hazelnut butter that does that," Domingos said. "You can understand why I'll be taking Bertil with me to Paris when I go, yes?"
  


  
    Hughes smiled. Taking a chef to Paris might be gilding the lily, but if that was what he wanted, Domingos would certainly be able to afford it…
  


  


  
    Saturday, January 15th, 4:30 p.m.

    Washington, D.C
  


  
    After he'd bought the boomerang, Tyrone had spent a couple of hours at the park playing with it. It was a little trickier than it looked, but it had taken him only a few minutes to get the thing working well enough so he didn't have to run and chase it. Well, not too far anyhow. A couple of times, it had come back close enough so he had been able to catch it without taking more than a step or two.
  


  
    He'd never been real big on physical stuff, but he could definitely get into this.
  


  
    By the time his arm was tired and he was ready to go home, he had figured out a lot of stuff about how you stood relative to the wind, and how to figure out which way the wind was blowing. He'd watched other throwers pick up bits of dry grass or dirt and then drop them, watching to see which way they drifted. He also had a fair idea of how much wrist action a basic throw needed. This was really fun stuff.
  


  
    His phone cheeped. Tyrone pulled it from his belt clip. "Hello?"
  


  
    "Hey, son. How are you doing?"
  


  
    "Dad? I thought you were out in the middle of snowland or somewhere."
  


  
    "I am. Only guy around for fifty miles."
  


  
    "You okay? You don't usually call during these things."
  


  
    "Yeah, I'm fine."
  


  
    There was a pause, and Tyrone sensed his father wanted to say something else, so he stayed quiet.
  


  
    "Actually, I had a little excitement today. You have to promise not to tell your mother, okay?"
  


  
    Uh-oh. What did that mean? "Sure, Dad. What's flowin'?"
  


  
    "A tree fell on me."
  


  
    "A tree? Are you all right?"
  


  
    "Yeah, yeah, I'm fine. Thing snapped under the weight of a lot of snow. I was lucky, but it got me to thinking, maybe I should give you call. How are you doing?"
  


  
    "Geez, Dad, a tree falls on you and you're worried about me?"
  


  
    "It's what fathers do, Ty."
  


  
    "Well, I'm flowing fine. I just got a boomerang."
  


  
    "Really? War or sport?"
  


  
    Tyrone felt his eyebrows rise. "You know about boomerangs?"
  


  
    "A little. They're hunting devices or weapons, depending on the kind. I wouldn't want to be clonked on the head with one, even one of the birding models."
  


  
    "Birding?"
  


  
    "The sport models, that's what they were used for. If you hit something with it, it doesn't come back, but an expert can knock a bird out of the air forty or fifty yards away at a right angle to where he's standing. We played with them some in military camp when I was a kid. Been years since I've seen mine. I think it's in the attic at Grampa's."
  


  
    Amazing. His father seemed to know something about everything. And he had a boomerang. Amazing.
  


  
    "Well, I got one, a sport model. There's this tournament not far from our house, I checked it out, and I got one."
  


  
    "Great. You can brush me up on how to use it when I get home. I'm out of practice."
  


  
    "Yeah, that would be DFF."
  


  
    "It's been good talking to you, son. I'm going to give your mother a call and say hi. And Ty? Let's keep the falling-tree thing between us."
  


  
    "Right. Take care, Dad. Thanks for calling."
  


  
    When he discommed, Tyrone smiled. His father had called him before he had called Mom. He'd shared a secret with him, something in confidence. And his father had played with a boomerang as a kid.
  


  
    Man. Would wonders never cease?
  


  


  
    Saturday, January 15th, 6:30 p.m.

    Quantico, Virginia
  


  
    Michaels was in his office, worrying about twelve different things, when one of those things came in.
  


  
    "Alex?"
  


  
    "Toni. What's up?"
  


  
    "FBI and the Georgia state boys ran down the address outside Marietta. An old house, belongs to a family named Platt. Father hasn't been around for thirty years, mother died, left the place to her son."
  


  
    She put a thin sheaf of hardcopy on his desk, including a photo. "That's him, the son."
  


  
    Michaels looked at the image. The kid in the picture was big and muscular, in a white T-shirt and jeans, but he also looked about sixteen. "Kind of young, isn't he?"
  


  
    "Only image we could find. It's about fifteen or sixteen years old. This guy Platt would be in his early thirties now. We can age the image, and we're straining him through the Cray Colander now. Neighbors say he lives at the house, but he's gone a lot."
  


  
    "Seems to be something of a stretch, doesn't it?" he said.
  


  
    "From Danish terrorists to a Georgia cracker?"
  


  
    "Okay if I sit?"
  


  
    "Jesus, you don't have to ask. Sit, sit!"
  


  
    She did, and gave him a small smile.
  


  
    He felt an erotic heat start to smolder low in his belly. Or thereabouts.
  


  
    "I've been thinking about that," she said. "It seems kind of odd that nobody ever heard of this Frihedsakse before all this started."
  


  
    "What do you mean? Jay has dug up all kinds of references to the group predating the manifesto they sent, going back years."
  


  
    "Well, not exactly. I had Jay recheck. What we can absolutely confirm are bits here and there as old as six months. Before that, the etiology of the information is, as Jay puts it, ‘somewhat ambiguous.' "
  


  
    Michaels leaned back in his chair and considered that for a few seconds. "Why would that be, I wonder."
  


  
    "There's the jackpot question."
  


  
    "What do you think?"
  


  
    She shook her head. "I don't know for sure. But just for the sake of argument, let's say these Danish terrorists didn't exist until six months ago. Why would they bother to plant information that said they were a lot older? What would be the point? I mean, so they're only six months old, what difference would that make to anybody? Are they looking for prestige? Some kind of validation? They want to be the Elks or the Masons of terrorists?"
  


  
    Michaels nodded. "Good point. Why would they bother?"
  


  
    "Maybe they didn't," she said. "Maybe it was somebody else."
  


  
    Came the dawn into his head, a few bright streaks painting the dark sky of his mind. "Oh, man. Yeah, I can see that. Maybe there isn't any such group as Frihedsakse. Maybe it's somebody who wants us looking for a terrorist group that doesn't exist. They leave just enough clues for us to think we're finding something, to stay interested, when in fact we're spinning our wheels and not getting anywhere. Maybe it's not terrorists at all."
  


  
    "It's just a theory," she said.
  


  
    He shook his head, suddenly angry at himself. "But we should have checked this out before. We didn't look for another target because we had this big fat turkey plopped right down in front of us. It was too easy."
  


  
    Toni said, "The thing is, if it's not terrorists, who is it? And what do they want? Somehow, I have a lot of trouble believing some lowbrow high-school-dropout jock from a little town in Georgia has the wherewithal to pull all this off."
  


  
    Michaels said, "Let's put Frihedsakse on the back burner. Check on what systems were hit, and who might benefit from them being damaged or down."
  


  
    She stood. "I'll go talk to Jay and Joanna."
  


  
    "Good."
  


  
    She started to leave. He couldn't let her get to the door without saying something else. "Toni?"
  


  
    She turned. "Yes?"
  


  
    "About that… thing in the Miata…"
  


  
    "Do you want to forget it ever happened, Alex? Because I can't forget it, but I can pretend nothing happened, if that's what you want—"
  


  
    "No," he said. "I don't want to forget it. If we survive this, I think we should lie down—I mean, we should sit down—and discuss it."
  


  
    Jeezus, man! That was lame, Michaels. Lame, lamer, lamest. I cannot believe you said that. You are a moron!
  


  
    Toni's smile, however, told him she had not only caught the Freudian slip, but wasn't in the least offended by it.
  


  
    Bad idea, Michaels, a really bad idea. You don't crap in your nest. You never sleep with the enlisted women, his father had told him. It's always a mistake!
  


  
    But looking at Toni, it didn't seem like such a mistake. She was bright, beautiful, and physically adept enough so she could kick his ass if she felt like it. For some reason, those things taken together had a powerful appeal. And she had kissed him first, hadn't she?
  


  
    Yeah, right, she seduced you, and if you don't sleep with her, she'll stomp your butt? Uh-huh. Who are we trying to fool here, pal? Nobody is buying that one.
  


  
    Michaels watched Toni disappear from view. He shook himself and blew out a big sigh. Worry about that later. Right now, he had bigger problems on his plate.
  


  
    His com beeped. "Yeah?"
  


  
    "Your ex-wife is on three," his secretary said.
  


  
    Michaels laughed. Of course she was.
  


  
    "Take a message," he said.
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    Saturday, January 15th, 11:45 p.m.

    Kansas City, Kansas
  


  
    

  


  
    "There they are," Winthrop said.
  


  
    "Rats," Jay said. "You had to pick rats?"
  


  
    "You'd rather cute little puppies or kittens? Something about you I ought to know, Gridley?"
  


  
    Jay shook his head and raised the twelve-gauge pump shotgun to his shoulder. The gun was a Mossberg with an extended magazine tube that held ten rounds. There was a flashlight and a laser mounted on the barrel. An elastic band on the gun's stock held another ten shells.
  


  
    Next to him in the poorly lit alley, Winthrop raised her own weapon, a South African Streetsweeper, also a twelve-gauge, but with a big circular drum underneath that held a whole box of shells. She also had a flashlight and a laser sight mounted on the weapon.
  


  
    The brown rats, the size of cocker spaniels and with mouths full of long, yellow teeth, milled around in the dead-end alley for a few seconds before they realized they couldn't get out that way. The big rodents looked around for a means of escape, and the only path out was blocked by Winthrop and Gridley.
  


  
    No real problem in guessing which way they would go.
  


  
    "Here they come!" Jay shouted.
  


  
    The rats, at least twenty of them, came toward them like a furry tide.
  


  
    Winthrop fired first, getting off two shots before Jay pulled the trigger on his weapon.
  


  
    Big rats turned into bloody red clumps of twisting fur as the #4 buckshot tore into them. Five, eight, twelve of the charging animals fell. The rest kept coming.
  


  
    "To your left!" Winthrop shouted. She swung her gun over and cooked off a couple more rounds. She blasted one of the rats, hitting it so hard she rolled it like a soccer ball.
  


  
    Jay tracked the two rats trying to flank him on the left, fired, hit one, pumped the gun, fired, missed—
  


  
    Winthrop caught the one he'd missed, then fired twice more—whump! whump!—and rolled two more.
  


  
    Jay lined up on the last one he saw moving, put the little red dot from the laser square on the thing's head, shot it—
  


  
    He blew out a sigh. Blasting plague-carrying rats was certainly more exciting than chasing down viral code strings in RW voxax or fingertap mode. In reality, the rats were circular sub routines with escape and evasion codings, eating up storage space in the Federal Reserve's KC Division. The city had been evacuated—the computer had been taken off-line—so that exterminators could come in and clear out the infestation. Mostly that didn't go over too well, but that was how it had to be.
  


  
    And this wasn't that bad. A couple of the banking systems had been hit so hard they'd had to be shut down completely. Nobody had liked that.
  


  
    Winthrop reloaded her shotgun from a pouch full of ammo she carried around her waist. And Jay had to admit, his earlier disapproval of the lieutenant notwithstanding, she looked pretty exciting standing there, shoving rounds into that big honking shotgun, smelling of gunpowder and all. There was something sexy about an attractive woman with an automatic weapon in her hands.
  


  
    Probably a month's work for a shrink trying to sort out that symbolism, Jay figured. It was a good thing he wasn't into shrinks. He'd be broke all the time.
  


  
    Winthrop touched her headset. "We've cleared the alley behind the bank," she said. "We're moving into the one next to the Thai restaurant on the south side."
  


  
    Jay grinned. "You throw that in in my honor?"
  


  
    "You look like you ought to know your way around a Thai restaurant."
  


  
    "Of course. You like peanut sauce? Maybe I'll make us some nice rat satay."
  


  
    "You probably would. Come on."
  


  
    "As you command, mistress," Jay said. "You should have worn leather, you know. To go with the gun."
  


  
    As they walked across the street toward the Thai place, she said, "Oh, by the way, nice job on running down that Platt guy—"
  


  
    "Shucks, ma'am, ‘twarn't nothin'."
  


  
    "Wrong persona, Gridley."
  


  
    "Ah, I stand corrected. This is present-day, so how about, ‘Nopraw, fem.' "
  


  
    "Better."
  


  
    "I'd never have found him if you hadn't snagged his spook. Kinda hard to believe he slipped up like that."
  


  
    "Even the smartest guys get stupid sometimes," she said. "I'll take lucky over good if it gets me there."
  


  
    "Amen. I hope the feebs can catch the sucker."
  


  
    "Rat city, just ahead."
  


  
    "Lock and load, ma'am. You want right side or left this time?"
  


  
    "Left. That gun of yours throws the empties in my face on the right."
  


  
    "It's always something, ain't it? But it's FS, Winthrop, FS."
  


  
    She smiled.
  


  
    FS stood for "Frankenstein Scenario," shorthand for the concept "If you create it, then you take care of it." Any problems in your scenario were your responsibility.
  


  
    "Fine, you can build the next one," she said.
  


  
    "I will. You like snakes?' "
  


  
    "I used to collect them when I was a little girl," she said. "Catch them with a long forked stick, put them into denim bags, and sell them to pet stores. Great things, snakes."
  


  
    Shoot, Jay thought. Too bad. Well. There must be some icky thing she didn't like. Given how much of the federal banking system was infected, they were going to be mopping things up for a while. Surely he could figure out what made her squirm before they were done…
  


  


  
    Sunday, January 16lh, 1:15 a.m.

    Atlanta, Georgia
  


  
    

  


  
    Platt knew that Hughes wouldn't like being woken up early, and it must be six or seven in spookland over there, but he wanted to be sure to catch him when he wasn't busy. Platt wasn't supposed to be calling Hughes at all unless it was an emergency, and given as how he had gotten away clean, maybe it wasn't an emergency anymore, at least not technically, but to hell with it, he was gonna call anyhow.
  


  
    He hated losing the house Momma had left him, but that was done. He wasn't going home again.
  


  
    He used one of the one-time scramblers and a pay phone in the lobby of the Stonewall Jackson Memorial Motel on the outskirts of College Park, just off 1-285. Hughes had his virgil rigged up to rascal his call with the military-grade scrambler built into it, so nobody would trace nothin'. He needed to get this done and move out—Atlanta was a big town, but way too close to Marietta. He wanted to be a thousand miles away from both come sunrise, and he'd have to hurry to pull that off. He had a chartered plane waiting at the airport, and once he was in the air, he'd feel a lot better.
  


  
    "What?" Hughes said.
  


  
    Yep, he'd woke him up, all right.
  


  
    "Howdy, Boss. We got a little situation here you need to know about."
  


  
    "Hold on a second."
  


  
    Hughes put him on hold, and Platt grinned. Six in the morning, Hughes would be in bed, and if he was puttin' Platt on hold, then he wasn't in the bed alone. Somebody was being sent to the John, Platt would bet.
  


  
    "All right. What?"
  


  
    "Sorry if I interrupted anything," Platt said, not the least bit sorry.
  


  
    "Don't worry about that. What's the problem?"
  


  
    "The feds ain't as stupid as they look. They backwalked a signal to my momma's house."
  


  
    "What? How could that happen?"
  


  
    "Damn if I know. Maybe they got some new techno-toy I haven't heard about. Don't matter as much how as they did it. I had to hightail it out pretty quick."
  


  
    "But you got away without any real trouble?"
  


  
    "Well, yes and no. They didn't see me, I was long gone time they showed up, I expect, but that place was under my own name. I'm gonna have to do a little ID switching."
  


  
    "Is that a problem?"
  


  
    "Not so you would notice. I got a half-dozen new me's lined up if I need ‘em."
  


  
    "How about the other thing?"
  


  
    "Oh, the other thing. That went smooth as oil on a baby's butt. Our bank boy from the place in—where was it? Minnesota? I-oway? whatever—should be able to do the deed like he's supposed to. I expect to hear from him by about noon tomorrow. Well, today now."
  


  
    "Good, good. You need anything?"
  


  
    "I'm gonna have to hit one of the caches," Platt said. "I'm a little short on cash."
  


  
    "Fine, whatever you need. Listen, if there are any problems with your IDs, let me know, I'll work something out so you can get out of the country."
  


  
    Platt grinned. "Why, thank you, Boss, I surely do appreciate that. Nice to know there's somebody you can count on in today's dog-eat-dog world. I'll call you back soon as bank boy does his thing."
  


  
    "Right. Later then."
  


  
    Platt pushed the disconnect button down, pulled the scrambler from the mouthpiece, and dropped it into his pocket. He'd toss it into a lake somewhere later. Hmm. Hughes hadn't seemed as upset as he'd expected by the feds sniffing Platt out. He was a cool one, all right. Maybe too cool. Truth was, Platt trusted him about as far as he could pitch the man one-handed, and while he was strong, that wasn't all that far.
  


  
    Once bank boy had done his thing, Hughes was going to be eyeball-deep in money, at least for a little while, and maybe he wouldn't need an attack dog as much as he had before. Or maybe he thought he might get rid of the old one and buy himself a new dog.
  


  
    You had to pay attention at times like this, Platt had learned. People always looked out for their own interests, first, last, and in between. Pretty soon now, Hughes and Platt would have interests going their separate ways. Things could get dangerous when that happened. And Momma Platt didn't raise no fools.
  


  
    Platt headed for his room. He had a couple of things he wanted to pick up there before he headed for the airport.
  


  


  
    Sunday, January 16th, 1:45 a.m.

    Quantico, Virginia
  


  
    

  


  
    Commander Michaels called them into the conference room for a quick meeting. Winthrop looked around. Aside from herself, there was Michaels, Fiorella, Gridley, and in the hall just outside, Julio, who had hung around even though there wasn't anything he could do on-line. He smiled at her as she moved into the conference room, and she felt her spirits lift a little. She was tired—they were all tired—they'd been in VR for what seemed like months, repairing damaged systems. Sure, they'd had help from federal programmers, but this had been a major infection, and it was mud-slogging work, a lot of slow, hard steps. It took a lot out of you, but it was getting done. Most of the damage could be fixed over the next day or two. The biggest problem would come from the systems being down and the money that cost in lost time and transactions all over.
  


  
    And that whole thing with the Frihedsakse was there too. Or wasn't there, if you looked at it hard enough. They'd been baited. Gridley was royally pissed off about that, since he'd been the one on point, but it could have happened to her just as easily. There was just enough sizzle there so you thought you could smell the steak, even though you couldn't quite see it. It was a good con, and it would have been a long time before they caught it if Fiorella hadn't pointed out the possibilities. She might not be the best programmer, but she had a sharp overview, something a lot of the techno-types didn't have.
  


  
    "—Federal banking systems are still at risk, but all security programs are being updated and changed, so the old passwords won't get the guy back in again," Michaels said.
  


  
    "He got those," Gridley said. "What's to say he won't get the new ones?"
  


  
    That mirrored Winthrop's own thought pretty well.
  


  
    "The bank programmers are using the new tag system. If somebody breaks in, we'll know where the leak got sprung."
  


  
    Gridley nodded. "Yeah, that'll work for a while, but in the long run, some sharp cowboy will figure out a way around that."
  


  
    "In the long run, Jay, we're all dead," Michaels said.
  


  
    That brought some tired smiles forth.
  


  
    "All right, what's the situation on this guy Platt? Joanna?"
  


  
    She looked down at her flatscreen and called up the report. "The Cray Colander has sifted everything it could on him.
  


  
    "Platt dropped out of high school in his junior year. Got into some local trouble as a juvenile—car theft, assault, underage drinking, shoplifting, petty stuff. No time in reform schools or jails.
  


  
    "Our boy disappeared for the next four years. He was arrested in Phoenix, Arizona, when he was twenty, some kind of con game went bad, he punched out the victim. He got released on bail, then skipped.
  


  
    "Next time we see him is when he was busted for assault and battery in New Orleans, age twenty-four. He apparently attacked a man on the street for no good reason, beat him senseless. Nobody noticed the old warrant for the thing in Phoenix. He posted bail, and never showed for the trial.
  


  
    "In 2006, Platt was arrested on a drunk and disorderly charge in Trenton, New Jersey. He walked into a bar and started a fight. Four men wound up in the hospital. Through some glitch in the miracle of modern communications, the bail jumpings in Phoenix and in New Orleans did not appear on his record, and he posted bond a third time—"
  


  
    "Let me speculate," Michaels said. "He left town."
  


  
    "Good guess," Winthrop said.
  


  
    "The last thing we have on him is an arrest in Miami Beach three years ago. Another assault charge. He attacked two men at a hot dog stand, again for no apparent reason. When the police arrived, he was taken into custody, but as they were transferring him from the car to the jail, he escaped. Both the arresting officers were injured, requiring hospitalization."
  


  
    Winthrop looked up from the flatscreen. "That's it. All we have on Mr. Platt. He has no credit records, no property except for the house outside Marietta, no driver's license, no work history. He's never paid Social Security, filed a tax return, or applied for a passport. At least not under the name Platt. Another of the free-rangers who don't leave electronic tracks or paper trails."
  


  
    "A thug," Fiorella said. "Hardly seems like the mastermind behind computer break-ins."
  


  
    "Is there anything that ties his crimes together?" Michaels asked.
  


  
    Winthrop nodded. "Victim profiles. Two things jump out. All ten of the people he assaulted, including the two cops in Miami, were African-Americans. Their average weight was over two hundred and ten pounds. The guy he thumped in New Orleans was a linebacker for the Saints—he went almost three hundred pounds."
  


  
    "Wheew," Gridley said. "The guy is a racist. He beats up on black men."
  


  
    "Big black men," Fiorella said. "No indication of martial-arts training?"
  


  
    "None," Winthrop said.
  


  
    "Well, isn't this lovely?" Gridley said. "We got an arm-breaker turned computer wizard, who somehow managed to snare all kinds of secret passwords and entry routines, then used them to break into the most sophisticated systems in the country. And he's smart enough to put a big fat red herring in our way so he's got us running around looking for Danish terrorists. I'm with Toni. This doesn't scan."
  


  
    Michaels nodded, and rubbed at his eyes. "All right. So Platt has help. If we find him, we'll ask him to tell us who that is. What are we doing to find him?"
  


  
    Gridley said, "We're electronically crunching all car rentals, airports, and bus and train stations in a hundred-mile radius of the house, looking for single males who did business there in the last twenty-four hours. FBI has the picture and description and is checking hotels, motels, and rooming houses in the area."
  


  
    "Which includes all of Atlanta," Fiorella said. "Good luck."
  


  
    "He's probably not so stupid as to keep using the Platt name, but maybe his face will ring a bell somewhere," Gridley said.
  


  
    "Of course, he could be in Polar Bear, Canada, by now," Winthrop said.
  


  
    "Okay, everybody take a break," Michaels said. "Go home, get some sleep, get back here early as you can tomorrow. And Jay—that doesn't mean sacking out on the couch in your office for two hours. If you aren't rested, you become part of the problem and not the solution."
  


  
    "Copy, Boss."
  


  
    "Thanks, people. You've all done good work."
  


  
    Michaels got to his feet. The meeting was over.
  


  
    In the hall, Julio leaned against a wall, favoring his bad leg. "Going back into the trenches?" he asked Joanna.
  


  
    "Nope. Boss says go home and get some sleep."
  


  
    "Sounds like a good idea."
  


  
    "Yeah, it does, but I'm too wound up to relax. I'll probably be up until dawn." She looked at him, gave him the faintest of grins. "You know anything I can do to relax, Julio?"
  


  
    He grinned back at her. "Yes, ma'am, I believe I can offer some exercises you might try. They always put me to sleep pretty quick."
  


  
    "All right. Come on then. You can show me at my place."
  


  
    He straightened up, stood at attention, then gave her a snappy, crisp salute. "Yes, ma'am. Anything the lieutenant says."
  


  
    "Anything? Big talk for a beat-up old sergeant." "I have hidden talents."
  


  
    "We'll see about that." They headed down the hall.
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    Sunday, January 16th, 6 a.m.

    St. Louis, Missouri
  


  
    

  


  
    Platt's clean phone beeped, the little European police siren hee-haw, hee-haw tone he'd set up that meant the bank guy was calling.
  


  
    "Yeah?"
  


  
    "It's done," the bank guy said. Peterson was his name. Jamal Peterson. And it wasn't Iowa or Minnesota, he was from South Dakota. Platt knew that, but he liked to pretend he was dumber than he actually was around Hughes. Never know but how that might give him an advantage someday.
  


  
    Old Jamal had scammed a couple hundred thou at the place he'd worked at up in the Dakota territory, which was why he was working for Platt and Hughes. The feds had got that money back, but it was peanuts. That wasn't the point. The point was, when it came to pulling a money rascal, Peterson was the man.
  


  
    "Any trouble?"
  


  
    "No. I had two hours after you let me in. I laid mines, pulled up drawbridges, and bollixed trackers during all the commotion. I got it from more than five hundred large government and corporate accounts, no chunk big enough to raise eyebrows from any one of them. By the time they notice and get panicky, the transfers will have run through the filters. Even if they get past Grand Cayman and both Swiss accounts—which they won't—they'll never get by Denpasar Trust in Bali until somebody comes up with a real big bribe. By then, the e-trans'll be long gone, if our principal collects as he is supposed to."
  


  
    "How much did you get?" Platt asked.
  


  
    There was a second's pause. "One hundred and eighty million, just as we agreed."
  


  
    Platt shook his head and grinned unseen at Old Jamal. The son of a bitch was lying, sure as he was born. The deal was, Hughes needed a hundred and forty, and Peterson was to get twenty, which left twenty for Platt. But he'd bet his twenty against a bent nickel that the bank boy had bled himself a little extra. Or maybe a lot extra. Which was stupid. How much did a man need?
  


  
    Thing was, Peterson wasn't a real criminal. He didn't have the right mind-set. He didn't know the real problems that came from stealing large money.
  


  
    Because when you tapped a big score, it wasn't the police dogs you had to worry about—it was the wolves.
  


  
    "All right," Platt said. "Go where I told you to go. I'll be in touch tomorrow."
  


  
    Platt broke the connection. Poor bank boy. He was hooked and cooked, any way you looked at it.
  


  
    As Platt made a call to make certain Peterson had been at least partially straight with him, he thought about bank boy's unhappy future.
  


  
    Back when he'd been running with Jimmy Tee, the old man had told him a story about a robbery in his home town. Seems a guard who'd been working at a bank for twenty years—everybody loved and trusted the guy—grabbed the manager one morning early when he came in, tied him up, and walked off with four million and change in unmarked twenties and fifties. Got away clean. Or so it seemed.
  


  
    Thing was, the guy didn't know how to keep a low profile. The cops found him three months later, dead as an old white dog turd. Somebody had snuck into his new house in Cancun and slit his throat.
  


  
    There was no sign of the stolen money.
  


  
    A pro, Jimmy Tee said, would have set up an identity months, or even years ahead of time. Given himself a background, met his neighbors, had a good reason to show up there one day to stay permanently. Like he'd taken early retirement from some kind of job nobody local was ever likely to wonder about. To make sure nobody else would accidentally show up one Sunday at the local bar to ask embarrassing questions like, "Hey, you remember old Mayor Brooks? Or that time when the City Council guy got caught with that hooker? You know who I'm talking about, don't you? What was his name?"
  


  
    You didn't need some thread like that to unravel, so you had to think about stuff like that in advance.
  


  
    And there had to be a way to launder all that cash too. You couldn't just whip out a few hundred thousand in fifties to buy a house, and even getting a car for cash was hinky. You sure couldn't stick it into a bank, not all in one chunk. Hell, anything over ten grand got reported to the IRS. They didn't care where you got your money, as long as you paid taxes on it.
  


  
    There were a lot of ways to do it, clean your money, but most of them involved things that honest people never thought about.
  


  
    You needed the cover, see? The cops, if they caught you, they were just gonna toss your butt in jail, but as soon as you hit the road with four million in your pocket, the bounty hunters would be right behind you. The wolves. And the bounty they'd collect if they caught you was everything you had, up to and probably including your life. If they got you, they'd put a gun in your ear and you'd give it up. And if they didn't feel like killing you, but just walked away, there wasn't a damn thing you could do about it. Who you gonna complain to about being ripped off? The cops? Excuse me, officer, but this bad man stole the money I took from the bank. Uh-huh. Right.
  


  
    No, what you did with a big score was, you took your money and you set up some kind of small business, or you lived the middle-class life of a retiree, drove a car a couple of years old, lived in a nice middle-class house. You didn't send Christmas cards to your ex-wife. You didn't go to your mother's funeral. You didn't call your nephew to congratulate him on getting into college. You cut your ties with your past clean and you never looked back.
  


  
    If you wanted to take a flier on the tables or the ponies, or roll around in a waterbed with a lady of the evening, you did these things quietly. You didn't go off to Las Vegas or the Gulf Coast or Atlantic City and start betting stacks of hundreds on the dice or wheels. You didn't rent the suite at the Trump or the Hard Rock Hotel and parade showgirls in and out, buying Moet & Chandon by the case either, because the cops weren't stupid and neither were the wolves. If you stuck your head up too high, somebody was gonna spot it, and come running to lop it off.
  


  
    Old Jamal didn't have the brains to know this. Oh, yeah, he could slip into an on-line bank and back out again with a couple hundred million dollars in his pocket slick as a greasy snake on a marble floor, but old Jamal didn't have any street smarts.
  


  
    So, even if Platt didn't give the guy up to the cops—which he fully intended to do—somebody would catch up to old Jamal pretty quick. And the dimbulb didn't have anybody to give up to save his sorry ass when the cops dragged him in. The man he knew as Platt was somebody else now. He didn't even know who he and Platt were working for, only that it was supposed to be some rich corporate fat cat.
  


  
    So the bank would get a few million of its swiped money back pretty quick once they collected Peterson. Hughes would do whatever he was gonna do over in Booga-land with his one-forty. And Platt?
  


  
    That was simple. Platt was gonna buy a hard-core gym in Kona, on the big island of Hawaii, a place he'd had his eye on for a couple of years. The gym was ten thousand square feet, had all kinds of gear—free weights, machines, the whole nine yards. It got world-class bodybuilders coming through now and then, there were fitness models who dropped by during photo shoots, and enough tourists so it was practically a license to steal. The place was well-managed, so Platt wouldn't have to do anything. He would rent a little house or a condo, work out when he wanted, maybe do a little personal training, and take things easy. The climate was perfect, you didn't need to own a heater or an air conditioner, and he'd be hanging out with the kind of people he liked: fit, healthy, strong folks. The place was his for a million-two, and that would leave plenty of running-around and fuck-you money. A man didn't need more than that. Business didn't do too well, you had plenty you could drop into it a few hundred or thousand at a time to even things out. Take a long time to burn up eighteen million and change that way…
  


  
    Sure, Hughes had big plans, he was gonna be master of the world, but what was the point? You could only sleep in one bed at a time, only drive one car at a time, only eat so much a day. Playing power games didn't appeal to Platt at all. He could raise a little hell now and then, kick some ass, but that was personal, in-your-face stuff. Deciding somebody's future from halfway around the world? Forget it.
  


  
    A few more weeks and he'd be out there in the warm sunshine, smiling at the tanned tourists and being a respectable businessman. It couldn't get much better than that.
  


  
    So old Jamal wasn't lying, the transfer had been made. Time to get the heat down on the boy. He had already recorded the message giving Jamal up. All he had to do was dial a number and hang up, and the remote would give the feds a ring and deliver a big-time bank robber on a platter.
  


  
    Adios, Jamal.
  


  
    And now, one more call:
  


  
    "Yes?"
  


  
    "It's a done deal, hoss."
  


  
    He could almost hear Hughes grin from ten thousand miles away. "Good. Everything else okay?"
  


  
    "No problems at all. Keep the light on, I'm gonna see you real soon."
  


  
    Breaking the connection, Platt fired up his portable computer and sent one brief signal winging its way into the aethernet. He'd learned Jimmy Tee's lesson well and had prepared for success. But he'd also prepared for failure. He didn't trust Net Force, he didn't trust the jig president of that backwater country, and he especially didn't trust good ol' Mr. Hughes. So he'd set up a fail-safe or two as insurance—‘cause you never knew when a little insurance just might come in handy.
  


  


  
    Sunday, January 16th, 7:00 a.m.

    Quantico, Virginia
  


  
    

  


  
    Naked, Fernandez rolled over in bed and marveled at his good fortune.
  


  
    Naked next to him, Joanna blinked sleepily. "What time is it?"
  


  
    "Around seven. Ask me if I care."
  


  
    He lifted the covers and looked at her.
  


  
    "What are you doing?" she asked.
  


  
    "Looking at you. I know it bothers you to hear it, but you are beautiful."
  


  
    "It doesn't always bother me. It depends on who says it and when." She smiled at him. "You're a little too scarred up to be called beautiful, but I'm not complaining."
  


  
    He reached out, touched her face. "You know, nobody even comes in a close second to last night."
  


  
    "I bet you say that to all the girls."
  


  
    "No. Just you, Jo."
  


  
    She sat up, the covers falling away to reveal her breasts. She reached out and hugged him. "Thank you. You can say that all you want too. And I can't remember ever having a better time with my clothes off either."
  


  
    "I told you I had hidden talents."
  


  
    "You want to shower?"
  


  
    "No, ma'am, what I want to do is lie here in this bed with you until they come and haul us away to the nursing home. But I stink pretty good, so probably a shower is a good idea."
  


  
    "Go start it. Holler when you want me to come in."
  


  
    "I'll holler now then."
  


  
    "No, first you warm it up. What's the point in having a lover if he won't heat the shower up for you?"
  


  
    "I hadn't thought of it that way," he said. He slid out from under the covers and started for the bathroom.
  


  
    "Julio?"
  


  
    He stopped. "Yeah?"
  


  
    "Turn around for me, would you?"
  


  
    He grinned and did a three-sixty, hands held out. "Like so?"
  


  
    "Yes. Okay, you'll do. Start the shower, please."
  


  
    "Yes, ma'am. On the double."
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    Sunday, January 16th, 7:40 a.m.

    Quantico, Virginia
  


  
    

  


  
    Jay Gridley was still tired, having managed only an hour or so of sleep, but he felt good, the tiredness notwithstanding. Contrary to what the boss had said, he had camped out on his office couch, then gotten up and hit the nets early. Platt was the key to this whole thing, and while he had vanished, not leaving any real trail under that name, he might not be as smart as he thought he was. Few people ever were as smart as they thought they were, and Platt had made one giant mistake, no matter what—he had dared face off with Net Force.
  


  
    There are some basic mistakes you want to avoid. You don't piss into the wind, you don't eat at a place called "Mom's," and you don't pull your program on Lonesome Jay Gridley. Bad idea.
  


  


  
    Marietta, Georgia
  


  
    

  


  
    The inside of the telegraph office smelled of must and pipe tobacco. A cast-iron potbellied coal stove and steel chimney in the center of the room glowed with warmth that kept the hardest of the chill off, but the place was still cool. Behind a counter sat a small man puffing on a corncob pipe. The man wore a long wool coat and gold wire-rimmed spectacles.
  


  
    "Good mornin', suh. Can I hep you?"
  


  
    Jay smiled and tipped his hat at the telegraph operator. "Mornin', suh."
  


  
    Gridley wore the dress uniform of a Confederate captain, a soft gray wool unlike the butternut colors most of the enlisted men wore. A lot of officers had their own designs cut and sewed by their personal tailors, there being little real uniformity in officers' uniforms in the Confederacy. This early in the war, in 1862, the South was not only still in it, they had won major battles against the North. First Manassas—the Battle of Bull Run—had been a rout. The South had kicked some major Yankee ass. Things had already started downhill for the Rebs after Perryville, but right now most folks here felt pretty good about their chances of winning the War Between the States.
  


  
    Jay said, "Well, suh, I am Captain Jay Gridley, detached from General Lee's staff, and you could do a great service for your state and the Confederacy. We are seeking a Yankee spy, a Southerner who goes by the name of Platt. We do believe he might have been sending coded messages by wire to his Northern masters from this area."
  


  
    "Well, I do declare!" the telegrapher said. "Can it be?"
  


  
    "Yes, suh. Of course, we don't think he'd be so foolish as to do these treasonous acts under his own name, but perhaps he was. Could you check your records for us, suh?"
  


  
    "I would be more than happy to, suh."
  


  
    Polite folks, the Southerners.
  


  
    After a minute of thumbing through a stack of yellow paper, the telegrapher shook his head. "Captain, I'm afraid I cannot find any messages sent or received under the name of Platt."
  


  
    "This is not unexpected, suh. However, let me describe the traitor for you, and show you a drawing we have of him. He might have used another name."
  


  
    Jay laid out the general description of Platt, then proffered a pen-and-ink sketch he withdrew from inside his coat.
  


  
    The telegrapher frowned at the drawing. "I am sorry to report that I do not recognize this man, from word or this representation. However, if you will wait a moment…?"
  


  
    The telegrapher got up and walked to the back window, a barred affair with the glass portion closed against the chill. He raised the window and yelled out, "Buford! Put down that broom and git yourself in here!"
  


  
    A moment later a tall and gangly boy of thirteen or so, dressed in gray wool trousers held up by leather suspenders, a homespun gray shirt, and scuffed brown boots, appeared. "Yessuh?"
  


  
    "This is Captain Gridley, from General Lee's staff. He has something to ask you." To Jay, the telegrapher said, "Buford sometimes watches the office when I take supper. He's got a fair hand with the key for such a young age, although he'll be enlisting as soon as he turns fourteen."
  


  
    Jay wanted to shake his head. They did that, went off to war as young teenagers.
  


  
    A lot of them never came back. Stupid thing, war. Stupid.
  


  
    Jay repeated the description and showed the boy the drawing.
  


  
    "Why, yessuh, Captain, suh. I do recall him. A large fellow, although he did not go under the name Platt, suh. I recollect that he called himself Rogers." He glanced at the telegrapher, then back at Jay. "I believe he was in just yesterday, suh."
  


  
    Jay caught a glimpse of something in the boy's face, though he wasn't sure what it meant. He said, "And did this Mr. Rogers send or receive a message?"
  


  
    The boy hesitated. "I—I think so, suh. I'm not exactly sure. Last evening was passing busy, suh."
  


  
    The telegrapher, meanwhile, thumbed through the stack of telegrams for yesterday. "I don't see one to or from Rogers here, boy. You did keep a copy, didn't you?"
  


  
    The boy licked his lips, which seemed to have gone very dry all of a sudden. "I—I don't remember, suh. I must have done, if he sent or got a wire."
  


  
    "I cannot find one here."
  


  
    Jay stared at the boy. "Buford, you love your country, don't you?"
  


  
    "Suh, yes, suh!"
  


  
    "Then y'all better come clean. Something was unusual about this telegraphic event, wasn't it?"
  


  
    The boy looked as if he was about to cry. His face clouded over, and tears welled.
  


  
    "S-S-Suh. Mr. Rogers, he sent a message and—and he give me a nickel for the copy. He took it with him. Am I goin' to jail?"
  


  
    "What? How could you do that, Buford? That's strictly against regularity!"
  


  
    Jay held up one hand, asking for the telegrapher to keep silent. "I'm not worried about the nickel or what you did, son. You can square that if you can answer one question for me. Do you remember who Mr. Rogers sent the wiregram to? The name? Or the station?"
  


  
    "Y-Yes, suh, I remember the station."
  


  
    Jay grinned. Hah! Now I Gotcha, Platt!
  


  


  
    Sunday, January 16th, 8:05 a.m.

    Quantico, Virginia
  


  
    

  


  
    Jay thundered into Michaels's office, waving a hardcopy print out and yelling "Boss! I got him, I got him!"
  


  
    "Slow down, Jay. You got who?"
  


  
    "Platt. Who he's working for! You're not gonna believe this!" He shoved the paper at Michaels, who took it.
  


  
    "See, the thing is, the guy was smart enough not to use his own name, but not smart enough to change his appearance. I did a scan of all new phone service in Georgia—temporary lines, mobile units, new installations—crossed them with Platt's ID. I figured once he gave up the Platt name and ran, he'd want new com gear under a new name. I threw out female names and corporation names, then checked all the logs at phone stores and service companies in the state. It took a while, but I got it narrowed down to a few, and when I started running those, I came up with a security cam shot of him buying a new mobile!"
  


  
    Michaels listened with half his attention. There were several numbers on the list Jay had handed him. Circled in red was a number and written in red next to it was a name:
  


  
    Thomas Hughes.
  


  
    It sounded familiar, but Michaels couldn't place it. He knew the name. Where did he know it from?
  


  
    "So then I got the new number and ran a trace on the calls—"
  


  
    "Jay," Michaels broke in. "Cut to the finish line. Who is this Hughes you have circled?"
  


  
    Jay smiled and straightened himself up to his full height. "He's chief of staff for a United States senator."
  


  
    Michaels made the connection. Of course. "White? This guy is Robert White's COS?"
  


  
    "Yes, sir. And isn't it funny that our thug computer guy is calling Hughes? What could the two of them possibly have in common, do you suppose?"
  


  
    "Jesus," Michaels said.
  


  


  
    Sunday, January 16th, 8:55 a.m.

    Quantico, Virginia
  


  
    

  


  
    Toni met Alex and Jay in the conference room. She was on her fourth cup of coffee, but she wasn't fully awake yet. She hadn't slept that well, and the worry that had kept her awake wasn't about the job. She had relived that long passionate kiss in the Miata at least a hundred times. He wanted her, there was no question about that. The question was, was he going to let himself go with his feelings? Or was he going to suck it up and go stoic on her?
  


  
    "Toni, what have we got?"
  


  
    "Having a word with Hughes right now is going to be difficult. He's gone on a trip out of town with the senator."
  


  
    "To Africa?" Michaels asked. "Ethiopia?"
  


  
    She looked at him. "How do you know that?"
  


  
    "From his staff guy when he called to schedule me for a committee meeting."
  


  
    She shook her head. "Yes, well, we've had somebody there check, and while the senator is making the rounds and giving speeches, Hughes isn't with him. We know he got that far, he talked to the press on the flight over and shortly after landing, but nobody has seen him since."
  


  
    Jay said, "Well, we have his private number here, don't we? Doesn't matter exactly where on the Dark Continent he is. If he's got a virgil, he can't be out of signal range."
  


  
    Alex said, "The thing is, Jay, we don't really want to talk to him on the virgil. This is the kind of thing you need to do personally."
  


  
    "You think he might run if he knows we're on to him?"
  


  
    "Right now, given what we suspect, we're talking about an end to his career and fifteen years in a federal penitentiary—if Platt is working at his direction. He might decide that retreat is the better part of valor. And if he is somewhere in Africa, extradition might be iffy.
  


  
    "And we have to consider the idea that maybe White is implicated."
  


  
    "Wishful thinking," Toni said.
  


  
    "Probably, but you never know. We might get lucky." Alex smiled.
  


  
    "What I don't understand is what he would have to gain from this," Toni said. "Yeah, he gives his boss a platform to stand on, makes Net Force his whipping boy, but that seems a small payoff for such a big crime."
  


  
    "I think I have the answer for that," Joanna said from the doorway.
  


  
    They all turned to look at her.
  


  
    She waved her flatscreen. "I just got back from the federal money hounds. While we all were running around stamping out little fires on the bank incursion yesterday, somebody snuck in and siphoned off almost two hundred million dollars."
  


  
    "Now there's a coincidence," Jay said.
  


  
    "Damn!" Alex said. "Of course! It was misdirection! We thought somebody wanted to take the system down! It wasn't about terrorism at all, it was about money!"
  


  
    "That lets White out," Alex said. "He's probably got more money than that in his personal checking account."
  


  
    Joanna continued. "The hounds have traced part of the funds through a Caribbean bank and two Swiss numbered accounts, but they are stonewalled at some Indonesian trust company."
  


  
    "Part of the funds?" Alex asked
  


  
    "A hundred and sixty million," Joanna said. "Forty went somewhere else."
  


  
    Toni said, "That would be a pretty good reason to break into a few computers to raise hell."
  


  
    "It gets better," Joanna said. She looked at her flatscreen. "Seems an anonymous tip to the FBI has just resulted in the arrest of one Jamal S. Peterson, a former bank employee wanted for a similar kind of sting in South Dakota last month. They recovered the money from that, a couple hundred thousand, but Peterson was not apprehended at the time. The tip claimed that Peterson was responsible for this theft too."
  


  
    "And he's been picked up?"
  


  
    "About fifteen minutes ago. I just got off the phone with the special agent in Charge. Peterson had a forged passport, a one-way ticket to Rio, and a new account in Switzerland with forty million dollars in it, transferred in last night."
  


  
    "So that's all the money," Jay said.
  


  
    "Not exactly. The hundred and sixty very large went into a bank in Bali, but there's a good chance the money has already left the building. The institution in question has a history of such transactions."
  


  
    "So Hughes, if he's responsible, has probably already gotten his hands on more money than you and I and everybody in our department will make for the rest of our lives," Alex said.
  


  
    "That would be a fairly safe bet," Joanna said.
  


  
    Alex sighed. "Damn."
  


  
    "I hate to add more rain on the parade," Toni said, "but with that kind of money, there are probably a dozen poor African nations who'd be happy to grant Hughes political asylum. Maybe not the Ethiopians, but some of the third-world presidents would jump at the chance to sell out. For a tenth of that much."
  


  
    Alex said, "And that might be his plan. He might already be sitting in his new villa in Sierra Leone, sipping some banana-and-rum drink and laughing his head off at us."
  


  
    "And it gets worse, Boss. We've been backwalking the various penetrations as best we can, and casting about for any side trails, and we think we've uncovered a problem."
  


  
    Michaels looked at him. "Why am I not surprised? What is it?"
  


  
    "The way it looks to us, Platt has set it up so that he has to log in to various systems at certain times. If he doesn't, and if he doesn't send the right messages, we think he has several more surprises set to be unleashed on us."
  


  
    "Dead-man switches," Alex said.
  


  
    Jay nodded. "That's how it looks. We're tracking them as best we can. Given enough time, we'll get them all, but if anything happens to Platt before we do…"
  


  
    Alex glanced over at Joanna, then back at Jay. "Stay on it," he said, "and let me know as soon as you've got them all."
  


  
    "Right, Boss."
  


  
    "First thing the rest of us have to do is find out where Hughes is. Then we'll worry about how much immunity he thinks he's got."
  


  
    Alex looked thoughtful. "Toni, see if you can get hold of Colonel Howard at home, would you?"
  


  
    Joanna said, "He's not at home. He's doing a survival course in Oregon."
  


  
    Everybody turned and looked at Joanna. She said, "Uh, that's what I heard."
  


  
    Jay grinned at Joanna, and Toni wondered why.
  


  
    "Ah," Jay said. "You get that from a certain NCO we all know and love?"
  


  
    Joanna blushed, her pale complexion flushed a deep pink.
  


  
    "Of course, some of us apparently know him and love him more than others," Jay said. Butter wouldn't melt in his mouth.
  


  
    "Go, people, find me a bank thief," Alex said, saving Joanna more embarrassment. "Oh, and good work on what we've done so far. You four are the best, don't let anybody ever tell you different."
  


  
    "Yeah, but—who gets the trip to Hawaii?" Jay said.
  


  
    "Go, Jay. We aren't done yet. And while you're looking, get me everything you can on Hughes. Let's find out what we're dealing with here."
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    Sunday, January 16th, 6:15 a.m.

    Eastern Oregon
  


  
    

  


  
    John Howard was nearly a mile into the morning's trek when his virgil cheeped at him.
  


  
    Uh-oh. Nobody was supposed to call unless it was an emergency. He unclipped the device from his belt—he'd learned that lesson, thank you very much—and looked at the ID flashing on the screen.
  


  
    Assistant Commander of Net Force Toni Fiorella.
  


  
    He pressed the connect button. "Howard," he said.
  


  
    "Colonel, I'm afraid you're going to have to cut your survival trip short. We've got a situation here, and Alex—Commander Michaels—wants you back at HQ to put your teams on standby alert."
  


  
    "Copy that."
  


  
    "Find a flat spot, sir, and a copter will be there to pick up as soon as possible."
  


  
    "Affirmative, AC. What's up, can you say?"
  


  
    "We may be doing an extraction, Colonel, though it's a little early to tell. If we can locate the quarry, it's likely you won't need to pack your cold-weather clothes."
  


  
    "Copy. I'm looking for a landing site now."
  


  
    "Drop by when you get back, Colonel, and we'll fill you in. Discom."
  


  
    "Discom." After the link was sundered, Howard began looking for a place for the copter to land. They'd home in on his virgil, and if a bird lifted from the nearest local military base, his ride should be there within the hour. Giving up his survival trip for a real assignment was not in the least bit distressing to him. War games and camping trips were only the maps, not the territory.
  


  


  
    Sunday, January 16th, 2:15 p.m.

    Bissau, Guinea-Bissau
  


  
    

  


  
    The web covered the world, even a backwater like this one, and it was but the work of a few minutes with a portable flatscreen to uplink via shielded modem pipe to a passing telecom sat. Another minute, a coded password, and 160 million electronic dollars flew from Bali to Bissau, into the government-owned Banco Primero de Bissau, where it was now as safe from the U.S. authorities' grasp as was the surface of Saturn.
  


  
    In his room, seated cross-legged on his bed, Hughes took a deep breath and let it slowly escape. He smiled. It hadn't even been that difficult to do, to steal more money than most people could ever hope to see in their lifetimes. To most people, 160 million dollars was a fantasy—the only chance they'd ever have at such a sum was winning the lottery. For him, the money was but an intermediate step. A tool, nothing more. He was home free. He had the money, and they didn't have any idea who had taken it. He could go back to the States with White, wrap up a few loose ends, make a few calls, and he was on his way. Even if all of this somehow blew up in his face, he still would have forty million, after he paid El Presidente. Not a bad little nest egg. That was including, of course, the twenty million Platt was supposed to get—but wouldn't need where he was going.
  


  
    So easy. Amazing.
  


  
    The room's phone rang.
  


  
    "Yes?"
  


  
    It was the President's secretary. "Good afternoon, Mr. Hughes. President Domingos sends his regards and wonders if it might be convenient for you to join him for a drink in the Blue Room in perhaps half an hour?"
  


  
    "That would be fine," Hughes said. "Half an hour."
  


  
    Hughes smiled again. His Excellency wasn't wasting any time.
  


  
    Time for a shower and fresh clothes before he went.
  


  


  
    Sunday, January 16th, 10 a.m.

    Quantico. Virginia
  


  
    

  


  
    "Guinea-Bissau?" Alex said. "I hope you don't think any less of me for not knowing, but where the hell is that?"
  


  
    "West Africa," Toni said, "between Senegal and Guinea."
  


  
    "Oh, that helps."
  


  
    They were in his office, alone, and she had just presented him with the intelligence on Thomas Hughes's whereabouts.
  


  
    Toni said, "On the North Atlantic coast. Trust me, it's there."
  


  
    "Okay, so how do we know Hughes is there?"
  


  
    "I have a contact at the CIA who checked it out for me. They actually have an operative in the country, and she filed a report."
  


  
    "Why would the CIA have an op there? I don't even see any of the Company's maps in here. How important a place can it be if they didn't bother to map it?"
  


  
    Toni shrugged. "Who knows why the spooks do anything?"
  


  
    He glanced at the material. "Doesn't look like a real hot vacation spot either. Why is he there?"
  


  
    "The spooks aren't being real forthcoming. My source says there is some kind of deal cooking between the country's President and Hughes, but that's all they know. Or more likely, all they are willing to say."
  


  
    Alex leaned back in his chair and fiddled with a light pen.
  


  
    There came a knock at the door. Joanna stood there.
  


  
    "Good news, I hope?" Alex said.
  


  
    "Well, good that we found out the bad news," she said.
  


  
    "Swell. Go ahead."
  


  
    "The federal hounds paid the entry fee—that's a bribe to you and me—to bank officials in Bali and got into the account where the money was."
  


  
    Alex blew out a sigh. "Was. I take it that word is key here?"
  


  
    "Correct. The account was emptied less than an hour ago. Went to something called the Banco Primero de Bissau. That's in—"
  


  
    "Guinea-Bissau," Alex finished.
  


  
    "I'm impressed, sir. I'd never heard of the place before."
  


  
    "Commanders see all and know all, Jo," he said. He gave her a rueful smile. "So, our white-collar thief and his stolen millions are in a country with whom we probably don't have an extradition treaty, no crooks from here ever having figured out how to flee there before now, right? Or if we do have a treaty, whatever deal Hughes and the local head honcho are cooking up will no doubt stall any such proceedings we might attempt? Anybody want to jump in here and reassure me how wrong I am?"
  


  
    Both Joanna and Toni shook their heads.
  


  
    Alex stood, put the light pen down, and paced back and forth behind his desk. After a few seconds he said, "All right. Is there any point in me calling State and telling them we want this guy back here?"
  


  
    Toni shook her head again. "If Hughes thinks he is going to be arrested as soon as he steps off a plane, probably not. State can't make him come home if he's got the country's President in his pocket."
  


  
    Toni continued. "Of course, he is the COS for a United States senator. He can likely throw some heavy artillery at us. Political types will owe him favors. Maybe he comes back and White steps up to bat for him."
  


  
    "Maybe," Alex said. "But national-class politicos don't get to the top of the heap without knowing which bugs to step on and which ones to step around. This isn't a political gaffe, it's grand theft. Not an ant, but a stink beetle. Hughes will play hell trying to blame this on the opposition party trying to make him look bad. I'd bet White will drop Hughes like he's a lit bomb."
  


  
    "All of which means what, Commander?" Joanna asked.
  


  
    "I think it means if we want him, we are going to have to go and get him," Alex said.
  


  
    "Hold up a second," Toni said. "He doesn't know we know he's the thief. White is due to return to the country next week. Wouldn't Hughes just come back with the senator? I mean, maybe not, but he's got a seat on White's charter. Why wouldn't he return? As far as he is concerned, he's gotten away with it. That would make things a lot easier. We wait until he lands right at Dulles and collect him, no fuss."
  


  
    Alex looked at her and smiled. "You're right. Of course. He doesn't know we are looking at him. And now that the theft is a done deal, I would suspect there won't be any more attacks on the net by his pet thug. No emergency. We can wait a few days. That would keep me from having to explain to the Director why I invaded a third-world country and kidnapped somebody. Brilliant, Toni."
  


  
    Toni smiled. Any time she could get that kind of response from him, she was happy.
  


  
    "Of course, it might be a good idea if the CIA gave us a little help keeping an eye on this character, just in case he decides to go elsewhere."
  


  
    "They'd be happy to," Toni said. "They lost people when that spy list hit the web. They want this guy. I'd guess if we don't get him pretty soon, he might have a fatal accident."
  


  
    "That would be bad," Alex said. "We need him alive at least until Jay and Joanna have tracked down and defused his little time bombs."
  


  
    "I know," she said. "I mentioned that we want him alive."
  


  


  
    Sunday, January 16th, 10 a.m.

    Chicago, Illinois
  


  
    

  


  
    Platt had booked a commercial flight from O'Hare to Heathrow, where he'd switch airlines for the hop to North Africa, before transferring to a local crop-duster flight to Oogaboogah. Starting out on a nice big Mil, then going to a DC-9, and finally a DeHavilland prop plane. Since he was flying tourist class all the way, the seats weren't gonna be that comfortable, but pretty soon he wouldn't have to be fooling with this crap anymore, and he could fly first class if he felt like it.
  


  
    The plane didn't leave until the afternoon, though, and he had more than six hours to kill. He thought about checking into a room and getting a few hours sleep, but he could sleep on planes, if he could get them to give him two or three pillows, and he didn't want to take any chance he'd miss his flight, so he decided to wait at the airport. He could dick around, pick up copies of this month's Flex, Muscular Development, and MuscleMag, eat a good lunch, all like that. He only had the one carry-on bag, and he could rent a locker for that. What the hell.
  


  
    Since he was so early, he wasn't in any hurry to check in. He got some breakfast, hit the magazine racks, went to the John, then found a place to sit and read near where his gate was.
  


  
    He spotted the two feds when they came in. They were looking for somebody, and he didn't think that much about it, other than the usual wolf-aware-of-the-hunter kind of thing. But then he saw them see him, saw them recognize him, then pretend it wasn't him they were interested in.
  


  
    Oh, shit!
  


  
    The two feds walked off, moving quick, ignoring him, but it was too late. He was sure. They had come here looking for him, specifically for him. They were early, checking the place out for spots to set up, and they hadn't expected him to be here yet.
  


  
    How had they tracked him? If they came to this international gate, then they must know he was booked on a flight with this carrier. If they knew that, they knew what name he was traveling under, his main passport, and all. And there was only one way they could possibly know that, because he had told only one person.
  


  
    Hughes. And Hughes had given him up.
  


  
    Just like Platt had given up Peterson.
  


  
    Shit. He had underestimated Hughes. He should have been more alert. The bastard.
  


  
    He put the magazine down. He had to get the hell out of here. The two feds would be calling for backup, and the airport was going to be a stoppered bottle in a few minutes, if it wasn't already.
  


  
    Maybe the feds didn't know he'd spotted them. That might buy him a couple of minutes. But he couldn't chance trying to leave by the front door. There could already be local cops heading that way.
  


  
    He stood and walked toward the exit that led to the gates. It was the fastest way out of the building.
  


  
    There was a keypad lock by the door, but nobody was looking right at him, so he figured he could put his shoulder against the door and pop it, but when he looked, damned if the door didn't open inward. Wasn't gonna shove that one open. Crap!
  


  
    He looked around. A couple of women were opening up a computer station at one of the nearby gates. He headed that way.
  


  
    "Ma'am? I'm sorry to bother you, but I just saw somebody go into that door over there." He pointed.
  


  
    The airline clerks looked at him. One was tall and bottle-blond, the other was short and kind of plump, with red hair probably out of a bottle too. "Sir?"
  


  
    "That door that says no entrance, right over there? Well, it was partway open, and some kid, I dunno, about eight or nine? she just went in and closed the door behind her."
  


  
    "I'll check it, Marcie," the redhead said.
  


  
    "It's right over here," Platt said, smiling.
  


  
    Once she'd punched in the number and opened the door, Platt considered his options. Grab her and haul her ass inside, close the door, clonk her on the head, and haul ass? Or just remember the number, wait until she got done looking for the kid who didn't exist, then sneak in himself?
  


  
    If he'd had more time, he'd have gone with the second choice. Less fuss. But even as they stood there, FBI and local cops could be tossing a net over the building. Seconds might count.
  


  
    He stepped in behind the woman, wrapped his arm around her throat, and squeezed her carotids shut. She struggled and tried to scream, but that came out like a gargle. Thirty seconds later she was out cold, the blood shut off from her brain. If he held on and squeezed a little tighter, she'd croak, but he wasn't that desperate yet. It wouldn't do any good besides; they already knew who he was. No point in adding murder to whatever they had. Once she was out, he tore off her blouse, ripped it into strips, tied her hands and feet, stuffed a piece in her mouth and used her scarf to hold it in place, then picked her up and put her over his shoulder. He went down the ramp, laid her on the floor at the end, around the turn where nobody could see her, then opened the emergency exit and went down the ladder to the concrete. She was coming to as he left. She'd be okay.
  


  
    Noisy as hell out here.
  


  
    They were unloading a jet two gates over, and Platt hurried in that direction. A guy on one of those motorized conveyer trucks passed him. Platt waved him down.
  


  
    "What's up?" the guy said, yelling because he was wearing headphones.
  


  
    Platt smiled. Grabbed the guy, then gave him one in the gut and one upside the head, knocking the guy senseless. Platt grabbed his earphones and hopped on the conveyer truck. He put it in gear and took off.
  


  
    Probably there'd be roadblocks leading to the airport pretty quick.
  


  
    Think, Platt, think!
  


  
    All right. He had an emergency passport and about twenty thousand dollars of Hughes's money—a thousand in cash, and the rest in a cash-card account—plus he had a hundred grand of his own fuck-you money stashed in another cash-card account under a name nobody knew.
  


  
    What he needed was a ride, and he needed it from somewhere close.
  


  
    Ahead was a section of the airport where the express package and cargo service planes were parked.
  


  
    He grinned as the idea hit him.
  


  
    "Good morning, sir," the manager of the freight office said. "How can I help you?" He was a kid of maybe twenty-four, twenty-five, wearing a white shirt and a blue tie.
  


  
    Platt smiled. "Well, sir, I have me a little problem. My name is Herbert George Wells, I've got this big ole shipment of farm machinery sitting on a loading dock in London, England, and no way to git it home." He put a lot more grits in his accent than usual. Stupider he sounded, the better.
  


  
    "That's what we're here for, sir."
  


  
    "Thing is, the original airline I hired? Well, they crapped out on me, blew an engine or something, and in order to get my tax break, I needed to have spent the money for the plane by December 31st of last year."
  


  
    The manager raised an eyebrow.
  


  
    "See, it saves me about ten thousand dollars if I can show I paid the money about three weeks ago, you understand what I'm sayin' here?"
  


  
    "I think so."
  


  
    "I'd like to hire one of your planes to fly over there and pick up my machinery—nothin' illegal here, sir, I got proper papers on everything—but if I don't use my first charter, I'm gonna lose ten thousand dollars. On the other hand, I really need those parts, it's costin' me bidness every day they're sittin' in England and not in Mobile—that's where I need to get it, you see, Mobile, Alabama."
  


  
    "It does appear to be a problem, sir."
  


  
    "Well, yes. And since there's nothing illegal about my stuff over there, let's just say, just, you know, for instance, if you had taken this order from me, oh, say, around Christmastime, how much of a problem would that be?"
  


  
    The manager looked around. Then he looked at Platt. What he thought he saw was a big, musclebound mechanic with his butt in a crack. "Well, sir, if I had taken the order and somehow forgotten to enter it into the computer, that would be my mistake. I could, ah, correct that when I filled out the paperwork, pre-date it so it matched the actual date I took the order."
  


  
    Platt smiled, one man of the world to another. "Well, sir, if you was to do that, I would be mighty grateful, mighty grateful. And Mr. Franklin and a baseball team of his twin brothers would also be mighty pleased." Platt reached into his shirt pocket, looked around, then removed ten hundred-dollar bills, folded in the middle. He put the bills on the desk and slid them toward the kid.
  


  
    The kid covered the bills with his hand, opened his desk drawer, raked the money off the desk, then shut the drawer. He smiled at Platt. "All right then, Mr. Wells, what kind of equipment did you have in mind?"
  


  
    Platt grinned. He had his ride, and any feds looking for him wouldn't find it—since it had been booked two weeks earlier and under another name.
  


  
    Once he got to England, getting a flight to Africa would be easy.
  


  
    Then he and Mr. Thomas Hughes would have some words. Yes, sir, they surely would…
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    Sunday, January 16th, noon Quantico, Virginia
  


  
    

  


  
    Michaels ate takeout Chinese food at his desk, using throw-away chopsticks to fish the stuff directly from the containers, not even bothering with the paper plate that came in the lunch bag. He'd ordered hot and spicy chicken with noodles, and sweet and sour tofu, but it all seemed kind of bland, and he ate for fuel, not taste. He had other things on his mind.
  


  
    Toni came into his office. He looked up. Her face, while not grim, was certainly serious. "More good news?" he asked.
  


  
    "Maybe we can't wait on White's chartered jet to deliver Mr. Thomas Hughes to us after all."
  


  
    Michaels put the food box down. "Never rains but it pours. What?"
  


  
    "It seems that about an hour ago, FBI field agents who went to Chicago's O'Hare airport to set up a surveillance on the gate where Platt was supposed to catch a plane to England goofed up."
  


  
    "Goofed up. There's a nice phrase. What does ‘goofed up' mean? And how did they know where he would be?"
  


  
    "Once we knew who we were looking for, we found a couple of hidden accounts that Hughes had set up, small stuff, less than twenty or thirty thousand in each. Hughes tried to hide his connection to them, but not very hard. Platt used money from one of the accounts to book his ticket—and under a phony name."
  


  
    "How do you know it was Platt?"
  


  
    "Who else would be tapping into a slush account to buy a plane ticket overseas right now? We tipped off the field guys. The agents got there several hours ahead of the scheduled departure time, but Platt was already there. He spotted them."
  


  
    "And he got away, didn't he?"
  


  
    "The field agents aren't willing to concede that yet. But he did escape from the terminal building by assaulting a ticket agent and a freight handler. Stole a freight truck and disappeared. The FBI is looking, but it's a big airport."
  


  
    "Yeah, that might be called a goof-up. Best-and-worst-case scenarios?"
  


  
    Toni leaned against the wall. "Best case, they find him hiding behind a shipment of lawn furniture five minutes from now and take him into custody, whereupon he spills his guts and gives the federal prosecutors enough useful data to overload and sink an aircraft carrier. Hughes comes home, we grab him, he gets fifty years, and dies in jail when he's a hundred."
  


  
    Michaels smiled at her. "I like that one."
  


  
    "Worst-case scenario, Platt gets away, calls—or manages to get to—Africa, where he informs Hughes the game is over and we're on to him. Hughes hunkers down behind his money and lives happily ever after in the guest room at the Presidential Palace, then dies at a hundred from eating too much caviar."
  


  
    "I don't much like that story. Why is it I think it is more likely?"
  


  
    "They could still catch him."
  


  
    Michaels shook his head. "Somehow, my faith in the FBI's field ops is not as strong as it once was." He paused, staring at the congealing noodles and tofu. "Where is Colonel Howard?"
  


  
    "In the air, on an Air Force jet. He should be here within the next couple of hours. What are we going to do?"
  


  
    "Right now, if Platt wants to pick up a phone and call Hughes, can we stop him?"
  


  
    "Jay says we can. If the virgil number Platt called before is the only one Hughes is using, we can jam it so it won't accept incoming calls. But there are other phones in Bissau, some of which probably even work. We can't block them all."
  


  
    "Did you lay out what's going on for the colonel?"
  


  
    "Not yet."
  


  
    "Call him, tell him. Tell him to lay out his incursion scenarios. Find out what our chances are of going in and grabbing Hughes."
  


  
    "Are we ready to take that road yet, Alex?"
  


  
    "This guy terrorized the country, caused people to die, nearly gave a big chunk of a nuclear bomb to a bunch of nuts, and stole a shitload of money. I want to see him behind bars. If we do it right, we're in and out before anybody figures out what's going on, and Mr. Thomas Hughes belongs to us. I'm ready."
  


  
    "I'll call the colonel."
  


  
    The intercom buzzed. "Yes?"
  


  
    "Sir, your wife's lawyer is on the phone."
  


  
    Great. "Get his number. Then have my lawyer call him."
  


  
    Toni looked at him.
  


  
    "It's a long story. I'll tell you about it when we get caught up."
  


  


  
    Sunday, January 16th, 5 p.m.

    Bissau, Guinea-Bissau
  


  
    

  


  
    Hughes stood on the terraced balcony outside his room, looking over the pink buildings of the compound at the surrounding grounds. It wasn't so bad here, when you had this kind of accommodation. You could build yourself a decent house in this country for twenty thousand dollars, a mansion for less than a hundred thousand. And he had forty million. He'd manage.
  


  
    He leaned against the balcony railing, watching a shirtless native gardener with a hoe dig weeds from a flower bed. You could hire a guy like that for twenty bucks a month.
  


  
    Yes. He'd do all right here.
  


  
    The deal with Domingos had gone as smoothly as it could have gone. A hundred million dollars had gone into El Presidente's private Swiss account, and the mineral rights for the country of Guinea-Bissau now belonged almost entirely to Thomas Hughes. All the mineral rights were his, for the next ninety-nine years. The oil, bauxite, and phosphates alone were potentially worth billions—at least that was what Hughes's geologists and petroleum engineers had told him. Not to mention any gold, silver, copper, or whatever else might lay under the completely unexploited ground here. The problem was, the country had never had enough money in the till to do any serious digging, and not enough trust from the big international corporations for them to take the risks. You didn't want to spend a couple hundred million dollars to set up an operation in a place like this if you were worried about the locals putting your managers to the spear and taking over.
  


  
    But with Hughes owning the rights, it would be different. He was an educated American, somebody that the big oil and mine companies could deal with. He had plenty of experience in high-level negotiations, courtesy of his work for White. He'd tell his potential partners he had resigned to come here and make his fortune. Hell, even if they knew he'd ripped off the banks, it wouldn't matter. If a man thought you were going to make him billions on a business deal, he'd likely be willing to overlook a few shady things in your past. There were folks wanted for crimes in the States who had gone on to lucrative careers in other countries. Who was that movie director who had run off to France or somewhere and stayed there because the locals admired his work and refused to extradite him?
  


  
    Money was money. And in the billion-dollar range, ethics got real rubbery.
  


  
    Hughes had scanned fully legal electronic copies of the freshly signed hardcopy agreements already stored where there was no chance of them getting lost.
  


  
    He also had half-a-dozen major corporations falling all over themselves ready to drop planeloads of money on him for exploration leases.
  


  
    Of course, Domingos would get a piece of that too, to go along with the "advance" he'd just collected. But when you were talking about billions, there was enough to go around. Besides, Domingos would probably have a heart attack or a stroke in the not-too-distant future, given his excesses. And if not naturally, something could be… arranged.
  


  
    If ever a man had been in the driver's seat and in control of the bus, it was Thomas Hughes. Things were almost perfect.
  


  
    When Platt showed up, he'd be getting a little surprise too. Domingos would be happy to furnish a well-trained shooter who would just as soon blast Platt as look at him. And even if Domingos hadn't been eager to help, as poor as most of the people in this country were, you could hire a small army of locals who'd be willing to put a knife into somebody—and for less than the cost of dinner for two in a good Washington restaurant.
  


  
    Platt was going to become past tense within hours of his arrival. He was expecting to come and collect twenty million dollars, then vanish.
  


  
    He was half right anyway.
  


  
    Hughes straightened, and turned to head back into his room. Monique would be arriving soon for a little afternoon delight.
  


  
    It was good to be the king, but being the man behind the king was almost as good—and certainly it was a lot safer.
  


  


  
    Sunday, January 16th, 3 p.m.

    In the air over the North Atlantic Ocean
  


  
    

  


  
    Platt had the 767 to himself, save for the flight crew. Wasn't any stewardess to offer him drinks or membership in the Mile High Club, but he could stretch out in a nice hammock somebody had rigged in the empty cargo bay, and that was a plus. He was on his way to Merrie Olde England, and practically home free. Even if the feds happened across the kid in the freight office and questioned him, the kid had a thousand bucks he'd lose if he gave Platt up, plus some explaining as to why he had forged a date on a rental agreement.
  


  
    Platt had hit a cash machine just outside the office, so he had money left, plenty enough to catch a flight to Senegal, rent a car, and buy himself a few toys. He didn't want to be landing at the Bissau airport—no, not hardly. That would get back to the Presidente pretty quick, and from the Presidente's lips into Hughes's ear, and that wouldn't do at all. Hughes expected him to be in the federal pokey by now; Platt wanted his appearance to be a real surprise.
  


  
    Course, it might be tricky sneaking into the guarded compound, but even jigs couldn't see in the dark. Platt had learned how to move in the woods when he'd been a kid, and some African forest couldn't be much worse than the swamps back home. Once he was over the wall, the rest of it would be a walk.
  


  
    It would be real tempting to break Hughes into itty-bitty pieces once he got to him, but all he really wanted was his twenty million. Well, okay, maybe a little extra for his aggravation and all, that would be fair. If Hughes didn't want to pay him, why, then he'd have to convince him, but that was the last resort. Push came to shove, he could kill the bastard and walk, but that wouldn't be good, he'd be broke and the law looking for him. Any way you looked at it, laying low in Hawaii running his own gym was a lot better than being on the run.
  


  
    Yep, that was how he planned it. Get some gear, sneak across the border, have a little chat with Mr. Hughes, finish this whole biz in the green. Course, he might have to find himself a can of shoe polish to blend in with the locals.
  


  
    That was funny. Him, disguising himself as a darky.
  


  
    He smiled. The more he thought about that, the better it got. Wouldn't that let the air out of Hughes's tires, he looked up and saw a giant spook who looked just like Platt coming in through the window?
  


  
    Platt laughed aloud. Oh, yeah, it would.
  


  


  
    Sunday, January 16th, 3:35 p.m.

    In the air over Virginia
  


  
    

  


  
    Still flying home on the Air Force transport, Howard opened a shielded com with Julio Fernandez at Net Force HQ.
  


  
    "I can't go off and leave you alone even for a couple of days, can I, Sergeant?"
  


  
    "No, sir, Colonel. Cat's away, the mice'll have a field day."
  


  
    "Let's hear it on all this African stuff, Julio. Is this serious?"
  


  
    "Far as I can tell, yes, sir. About time too. It's been pretty dull around here lately."
  


  
    "Talk to me."
  


  
    The sergeant rattled off a bunch of background about the country, the language, the people, the geography. A minute into it, Howard said, "Look, just upload all that into my mailbox and I'll scan it later. Let's get down to the nitty-gritty. What are we going to run into if we drop in unannounced on the Republic of Guinea-Bissau?"
  


  
    "Sir. The country is defended by something called the People's Revolutionary Armed Force, called the FARP locally. They have a small Army, about nine boats worth of Navy, and an Air Force consisting of a few prop planes and surplus helicopters—if you don't count the President's unarmed Learjet. They've got a paramilitary militia, and while they supposedly have maybe a couple hundred thousand able-bodied men who could be drafted, the standing army is a twentieth of that, poorly armed and uneducated. Probably half of them could figure out how to tie their shoes—if they had shoes."
  


  
    "I see. What else?"
  


  
    "They got zip railroads, under three thousand kilometers of paved road in the entire country, and thirty-five airports, two of which have enough runway to allow anything bigger than a crop duster to land. We'd have to put our transport down in Senegal, to the north, and go in either via copter, or overland—or maybe with an airdrop and parachutes.
  


  
    "There are fewer than four thousand telephones in the country, maybe three for every thousand persons, and half those don't work."
  


  
    "The phones don't work, Sergeant? Or the people."
  


  
    "Both, sir. Average income is a couple hundred dollar per year."
  


  
    "I see."
  


  
    "They've got three FM radio stations, four AM stations—they like rock and country and western, and a lot of trash talk. There are two TV stations, one of which doesn't sign on until dark. That's because there are maybe as many TVs as there are telephones. And probably half that many personal computers total, of which maybe a third have web access."
  


  
    "Sounds like a place to do my next survival trip."
  


  
    "If we cruise in over ‘em anymore than a hundred feet up, we'll be safe, ‘cause none of the locals can throw their spears that high. Me and a company of our second-teamers could parachute in after dark one night and be running the country by morning, without breaking a sweat."
  


  
    "Lack of confidence has never been one of your failings, Julio."
  


  
    "No, sir."
  


  
    "You sound awfully happy for a man stuck on a dull base recovering from a shot-up leg. I recognize that tone. Who is she?"
  


  
    "I'm sure I don't have any idea what the colonel is talking about."
  


  
    "You'll go to Hell for lying like that, Sergeant."
  


  
    "Yes, sir, and I'll have your landing site secured when you arrive."
  


  
    Howard laughed. "All right. I'm going to scan in the stuff you're sending and run scenarios on my S&T system. I should be landing in"—he glanced at his watch—"about half an hour. Meet me there."
  


  
    "Yes, sir."
  


  
    "Pack your tropical-weights, Sergeant, and kiss your girlfriend good-bye."
  


  
    "Not a problem, sir." He laughed.
  


  
    "Something funny I missed?"
  


  
    "Oh, no, sir. I just remembered an old joke."
  


  
    "In thirty minutes, Julio."
  


  
    "Sir."
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    Monday, January 17th, 11 a.m.

    Quantico, Virginia
  


  
    

  


  
    Michaels said, "All right, I think that's it. Questions?"
  


  
    He looked around the conference room at the others: Howard, Fernandez, Winthrop, Gridley, and Toni.
  


  
    Toni said, "Have we cleared this with the Director?"
  


  
    "Currently the Director is in a don't-ask-don't-tell frame of mind," Michaels said. "If we deliver Hughes, he won't much care what we had to do to get him. And certain members of the Senate who might ordinarily scream to high heaven will be, I expect, very quiet about this particular detention." He grinned. "We also have some off-the-record help from the CIA. About as much as we want. Anything else?"
  


  
    Nobody spoke.
  


  
    "Good. You all have your assignments. Better go and get started."
  


  
    The others left. Toni stayed behind.
  


  
    "This is not a good idea, Alex."
  


  
    "You heard the colonel, it should work."
  


  
    "You know I'm not talking about the operation, I'm talking about you going along."
  


  
    "Rank has its privileges, Toni. I was a good field op, once upon a time. I need to get out once in a while. The administration and politics of this job grind you down."
  


  
    "It's dangerous."
  


  
    "Crossing the street is dangerous."
  


  
    He saw she was really concerned about him, and he didn't want to be flip, so he said, "What would make you feel better about this?"
  


  
    "You not going."
  


  
    "Aside from that?"
  


  
    She looked him straight in the eyes. "If I went with you."
  


  
    He started to shake his head. "I need somebody here to run things—"
  


  
    "For three or four days? Bring in Chavez from nights, shift Preston over from Operations. They can handle things for that long."
  


  
    "I don't know—"
  


  
    "Oh, it's fine for you to go play in the field but not me?"
  


  
    "It's against regulations for both of us to be on the same plane," he tried. He knew it was lame when he said it.
  


  
    "You're going to quote regulations at me? You're going to toss the rule book out the window, go along on a mission you'd never get approved if the Director knew about it, and then talk to me about both of us flying on the same plane?!"
  


  
    Ooh, she was mad. It was a side of her he'd never seen. And of course, she was perfectly justified in feeling that way, and he knew it.
  


  
    "Okay," he said, holding up his hands in surrender. "Okay, you're right. You can go."
  


  
    "I can?"
  


  
    And in those two words, he heard what she must have sounded like as a little girl. In her concern, anger, and her sudden astonishment, she was in that moment drop-dead gorgeous, calling to him like a Siren. He wanted to hug her, kiss her—and he wanted to fall on the couch with her. Not a good idea, and certainly not a good idea here in the office, but that was how he felt.
  


  
    Something was going to have to be done about this. He was going to have to do something.
  


  
    "You're right. We'll work something out. That way, we'll both be looking for new jobs if this goes sour."
  


  
    "I can live with that."
  


  
    "Good. Now go take care of those other details we need handled, okay?"
  


  
    "Right," she said. She smiled at him, stood there for what seemed a long time, then very softly, so softly he wasn't sure he had heard it, said, "I love you."
  


  
    And then she was gone, and he was standing there with his mouth open, caught totally flat-footed and stunned.
  


  


  
    Monday, January 17th, 6 p.m.

    Bissau, Guinea-Bissau
  


  
    Hughes sipped at his drink, a good brandy in a monogrammed crystal snifter, and frowned up at the President's chauffeur/bodyguard.
  


  
    "You're sure?"
  


  
    "Sorry, sir, but he wasn't on the plane. I would have recognized him. I did drive him around when he was here before. He's rather difficult to miss."
  


  
    "Yes. Well, thank you anyway."
  


  
    The chauffeur departed, and Hughes reached for the Cuban cigar in the ashtray on the table next to the overstuffed chair in which he sat. The cigar had gone out. He carefully relit it, using one of the wooden matches from the carved ivory box.
  


  
    "This is a concern for you?" Domingos said. He puffed on his own fine cigar and blew out fragrant smoke.
  


  
    "Not really," Hughes said. "Platt will show up sooner or later. If not today's flight, then tomorrow's or the next day's. I have his money, and the arrangement was for him to collect it in person."
  


  
    "Giles will take care of him whenever he arrives," Domingos said. "Not to worry."
  


  
    Hughes swirled the brandy, lifted the snifter to his lips, and sipped it. "I'm not worried at all, Mr. President."
  


  
    "Please, you must call me Freddie. We are going to have a long and very pleasant association together, no?"
  


  
    "But of course, Freddie."
  


  


  
    Monday, January 17th, 7 p.m.

    Tanaf, Senegal
  


  
    Platt had driven his rented Land Rover to Sedhiou, where he'd taken the dinky ferry across the sluggish and brown Casamance River, then south to Tanaf. From there, if he stayed on the road, he was only about five miles away from Senegal's southern border with Guinea-Bissau. If he stayed on the road, it would take him through Olo Province south across the Canjambari River by way of Mansoa, and into Bissau from the northeast. That was if he stayed on the road. Thing with a Land Rover was, you didn't have to stay on the road if you didn't feel like it. And most of the roads around here were dirt tracks anyhow. He didn't particularly trust the guy who'd rented him the Rover, but the guy was white, and he'd said there were more ways to cross the border unseen than you could shake a stick at, and that was probably true.
  


  
    It wasn't that far, as the crow flew, from where he was to Bissau, maybe fifty miles, but if the crow had to walk it on these crappy paths it was not only longer, it was a lot slower than the bird could fly with one wing busted. Platt would probably get there while it was still dark, assuming he didn't get pulled over by some native Army patrol out for blood. He was prepared for that, having bought himself a K-bar sheath knife, a Browning 9mm semiautomatic pistol, a vintage AK-47, and enough ammunition for both guns to take out a small-town high school football stadium. Plus he had picked up two WWII surplus hand grenades—German potato mashers, the dealer told him, old, but guaranteed to work.
  


  
    If he ran into some local soldiers who wanted to give him grief, he'd see if could mash them like potatoes. Nobody in this dark land was gonna stop him getting where he wanted to go, not without being real sorry if they tried.
  


  
    And after he had gotten far enough out in the boonies, he had pulled over and taken time to apply a couple of coats of the darkest tanning foam he could find. He wasn't exactly black, but he was a kind of nutty brown, and with a baseball cap on to hide his hair, he didn't look much like a white man at any distance more than a few yards.
  


  
    Platt found a cow path or something a couple of miles away from the border, leading through a grassy field and a couple of plowed areas, then into some woods. He stayed on the compass until he came to a fence that stretched off into the woods in both directions.
  


  
    Must be the border, he figured.
  


  
    The fence that protected the border was three whole strands of rusted barbed wire tacked to wooden posts that were mostly rotted away.
  


  
    Damned savages couldn't do any better than that? Jesus. No wonder they never amounted to nothin' over here. This fence wouldn't keep the livestock in back home.
  


  
    He hacked most of the way through one of the posts with the K-bar, then knocked it the rest of the way down with the Rover's front bumper and rolled across the border.
  


  
    Welcome to Guinea-Bissau, hoss. Hope you enjoy your visit.
  


  
    He had gotten kind of turned around, so he pulled over to check the map. And it was a lucky thing too. While the hot engine ticked, he heard another vehicle. He got out of the Land Rover and moved down the trail.
  


  
    Ahead was a beat-up pickup, painted jungle green, with four soldiers in it, two inside, two in the back. They had AKs like his, and they were cruising along slow, looking.
  


  
    Platt realized that if he hadn't stopped, he might have run right into them, and with four guns against his one, that could have been real bad—especially if they had seen him first, which they would have probably done, since they were looking and he wasn't.
  


  
    He hadn't figured on a border patrol. He revised his opinion up a little. Maybe these jungle bunnies were sharper than he'd thought. Bad idea to underestimate the other side.
  


  
    After the truck had time to get a couple of miles away, he went back to the Rover. Better take it slow and careful from here on in.
  


  
    He figured he needed to get fairly close to the city, then find himself a place to hide the Rover, ‘cause he'd need it to leave. And he'd have to hole up for a day, until tomorrow night, because he definitely didn't want to be moving around during the day, disguise or not. Tuesday night, good and dark, he'd mosey on in and do his business.
  


  
    As he drove through a field of high grass, the damp and heavy air rumbled with distant thunder. He could smell the approaching rain.
  


  
    Oh, good. A storm, just what he needed to slow him down even more.
  


  
    On the other hand, a thunderstorm would probably keep the local militia inside drinking bull pee or whatever it was they drank, and that would be good. He wasn't lookin' to get shot if he could help it.
  


  
    He wiped sweat away from his forehead with the back of his right hand. Damn, but it was muggy here.
  


  
    He saw a cloud of mosquitoes or flies or something buzzing in the air ahead of him, and he reached for the bug dope spray in the bag on the passenger seat. Be another good thing the rain would do, keep the bugs down. All he needed was to catch sleeping sickness or malaria or elephantitis from all this crap.
  


  
    No two ways about it, he was gonna take a little more than the twenty million when he talked to Hughes. He sure had it coming.
  


  


  
    Monday, January 17th, 9 p.m.

    In the air over the Atlantic Ocean
  


  
    

  


  
    "Banjul, huh?" Joanna said.
  


  
    Seated next to her in the seat of the team's 747, Fernandez said, "Yep. It's in The Gambia, kind of an insert around the Gambia River, runs right into the lower half of Senegal. A little farther away than we wanted, right on the coast, but it's the only airport south of Dakar where we can put this bird down and not be noticed. The Company has a store there—we're switching to a couple of Hueys for the rest of the trip. So we'll go in at treetop level Tuesday night, land, do our thing, then come out. It worked great on that Chechnya caper, it sure ought to work out here in darkest Guinea-Bissau. I don't think their radar is exactly state-of-the-art. Even if they see us, they don't have much to throw at us or chase us with."
  


  
    "Heads up, here comes the colonel," Joanna whispered.
  


  
    "Sir," Fernandez said as John Howard stopped next to their seats.
  


  
    "Sergeant, Lieutenant." Howard looked at them for a couple of seconds, then smiled.
  


  
    "Something funny, sir?" Fernandez said.
  


  
    "Not really. You know that joke you were remembering when I called you on the way back from Washington State? The one you laughed at?"
  


  
    "I remember."
  


  
    "I do believe I get it now, Sergeant. Carry on."
  


  
    After the colonel left, Joanna looked at Fernandez. "What was that all about?"
  


  
    Fernandez grinned widely. "I expect the colonel knows that you and I have been, ah… intimate."
  


  
    "How would he know that? You bragging?"
  


  
    "No, ma'am, as proud as I am of it, I didn't say a word. But I've been working for the man for a long time. He doesn't have a dull edge, and he knows me too well. Any time a man feels as good as I do, it shows. And I expect that it shows more when you're around, seeing as how you're the reason. Is this a problem?"
  


  
    "Not for me. In fact, I'm going to take a run to the head. You want to come along?" She waggled her eyebrows like Groucho Marx in an old black-and-white movie.
  


  
    "You know, you are an evil woman, Lieutenant Winthrop, teasing a man that way."
  


  
    "You don't know the half of it, Sergeant. I'm just getting vanned up with you. Besides, who said I was teasing?"
  


  


  
    "Brought your wavy knife, I see," Alex said.
  


  
    Toni looked up and nodded. She had the kris in its wooden scabbard on her lap. "Guru is convinced the kris is magic. I figured it wouldn't hurt."
  


  
    He nodded, then said, "I'm just going to have a few words with the colonel. Looks like everything is on schedule. We'll be at the airport in a few more hours. We'll transfer stuff to helicopters there, then on to the target."
  


  
    "You couldn't talk the colonel into letting you go into the city on the mission, could you?"
  


  
    He smiled, shook his head. "No. And the truth is, I'm not unhappy with us staying with the pilots at the copters until they get back. My recent success as a soldier in the field was more luck than skill. This is what Howard and his team do. I don't want to get in the way."
  


  
    "We could stay in Banjul," she said.
  


  
    "Do that, and we might as well have stayed in Washington."
  


  
    "Didn't I say that in the first place?"
  


  
    "Yep. But look, we came this far, we might as well go along for the ride."
  


  
    "As long as we both go along for the ride," she said.
  


  
    He smiled at her.
  


  
    So far, he hadn't said anything to her about that other thing she had said. The "I love you" part. It had seemed the right thing to her at the time, but after she had done it, she'd been almost sick with fear. They had kissed each other for a few minutes in the front seat of a very small car, that was all. It was maybe too early to be hitting him with something that heavy. What if he didn't feel anything for her other than lust? She knew that was there, there wasn't any way to hide the evidence of that. And she wanted it, sex with him, and she would settle for that, for now, but she also wanted a lot more.
  


  
    Then again, he hadn't said anything about it, and that meant he hadn't refuted it either. Or maybe he hadn't even heard it.
  


  
    No news was good news—or at least it wasn't bad news.
  


  
    She wouldn't push it. She would see what happened. The magic in the kris had gotten her this far. Maybe it would help take her the rest of the way…
  


  


  
    

  


  
    39
  


  
    

  


  
    Tuesday, January 18th, 6 p.m.

    Bissau, Guinea-Bissau
  


  
    

  


  
    Domingos had some pressing state business he had to attend to—probably a ribbon cutting at a new bodega or something—so Hughes enjoyed his cigar and brandy in solitude. Well, save for the brief appearance of a messenger who informed him that the five o'clock plane had come, and that once again Platt was not on it.
  


  
    This was worrisome. Platt certainly wanted his money, and the only reason Hughes could imagine that he hadn't hurried here to collect it was that something had prevented him from doing so. And the only things that came to mind that were capable of stopping Platt from doing anything were serious injury, death, or being arrested. And Platt hadn't called, another thing that bothered Hughes.
  


  
    What if somehow Platt had run afoul of the law? What if he had been captured?
  


  
    Hughes held the cigar in his mouth without puffing on it. He had considered this before, of course, although he had to admit to himself he hadn't really thought it likely. And even if he had been caught, Hughes did not think Platt would say anything about their venture; it would hardly be in his best interest to do so. Still, what if somehow he was made to speak? If the feds had Platt, and if they had squeezed him, then that would alter Hughes's plans considerably.
  


  
    Going back to the U.S. would be out of the question. As soon as he stepped off the plane, the feds would swoop down on him like a hawk on a chicken, and he'd be in real trouble.
  


  
    What to do?
  


  
    The least risky proposition was simply to sit tight. Wait until Platt showed up here, or called. If he didn't do either in the next week or so, Hughes would have to risk some longdistance research and see if he could figure out what had happened to his operative. If Platt was in a hospital from a car wreck or some such, or even dead, well, so much the better. But if the authorities had somehow caught him, if he had slipped up, then one had to assume the worst.
  


  
    The cigar was out. He reached for a match.
  


  
    He wasn't due to return to the U.S. from Ethiopia until Thursday, so he had a couple of days. If Platt hadn't shown up by then, Hughes would put in a call to the senator and offer some reason why he had to stay in Africa for a few more days. Easy enough. And if Platt had been caught and had given him up, then here was where Hughes would stay. It would be ahead of schedule, and irritating to have been found out, but not a major setback, all things considered.
  


  
    He lit the cigar. When he had his house built, he'd have to be sure to include in it a humidor, a walk-in humidor, to keep his own stock of Cubans nice and fresh…
  


  


  
    Tuesday, January 18th, 9 p.m.

    Banjul, The Gambia
  


  
    Rain fell on the corrugated metal roof, a constant, almost hypnotic drumming that felt relaxing despite the muggy interior of the staging shed. The hard rain almost drowned out the electrical generator droning on outside the building.
  


  
    Michaels felt lulled by the rain and the heat. This was supposed to be the dry season, the monsoons were supposed to be over. What must the wet season be like then, if this was dry?
  


  
    Howard had a map projected on a more-or-less-white concrete block wall. "This is the city of Bissau," he said. "On the north side of the Rio G6ba where it turns into the bay." He waved a laser pointer in a circle of red around the Presidential Palace. "This is the compound."
  


  
    Howard used a remote, and the viewpoint zoomed in. "This is the main building and this is where our target should be."
  


  
    He fiddled with the remote, and the map was replaced by a computer-enhanced spysat photograph, the angle altered to give a view from what appeared to be only a few hundred feet above the buildings. "The CIA rerouted one of their fast-flying high-eyes to footprint the city for us, and we'd like to thank them for that, and for the use of the Hueys and this staging area."
  


  
    Howard would have liked even more assistance from the Agency—like a geosynch spysat with full IR capabilities footprinting the area from now through the time of the assault—but this operation was strictly unofficial. The Agency had done all it could without risking calling attention to what Net Force was doing out here, and Howard appreciated their efforts. He nodded at a fit-looking gray-haired man in khaki shorts and a T-shirt, who smiled and waved.
  


  
    There were thirty-four people in the room. Howard had brought four five-troop squads, not counting Fernandez and Winthrop. There was the CIA Liaison, four helicopter pilots, four ground-support techs, plus Toni and Michaels. The troops were already mostly dressed in their SIPEsuits.
  


  
    Howard put the map up again. "We'll land here, about two miles from the target, where we will switch to local transport, again courtesy of the Company. Alpha Team will proceed to here and initiate our diversion, while Beta Team will proceed to the compound and prepare for the incursion. Look over your house plans one more time, Beta. We don't want anybody getting lost in there and winding up in the bathroom instead of the package's quarters."
  


  
    That caused a little nervous laughter.
  


  
    "We would like to avoid casualties on either side if at all possible, so we will utilize flashbangs, puke gas, and pepper fog to neutralize threats. No one is to fire unless fired upon first, and then only if the other side is using armor-piercing rounds, which is highly unlikely. Our intelligence indicates that most of the soldiers in Bissau are armed with Kalashnikovs—when they are armed at all—and issue ammo is standard Soviet Bloc surplus.
  


  
    "Let me be clear on this point. We are not at war with this country, and we don't want to leave bodies piled up all over the place, understood?"
  


  
    There was a mumble of acknowledgment.
  


  
    "We are set to collect the package at 0130 hours. Any questions so far?"
  


  
    Nobody had any.
  


  
    "After Beta Team collects the package, we will rendezvous with Alpha at the assembly point, then proceed to the landing site. Whatever our status on the ground, the Hueys will lift at 0230 hours and proceed on the prearranged flight path back to Banjul. If you miss the bus, you'll have a long walk home. Any questions?"
  


  
    There were no questions.
  


  
    "All right then. Finish suiting up and lock and load. We leave in one hour. Dismissed."
  


  
    The pilots and squads filed out into the rain, which was finally beginning to slacken. Michaels, Toni, Winthrop, and Fernandez stayed behind with the colonel.
  


  
    "Got your gear?" Howard asked Michaels and Toni.
  


  
    He was referring to the Kevlar helmets and hardweave armor vests he had given them. They weren't going into combat, but he'd insisted that if they were going in the copters they must wear them. And he'd also issued them each a suppressed pistol, which he also wanted to see strapped on. There was always a chance the copter could blow a gasket or take small-arms fire and be forced to land. It was better to be armed than not when moving overland in hostile territory. And with a gun that didn't make a lot of noise.
  


  
    "Got them," Toni answered for herself and Michaels.
  


  
    "You know you really should stay here," Howard tried again.
  


  
    "You've assured us the danger is minimal," Michaels said.
  


  
    "Minimal is not the same as none," Howard said.
  


  
    "I appreciate your concern," Michaels said. End of discussion.
  


  
    "All right. We're set then. Winthrop will be with me on Beta Team, Sergeant Fernandez leads Alpha. Our projections run between eighty-eight-percent and ninety-three-percent success, if we've plugged in all the proper variables. This ought to be a piece of cake. In and out, quick and clean. By this time tomorrow, we should be well on our way home."
  


  
    Michaels nodded.
  


  
    "I'll see you at the transports in fifty-five minutes."
  


  


  
    Tuesday, January 18th, 11 p.m.

    Bissau, Guinea-Bissau
  


  
    Platt hated this damned country. Being stuck in a mud hut that sat there and cooked in the hot sunshine all day hadn't helped his mood. Hell, even when it rained a frog-drowner like it had this afternoon, it still didn't get cool. Just muggier, so your sweat wouldn't even evaporate, it just rolled down your legs and soaked into your socks. It was like sitting in a steam bath with your clothes on.
  


  
    He looked at his watch for the fiftieth time since it got dark. He was about a mile from the pink palace, the Land Rover parked inside a tin shed next to the mud house. The house's owner, a white-haired old man, was tied up and lying on the col in the corner. The old guy hadn't seemed too fretted about a man with a gun barging in. He'd damned near brained Platt with his walking stick—he was a lot faster than he looked. Another two inches and the party would have been over; as it was, the stick had left a scrape over Plait's left ear.
  


  
    These jigs weren't complete pushovers like he'd figured. That bothered him. If the palace guards were up to snuff, that could be a real problem.
  


  
    After he'd gotten the stick away, Platt had trussed the old man up like a hog. Near as Platt could tell, the old boy was asleep. Couldn't get away, hell, might as well take a nap. In the old man's place, Platt didn't think he'd feel so cool.
  


  
    The idea of being taken out by a nigrah was… was unreal. He had to be more careful.
  


  
    He'd planned to wait until around midnight before he headed for the palace, but Platt had had enough of this hanging around. He was going now. They'd roll up the sidewalks around here by eight or nine anyhow—if they'd had sidewalks.
  


  
    He changed into a black T-shirt and black pants, with black tennis shoes and black socks. What skin showed was stained pretty dark, and it wouldn't show up too well at night. He tucked a little flashlight into his back pocket and strapped on the Browning 9mm, with two extra magazines in pouches on the other side of the web belt, next to the sheath knife. He had a screw-on suppressor for the pistol; he'd put that on when he got there. Coiled over his shoulder was a half-inch hemp rope with knots in it every two feel, and a steel grappling hook on one end. He thought about taking the AK, but decided against it and left it in the Rover. But he did hook the pouch with the two old German hand grenades in it onto the web belt. Things got nasty, he would go out with a bang…
  


  
    As ready as he was going to get, Platt rolled his shoulders and bent his neck left and right to stretch, waved at the sleeping old man, and started out. He was gonna move careful, so it might take him a couple-three hours to get where he was going.
  


  
    If Hughes had company in bed, they were going to get a surprise along about 1:30 or 2 a.m. Platt was looking forward to it.
  


  


  
    12:40 a.m.
  


  
    Howard piled into the ancient pickup truck last, and dropped the piece of canvas that covered the back opening. The pickup was an old one-ton Chevy, and the owner had built a wooden frame over the bed and stretched canvas over the frame, so the thing looked more or less like a motorized covered wagon.
  


  
    "Go!" Howard commanded.
  


  
    One of Beta Team drove. The driver started the motor and the truck lurched off. When he shifted into second, the driver clashed the transmission gears together, and one of the troops said, "Hey, grind me a pound too!"
  


  
    Howard glanced at Lieutenant Winthrop, whose face looked awfully pale in the darkness, then looked at his watch.
  


  
    Alpha Team was already on the road in a similar dilapidated vehicle.
  


  
    Howard had been assured that no matter how bad they looked, the trucks were mechanically sound, and would take them to and from where they wanted to go.
  


  
    He sure hoped so.
  


  
    The locals would have heard the copters coming down, no way around that, but local police response time to motor noises in the night wasn't likely to be real fast—if they bothered to come out and check at all. And as soon as Beta Team was another quarter mile farther up the road, its truck would stop, whereupon two soldiers would hop out and rig flashbangs on the road's shoulders. These devices would be controlled by a pressure strip set on the only road leading from town to the helicopters. If any local cops or troops came out to check on things, they'd would get a light and noise show that would make them stop and think. So would anybody else out driving this late, but that wasn't likely to happen. This was a narrow dirt road that dead-ended at a forest, and the people who lived off this path didn't own automobiles. The pressure strip would let a bicycle or motorcycle pass over it without firing the flashbangs.
  


  
    The day's heat hadn't abated much, and Howard felt the sweat soaking his clothes. They were wearing tropical-weight assault uniforms under the SIPEsuits, but in this kind of high-temperature, high-humidity weather, any-weight clothes were too much.
  


  
    "You all right, Lieutenant?"
  


  
    "Sir, I'm fine," she said.
  


  
    Then she said, "Actually I'm a little nervous, sir."
  


  
    He smiled at her. "Only a little? I personally am scared spitless. Pucker Factor of about twelve."
  


  
    That got a little smile out of her. Yeah, she was a soldier, but she wasn't a combat trooper, she'd never been on anything other than sims or training exercises. She was a computer expert, one of the best, and she didn't have to go into the field. Net Force was not like RA, where if you wanted to advance in rank, sooner or later you had to have some field experience. But she'd wanted to do this, and Julio had vouched for her, so she was here.
  


  
    "Really?" she said. "You?"
  


  
    "If you don't feel fear, you can't be brave. Brave is when your bowels are like ice and you're terrified, but you go out and do the job anyway. I don't want troopers who are fearless. They're the first ones to get taken out when the situation goes hot. Fearless and stupid go together."
  


  
    "Thank you, sir."
  


  
    He smiled. "You'll do fine, Winthrop. You're wearing state-of-the-art combat armor; anything that might get thrown at you will probably bounce right off."
  


  
    "That's not how Sergeant Fernandez tells it, sir."
  


  
    Howard chuckled. "Well, of course, Julio is the exception that proves the rule. He's a good man, Fernandez. Best I have."
  


  
    "I think quite highly of him myself," she said.
  


  


  
    1 a.m.
  


  
    Hughes got up and went to the bathroom. He shouldn't drink anything after ten at night. He knew better; he woke up every time he did having to go urinate.
  


  
    He was a little peeved too. Monique hadn't shown up tonight, she wasn't answering her com, and nobody seemed to know where she had gone. Domingos said she had done that before, disappeared for a day or two. He suspected she either had a local lover or went off to do drugs. Some of the locals grew prime ganja—it wasn't hard to come by.
  


  
    Ah, well. It wasn't as if Hughes needed her to be here—he'd done more screwing in the last few days than he had in months—but he didn't like surprises. That was the trouble with whores. No matter how high-priced they were, you couldn't depend on them. You needed to think of them like Kleenex. You used them, then you disposed of them, and the next time you felt a sneeze coming on, you plucked another one from the box.
  


  
    He smiled at his metaphor, then waded through the thick carpet back to bed. The hum of the air conditioner would put him back to sleep soon enough.
  


  


  
    1:15 a.m.
  


  
    Getting into the compound had been harder than Platt had figured. The trees had been cut back from the walls, and there was all that broken glass on top too, but he'd managed to get over using the rope and grapple without slicing himself to ribbons.
  


  
    Shit, every time he turned around, things were tougher than he'd expected. He'd been here before, on the inside, but he'd never figured he'd be going in over the wall the next time he came to visit.
  


  
    He'd figured that once he was inside, all he'd have to do was keep from stepping on one of the sleeping guards, then make his way into the main building. But maybe the guards weren't going to be sleeping. He could get his ass handed to him if he wasn't careful.
  


  
    He paused, then screwed the sound suppressor onto the Browning's threaded barrel and tightened it. Gun would still make a fair pop! if you shot it—the suppressor wouldn't stop the noise coming out of the slide when it went back and the spent shell ejected—but with subsonic ammo, it wouldn't be like a bomb going off or anything. You could miss the noise if you weren't too close.
  


  
    Getting in would be tricky, ‘cause the guards in the house would sure as hell be awake and told to shoot first and don't ask questions. But there was a way in, something he had seen when he'd been here before. There was a trash chute coming out of the kitchen that led into a big metal trash container next to the kitchen exit. The chute was big enough to put a whole can of garbage into at once, and it was big enough for a man to get through too, if he didn't mind getting covered with old banana peels and coffee grounds and rotten fruit.
  


  
    Platt headed for the garbage chute.
  


  


  
    1:25 a.m.
  


  
    Howard and Beta Team went in over the east wall. There was a grove of orange trees between the nearest building and the base of the wall where they came down, offering cover. Fortunately, according to the CIA, the President of this country did not like to hear the barking of dogs, so there weren't any roaming the grounds.
  


  
    The team moved through the orange grove, got to the prearranged position, spread out, and went prone. The main building was right in front of them.
  


  
    Howard looked at his watch.
  


  
    He held up his hand, three fingers spread. "In three minutes, people," he said quietly.
  


  


  
    1:30 a.m.
  


  
    Julio Fernandez counted the seconds off aloud. "Five, four, three, two, one!"
  


  
    Fernandez pressed the detonator stud on the IR control.
  


  
    Two hundred yards away, a low-roofed warehouse stored full of cashews and palm kernels for export went up in a blinding white flash and a boom! that rocked the truck in which Fernandez and the others Alpha Teamers sat.
  


  
    Flames spewed high, and bits of debris pattered back down, in a rain somewhat harder than the locals were used to.
  


  
    A shower of nuts bounced off the truck's roof and hood.
  


  
    "Now that's how to roast cashews," Fernandez said. "That ought to give ‘em something to worry about. AMF, we're outta here! Roll!"
  


  
    The driver cranked the truck and wheeled it out onto the road. They passed a wailing fire engine a mile away, and Fernandez waved at the firemen.
  


  
    "Good luck putting that one out, boys."
  


  


  
    1:30 a.m.
  


  
    The warehouse flashed brightly, followed in a couple of seconds by the sound of the explosion. Lights went on in the main building, and guards rushed out, weapons held ready, excited voices jabbering away.
  


  
    "Move in!" Howard commanded.
  


  
    The two point men, Hamer and Tsongas, scuttled toward the half-dozen guards who were waving their assault rifles and looking puzzled. The point men wore backpack foggers, high-pressure tanks filled with military-grade pepper spray. They were within twenty feet of the nearest guards before they were noticed, and by then it was too late. As the guards turned to bring their weapons to bear on the threat, Hamer and Tsongas cut loose.
  


  
    The pepper fog boiled out in a long white cloud that enveloped the unfortunate guards. Unlike Mace or even commercial five-percent pepper spray, whose effects a man might shrug off, pepper fog was impossible to ignore. It got into your breathing passages and eyes, and you couldn't stop your body's reaction. Your eyes swelled shut and you dropped to the ground, trying to find air you could breathe. For the next fifteen or twenty minutes, you weren't going to be doing much of anything except wishing you'd never been born.
  


  
    Howard had gone through the training, he'd eaten the fog, and he knew how those guards felt.
  


  
    The military stuff was designed to spew hard and settle out fast, but you wanted to wait a few seconds before you ran through the area you'd just fogged, and you wanted your goggles or spookeyes down when you did it.
  


  
    "Go, go!"
  


  
    The point men moved in to disarm the squirming guards, while two more troopers offered cover.
  


  
    Howard and Winthrop headed for the door with the other six team members. He remembered to hold his breath. Two of Beta peeled off to cover their flanks, while two more ran into the building through the open front door, Howard and Winthrop right behind them, handguns drawn.
  


  
    Nobody in the hall to stop them, Howard saw. The main staircase was just ahead. "Third floor! Go, go!"
  


  
    With Winthrop next to him, Howard ran for the stairs.
  


  


  
    1:31 a.m.
  


  
    Platt was in the kitchen, scraping what smelled and looked like fermented mayonnaise off his arm, when things went wonky. He saw a bright light strobe the window next to the back door, and heard an explosion in the distance that rattled the hanging pots and pans.
  


  
    What the hell was that!
  


  
    He didn't have time to worry about it, though. A guard ran into the kitchen, spotted Platt, and raised his assault rifle to pot him.
  


  
    Platt already had the Browning nine in his hand. He indexed the guard and shot him twice—pop! pop!—right in the center of mass. Wasn't too loud—
  


  
    The guard stopped, looked down at his chest as if he was annoyed, then went back to swinging his AK around at Platt.
  


  
    Man! Platt put the next two into the guard's face. The guy dropped like a boneless chicken. That ended that.
  


  
    Goddamn pansy nine-millimeter! You couldn't get a decent .45 or .357 in these foreign countries—they restricted you to small-caliber if you were a civilian!
  


  
    Platt scooted across the kitchen and opened the door to the electric dumbwaiter. The tiny elevator was going to be a tight fit. He hit the button for the third floor, then squeezed himself into the little box and let the door shut. The dumbwaiter groaned, not having been designed for this much weight, but it rose. He heard somebody else make it into the kitchen and start yelling in oogaboog as the dumbwaiter lifted, but by then they didn't know where he was.
  


  


  
    1:33 a.m.
  


  
    Apparently the residents knew enough to stay in their rooms. Nobody tried to stop them as the went down the hall on the third floor.
  


  
    Winthrop was glad. The H&K pistol in her hand didn't offer the comfort she thought it would. It felt like an alien device, despite her training, too barrel-heavy because of the silencer, the grip sweaty. She didn't particularly want to shoot anybody, though she thought she could if she had to.
  


  
    "Third door on the left," the colonel said.
  


  
    The two Beta Team troopers split, one going past the door, the other stopping on the near side. They turned so they were facing away from each other, covering both ends of the hall.
  


  
    Howard reached the door and tried the knob. Locked. He nodded at her, pointed at the room. "I'll get the door, you go in."
  


  
    She nodded in return, said, "Okay," through dry lips.
  


  
    Howard raised his foot and kicked the door open. Winthrop dived in and rolled, just as she had done in VR so many times, and came up on one knee, the pistol pointed in front of her.
  


  
    Thomas Hughes, dressed in white silk pajamas, sat up in bed, where he had obviously been sleeping until that moment.
  


  
    "Who the hell are you? What do you want?"
  


  
    The colonel stepped in behind Winthrop. "Mr. Hughes," he said. He smiled. "Commander Alexander Michaels at Net Force would like to have a word with you."
  


  
    "I don't think so," somebody said.
  


  
    Winthrop snapped her gaze to the glass door leading out to the balcony. A tall, dark, and muscular man stood there, holding an odd-looking device in one hand. She swung her pistol around to cover him.
  


  
    "I wouldn't do that, darlin'," the man said.
  


  
    Winthrop recognized him now that she heard the corn pone in his voice.
  


  
    "Platt!"
  


  
    "You look much better in person than you do in VR, honey. How about you put those guns down?"
  


  
    "How about I just shoot you instead?" Winthrop said.
  


  
    "Bad idea. Ask your jig friend there why."
  


  
    She glanced at the colonel.
  


  
    "He's holding some kind of a grenade," Howard said.
  


  
    "Yep, a gen-u-wine World War Two po-tato masher. Shoot me and I drop it, and even if your armor stops most of it, you still probably get stung pretty good. Maybe a piece gets through and punches a hole in an artery and you bleed out. And old Tommy boy here, well, he surely gets turned into hamburger."
  


  
    "I don't think so," Howard said. "I think if I shoot you, both you and that grenade will fall off that balcony behind you."
  


  
    "Ah," Platt said. "But then I would die, and you don't want that, now, do you?"
  


  
    "Why not?"
  


  
    Damn, Winthrop thought. She knew Platt was right. And so did Colonel Howard. She'd heard Commander Michaels telling him all about the dead-man switches. But she also knew that the colonel didn't necessarily want Platt to know they knew… or that, even now, Jay Gridley was working furiously to defuse the things.
  


  
    God dammit, Gridley, she thought. Hurry up
  


  
    "I'm surprised you haven't found my little surprises yet, boy," Platt said, "but then maybe you Net Force folks aren't as good as ole Tommy-boy here thought. Let's just say that if I don't make it back to my ride out of here—and the little ole computer with its satellite uplink—by a certain time, well, things will happen that will make those last assaults on the net look like kid's stuff."
  


  
    "What do you want?" Howard said.
  


  
    "Well, we need to come to some kind of… arrangement," Platt said.
  


  
    He smiled.
  


  


  
    

  


  
    40
  


  
    

  


  
    Wednesday, January 19th, 2:05 a.m.

    Bissau, Guinea-Bissau
  


  
    

  


  
    At the helicopters, the pilots were relaxed, laughing and joking. Michaels and Toni weren't so animated. They stood a short ways off, swatting at the bugs that swirled around them. The bug dope was enough to keep the insects from landing, most of them, but not enough to keep them from buzzing close enough to be annoying.
  


  
    Michaels was beginning to get worried. The others were supposed to be back by now.
  


  
    Even as he thought this, the sound of a truck motor reached them.
  


  
    Two of the pilots moved away from the copters, assault weapons held at the ready.
  


  
    The truck rounded a curve a couple hundred yards out, and as soon as it did, it blinked its lights off and then on again.
  


  
    "It's them," Toni said.
  


  
    Michaels felt himself relax a little.
  


  
    The truck pulled to a stop ten feet away from where Michaels stood, and Sergeant Fernandez stepped out. He frowned. "Beta Team is not back." It was not a question.
  


  
    "We thought they were supposed to meet you, and you'd all come back together," Toni said.
  


  
    "That's how it was supposed to go. We waited until 0150 hours as planned. The deal was, if for some reason they ran long, they'd meet us back at the Hueys by 0200. I don't like this. The colonel is never late. I think we have to give him a call."
  


  
    "We're not supposed to break radio silence except in an emergency," Michaels said.
  


  
    "Sir, we're supposed to lift in twenty-five minutes," Fernandez said. "It's an emergency."
  


  
    Michaels nodded. "Yeah."
  


  


  
    2:06 a.m.
  


  
    

  


  
    Howard felt the com vibrate soundlessly against his left hip. That would be Julio calling. But he couldn't answer him right now. Their suits' long-range broadcast radio had been put on standby, to make sure nobody who might be listening for such things picked up stray signals. LOSIR was up, and GPS transponders were on, but that wouldn't be much help—they knew where he was, just not why he was still there.
  


  
    Howard had his pistol trained on Platt, as did Winthrop. Platt, meanwhile, waved the grenade back and forth as if it was a spinning reel and he was fly-fishing for bass in a pond.
  


  
    "Thing is, Colonel, we can't hang around here all night in this Mexican standoff," Platt said. "We don't leave pretty soon, El Presidente's boys are gonna come up here pokin' around, and we don't want to be here when they do."
  


  
    "Put that thing away," Hughes said. "Are you crazy?"
  


  
    "No, sir, what I am is pissed off. You owe me thirty million dollars and I want it."
  


  
    "Thirty million?"
  


  
    "Yeah, I figure I'm due a little extra, for all my trouble. Trouble you caused me."
  


  
    "I don't know what you are talking about."
  


  
    " ‘Course not," Platt said.
  


  
    From the hall, Martin called: "Colonel, is everything okay in there?" He couldn't see them, because the kicked-in door had shut behind him when Howard had come into the room.
  


  
    "Affirmative!" Howard called back. "But listen up! I want you and Hull to go downstairs, collect the rest of Beta Team, and take the truck back to the rendezvous point ASAP!"
  


  
    "Sir? What about you and the package?"
  


  
    "We are involved in some… delicate negotiations in here, Martin. Get back to the rendezvous, you copy?"
  


  
    "Yes, sir!"
  


  
    "Good move," Platt said. "We'd better be going ourselves." He waved the grenade at the door. "We can leave through the kitchen. It's pretty quiet back there now."
  


  
    "Maybe not," Howard said.
  


  
    "Listen up, Colonel Sambo, here's the deal. I need Hughes because without him, I am up Poor White Trash Creek without a paddle. You want him for your own reasons. Let's go somewhere I can get what I want, then you can have him."
  


  
    "Dammit, Platt—!"
  


  
    "Shut up, Hughes. You ain't part of this discussion."
  


  
    "You turn me over to them, why should I give you the money?"
  


  
    "Oh, I dunno, maybe because if you don't, I'll poke out your eyes or cut off your family jewels?"
  


  
    "I don't much like your deal," Howard said.
  


  
    "Only one I'm offering. I got a ride out of this stinkin' country. I'm gonna take an account code with me or I ain't goin'. Grab that laptop there off the bedside table, would you, darlin'? We got to move. You object to that, Colonel?"
  


  
    Howard shook his head. This guy was dangerous at the very least, maybe crazy enough to let that grenade go and kill or maim them all.
  


  
    "If that thing is from World War II, what makes you think it will still work?" Winthrop said. "Maybe I shoot you, it drops and fizzles out like a wet match."
  


  
    "Maybe so," Platt said. "But you know them krauts, they build to last. You want to risk fat boy's ass on maybe it won't blow up?"
  


  
    "Let's move," Howard said. "He's right about one thing, if we don't we're all for sure dead."
  


  
    "Age before beauty," Platt said.
  


  
    As Howard turned to leave the room, he reached down with his left hand, while it was hidden from Platt's view, and triple-tapped the panic button on his com.
  


  


  
    2:10 a.m.
  


  
    

  


  
    "Oh, shit," Fernandez said.
  


  
    "What?" Michaels and Toni said together.
  


  
    "My com just started a beeper pulse. The colonel has pushed his panic button. That means he's down or captured, he can't talk."
  


  
    Michaels said, "Can we locate him from the signal?"
  


  
    "Yes, it's a GPS pulse."
  


  
    "Then let's go."
  


  
    "We're supposed to lift in twenty minutes," one of the pilots said. "Sooner or later the local army is going to get its pants on and come looking for whoever caused all the trouble."
  


  
    Michaels said. "We don't leave until we bring our people out."
  


  
    "Sir, the colonel's orders—" the pilot began.
  


  
    "Negative," Fernandez cut in. "If the colonel's been captured, then I'm in charge, and I say we're not leaving without Colonel Howard. Understood?"
  


  
    The pilot looked at the ground.
  


  
    Fernandez said. "If the local army comes around, then you can take off. Otherwise, you wait until we get back."
  


  
    "I'm going with you," Michaels said.
  


  
    "And so am I," Toni said.
  


  
    "Not a good idea, sir," Fernandez began.
  


  
    "Why does everybody keep saying that? Let's move, Sergeant. Time is running out."
  


  


  
    2:15 a.m.
  


  
    

  


  
    The rest of Beta Team had left by the front gate, which was opened and unmanned. The guards who had been fogged were still on the ground, bound in plastic wrist and ankle cufftape.
  


  
    Howard, Platt, Hughes, and Winthrop moved out. There was still a big commotion at the diversion fire, less than half a mile away, and nobody seemed to be standing around gawking at the presidential compound.
  


  
    "He's crazy," Hughes said quietly to the colonel. "He hates black people, or at least black men. He'll kill us all if he gets the chance."
  


  
    Platt moved over and tapped Hughes on the back of the head with the grenade he held.
  


  
    "Ow!"
  


  
    "Didn't I tell you to shut up? You burned all your goodwill up with me."
  


  
    "Why do they call it a potato masher?" Winthrop said, trying to distract the man.
  


  
    "Because of the shape," Platt said. "See, narrow here, on the handle, but fat down here. You take your cooked potatoes and pound away at them, like this."
  


  
    He moved the grenade up and down, as if using it to smash things under the heavy end. "See?"
  


  
    God. he was crazy. Look at him grin. And what was that stain all over his skin? He couldn't possibly think he was passing for a native, could he?
  


  


  
    2:20 a.m.
  


  
    

  


  
    "Randall, what are they doing?" Fernandez asked.
  


  
    "Still moving, Sarge. Gotta be on foot, slow as they are going."
  


  
    They were in the truck, running with the lights off, and the vehicle found every pothole in the dirt road, bouncing them around like Ping-Pong balls. Toni kept one hand on the wooden frame mounted on the back, the other hand on her kris handle. She had shoved the sheath into her belt when they'd gotten on the helicopters, although she didn't know how much luck it was bringing her at the moment.
  


  
    Could be worse. She could be dead.
  


  
    "Same direction as before?" Fernandez asked.
  


  
    "Yep."
  


  
    "Get us in front of them, Butler, half a mile or so, then shut it down."
  


  
    "You have a plan?" Toni asked.
  


  
    "Not really. The colonel's GPS unit is going somewhere at foot speed. If it's still attached to the colonel and he's free, he'll probably like a ride. If he's been captured and is being taken out to be shot or something, then he probably won't be too unhappy to see us. Either way, we need to know—hold on a second, somebody is calling. Go ahead."
  


  
    "Sergeant Fernandez, this is Martin. Beta Team is at the rendezvous—except for Colonel Howard and Lieutenant Winthrop."
  


  
    "What happened to them?"
  


  
    "I don't know, Sarge. They went into the package's room and then things got real quiet. We could hear them talking, but couldn't make out what they were saying through the closed door. After a while, the colonel told us to take off."
  


  
    "Did he give a reason?"
  


  
    "Negative. All he said was, he was doing some kind of negotiation."
  


  
    "Copy, Martin. Hold your ground as long as you can. We're going to collect the colonel and the lieutenant now. See if you can shoo away anybody who comes nosing around until we get back."
  


  
    "Affirmative, Sarge."
  


  
    Fernandez looked puzzled. "Doesn't make any sense."
  


  
    "When we find Howard, we'll get him to explain it," Michaels said.
  


  


  
    2:25 a.m.
  


  
    

  


  
    "Where are we going?" Howard asked. The brush around the little trail was thick, still radiating damp heat from the day. You couldn't see two feet into the forest, and could barely see the trail, even with flashlights.
  


  
    "Not too much further," Platt said. "A half mile or so. I have my ride stashed up ahead. We get there, Hughes gives me the bank code, I check it out using the laptop, we go our separate ways."
  


  
    Platt saw Winthrop and Howard exchange quick looks.
  


  
    "Well, in your shoes, I don't reckon I would much trust me neither. But I got nothing to gain by killing anybody here. And you got your guns and all, right? You get your big-time thief and most of the money back, I get paid what I'm owed and I'm gone, you don't never see me again. I'll even shut off my little surprises, once I'm safely out of here. Now don't that sound like a good deal all the way around? Except for fat boy here, but we don't really care what he thinks, do we?"
  


  
    Howard didn't say anything, but what he was thinking was, Dammit, Gridley, we're about out of time here. Move your ass!
  


  


  
    2:30 a.m.
  


  
    

  


  
    "This doesn't make any sense," Michaels whispered to Toni. "That's Hughes, in the white pajamas, and I'm pretty sure the big guy behind him is Platt, wearing some kind of disguise."
  


  
    "Yeah, and Howard and Joanna both have their pistols out, but it doesn't look like they are in charge."
  


  
    "The big guy's carrying a grenade in one hand, that's why," Fernandez said. "Probably already armed. That's who is in charge, and that's why they don't plug him. He falls, the grenade goes boom. Jesus, it's dark out here. I wish we could use the spookeyes."
  


  
    "Why can't we?" Michaels asked.
  


  
    "Flashlights will cause cutouts, they shine in our direction. Safety feature, otherwise it's like looking into the sun."
  


  
    "Hostage scenario," Toni said. "You have an SOP for this, don't you?"
  


  
    "Yes, ma'am—only not one set up to cover being in a foreign jungle with enemy troops breathing down our necks and our ride about to take off. Standard negotiations for hostage situations are based on psychology—and hours or days to work. We don't have the time."
  


  
    Michaels, Toni, and Fernandez were in the bushes fifty yards ahead of the quartet moving toward them. The rest of Alpha Team was spread out behind the four on the trail.
  


  
    "What do we do?" Toni whispered.
  


  
    Fernandez said. "Look for an opportunity. Push comes to shove, we take the bad guy down and hope for minimal casualties."
  


  
    "How much danger are Howard and Winthrop in, given the suits they are wearing?"
  


  
    "Some," Fernandez said. "They will surely pick up damage, cuts, but the armor will stop most of a low-yield explosive shrapnel. It's the guy in the PJs and the big brown guy who are gonna get shredded for sure."
  


  
    Toni said, "No great loss—except that Hughes might have left us some electronic bombs of his own. We can't let him die until we know for sure he didn't. And if he did, maybe it was Platt who set them up, if there are any. Can we afford to let both of them die? Don't we need at least one of them alive?"
  


  
    "Yeah," Michaels said. "But the clock is ticking. We don't move, everybody dies." At that moment his virgil vibrated.
  


  
    It was Gridley. "Got ‘em, Boss. Every last one of them."
  


  
    "Good work, Jay," Alex said. "And just in time." Disconnecting, he looked around him. "Jay did it. Get ready to get our people out of there now." He stood and stepped out of the bushes.
  


  
    "Alex, don't—!" Toni began.
  


  
    Too late.
  


  
    "Hold it right there, asshole!" Michaels yelled.
  


  
    Behind him, Fernandez said to Toni, "I'll flank right, Commander, go left!"
  


  
    The four people moving up the path stopped.
  


  
    "Who the hell are you?" Platt said. "Get out here where I can—oh, hello! You're the Net Force honcho, aint'cha? What you doin' out here in the jungle, desk boy? Come to see how real men play?"
  


  
    Howard made his move—he leaped, grabbed the hand holding the grenade, and squeezed it tight in both of his. "Shoot, Winthrop, shoot!"
  


  
    Startled, Joanna pointed her pistol and fired, but Platt spun, swung the colonel around one-handed like swinging a small child, and the bullet from Joanna's pistol spanged! off the colonel's back armor.
  


  
    A beat later, another bullet from somewhere boomed and whistled past, not hitting anything Michaels could see.
  


  
    Jesus! Everybody dancing around wouldn't leave Fernandez or Toni a clear shot, Michaels knew. And if bullets started bouncing off armor, no telling where they might go—or who might catch one in an unprotected spot.
  


  
    "Cease fire!" Fernandez yelled. He must have realized the danger too.
  


  
    Things went into slow motion…
  


  
    —Platt pulled a knife from his belt even as he danced around in a circle with Howard holding on to his other hand— —Michaels ran toward the two struggling men, moving as if his feet were mired in thick mud— —Platt slashed at Howard's arm and drew blood—
  


  
    —Michaels got to the wrestling men, saw Platt grin, turn the knife in his direction, and cut at him, forcing Michaels to jump back— —Platt turned back to Howard, raised the knife to Howard's throat, to a gap in the armor. Slow, oh, so, slow…
  


  
    "Adios, black boy," Platt said. He didn't even raise his voice.
  


  
    Michaels's gun was still in its holster; he was the only one close enough to shoot and hit Platt. He pulled it, fired without aiming—he couldn't miss this close—but Platt saw him reach, spun Howard around, and once again the bullet hit the colonel's armor— Damn—
  


  
    "John!"
  


  
    —Michaels turned, saw Toni. She had already tossed something at Howard— —the kris—
  


  
    Reflexively, Platt batted at the thing he saw twirling in toward him, missed, but that meant his knife was away from Howard's throat— —Howard let go of the grenade hand, snatched the wavy-bladed knife from the air, turned, twisted into Platt, stabbed as Platt stabbed— —Platt snarled as his knife hit Howard's armor and skidded off—
  


  
    —The kris's point slipped between Platt's ribs, the blade sinking in until the hilt almost touched the center of the big man's chest— Platt moaned, blew out a breath, stabbed again, hit more armor. The knife actually dug in a little—then the blade snapped in half.
  


  
    "Fuck," Platt said. He fell to his knees, dragging Howard down with him, pulling the kris from Howard's grasp.
  


  
    Hughes screamed, "Jesus, Jesus, don't shoot me! Don't shoot me! Please!"
  


  
    Platt toppled to the side, and when he did, he let go of the grenade.
  


  
    —The grenade—
  


  
    Michaels dropped the gun, dived, rolled, came up with the bomb, and threw it into the trees to his left. He hoped like hell none of the troops had circled back into that area, or that it didn't hit a tree and bounce right back— "Down!" he yelled. "Down, down—"
  


  
    He dropped.
  


  
    Howard was still on his feet, staring at Platt.
  


  
    One… two… three…
  


  
    Boom!
  


  
    The grenade went off, and metal sleeted through the trees and bushes, punching holes in leaves and bark.
  


  
    Something burned along Michaels's arm. He frowned. What—!
  


  
    A long time passed, a couple of thousand years, Michaels figured. Toni grabbed him, and he realized he was still alive. His ears rang.
  


  
    He hugged her with his good arm, and watched his other arm bleed from the shrapnel gash on it. It didn't hurt, but it was putting out what seemed a goodly amount of red.
  


  
    "Don't shoot!" Hughes said. He started to blubber, big tears streaming.
  


  
    "Shut up," Howard said quietly.
  


  
    Hughes shut up.
  


  
    Howard moved to stand next to Michaels, holding his own arm, which was also bleeding. "Commander. You okay?"
  


  
    "Yep. You, Colonel?"
  


  
    "Better, now. Nice of you to drop by."
  


  
    "We were in the neighborhood."
  


  
    They looked down at Platt, who was still breathing. Platt said, "Damn. I can't believe it. A nigrah…"
  


  
    Howard didn't say anything.
  


  
    Platt stared at Howard. "I hate this fuckin' country," he said. "Kilt by a goddamned nigrah—"
  


  
    Platt's last breath escaped and he collapsed.
  


  
    Howard stared off into the forest. "He was right about the Germans."
  


  
    "Excuse me?" Michaels said.
  


  
    "I'll tell you about it later, Commander."
  


  
    Behind them, Joanna Winthrop and Julio Fernandez were locked in a tight embrace.
  


  
    "Well," Michaels said, "I hate to break this party up, but it would be a good idea for us to take our leave now."
  


  
    "Amen, Commander. Amen."
  


  
    Michaels bent, and with some difficulty, pulled the kris from Platt. He wiped it off on the man's shirt, then gave it back to Toni. "I think you are right, Toni. This is definitely a lucky thing to have around."
  


  
    "Let's go, people! We got a helicopter to catch!"
  


  
    They went.
  


  


  
    

  


  
    EPILOGUE
  


  
    

  


  
    Saturday, January 22nd, 8 a.m.

    Washington, D.C.
  


  
    

  


  
    In his own bed, Michaels woke up slowly and rolled from his right side onto his back. The left arm was still little sore, but the medic had used skinstat glue and bonded the six-inch-long gash into a thin line they said would leave minimal scarring. A nice conversation piece at informal parties, they'd told him. Not everybody nearly gets blown up by an antique hand grenade.
  


  
    The ride back from Guinea-Bissau had been relatively uneventful. The locals had never gotten around to finding the helicopters, at least not until after they were in the air. The flight from Banjul couldn't have been smoother. True, the director hadn't been thrilled with the operation, but nobody in Guinea-Bissau was going to complain about it, given that their President had received a hundred million dollars in stolen money. They might even let him keep it, the director had said, because maybe it was better that he was beholden to the U.S. government, given the unstable political situations over there. Better he felt as if he owed them a favor, should they need to collect it. But that was up to State, of course.
  


  
    All in all, the director wasn't too upset. And everybody in the regular FBI and Net Force was happy to hear the great silence from the offices of Senator Robert White after his chief of staff was indicted for all those horrible crimes. White was too rich to have been involved in Hughes's little scheme, but there would be a little tar from that brush on his nice suit. Maybe he might even get unelected next time around. There was a nice thought.
  


  
    Colonel Howard's arm needed a little work, but it would heal almost as good as new, so he was told. And apparently the colonel had picked up some kind of rare bacterial infection a while back that had been sapping his strength lately. It had been missed during his initial exam, but picked up while the knife wound was being treated. Once it was diagnosed, the medics were able to start Howard on antibiotics, and he'd been delighted to find out that the disease would be cured in a couple of weeks and he'd feel a lot perkier. Not that Michaels thought the colonel particularly needed that—he'd looked pretty damned perky when he'd been wrestling with the sociopathic racist bodybuilder.
  


  
    So, despite a few glitches, things had turned out pretty well…
  


  
    "Alex?"
  


  
    He looked up. Toni, naked and gloriously beautiful, stood at the foot of the bed beaming down at him. "Hmm?"
  


  
    "You want some coffee? I can go and make you some."
  


  
    He smiled at her. "Maybe later," he said. "I've got something else in mind just at this moment."
  


  
    "Oh? And what might that be?"
  


  
    "Come here and I'll show you."
  


  
    She did, and then he did.
  


  
    That turned out pretty well too.
  


  
    And the coffee didn't get made until almost noon.
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    PROLOGUE
  


  


  
    Friday, April Ist, 2011, 2:15 A.M.

    Outside Sahiwal, Pakistan
  


  
    

  


  
    The middle of the night, and still the temperature hovered near ninety. The humidity was so high that sweat did not evaporate and, having nowhere else to go, sour perspiration soaked the men’s black uniforms. Only April, and already a new record high for this date in the Punjab, almost a hundred and fifteen, with more of the same predicted for tomorrow. Pah.
  


  
    Three of the men in sodden black camouflage clothes lay in the darker shadow of a row of stunted bushes a few dozen yards from the railroad tracks, waiting.
  


  
    In the distance, the sound of the train’s whistle announced that it was on its way.
  


  
    “It won’t be long now,” Bhattacharya said. Fat as he was, the others sometimes called him Ganesha, after the elephant god, though they did not say this to his face. However corpulent he might be, Bhattacharya was quick to anger, equally quick to move, and once moving, a formidable opponent. Until two years ago, Bhattacharya had been an officer, a colonel. Then, at a garden party in Panipat, he had stabbed another colonel who had insulted him, and it was only the lucky presence of a doctor that had saved the fat man from a murder charge. As it was, what he’d done was enough to have him stripped of his rank and arrested—and offered jail or a transfer to the Special Unit.
  


  
    Like similar covert organizations around the world, the Special Unit did not officially exist. None of the men carried regular army-issue weapons or gear. Their assault rifles were surplus Chinese AKs, their pistols German, their sheath knives were from Japan. Their communications equipment came from New Zealand, their boots from Indonesia, their clothes from Australia. No man had upon his person any item that would officially identify him at all, much less identify him as an Indian soldier. And during an operation, no man was to allow himself to be captured. If such an event became likely, a quick suicide by gun or knife was expected. This was not as heroic as it might seem. Anyone who refused to do his duty would soon be dead anyway: Before embarking upon this mission, each man had taken a slow-acting poison. If he returned from the mission, he would be given the antidote and would suffer only a few days of flulike misery. If he did not return for any reason, he would die a lingering and painful death, the effects of which made suicide seem a picnic in the park. Better to choose the quick exit, if it came to that.
  


  
    When there were dark military things to be done in India, the SU was called upon to do them. Most countries had such units, though most would quickly deny such an accusation.
  


  
    This mission was as dark as any. Sneaking into Pakistan for a covert operation was a risky proposition at best. Packy was a touchy one, and given the current political situation, it was easy to understand why.
  


  
    Next to Ganesha lay Rahman, around forty, a man of no particular caste from New Delhi. Rahman was long and lean, the opposite of Bhattacharya. Rahman was familiar with this area of Pakistan, having once been a member of India’s Border Security Force, the BSF foot-stampers who faced the Pakistan Rangers across the wire at the Wagah Post. There, each evening, both sides danced the mutual show of stylized aggression that marked the daily lowering of the flags and ceremonial blatting of the bugles. Crowds came from miles to see the mock battle, cheering each side on as if it were a soccer match.
  


  
    The third man was Harbhajan Singh and, naturally, he was called The Sikh. Although Singh was certainly not an unusual name for a Sikh, he had in fact been named specifically for the particular soldier who had achieved moksha —enlightenment—while patrolling the border with China in the 1960s near Nathu-La. All they had ever found of that Singh were his snow goggles, his helmet, and his rifle. To this day, Singh’s ghost still patrolled the area, and the Chinese often saw him standing on top of a mountain or walking across the surface of a stream. The army had not believed the story for a long time, until a visiting general offered disrespect to the ghost and for his attitude was promptly killed in a helicopter crash on his way home. From then on, the new commanders of the region were most careful to send their personal cars to the area once a year, to offer Singh a ride to the train station for his annual leave. And a seat would be booked for the ghost on the train, too. It must have made for an interesting trip to have been the driver of the car, though no one had ever claimed to see Singh riding in the car or on the train.
  


  
    All of which was fascinating, but not doing much to alleviate the discomfort this Singh felt under his beard and turban from the night’s tropical heat. Even though his great-great-grandfather had lived near Lahore, only a few miles north of here, Singh had spent much of his life in Madras, on the Bay of Bengal, and while that city was certainly warm year-round, at least there were sea breezes to offer relief. Too, he had lived several years in Calcutta, and that had been hotter than Madras, but even Calcutta was not baked as was the Punjab, the hottest place on earth, so it was said. He could believe it.
  


  
    “There it is,” Bhattacharya said. “See the light, there?”
  


  
    Singh and Rahman nodded and murmured their agreement. Along the track, the other “mercenaries” would be gathering themselves for the attack. There were sixty of them, and while some would probably die during the assault, they would be missed only by their comrades. You did not join the SU unless you were alone in the world: no wife, no family, no ties to anything. You were expendable.
  


  
    The train’s whistle bleated again, drawing nearer.
  


  
    Singh gripped his AK-47 clone and took a deeper breath of the fetid and hot night air. He was not a very good Sikh, had not been for many years, but he was moved to repeat God’s name a few times anyway. No harm in that.
  


  
    The train came into view. What the engineer could not see ahead was a set of angled derailing plates that had been artfully welded to the rails, right where the tracks curved and banked a hair to the left.
  


  
    The special train from Multan to Lahore was about to make an unscheduled and most abrupt stop.
  


  
    Singh held his breath as the chugging engine hit the plates. There came a loudclang and a scream of protesting metal. The engine jumped the tracks, plowed into the ground, and ripped up great chunks of earth. More crashing noises filled the air as the engine slammed onto its side and kept skidding.
  


  
    The following five or six cars also leaped from the rails and tumbled about like a child’s toy. More noise and great clouds of smoke and dust billowed into the night.
  


  
    Singh was already on his feet, running toward the still-moving train. Some of the cars stayed on the track, and one of these, a boxcar with doors closed, loomed right in front of him. The door opened, and five Pakistani Rangers leaped out.
  


  
    Singh fired, waving his weapon back and forth, hosing the soldiers. Next to him, Rahman’s weapon also spoke, as did Ganesha’s, and the Pakistanis went down, cut dead by a sleet of jacketed metal.
  


  
    Sorry, Packy, better luck next time around.
  


  
    More guns went off; the darkness was lit by muzzle flashes and exploding grenades. White phosphor blossomed, and red flares spewed. It was all quite colorful.
  


  
    There were as many soldiers defending as there were attacking, but the SU troops had surprise—and a train wreck—on their side. Within a few moments, it was all over. A few wounded yelled in pain but were quickly silenced by gunshots. Singh, Bhattacharya, and Rahman went to their assigned boxcar. It was empty, but that did not matter. They set their explosives, activated the preset timers.
  


  
    “Go!” Rahman said. “Quick!”
  


  
    The three of them joined the other fleeing SU troops. They had only seconds to get clear. No one would have time to find and disarm the charges, if there had been anybody still alive here with such a mind.
  


  
    A gun went off to the left. Singh twisted and raked the spot where he’d seen the muzzle flash, spraying quick three-round bursts from the AK, and heard a scream. One of the Pakistanis, playing dead. Dead for real, now.
  


  
    But the Pakistani’s last shot had found a mark.
  


  
    Bhattacharya went down.
  


  
    Singh skidded to a stop, though Rahman kept running.
  


  
    The fat man was hit in the chest, high and slightly off center, and the camo was already soaked with blood, a dark and wet splotch in the night. The fat man looked up at Singh. “I’m done,” he said. “Help me out here, Sikh.”
  


  
    Singh nodded. “Yes.” He pointed the assault rifle at Bhattacharya’s forehead, squeezed the trigger fast, got off one round. The man’s body spasmed and went limp.
  


  
    No time to stand around and offer prayers. Singh ran.
  


  
    A few seconds later, light and noise shattered what was left of the hot and clammy night. The exploding train could easily be seen for miles by any who happened to look.
  


  
    And it was felt, in a different way, around the entire world.
  


  

  
    PART ONE
  


  


  
    The Sun Never Sets on the British Empire
  


  


  


  
    

    1
  


  


  
    Friday, April 1st

    Hampton Court, England
  


  
    

  


  
    The palace, whose first royal occupant had been Henry VIII, back in the 1500s, was huge. The stone buildings themselves covered more than six acres, with ten times that much walled-in lawn and gardens around the structures. The chambers were mostly big, with high ceilings, tall windows, and a couple had stone fireplaces large enough to walk into without bumping your head. Most of the rooms were empty, save for giant wall hangings and baroque chandeliers. A few chambers had monstrous canopied beds or chairs and desks in them. There were art galleries, with age-muddied paintings hung. Much of the section they were in at the moment, called the King’s Apartments, had burned in a sudden fire in the mid-1980s and had been since restored to what it supposedly looked like in the 1700s.
  


  
    Alex Michaels glanced around in awe. It was hard to imagine that anybody had ever actually lived in such a place.
  


  
    It had cost them fifteen euros each to be admitted to the palace, after the ride on the tube from London. They’d strolled across the Thames on the Hampton Court Bridge, to the main entrance. Michaels had traveled over the years, more since he had become commander of the FBI stand-alone unit, Net Force, but he had somehow never made it to England until now. He and Toni had decided to add some vacation time to the week they had been allotted for the International Computer Crime Conference. They needed some time off; things had gotten a little rocky on a personal level the last few weeks.
  


  
    So here they were, in the huge house of kings and queens, but, vast as it was, Hampton Court Palace was not big enough to contain Toni Fiorella’s simmering anger. Michaels expected it to burst out any second, to blast him and whatever room they were in to a blackened crisp. They weren’t married, but it seemed the honeymoon period was coming to an end, as much as he did not want it to happen.
  


  
    Fifteen euros: that was a lot to be allowed to walk around inside a musty castle for a couple of hours. If it hadn’t been for the calculator built into the electronic virgil on his belt, Michaels would never have been able to figure out what that was in real money. Multiplying fractions was not his favorite pastime.
  


  
    He pointed out the security beam generator to Toni, inset into the support that held the drooping velvet ropes that were supposed to keep the tourists from sitting in the antique chairs. “Step over that, I bet we’ll hear an alarm scream.”
  


  
    Toni said nothing.
  


  
    Oh, Lord, what have I done now? “You okay?”
  


  
    “I’m fine.”
  


  
    Michaels drew in a long, slow breath and let it escape silently as they walked along. A costumed man who looked as if he might be from Henry’s court stood under a painting of an ugly couple and two much better-looking dogs, explaining to a tour group the significance of the painting. The costumed man had what Michaels had been told was a posh accent, nary a dropped aitch, very upper class.
  


  
    Before he and Toni had become lovers, Michaels had been married and divorced. There was a way that a woman said, “I’m fine,” the tone clipped and brusque, that meant she was anything but fine. He had learned not to go any farther down that road unless he was really ready to hear what was wrong, sometimes at a decibel level equal to standing in front of the speakers at a This Is Your Brain on Drugs rock concert. Would Toni yell at him in the Great Hall? Or would she wait until they were in the smaller Tudor rooms where Cardinal Wolsey once pursued his studies? Right at the moment, if Michaels dared to touch her, he was almost sure his fingers would get burned. She was pissed, and he was pretty sure it was at him.
  


  
    Why wasn’t life simple? Two people love each other, they get together, and live happily ever after?
  


  
    Probably what Anne Boleyn thought when she hooked up with the fat man, you reckon? said his inner voice.
  


  
    He told his inner voice to shut up.
  


  
    She waited until they were outside, strolling across a damp and chilly lawn toward the North Gardens and the carefully tended hedge maze before she said anything. He was watching her peripherally, admiring her athletic walk, her beautiful face and figure. She had been his assistant since he’d been at Net Force, and she was very good at her job. She was also almost a dozen years younger than he was, a bright, tough, nice Italian girl from the Bronx who was an adept at an Indonesian martial art called pentjak silat. She had been teaching it to him, and he was getting better at it, but if push came to shove and she was really angry, she could wipe the floor with him and never break a sweat. That was an odd sensation, knowing the woman you loved could kick your ass if she felt like it.
  


  
    When she spoke, her voice was quiet, even, no anger apparent in it. “Why did you send Marshall to the OCIC meeting in Kabul?”
  


  
    Michaels took another deep breath. Why hadn’t he sent her? Because Afghanistan was not a place he wanted Toni to be. It was backward, women were fourth-class citizens, after men, boys, and horses, and there were frequent terrorist attacks on foreigners, particularly Americans. He did not want to put her at risk. But he couldn’t say that straight out. Instead, he said, “Marshall wanted to go. I didn’t think you did.”
  


  
    “I didn’t, particularly,” she said.
  


  
    “Well, so there it is. You didn’t have to. No problem, right?”
  


  
    He should be so lucky. She said, “I was up. I should have gone.”
  


  
    “But you just said you didn’t want to go.”
  


  
    She stopped walking and stared at him. God, she was beautiful, even when she was mad at him. Maybe even more so when she was mad at him.
  


  
    “That’s not the point. I was up; you should have sent me, whether I wanted to or not. Why didn’t you?”
  


  
    He had a pretty good memory, a necessary requisite for prevarication, but even so, when it got right down to it, Michaels was not a very good liar. Oh, sure, he could tell somebody their hair looked nice when it didn‘t, or smile and nod at a superior’s bad taste in clothes without blurting it out, but beyond simple and harmless white lies designed to spare feelings, he had no real interest in games of deceit. She had caught him, he had tried to slip past and couldn’t, so he wasn’t going to try to lie his way out of it. He shook his head and went for the truth: “Because I didn’t want to send you into a place where you might be at risk.”
  


  
    “That’s what I thought.” She started walking again.
  


  
    He went after her. “Look, Toni, I love you. Is it so wrong to want to keep you out of harm’s way?”
  


  
    “For a lover, no. I’d be unhappy if you didn’t want that. But for a colleague in the intelligence community, yes, it’s wrong. You know I can take care of myself.”
  


  
    “Yes,” he said. He knew, he’d seen that demonstrated a few times. She was better able to take care of herself when things got physical than he was, but even so, she wasn’t Superwoman.
  


  
    “I want you to treat me like one of the boys.”
  


  
    He smiled. “That would be a trick. I can’t think of you that way, and if I did, well, I wouldn’t be interested. I like girls. You in particular.”
  


  
    She gave him a tiny grin in return, a quick flash, so she wasn’t totally pissed off at him. “I meant at the office. I very much like being treated as a woman when we’re on our own time.”
  


  
    “I understand.”
  


  
    “Do you? You really need to, you know. I want you to hold my hand when we walk in the moonlight—but not when we’re at work. You need to separate your personal life from your work life, Alex.”
  


  
    “Okay. I will. Next time you’re up, you go, no matter where it is.”
  


  
    She flashed a bigger smile. “Good. Now, you suppose we might find some chocolate somewhere?”
  


  
    They both laughed, and he felt a great sense of relief. Neither of them had been to England before, and one of the things they noticed early on was that there were chocolate candy machines everywhere: in stores, train stations, even pubs. It had become a running joke between them, finding chocolate. They both expected to gain thirty pounds and have their faces break out before they returned to the States.
  


  
    His virgil played the first few bars of Aaron Copland’s “Fanfare for the Common Man.” He had an incoming telecom. He pulled the device from his belt and saw that the caller was from the office of the FBI’s director.
  


  
    “That’s cute,” Toni said, meaning the music. She waved her finger as if directing an orchestra.
  


  
    “Jay must have sneaked into my office and reprogrammed the ringer again. Better than last time, when it was George Thorogood’s “Bad to the Bone.”
  


  
    “Ta dah dah dah dah dump!” Toni sang.
  


  
    “Everybody I work with has a warped sense of humor,” he said. “This is Alex Michaels.”
  


  
    “Please hold for the director,” a secretary said.
  


  
    Toni looked at him, and he held his hand over the virgil’s microphone. “Boss.”
  


  
    “I sure wish Walt Carver hadn’t had that heart attack,” Toni said.
  


  
    “I think he’s glad he did. It gave him an excuse to retire and go fishing. It’s only been a month; we should give her a chance—”
  


  
    “Commander, this is Melissa Allison. I’m sorry to interrupt your vacation, but we have a situation of which you need to be aware.”
  


  
    Her face appeared on the virgil’s liquid crystal display screen, so he tapped his send-visual mode and held the unit so he could see the virgil’s cam thumbnail of his own face in the screen’s corner.
  


  
    Allison, forty-six, was a thin redhead with a cool-bordering-on-cold voice and demeanor. She was a political appointee, a lawyer with no experience in the field but an encyclopedic knowledge of where dozens of political bodies were buried. The rumor was that certain high-ranking members of congress had prevailed on the President to offer her the FBI directorship vacated by Walt Carver’s mild cardiac event so she’d keep quiet about things better left that way. Outside of a couple of meetings and a few memos, Michaels hadn’t had to deal with her yet.
  


  
    “Go ahead.”
  


  
    “Some hours ago, an unidentified military force attacked a Pakistani train near the Indian border, killed a dozen guards, and then blew the train to pieces. The cargo was a top-secret shipment of electronic components on their way to be used in the Pakistani nuclear bomb program.”
  


  
    “I thought there was a nonproliferation treaty between Pakistan and India.”
  


  
    “There is, but neither country pays any attention to it. The government of Pakistan is convinced the attacking terrorist force was a special unit of the Indian Army.”
  


  
    “Do they have proof of this?”
  


  
    “Not enough to start a war. Not yet—but they are looking hard.”
  


  
    Michaels looked at the tiny image of the director’s face. “With all due respect, ma’am, what’s this got to do with us? Shouldn’t the spooks be on the hot seat?”
  


  
    “They are, but if they and the Pakistanis can be believed, there was no way anyone could know about the train and what it carried. The terrorists had plenty of time to get into position for the ambush, and the Pakistanis say this wasn’t possible.”
  


  
    “Obviously it was,” Michaels said.
  


  
    “The liaison with the CIA tells him there were only four people who knew about the shipment and the route. The crates were unmarked, and the workmen and train personnel who loaded and were delivering the materials didn’t know what they were carrying.”
  


  
    “Coincidence, maybe? They attacked a train at random?”
  


  
    “Nineteen trains passed that point in the twenty-four hours prior to the one that was destroyed. Only one carried anything of strategic importance.”
  


  
    “Then somebody told.”
  


  
    “The Pakistanis say not. Nobody had a chance to tell. Once the operation began, three of the four who knew were together, and the other one—who happens to be the head of their secret police—didn’t get around to decoding the computer message telling him about the shipment until an hour before the attack. Some kind of computer failure on his end had his system down. Even if he had wanted to tell, there wasn’t enough time.”
  


  
    “Somebody intercepted the message and broke the code, then,” Michaels said.
  


  
    “Which is why it concerns us,” she said. “The problem there is, the security encryption was supposedly bulletproof, a factored number hundreds of digits long. According to the CIA, it would take a SuperCray running full time, day and night, about a million years to break the code.”
  


  
    Great, Michaels thought. He said, “I’ll have my people look into it.”
  


  
    “Good. Keep me informed.”
  


  
    Her picture disappeared as she broke the connection.
  


  
    Toni, who had been listening, shook her head. “Not possible,” she said.
  


  
    “Right. The difficult we do immediately. The impossible takes a little longer. Come on, let’s go see the maze.”
  


  
    “You going to call Jay?”
  


  
    “It can wait a few more minutes.”
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    Friday, April 1st

    London, England
  


  
    

  


  
    The waiter arrived with a Bombay gin and tonic and set it on the table next to the overstuffed leather chair where Lord Geoffrey Goswell sat reading the Times. The Japanese markets were going to hell in a handbasket, the American stock market was holding steady, and gold futures were up.
  


  
    The weather forecast for London called for rain on the morrow.
  


  
    Nothing about which to be concerned.
  


  
    Goswell glanced up. He watched the servant bide a moment to see if there was anything else required, and gave the waiter a military nod. “Thank you, Paddington.”
  


  
    “Milord.”
  


  
    The waiter glided noiselessly away. Here was a good man, old Paddington. He’d had been delivering the paper and drinks here at the club for what? Thirty, thirty-five years? He was polite, efficient, knew his place, and never intruded. Would that all servants were half as well-mannered. A man to be remembered with a nice tip at Christmas, was Paddington.
  


  
    Across the short stretch of dark and worn oval Oriental rug, reading a trash paper like the Sun or the New York Times or some such, Sir Harold Bellworth harrumphed and blew out a fragrant cloud of Cuban cigar smoke. He lowered his paper a bit and looked at Goswell. “Can’t believe what the American President said today. I don’t understand why they put up with that kind of bloody nonsense over there. If the PM did that, he would be tossed out on his ear, and rightly so.”
  


  
    Bellworth, eighty-two, was class of ’47, thus eight years older than Goswell.
  


  
    Goswell smiled politely at the older man. “Well, they’re Americans now, aren’t they?”
  


  
    “Mmm, yes, of course.” Here was a standard reply that answered neatly so many questions. There was the British way, and then there were all the . . . other ways. Well, they are Americans, aren’t they? Or French, or German, or for God’s sake, Spanish. What else could one expect from foreigners, save the wrong way of doing things?
  


  
    “Mmph.” Harry lifted the paper and went back to his reading.
  


  
    Goswell glanced at the big, round clock over the bookcase. Half-past five already. He should have Paddington call Stephens, he supposed. It would be a slow drive to The Yews, especially on a Friday evening, with all the rabble streaming out of the city for their weekly two-day holiday, but there was no help for it. Normally, he would just stay at Portman House in the city until Saturday, then enjoy the leisurely drive to his estate in Sussex, but that scientist fellow of his, Peter Bascomb-Coombs, was arriving for dinner at half-nine, so there was no help for it. Given the traffic, Goswell would be lucky to make it in time as it was. He folded the financial section and put it next to his gin and tonic, picked up the drink, and took a large sip. Ah. He put the glass down.
  


  
    A moment later, unbidden, Paddington appeared. “Milord?”
  


  
    “Yes, have Stephens bring the car round, will you?”
  


  
    “Of course, milord. Some tea and sandwiches for the trip?”
  


  
    “No, I have a dinner when we get to the country.” He waved one hand in airy dismissal.
  


  
    Paddington left to find the chauffeur. Goswell stood, pulled his watch from his vest pocket, and checked its time against the club’s clock.
  


  
    Harry looked up from his paper again. “Off, are we?”
  


  
    “Yes, a meeting with my scientist at the country house.”
  


  
    “Scientists.” Harry delivered the word in the same way he would have said “thieves” or “whores.” He shook his head. “Well. Cheerio, then. By the way, have you cut down that bloody yew behind the greenhouse yet?”
  


  
    “Certainly not. I expect to nourish its roots with you any time now.”
  


  
    Harry gave a wheezy smoker’s laugh. “I’ll dance on your grave, you young upstart. And warm my hands from that bloody yew as it burns merrily in my fireplace, too.”
  


  
    The two men smiled. It was an old joke. Yews were often planted in graveyards and, because they seemed to always grow largest in such locations, it was thought that the minerals from the decomposing bodies were good for the plants’ roots. The big yew behind the greenhouse on Goswell’s estate was eighty-five feet tall, if it was an inch, and probably four hundred years old. He had been threatening to feed Harry to it for years.
  


  
    He glanced at his watch. A minute or so fast, but close enough. The watch was a gold Waltham, of no great value, but it had belonged to his Uncle Patrick, who had died during the Blitz, and it had come to him as a lad. He had better timepieces that ran dead-on, Rolexes and Cartiers and a couple of the handmade Swiss things that cost as much as a new car. The Waltham was a simple machine. It did not offer the date nor the market news nor could it be held to one’s ear and used as a telephone. It was no more than a watch, and he rather liked that.
  


  
    He slipped the Waltham back into his vest pocket and started for the exit. By the time he reached the street, Stephens would have the ’54 Bentley waiting. He preferred the Bentley to the Rolls, as well. It was basically the same automobile, without that ostentatious grill, and being ostentatious was not something a gentleman did, now was it?
  


  
    He would listen to the BBC news on the way out of the city. See if the wogs in India and Pakistan had started shooting at each other over that little . . . entertainment he had arranged. That would be lovely, if they would just bomb each other back to the time of the Raj, and the Empire had to come back and bring them along to civilization again.
  


  
    There would be justice, wouldn’t it?
  


  
    
  


  
    

  


  
    Friday, April 1st

    Somewhere in the British Raj, India
  


  
    

  


  
    Jay Gridley rode the net, master of all he surveyed.
  


  
    Right at the moment, he was in a VR—virtual reality—scenario he had designed especially for this new assignment Alex Michaels had called him about. In RW—the real world—he sat at his computer console inside Net Force HQ in Quantico, Virginia, his eyes and ears covered with input sensors, his hands and chest wired so that his smallest movements could be turned into control pulses. But in VR, Jay wore a pith helmet, khaki shorts, and a starched khaki shirt, along with knee-socks, stout walking shoes, and a Webley Mark III .38 revolver strapped around his waist. He sat upon the back of an Indian elephant, inside a howdah, next to the local rajah. Overhead, the afternoon sun broiled everything it saw, smiting men and beasts and vegetation alike with withering heat. Ahead of them, brown-skinned natives in loincloths beat upon metal plates with sticks, rattled rocks inside cans, and chanted loudly to spook and drive from the chest-high grasses the tiger who might be hidden therein.
  


  
    Jay smiled at the image, knowing it was not politically correct, but he wasn’t worried. He wasn’t likely to run into anybody he knew while playing this scenario, and besides, he was half Thai, wasn’t he? Once upon a time, one of his great-great-grandfathers or uncles would probably have been barefoot down there in the grass, in what had been Siam, making noise, praying to assorted gods that the tiger would go the other way. All things considered, it was better to be in the shaded little hut up on the back of a ten-foot-tall elephant, with a Nitro Express double rifle racked right next to you, than it was to be on the ground beating a plate with a stick. And there was that extra, a small boy perched on the elephant’s rump waving a fan on the end of a big pole to provide a warm but welcome breeze for him and the rajah.
  


  
    First class all the way. The only way to travel.
  


  
    What Jay was actually hunting was information, but keyboarding or voxaxing queries for coded binary hex packets wasn’t nearly as much fun as stalking a man-eating Bengal tiger.
  


  
    Of course, they hadn’t seen the big tiger yet, and the beaters had been thumping and rattling for a long time, relativistically speaking. The rajah was apologetic. “So sorry, sahib,” he alliterated, but it wasn’t his fault. You couldn’t flush it out if it wasn’t there.
  


  
    Oh, yeah, there were lesser beasts running from the hunters. Jay had seen deer, pigs, all manner of slithering snakes, including a couple of eight-foot cobras, and even a young tiger, but not the big cat he’d hoped to find. The tiger had come and gone—maybe burning bright, but certainly leaving no easy trail—had gutted its prey and disappeared. The VR prey in this case was a goat inside a stainless steel and titanium cage with bars as big as a bodybuilder’s legs. A tyrannosaur couldn’t chop through those barriers, even if his big ole teeth were made from diamonds, no way, no how. The goat—actually an encrypted file giving the time, location, and other particulars of a train shipment in Pakistan early today—should have been monster-proof. But something had ripped the bars open as if they were overcooked noodles, gotten inside, and Mr. Goat was history.
  


  
    Jay hadn’t believed it at first. He thought surely somebody had managed to get a copy of the one-time key, which was how these encryptions worked, but after he’d gotten a look at the cage—the mathematical encryption—he could see it had been brute-forced open, no key involved. This was not some kid’s DES, used to hide a porno file from his parents, but a decent military-grade encryption, and while not unbreakable in the long run, whoever had cracked it had done so in less than a day.
  


  
    And that, of course, was just not possible. No computer on earth could do that. A dozen SuperCrays working in parallel might manage it in, oh, say, ten thousand years, but in the few hours since the message was sent and it was broken, it couldn’t be done. Period. End of story. Here, let me tell you another one . . .
  


  
    Jay took off his pith helmet and wiped the sweat off his forehead with one arm. Hot out here in the Punjab and, shade notwithstanding, the little elephant house didn’t have AC. He could have designed that in, of course, but what was the point? Anybody could cobble together a bastard scenario full of anachronisms; artists had to maintain a certain kind of purity. Well, at least every now and then they did, just to show they still could.
  


  
    How could this break-in have been done? It couldn’t—at least not using any physics he knew.
  


  
    It reminded him of the old story during the early days of aeronautics. Some engineers had done studies on bumblebees. Based on the surface area of the bee’s wings, the weight and shape of the insect, and the amount of muscle and force it had available, they had determined, after much slide rule and pencil-on-paper activity, that it was flatly impossible for such a creature to fly.
  


  
    Bzzzzt! Oops, there went another one.
  


  
    It must have been terribly frustrating to look at a paper filled with precise mathematical calculations about flow and lift and drag, to know that bees couldn’t fly, and then have to watch them flitting from flower to flower, oblivious to man’s certainty that they simply couldn’t do that.
  


  
    The obvious deduction was that the researchers had missed something. They went back to their bamboo slide rules and pencil stubs, did more observations, filled dozens of legal pads, and eventually they figured out how the synergism of bee flight worked.
  


  
    If you already have the answer, you damn sure ought to be able to at least figure out the question. Bees had been flying about their business for millions of years, despite what anybody thought otherwise, and that had to be factored in.
  


  
    So here was a file that couldn’t be brute-forced, and it had been broken open like an eggshell in the hands of a giant. What was it Sherlock Holmes had said? “When you have eliminated the impossible, whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth.”
  


  
    This break-in couldn’t be done by any method Jay Gridley knew about and, modesty aside, he was as good as anybody when it came to computer rascalry. But since it had been done, then there must be a new tiger out there in the tall grass. All he had to do was figure out what it looked like, find it, and capture it. Without getting eaten.
  


  
    He grinned again. That brought up another bit of hunting wisdom. The recipe for rabbit stew?
  


  
    First, you catch a rabbit.
  


  
    
  


  
    

  


  
    Friday, April 1st

    Stonewall Flat, Nevada
  


  
    

  


  
    Mikhayl Ruzhyó squinted into the desert sun. Although he was relatively fair-skinned, he had tanned since he’d moved here, and now he was the color of good holster leather, lines etched into his face, veins prominent on his bare arms. The days were not as hot here in Nevada as they would be in a couple of months, and the nights were still chilly, but it was warm enough out. He stood in front of the small Airstream trailer he had purchased and towed to the five-acre plot of sand and scrub weed he had also bought, feeling the hot wind play over him. He was more or less alone. Only one of the other five-acre “estates” within a mile had a structure on it, and that was a green plastic dome lined with what appeared to be aluminum foil, full of packets of freeze-dried food, like campers and hikers used. Ruzhyó had picked the simple padlock keeping the place shut and checked it out within a few hours of locating this property. Every couple of months, an old man who drove a large GMC pickup truck would arrive at the dome, unload more of the freeze-dried packets from the vehicle and store them in the building, then lock up and drive away. Ruzhyó wondered why the old man brought the stuff out. Was he storing it against some future catastrophe? Worried about a war? Or plague? Or was it part of some commercial venture?
  


  
    It was hard to determine the motivations of Americans at times. Back home in Chetsnya, even in Russia, he had never seen old men hoarding this kind of food. Of course, maybe that was because nobody thought such things were worth hoarding. Or they couldn’t get it if they did think that.
  


  
    Ruzhyó shrugged mentally. No matter. The dome was the only building close, and the next structure past that was a cabin near the small river that was a dry bed most of the year, almost three miles away. The cabin belonged to a Methodist church, and it had been used by hardy campers but three times since Ruzhyó had lived here, never for more than two nights at a time. None of the campers had hiked close enough to speak to him.
  


  
    He was grateful for the solitude. Since retiring from wetwork, he’d had few occasions to even talk to people, much less have to kill them. He had money banked he could retrieve as needed, using a computer card. Once a week or so, he drove almost two hours into town and bought his supplies in one of several large supermarkets where he was totally anonymous; he did not chat with the clerks when he checked out. He would fill the car’s tank with gasoline and drive home. He would pass Death Valley on the west, and turn off the highway onto a dirt road that led to his trailer. The nearest town—if it could be called such—was Scotty’s Junction. A military gunnery range dominated the land to the east.
  


  
    Ruzhyó had paid cash for his car, a Dodge SUV, used but not too old, and had done the same for the trailer, both of which he had purchased through classified ads in a Las Vegas newspaper. The land he had acquired using one of the safe names he held and, to avoid arousing undue interest, had given a substantial down payment to the seller and paid monthly notes from the same account since, automatically deducted on the first of each month. His profile could hardly be much lower.
  


  
    The trailer had a generator and batteries, even air-conditioning, but he used the cooler rarely. He relished the heat.
  


  
    He could not say he was happy—he had not been happy since the cancer had claimed Anna, and he did not ever expect to be so again—but he could say he was content. His life was simple, his needs few. The biggest project on his agenda was building a natural stone wall along the perimeter of his property. It might take ten years, but that hardly mattered.
  


  
    Or he had been content, until today. As he scanned the rock terrain, the dust and heat-hazed hills in the distance, he knew something was wrong.
  


  
    There were no signs he could see to tell him what the problem was. No helicopters overflew him, no dust clouds betrayed vehicles trying a stealthy approach. He lifted the powerful binoculars and did a slow scan of the surrounding countryside. His five acres was on a rise, slightly higher than most of the area, and he had a good view. He could see the old man’s dome from the front of the trailer. He looked at it now. Nothing.
  


  
    He walked a few yards up the gentle incline behind the trailer, until he could see the roof of the Methodists’ cabin and the dry riverbed. No activity there.
  


  
    He lowered the binoculars. Nothing to be seen, no cause for concern, but in his gut he felt that something was wrong. He headed for the trailer. He had weapons in a flat box hidden under the floor in the bedroom. Perhaps it was time to take them out and keep them handy.
  


  
    No. Not yet, he decided. There was nothing at which to shoot. Perhaps the feeling was wrong; perhaps his gut was merely troubled by a badly digested meal or a parasite.
  


  
    He gave himself a tight smile. He had not survived as long as he had by entertaining such rationalizations. At his best, he had been like a roach seeing a sudden light in the night. Run first, worry later. It had kept him alive when many others in his profession had died. He had learned to trust it over the years. No, something was wrong. Whatever it was would manifest itself sooner or later. Then he would deal with it.
  


  
    He went into the trailer.
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    Saturday, April 2nd

    Las Vegas, Nevada
  


  
    

  


  
    Colonel John Howard, the commanding officer in Net Force’s military arm, had two surprises waiting for him at the airport when he exited one of the old, refitted business Lears they used for short hops in-country. The first surprise was that U.S. Army Tactical Satellite Operations—shortened to USAT, or sometimes informally called Big Squint—had definitely ID’d their target as the man Net Force sought.
  


  
    This was not a major eyebrow-raiser, since Net Force already suspected this, or they wouldn’t have asked USAT to route a bird to footprint the guy. It was, however, good to have it confirmed.
  


  
    However, the second surprise was something of an unexpected shock: Howard was about to be promoted.
  


  
    Military rank was a strange beast in Net Force. Officially, all of the officers and men under his command were “detached” National Guard, no matter what their prior branch of service. This was a name-only organization, a place for the paper-pushers and mouse-wavers to slot them, and unconnected to the Guard or U.S. Army in any real sense. It had to do with using military troops in civilian situations as much as anything, generally not allowed in domestic situations, but it also had to do with some strange tax law that came out in the new code’s recent revisions. He didn’t understand it, his boss didn’t seem to understand it, and his accountant didn’t understand it, but there it was.
  


  
    Because of this, Net Force officer rank was more or less frozen. As CO, he could promote grunts, but only up to NCO. Howard knew he could have stayed in the regular army and, even in peacetime, eventually retired a grade or two up from where he was. Being an African-American helped that, there still being enough white liberal guilt floating around to slant things his way now and again. He never expected to get any higher than bird colonel when he retired and joined Net Force, even though the money—and, more importantly, the opportunities for action—were much better. His direct boss was a civilian, so when it came to brass, he was pretty much it.
  


  
    Julio Fernandez, his top kick for as long as he’d been with Net Force and for a long time before that, delivered the news with obvious glee.
  


  
    “Say again, Sergeant?” Howard said.
  


  
    Fernandez stood in the hard shade of the gamp leading to the private hangar. He grinned. “Which part didn’t the general understand, sir?”
  


  
    “Let me rephrase that, and be succinct, it’s already getting warm out here: What the hell are you talking about?”
  


  
    The two of them walked toward the hangar.
  


  
    Fernandez laughed. “Well, sir, the word is that the colonel will be, within thirty days from one April, offered the rank of Brigadier—that’s a grade superior to colonel and inferior to major general, sir—in this bastard National Guard outfit he dragged me into.”
  


  
    “Held a gun to your head, did I?”
  


  
    “If memory serves, sir.”
  


  
    Howard smiled. “Come on, Julio, what are you talking about? I haven’t heard squat about any promotion, not a whisper.” He tried to keep the excitement from his voice. Fernandez could be funny, but he wouldn’t joke about something like this. Howard had always wanted to be a general, of course, but he’d given that hope up when he bailed from the RA.
  


  
    “That’s ’cause you ain’t engaged to the most beautiful and bright woman in the western hemisphere—and probably the eastern hemisphere, too, John. A woman who can make a computer sing, dance, and do back flips without straining her pinkie. I saw the order myself, and it’s as official as can be.”
  


  
    Despite his sudden rush of adrenaline, Howard said, “And Lieutenant Winthrop isn’t supposed to be snooping in certain areas, now is she?”
  


  
    Fernandez opened his hands, spread his fingers, and held them in an I-give-up gesture. “What can I do? I’m just a sergeant; she’s my superior. What I know about computers you can put in your ear, with room left over for your finger. Besides, what’s the point in being part of the world’s best geek team if you can’t poke around in the stuff wherever you want? It’s real. Congratulations, John.”
  


  
    “Thanks, though I’ll believe it when I see it.” He felt his spirits soar. General Howard. Now there was a term.
  


  
    Fernandez chuckled, reading his mind.
  


  
    Howard recovered, tamped down his excitement and ego. “How is Joanna?”
  


  
    “Pregnant as a crowded maternity ward. Not due until September, and I have to tell you, I don’t think I’m gonna survive it. One minute I’m her angel and I can do no wrong, the next minute she takes my head off ‘cause I’m breathing too loud. She eats catsup on mashed potatoes and sprinkles salt on her ice cream. She pees forty-nine times a day.”
  


  
    Howard laughed. “Serves you right. When are you going to make an honest woman out of her?”
  


  
    “June first, so I have been told. She’d rather wait a year, it supposedly takes that long to set up a wedding, though that doesn’t make any sense. Failing that, she wants to get married before the baby is born, and she doesn’t want to look like a brood sow, so it’s got to be by then. It’s not up to me, I’m just the groom.”
  


  
    “Weddings and pregnancies are like that, Julio.”
  


  
    “I do get to pick the best man, though. You interested in the job?”
  


  
    Howard nodded. “Are you kidding? I wouldn’t miss watching the infamous Sergeant Julio Fernandez tie the knot for all the tea in India. Got a sex on the baby yet?”
  


  
    “A boy.” He grinned.
  


  
    “Picked out a name yet?”
  


  
    “Five of them: Julio Garcia Edmund Howard Fernandez.”
  


  
    Howard stopped walking and looked at his friend. “I’m honored.”
  


  
    “Not my idea, blame it on Joanna. Got a couple of grandfathers in there, too. Me, I’d have named him Bud and let it go at that. You get to be a godfather, too—another of her crazy ideas.”
  


  
    Howard smiled. He was going to be best man at his best friend’s wedding, godfather to a boy wearing one of his names, and promoted to a general in the Net Force version of the army. You didn’t get many days like this one.
  


  
    “I hate to spoil the moment, but how about our fugitive?”
  


  
    “No spoilers there, sir. He lives in a trailer out in the middle of nowhere, all by himself, doesn’t even have a dog. Most ambitious thing he seems to do is building a rock wall along one edge of his property. He keeps a zero profile, doesn’t socialize, doesn’t talk to anybody, far as we can tell. Just piles up local rocks. Hard to believe this is an ex-Spetsnaz wetwork specialist with forty-four confirmed deletions to his credit.”
  


  
    “Well, if Vladimir Plekhanov can be believed—and the interrogation shrinks assure me that he can—the man who calls himself Mikhayl Ruzhyó is somebody whose skills are not limited to stacking rocks in the desert. We want to do this by the numbers, nice and clean, and gather him up gently enough so he’s alive to answer some questions.”
  


  
    “No problem, piece of cake. Though I thought the Russians were our friends these days.”
  


  
    “I believe that is a facetious comment, Sergeant. You know as well as I do that the more we know about our friends, the better off we are.”
  


  
    “Amen.”
  


  
    “All right. Let’s see what Big Squint has for us.”
  


  
    “Command post is in the coolest corner I could find, General.”
  


  
    “Let’s wait on that promotion until I see it in writing, Sergeant.” He grinned.
  


  
    “Something funny, sir?”
  


  
    “I was just picturing you as a lieutenant.”
  


  
    “You wouldn’t!”
  


  
    “If I was a general, they’d have to listen . . .”
  


  
    The worried look on Fernandez’s face was priceless.
  


  
    
  


  
    

  


  
    Saturday, April 2nd
  


  
    The Yews, Sussex, England
  


  
    

  


  
    Major Terrance Arthur Peel—Tap to his mates—stood next to Lord Goswell’s greenhouse, behind the main house, watching as the beat-up black Volvo arrived. The groundskeeper’s trio of dogs—a pair of border collies and an Alsatian—set to barking.
  


  
    Peel liked dogs. He’d rather have one of those in a tent with him in the bush than the most sophisticated alarm made. A dog would let you know when you had company, and a well-trained dog could tell the difference between your friends and your enemies. And he would rip the enemy’s throat out if you set him to it, too. Unlike people, good dogs were loyal.
  


  
    The Volvo pulled to a halt, and the door squeaked open on the right side, disgorging a tall, spindly man of fifty, hair gone gray, with more ethnicity than perhaps his name would imply: Peter Bascomb-Coombs had a bit of the hooknose in him, Peel knew. He had done the background check himself.
  


  
    Bascomb-Coombs wore an expensive, if ill-fitting, ice cream suit, a yellow silk shirt and blue tie, and handmade, pale gray Italian leather shoes. Certainly none of his ensemble was cheap. The shoes alone had to set him back three, four hundred quid. His lordship did not stint on what he paid his favored employees, and Bascomb-Coombs was favored, Jewish roots or not.
  


  
    Not that the scientist’s ethnic background mattered. It didn’t affect the man’s brain a whit, and whatever else he was, Bascomb-Coombs was as bright and shiny a penny as they came. Brilliant, a certified genius, so far ahead of the rest of his field that he was like an Einstein or a Hawking—in a class by himself—except that he couldn’t keep track of a sodding social calendar. He was supposed to have been here for dinner last night, and he had simply gotten it wrong. And even if this had been the proper day, he was still half an hour late.
  


  
    The stereotype of the absent-minded professor certainly had a basis in fact, if Bascomb-Coombs was the indicator. Goswell himself had shrugged off the slight. One had to suffer such things. What could one expect from the working class, geniuses or not? Goswell wasn’t entirely foolish, save for his mania about the Empire, and he certainly had sense enough to know that Bascomb-Coombs was too valuable to toss away because he got a dinner date wrong.
  


  
    Peel smiled and adjusted the black SIG 9mm in the Galco paddle holster on his right hip. He was a big enough man so the pistol was easily concealed under the white linen Saville Row sport coat he wore. Six-two, fourteen stone and a bit, and still in fighting shape. Naturally, his lordship wasn’t the kind of man to have some thug in camouflage clothes standing about with a submachine gun, menacing guests. Peel, though retired from His Majesty’s service under a cloud, was presentable. Good regiment, decent schools, still fit at forty-five, able to choose the right fork at formal dining if need be. An educated, civilized man, he could chat with the rich and famous and not seem out of place. He’d be a colonel by now, had it not been for that . . . unpleasant business in Northern Ireland on his final tour. Bloody country, bloody savages living in it.
  


  
    The small com unit in his jacket pocket cheeped. That would be Hawkins, at the gate, confirming the arrival of the Volvo at the house, checking to be sure no terrorists had boiled from out of the car’s boot to blast Peel.
  


  
    “G-1 here. Package arrive?”
  


  
    “Roger that, G-1. We are green at the house.”
  


  
    “Copy green. All clear here, as well.”
  


  
    Peel looked at his watch, a black-faced Special Forces analog with glow-in-the-dark tritium inserts, a gift from his men when he retired. None of them had been happy to see him go. The rest of the security team should be reporting in about . . . now....
  


  
    “R-1. No activity here.”
  


  
    “R-2. Got a couple of the fat man’s cows chewing cud over here, otherwise clear.”
  


  
    “Rover-3. Fence is clear from Grid 4 to Grid 7.”
  


  
    “Gate-2. Slow as bloody Christmas out here.”
  


  
    Peel acknowledged each of the gate guards and rovers as they called in their reports. He had ten men, all ex-army, spread out over the perimeter. This was not nearly enough for realistic coverage in a shooting situation, but most of his lordship’s enemies weren’t the kind of men who would try to storm The Yews to attack him. More likely they’d skewer him with sharp bonds or pointed hostile stock deals.
  


  
    He grinned. Of course, his lordship had enemies who didn’t know they were on his list, and now and again, they had to be ... attended to, in a circumspect manner, of course. Which is how Tap Peel came to be in his lordship’s service. It was because Peel’s father and Lord Goswell had been classmates at Oxford, of course, and that the senior Peel had managed a knighthood of his own before he died. One kept these things in the family, or, failing that, among the chums.
  


  
    Looked like rain to the north. Supposed to do that in London today. A little shower wouldn’t hurt the vegetation hereabout, either, though the troops would bitch about it. Well, there was a soldier’s lot, wasn’t it? If you signed on, you signed on rain or shine, cold or hot, and that was that. God knew, he had stood in enough downpours, water running into his collar, cursing the officers who had posted him wherever he happened to be.
  


  
    He smiled. It was a great life, being a solider. Too bad this was as close as he could come these days. Well, unless he wanted to traipse off to some third-world republic to be a hired mercenary. Hardly. In his grandfather’s day, a soldier of fortune had been a more or less honorable profession, but now, a fool without any military service could answer an ad in an American magazine and wind up protecting your rear in some African jungle. Thank you, no. British fighting men were an odd lot, to be sure, but far and away a better class of soldier than one would find by advertising in a bloody magazine.
  


  
    He supposed he should move inside now. Dinner would be started shortly, and there would be a round of drinks before. Bascomb-Coombs was a white-wine sort of fellow, and his lordship did not feel comfortable with men who did not drink, so Peel would go and have a sociable whiskey.
  


  
    His lordship hated to drink alone.
  


  
    So, a short one, two fingers, no more, to make sure his head stayed clear.
  


  
    He grinned again. He had certainly had worse duty.
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    Saturday, April 2nd

    Washington, D.C.
  


  
    

  


  
    The National Boomerang Qualifying Championships were being held at the new Clinton High School track and field ground, and Tyrone Howard was thrilled just to be there, not to mention how ecstatic he was to actually be entered as a contestant. Sure, it was Junior Novice Division, and he was only in one event, Maximum Time Aloft, but still, it was pretty amazing. He’d only been seriously throwing for, like, six months.
  


  
    Next to Tyrone, his best friend, Jimmy Joe, blinked through thick glasses at all the contestants doing warm-ups. “Yo, slip, isn’t this, like, dangerous? Happens if you get cracked on the stack with one of these things? This ain’t VR, it’s the real O’Neal.”
  


  
    Jimmy Joe was VR all the way, same as Tyrone had been just a few months ago, but Tyrone thought maybe he was coming along okay on this . . . outside stuff. Even though it had taken him a week to convince his friend to leave the computer and go to an actual competition. He said, “So you get knocked over and wake up with a bump on your skull. Hey, you could short out a REM driver and get brain-fry, too, hillbilly.”
  


  
    “Oh, yeah, right, I could. Past a triple fail-safe and with like a half milliamp of vamp? Couldn’t fry a pissant’s egg with that. Not the same as getting whopped on the head with a big ole stick, slip.” Jimmy Joe shook his head. He gleamed in the sunshine. He had to wear skinblock to walk to the bus in the mornings, and it took him two weeks in the sun just to darken from bright to white. Something of a contrast to Tyrone, who was a nice chocolate color even if he stayed inside all the time. Which he hadn’t been doing much of late. He’d been a hardwired compuzoid, sure enough, and good at it, too, until that whole business with Bella blew him out of VR and into RW. Being jettisoned by her had done a doody on him, sure enough. His thirteenth year had been hard, that was a facto, Jacko.
  


  
    “All right, you got me there,” Jimmy Joe said when Tyrone didn’t reply. “Frame the game, slip. What’s all this twirly stick-dick about?”
  


  
    Tyrone grinned. “Okay, there are two basic kinds of boomerangs. One is a stick that comes back when you throw it. It might do a lot of fancy stuff on the way out and back, or not, depending on the type. They can range from the basic model that looks like a cross-section of a banana up to helicopter-like things with six or eight blades.
  


  
    “The second kind is based on the abo war sticks, and it doesn’t come back, it just keeps on going until it drops—or it hits somebody in the head. A war boomerang can go farther than anything else as heavy that you can throw. They fly due to gyroscopic precession caused by asymmetric lift. The lift comes from rotation combined with linear motion.”
  


  
    “Code interrupt that last transmission, slip! Put it in my native tongue.”
  


  
    “It flies because it turns into a wing as it spins; it comes back because the wing angle is different in different places.”
  


  
    A red and black German shepherd ran past, chasing a hard-silicone Frisbee Jackarang.
  


  
    Tyrone shrugged out of his backpack, pulled out his basic Wedderburn. “See how the edge is slanted on this blade, on the inner aspect? But on this side, the trailing edge has the slant. When it spins into the wind, the push is different every time the thing rotates, so it starts to curve. You throw it right-handed, like this—” Tyrone showed him the grip, with the concave side forward and the end up “—and it flattens out and curves to the left.”
  


  
    Jimmy Joe looked at the boomerang. Hefted it. “Hmm. I could code a pro, put in the factors—weight, RPM, speed, aerodynamics, all like that—and make it work exactly the same in VR.”
  


  
    “Welcome to the past, slip. Serious throwers all have their own scenarios, since B.C. days. I’ve got exacts for each of my birds. But the program is just the map—these are the territory.” He opened his backpack to show his friend his other boomerangs. He had three classics and three MTAs, ultrathin and light, rosin-impregnated linen L-shaped blades designed for maximum flight time. His favorite of these was the Möller “Indian Ocean” model, a standard Paxolin model he had gotten pretty good with.
  


  
    He indicated the Möller. “I’ll use this one for my event.”
  


  
    “Hmmp. Doesn’t sound as hard as DinoWarz.”
  


  
    “Analog real time is different than digital, hillbilly. Talkin’ muscle memory, judging wind speed, temperature, all like that.”
  


  
    Jimmy Joe wasn’t impressed. “I could program all that in. One session.”
  


  
    “Yeah, but you couldn’t walk over there and throw this and make it work.”
  


  
    The dog ran back with the Frisbee in its mouth and dropped it at the feet of its owner, a tall dude with green hair. “Good girl, Cady!” Green-Hair said. “Go again?”
  


  
    The dog barked and bounced around.
  


  
    “And the event you are doing is which one?”
  


  
    “Maximum Time Aloft. You throw, it twirls up and around, a judge puts a stopwatch on it. Everybody gets a throw, the bird that stays up the longest wins. You have to catch it when it comes back or it doesn’t count, and it has to land inside the fifty-meter circle. You want something light and with a lot of lift. The current record is just over four minutes.”
  


  
    “Feek that! Four minutes twirling around? No motor? Come on.”
  


  
    “That’s just the official record. There are guys who have put one in the air for almost eighteen minutes, unofficially.”
  


  
    “No feek? That doesn’t seem possible.”
  


  
    “I scat you not.”
  


  
    Tyrone held up the Möller. “My best with this is just over two minutes. If I could throw that today, I could probably make the Junior National Team.”
  


  
    “That’d be DFF.”
  


  
    Tyrone smiled. Yep, data flowin’ fine. Too bad his dad wasn’t here to watch. Dad had been real helpful when Tyrone had gotten started, even had an old boomerang at Grandma’s house he’d found. Of course, Dad couldn’t keep up with him now, but that was okay. He was not bad—as dads went.
  


  
    The PA system blared to life. Tyrone’s event was up.
  


  
    Tyrone swallowed, his mouth suddenly dry. Practice was one thing; competition was another. This was his first, and he suddenly felt a need to go pee, real bad, even though he had gone just ten minutes ago.
  


  
    Despite his indoor pallor, Jimmy Joe seemed to be getting into the spirit of things. “So, when do you do your thing?”
  


  
    “I’m eighteenth. There are thirty-some-odd throwers in my class. Some of them have come all the way across the country for this, and some of them are real good.”
  


  
    “You gonna watch the others?”
  


  
    “Oh, yeah. Might see something useful. Plus I want to know what time I have to beat.”
  


  
    “You know some rude dude has, like, three minutes, that helps you?”
  


  
    “Just like knowing the high score in DinoWarz does.”
  


  
    “Copy that.”
  


  
    There were several other events under way at the same time—distance, accuracy, Australian—and Tyrone and Jimmy Joe found a shady spot under a dealer’s canopy and watched the juniors.
  


  
    First guy up was a tall, lean kid with a shaved head. He threw a bright red tri-blade—not the best choice for this event—and Tyrone clicked his stopwatch. Forty-two seconds. Nothing.
  


  
    The next guy was a short, stout kid with a Day-Glogreen L-shape, which looked like a Bailey MTA Classic or maybe a Girvin Hang ’Em High. Or it could be one of the clones; you couldn’t really tell from this far away.
  


  
    Tyrone clocked the flight at a minute-twelve. No winner here, he was pretty sure. Winds were light, from the northeast, so he wouldn’t need to tape coins or flaps to his blades to keep them from getting batted down.
  


  
    Third thrower up was a girl, as dark as Tyrone was, probably about his age, and she had a Möller, same model as his. She took a couple of steps, leaned into it, and threw.
  


  
    The bird sailed out and up, high, hung there for what seemed like forever, spinning, drifting, circling back. It was a beautiful throw and an exemplary flight. Tyrone glanced away from the bird at the girl. She was looking back and forth from her stopwatch to the bird, and she was grinning.
  


  
    As well she should. When the bird finished its lazy trip and came down, the black girl had a two-minute-and-forty-eight-second flight to her credit. That wasn’t going to be an easy time to beat.
  


  
    They watched eight more throwers, none of whom came within thirty seconds of the third girl, then Tyrone had to go and warm up for his own throw. His mouth was a desert, his bowels churned, and he was breathing too fast. This ought not to be scary, it was something he did every day the weather was good, throw his boomerang, dozens of times. But there weren’t several hundred people watching him practice, and today he only got one throw that counted.
  


  
    Just let me break two minutes, he thought, as he approached the throwing circle. Two minutes won’t win, but I won’t be last, and I won’t feel like a fool. Two minutes, okay?
  


  
    He pulled a little commercial pixie dust from his pocket and rubbed it between his left thumb and first two fingers, letting it fall to check the wind direction. The glittery dust sparkled as it fell and showed him that the wind had shifted a hair toward the north but still was mostly northeast. He dropped the rest of the dust, pulled his stopwatch and held it in his left hand, and took a good grip on the Möller with his right. He took three deep breaths, exhaling slowly, then nodded at the judge next to the ring. If he stepped out, he’d be disqualified. The judge nodded back, raised his own stopwatch.
  


  
    Go, Tyrone.
  


  
    He took another deep breath, one step, leaned, snapped his wrist, and put as much shoulder into it as he thought the bird could stand. He was careful to make sure it didn’t lay over to the right, and he put it as close to forty-five degrees as he could.
  


  
    He clicked the stopwatch.
  


  
    Two minutes and forty-one seconds later, his bird gave it up. He caught it safe, double-handed clap, and that was that.
  


  
    Tyrone grinned. There were still a dozen more throwers to go, but he had beaten his own personal record by more than thirty seconds, and he was in second place. No matter what happened, he was happy with that throw.
  


  
    As Tyrone started back toward where Jimmy Joe waited, the black girl who was in first came over. She was athletic looking, muscular in a T-shirt and bike shorts and soccer shoes, a little plain. Not in the drop-dead-beautiful class that Bella had been in. And still was in.
  


  
    “Nice throw,” she said. “You‘da leaned a little more to your left, you’da gotten another ten, twelve seconds out of the flight and beat me.”
  


  
    “You think?”
  


  
    “Sure. The Möller’ll do six minutes, so they say. I’ve thrown a three minute fifty-one second in practice. Hi, I’m Nadine Harris.”
  


  
    “Tyrone Howard.”
  


  
    “Where you from, Ty?”
  


  
    “Here. Washington.”
  


  
    “Hey, really? Me, too. Just moved here from Boston. I go to Eisenhower Middle. Or I will go next week.”
  


  
    Tyrone stared at her. “No feek?”
  


  
    “Nope. You heard of it?”
  


  
    “I go there.”
  


  
    “Wow! What are the chances of that? Hey, maybe we can throw together sometime! Last school I was at, nobody else was a player.”
  


  
    “I hear that. Exemplary. Let me give you my e-mail address.”
  


  
    When Tyrone got back to where Jimmy Joe stood, his friend was looking around on the ground. “Lose something, white boy?”
  


  
    “Oh, I was just looking for a big stick.”
  


  
    “A big stick?”
  


  
    “Yeah, slip, for you. To help keep the women away.” He waved in the direction of the departing black girl, pretending to be hitting at her with an imaginary stick.
  


  
    “Ah, shut it down, dip, she’s just a player is all!”
  


  
    “I can see that.”
  


  
    “You spend too much time in the pervo rooms, JJ. Get a life.”
  


  
    “Why should I? Yours is so much more fun.”
  


  
    Tyrone swatted at him, but his friend danced away. He moved pretty fast for such a little creep.
  


  
    Later, when the juniors were done, Tyrone watched the portable computer sign they’d set up to flash the results. Unofficially, he already knew he was third. Some guy from Puerto Rico had slipped in between him and Nadine with a time three lousy seconds longer than Tyrone’s. Even so, third out of thirty-four at a national competition, and with a new PR, that wasn’t bad. He’d made the U.S. team.
  


  
    The sign started to blink, then it went blank. A second later, an image of some kind of flag appeared, waving in a VR breeze.
  


  
    Tyrone glanced at his friend. “Hacker got ’em. Why don’t you go and offer to fix it?”
  


  
    Jimmy Joe’s eyes lit up. “You think?”
  


  
    Tyrone laughed.
  


  
    
  


  
    

  


  
    Saturday, April 2nd

    Las Vegas, Nevada
  


  
    

  


  
    “Got a problem, Colonel,” Fernandez said.
  


  
    They were at the staging area, getting the trucks loaded for the drive into the desert. A dozen troops, men and women, hauled gear and made ready to begin the run.
  


  
    “We haven’t even made first contact with the enemy yet, Sergeant. Not the local police, is it?”
  


  
    Sometimes they called the locals in, sometimes not, depending on the situation. This time, there weren’t any cops close enough to the target’s location to worry about, and the Clark County Sheriff’s Department didn’t need to know because it was out of their jurisdiction by a long way.
  


  
    Fernandez shrugged. “It’s the computer. Take a look.”
  


  
    Howard drifted over to the tac-comp, where a tech named Jeter sat and cursed under his breath.
  


  
    “It appears to be the Union Jack,” Howard observed.
  


  
    “Yes, sir,” Jeter said. “It is. It’s supposed to be the sitrep feed from Big Squint, with a three-dee layout of the target’s location.” Jeter thumped the monitor with one hand. “This is what happens when you buy your electronics wholesale from the damned New Zealanders, begging your pardon, sir.”
  


  
    Howard grinned. “I trust you to clear it up before we depart.”
  


  
    “Yes, sir.”
  


  
    Howard looked away, took a deep breath and let it out. He looked at his watch. He wondered how Tyrone had done at the boomerang competition. He was tempted to call, but he knew better. Shielded com or not, it was unwise to give away your position in a tactical situation and not a good habit to get into. He’d call his son when they got this target acquired and neutralized. He was a good kid, Tyrone, but he was also a teenager. Life was getting complicated for the boy, and it wasn’t going to get any easier. How could a father protect his son from that? He couldn’t, and that was painful. The days when Daddy was all-knowing and all-wise were gone. He’d never given it much thought, but now it was staring him in the face: His son was growing up, changing, and if he wanted to maintain contact with him, he was going to have to change, too. That was a strange feeling.
  


  
    “Got it,” Jeter said. “We’re back on track.”
  


  
    Worry about child rearing later, John. Keep your mind on the business at hand.
  


  
    “Good. Carry on.”
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    Saturday, April 2nd

    London, England
  


  
    

  


  
    Toni Fiorella climbed the narrow, creaky stairs toward the second floor of the four-story walk-up. The place she wanted was on that floor, over a small appliance shop in an area called Clapham, between a brick-red Indian tandoori restaurant and a charity shop with boarded-up plywood windows. The buildings and the area in general were run-down. Not as bad as the worst of the Bronx, maybe, but not a place you’d want to take your old granny for a stroll after dark. Unless your granny was maybe a dope dealer and armed.
  


  
    As she neared the top, Toni caught the odor of sweat, stale and fresh.
  


  
    The heavy wooden door was unlocked.
  


  
    Inside were fifteen or sixteen men and five women, all dressed in dark sweatpants, athletic shoes, and white T-shirts. The T-shirts had a black and white logo on the back, with a smaller matching version over the left breast: A Javanese wavy-bladed dagger—a kris—set at about a thirty-degree horizontal angle, bounded on the top and bottom by the words Pentjak Silat.
  


  
    The twenty-odd people were doing djurus.
  


  
    Toni grinned. The forms weren’t the same as hers, since this version of the Indonesian martial art was not Serak but a variation of Tjikalong, which was a western Javanese style, but it looked similar enough to hers that there was no mistaking the djurus—the forms—for karate kata.
  


  
    The school itself was hardly impressive, nothing as nice as the FBI gyms at home. The ceiling was high, maybe fifteen feet. The floor was dark wood, old and worn but clean. Folded in one corner of the large room were fraying blue hardfoam mats that also showed much wear, plus a couple of heavy punching bags wrapped in layers of duct tape. A brown wooden door had upon it a sign that indicated it led to a bathroom—a loo, it was called over here. Exposed pipes, for water or heat or whatever, ran across the wall in back about ten feet up, and the metal had been painted alternating colors, red, white, and blue. A large roof support in the middle of the floor wore what looked like an old mattress wrapped around it and held tight with half a dozen red and blue bungee cords. A double row of fluorescent lights graced the ceiling. An exhaust fan whirred in one of the windows, blowing the odor of sweat into the evening.
  


  
    It was your basic large workout room, no frills.
  


  
    A tall man dressed the same as the students walked around, observing their form, correcting stances, and offering praise when it was merited. He was not quite muscular enough to be a bodybuilder, but he was broad-shouldered and narrow-hipped. He had short gray hair with some brown left in it. He wore aviator-style glasses. A first look might say mid-thirties, but Toni guessed he was in his early fifties, based on his hands and the smile wrinkles at the corners of his eyes.
  


  
    “Hello,” he said in a clipped British tone. “May I help you?”
  


  
    “Hello. I’m Toni Fiorella. I called earlier?”
  


  
    “Ah, yes, the American visitor. Welcome! I’m Carl Stewart, and these are my students.” He waved at the assembly. “We’re just about to finish with djurus.”
  


  
    “Don’t let me get in the way. I’ll just stand and watch, if that’s all right?”
  


  
    “Yes, of course.”
  


  
    “Thank you, Guru.” Toni moved to stand next to the stack of mats.
  


  
    “All right, then,” Stewart said to the class. “Any questions about the djurus?”
  


  
    A few hands went up. Stewart answered the queries about various moves from the forms. He was patient, not condescending, and he would demonstrate the correct move to show how it was done.
  


  
    He was smooth, balanced, tight. In silat, the ability to perform a djuru precisely wasn’t always an indication of fighting ability, but you could tell a lot about a person by watching them move.
  


  
    Carl Stewart moved as well as anybody Toni had ever seen. And she had seen more than a few fighters over the years.
  


  
    Interesting.
  


  
    For the next half hour or so, Stewart worked on self-defense applications from the forms, showing how they would apply against an attacker, then putting the students into pairs to practice. There weren’t any belts to denote rank, same as in most silat styles, but it was obvious after a few minutes who were the advanced students and who were the beginners.
  


  
    This was her weakness, Toni knew. She’d had plenty of advanced training from her guru—as the Indonesians called their teachers—but she hadn’t spent much time in group situations, either as a student or an instructor. Guru had always told her she needed to teach to get the full benefit of silat. She had only just begun that.
  


  
    After about thirty minutes, Stewart put the advanced students into a series of controlled semi-free style match-ups. One student would be the attacker, the other the defender. He allowed the attackers to throw full power punches and kicks, but only to the chest or thigh, where a missed block would merely be painful instead of seriously damaging.
  


  
    She watched as the current pair of students faced each other. The defender was a thin man with long black hair, the attacker a short and squat red-haired fellow. The thin man turned so his right side was toward the attacker, his feet wide in a deep, open stance; his left hand was high, by his face, the other hand low, to cover his groin.
  


  
    Red tapped his right fist, to show that would be his attacking weapon. They stood about six feet apart, and they circled each other slowly.
  


  
    Red lunged, shot a fist at the center of Thin’s chest. Thin pivoted slightly, did a scoop block and a backfist with his right hand, then followed up with a grab and sapu, a sweep, that upended Red and put him on the floor.
  


  
    Not bad.
  


  
    Red came up, gave Thin a fist-in-the-palm salute, and they reversed roles.
  


  
    Thin punched. Red ducked under the punch, put his right shoulder into Thin’s belly, stepped through and biset, a heel-drag, and took Thin to the floor.
  


  
    Not bad at all. These would be the two senior students, Toni guessed.
  


  
    Stewart waved the students off. Then he looked at Toni. “We have an American silat practitioner with us today, class. Perhaps she’d like to demonstrate how her style works?”
  


  
    Toni smiled. She’d half expected this. Since she was in jeans and running shoes and a short-sleeved cotton pullover, she was dressed to move. “Sure,” she said.
  


  
    “Joseph, if you would?” Stewart nodded at Red. “Joseph is my senior student.”
  


  
    Toni nodded and gave Stewart, then Red, the fist-in-palm bow. Relaxed, hands low.
  


  
    Red circled to her left. She did a back cross-step, turned to follow him.
  


  
    Red lunged, bracing his right punch with his left hand, set up for the wipe if she blocked.
  


  
    Toni dropped to the floor, caught Red in the belly with a short left-thrust kick, hooked her right foot behind his right knee, and thrust with her left again.
  


  
    Red went over backward as Toni rolled up and did a heel scoop—a hackey-sack kick over his head, slapping it with her left hand to show the connection.
  


  
    Red waited to see if she was done and, when she stepped back to show she was, came up with a big grin. “Nice move!”
  


  
    Stewart also wore a smile. Her move had been flashy, but it had worked against his senior student, so he ought to be impressed.
  


  
    “Very good, Ms. Fiorella.”
  


  
    “Toni, please, Guru.”
  


  
    “Mightn’t I ask if you would feel up to performing kembangan?”
  


  
    Toni nodded. Of course. Kembangan was the “flower dance” and, unlike forms or kata in most martial arts, was a spontaneous expression of a silat player’s art, nothing prearranged. An expert never did the same form twice. Unlike buah, the full-speed and full-power dance, kembangan softened the moves, using the open hands more than fists, and turned the motions into a dance suitable for demonstrations, weddings, and social gatherings.
  


  
    If you really wanted to see how good a silat player was, you watched them do kembangan. In the old days, when a fight was imminent but the contestants didn’t want to maim or kill each other, they would sometimes offer each other kembangan instead of actual combat. Experts could recognize who would have won the fight by the skill they displayed during the dance, and there would be no need to come to blows. If you were defeated in kembangan, you apologized or made right whatever the problem was, and that was that. It would be dishonorable to continue against an opponent of much lesser skill, and foolish to challenge one who was obviously much better. Of course, the best dancers would sometimes deliberately put small errors into their routines to lull an opponent into thinking they were less skillful than they actually were. In kembangan competitions, only if the players considered each other to be of like abilities did the game progress to sweeps or strikes.
  


  
    Toni took a deep breath, allowed it to escape softly. She made a full, formal bow to the guru, did another cleansing breath, then a third, and began.
  


  
    There were days when you were off and days when you were on. Today, her flow was good, she felt the energy coursing through her, and she knew she could do a clean dance without major mistakes. Halfway through, she deliberately misstepped a hair, allowed her balance to drift slightly off before she recovered.
  


  
    One did not wish to embarrass the guru in charge of a school one visited by being perfect. It might make him look bad in front of his students, and that was impolite.
  


  
    A minute was enough. She finished the dance, bowed again. It was a great one, she knew, one of her best. Her guru would be proud.
  


  
    The class broke into spontaneous applause.
  


  
    Toni flushed, embarrassed.
  


  
    Stewart smiled at her. “Beautiful. An outstanding kembangan. Thank you ... Guru.”
  


  
    Toni gave him a short nod. He acknowledged her skill by calling her “teacher.” And now she was curious. It was a bit forward, but she said, “I would be pleased to enjoy your kembangan, Guru.”
  


  
    The students went quiet. It wasn’t a direct challenge, but there was a broad hint: I showed you mine, now show me yours.
  


  
    He smiled wider. “Of course.”
  


  
    He offered her a formal bow, different than hers but similar in intent, cleared his wind and mind, and began. Stewart’s best days would be behind him. At fifty, she knew he would be past his physical peak, on the downhill slide. That was the nature of human physiology. His knowledge might be greater, but his body would be half a step behind, and steadily, if slowly, losing ground. Her own guru had been amazing, but she’d been an old woman when Toni started, and there were places she could no longer go. Stewart was still in good shape to look at, and certainly better shape than most men his age, but he would have lost a couple of steps by now. She should have made a couple more mistakes in her dance, she thought.
  


  
    With Stewart’s first series of moves, Toni realized she was wrong.
  


  
    If you play decent guitar and you see a tape of Segovia practicing, it makes you want to cry because you know you’ll never be that good.
  


  
    Stewart was the martial artist equivalent of Segovia.
  


  
    Toni watched, mesmerized. The man moved as if he had no bones, as if he was a drop of hot oil rolling down a clean glass window—smooth, effortless, and utterly amazing. She had never seen anybody perform kembangan as well.
  


  
    At about the same point in his dance as Toni had done, Stewart offered a bobble. His foot came down a hair crooked, he had to shift his weight hurriedly to recover.
  


  
    Toni didn’t buy it for a second. This man, who was old enough to be her father, would not make that kind of mistake. He’d given it to her, a gift, so she would not lose face.
  


  
    She was thrilled. If push came to shove, Stewart was superior to her. He was the perfect opponent, the one her guru had always trained her to face: bigger, stronger, probably faster, and with technique that exceeded her own. In silat, you didn’t practice to beat attackers who had no skill, you strived to learn how to defeat those who were as good as or better than you. If you could prevail in those circumstances, you had the essence of the Indonesian system.
  


  
    If she and Stewart fought, he would win. There was no question in her mind.
  


  
    As soon as she realized this, Toni wanted to do it, wanted to test him, to be bested—and to learn from it.
  


  
    Stewart finished the dance and bowed. The students wanted to go wild with cheering and clapping, but he held up a hand to silence them. He gave Toni a military bow, a slow nod.
  


  
    Toni said, “I’m going to be here for a week or so longer. I would be honored if you would allow me to attend your classes, Guru.”
  


  
    “The honor,” he said, “would be mine.”
  


  
    Oh, boy!
  


  
    
  


  
    

  


  
    Saturday, April 2nd

    Somewhere in the British Raj, India
  


  
    

  


  
    Jay Gridley used a big silver machete to hack his way through leafy vines that draped low across the jungle trail. It was hard work, chopping at the bush, and the heat and humidity enveloped him in a miasmatic fog that kept him drenched in sweat. The wooden handle raised blisters on his hand, and the stink of cut branches and vines was so cloyingly ... verdant, it was alive with greenness.
  


  
    It wasn’t comfortable, this hack through the jungle, but there was no good way to make this tracking scenario a cake walk. No matter what he created, it wasn’t going to make the job easier. If he made a haystack, the needle he’d be looking for would be microscopic; if he created a beach, he’d be trying to find a sand-colored smudge on a particular grain of sand. It was hard, period, end of mission statement, we don’t need to see his ID, move along.
  


  
    But he was getting closer, nonetheless.
  


  
    A fat albino python sunned itself on a big branch to his left, well off the trail, no danger. Gridley grinned. It was the dog that didn’t bark in the night that had pointed him in the right direction. The player who had broken the encrypted code in Pakistan was better than anybody Gridley had ever gone up against, no question. Better than the redneck from Georgia, better than the mad Russian, and—as much as he hated to admit it to himself—better than he was. This guy was a master, he’d have to be to do what he did, and he had not left a trail.
  


  
    Well, not exactly. The tiger had left an also—a trail of omission, “TOO,” thus brought to “also”—a concept that was impossible to convey to anybody who didn’t know the VR field in and out, and exceedingly difficult to understand if you did know. It was a lot like trying to make sense of subatomic physics; it was counterintuitive. The tiger who had eaten the goat went this way because there was no trail and ... because nobody could have gone this way.
  


  
    Gridley hacked at a branch with heart-shaped dark leaves as big as dinner plates. The branch fell. The weight of the double rifle slung over his shoulder was oppressive, the belt with the holstered Webley revolver dug into his side. There was no trail here, but he was sure the tiger had gone this way. He cut another branch, tossed it aside—
  


  
    He was right. It had gone this way.
  


  
    He got only a glimpse of it as it leaped. A flash of orange and black, huge teeth, a paw as big as a dragon’s.
  


  
    Then the tiger slapped Jay Gridley’s head with that monstrous paw and the world went red—and away.
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    Sunday, April 3rd

    London, England
  


  
    

  


  
    Alex Michaels came out of a troubled dream to the sound of his virgil playing the Aaron Copland fanfare. He sat up and glared at the device where it sat next to his bed in the recharger. What was cute in the afternoon wasn’t so funny at two in the morning, even when it woke you from a nightmare about your ex-wife.
  


  
    Next to him, Toni stirred.
  


  
    Michaels got up, grabbed the virgil and killed the call tone, then headed for the bathroom. Once there, he turned on the light, shut the door, and activated the phone circuit. After glancing at himself in the mirror, he left the visual mode off. Naked, with a sleep-wrinkled face and pillow-hair, wasn’t his best look.
  


  
    The call was from Allison’s office.
  


  
    “This is Alex Michaels.”
  


  
    “Hold for the director, please.”
  


  
    Yeah, right. Wake him up in the middle of the night, but couldn’t be bothered to make the call herself?
  


  
    She came on almost immediately.
  


  
    “Michaels, we have a situation here. One of your men, a ... Jason Gridley? ... has had some kind of stroke. He is in the hospital.”
  


  
    “What?”
  


  
    “He was found when the shift changed at the controls of his computer.”
  


  
    “A stroke? But—how? He’s a kid! There’s no history of stroke in his family.”
  


  
    “You’ll have to ask the doctors about that.” There was a pause. “I understand that Gridley is your point man on virtual reality scenarios.”
  


  
    “Yes.” Jesus, a stroke? Jay? He couldn’t get his mind around that. Jay was in his twenties.
  


  
    “Could this have had anything to do with the investigation we are conducting into the situation in Pakistan?”
  


  
    What was she talking about? “No, no way. You can’t get hurt by a computer in VR mode, even with the power jacket at maximum, there’s not enough juice. Why would you even ask?”
  


  
    “Because a British Intelligence computer operative and one in Japan have also had cerebellar events similar to Gridley’s, both of them in the last few hours.”
  


  
    “Not possible. I mean, it’s not possible that they were caused by their computers.”
  


  
    “Nonetheless, Commander, it seems a striking coincidence that these events happened. And I am given to understand, unofficially, that these two computer operatives were also investigating the Pakistani situation.”
  


  
    “Jesus.”
  


  
    “Perhaps you might want to cut your vacation short.”
  


  
    “I—yes, you’re right. I’ll book a flight out as soon as I can get one.”
  


  
    “Good. Keep me informed.”
  


  
    Michaels stared at his reflection in the mirror. Never a dull moment.
  


  
    “Alex?”
  


  
    He opened the door. Toni, fogged with sleep and beautifully nude, stood outside the bathroom. “Who are you talking to?”
  


  
    “The boss.”
  


  
    Then he gave her the bad news about Jay.
  


  
    
  


  
    

  


  
    Sunday, April 3rd

    Las Vegas, Nevada
  


  
    

  


  
    “Son of a bitch!”
  


  
    “Should I take that personally, Sergeant?”
  


  
    Howard smiled at Fernandez, but the expression was tight and forced. He could well understand his friend’s frustration; he was pissed off, too.
  


  
    The tactical computer was down. It had flickered back to normal operation from the British flag a couple of times but then had lost the satellite signal and had been unable to regain it. The techs had fiddled with things, and it turned out not to be their system, but USAT’s. Howard had talked to the OOD there, but it wasn’t going to help. Major Phillips was polite but terse: His system was acting up, and begging the colonel’s pardon, but he had his hands full trying to unsnarl the bastard and could he have somebody call him back ASAP?
  


  
    That had been hours ago, and still the feed wasn’t accessible.
  


  
    Howard looked at his watch, then at Fernandez. “Okay, that’s it. We’re scrubbed. Tell them to stand down.”
  


  
    As he expected, his top kick wasn’t happy with that. “Colonel, we don’t need the feed from Big Squint. This guy is in the middle of the desert. We can eyeball it.”
  


  
    “Negative, Sergeant, that’s not the protocol.”
  


  
    “Sir, troops have been taking territory without satellite coverage for thousands of years. It’s one guy alone in a trailer. We got two squads and enough gear to fill up a boxcar! How hard can it be?”
  


  
    “Come on, Julio, you know the rules. There’s no leeway for emergency bypass here. Like you said, it’s one guy. He’s been there for months, he doesn’t know we’re here, and we’ve got the roads in and out covered. He’s not going anywhere, and even if he wanted to, he couldn’t. This is as by-the-numbers as it gets.”
  


  
    Fernandez mumbled something.
  


  
    “Say again, Sergeant?”
  


  
    “Sir, this is bullshit. If twenty troops can’t take down one man without help from big bird, we ought to turn in our uniforms and retire. Go sit on the bank of a catfish pond, drown worms, and wait to die. Sir.”
  


  
    Howard’s grin this time was real. “I hear you, Julio, but it’s our protocol for this op-sit. The RA guys will fix their system sooner or later. Tell the troops to take the night off. Go see the casinos, watch a show, enjoy the lights of Vegas. Be back here at oh six hundred, and we’ll reset.”
  


  
    Fernandez shrugged. Unexpected liberty was always good, and this was, after all, Las Vegas. A man with a little money in his pocket could get into all kinds of trouble without having to work too hard. “Well, sir, since you put it like that, I suppose we’ll just have to suffer through the wait.”
  


  
    “And remember, you are practically a married man now, Sergeant.”
  


  
    “Yes, sir, of course. But I’m not a dead practically married man. I can still look.”
  


  
    The two grinned at each other.
  


  
    Howard headed toward the nearby motel where Net Force had booked enough rooms for his troops. It still felt weird to be bivouacked not in a tent under the stars but at an air-conditioned motel. It made more sense, of course. A military group camping anywhere around here would draw more attention than it would with its vehicles garaged and its troops tucked away out of sight.
  


  
    He planned to call home and talk to his wife and son, grab a shower to wash some of the heat and dust off, and maybe find a nice restaurant for some dinner. They had good food in Las Vegas, especially at some of the casinos, and it was cheap, too. They figured they were going to get your money at the slots or the tables, so they might as well make it attractive to stay there and eat, to give them more chances at it. And you could play keno right at your table while you chowed down. Most places served breakfast, lunch, or dinner twenty-four hours a day. Once you stepped into the wonders of Gambling Land, time stood still. They didn’t leave a lot of clocks around to remind you that you needed to be getting along home, either.
  


  
    It had been a few years since he’d been here, but Howard didn’t think it would have changed all that much. You could stick the kiddies in free day care or turn them loose in Warner Bros. World or the Hard Rock, and go lose their college education money. Fun for the whole family and a long way from the old days when the mob ran everything.
  


  
    The motel was low key and also cheap, Net Force being like most other government agencies that way. GS employees didn’t need to be staying at the best hotels on the taxpayer’s credit card. It didn’t look good, especially at election time.
  


  
    There was an old-fashioned mechanical slot machine next to the Coke machine, and Howard shook his head at that. He wasn’t a gambler. Oh, he’d buy a lottery ticket now and then or put a fiver on a soccer or baseball pool. He would root for the Orioles, maybe even cover a friendly bet on them, but he wasn’t infested with gambling fever. The odds always favored the house, and the only way to look at games of chance as far as he was concerned was to consider them entertainment. You wanted to play in the casinos, you took a few dollars and spent them, just as if you were paying for dinner and a show. Once they were gone, that was it, you quit, end of story. You didn’t dig into your pocket to win back what you’d lost, and if you happened to come out ahead by the time you were supposed to leave, you went home and put the money in the bank.
  


  
    His father had taught him that. If you play somebody else’s game, most of the time they are going to win. Better to spend your money where it will do you some good.
  


  
    Howard’s room was small, clean, and the water pressure in the shower was not as bad as he’d expected. After he cleaned up, he unpacked his duffel, slipped into a pair of no-iron khaki slacks and a short-sleeve shirt, and found some clean socks and his old loafers. Always paid to take civilian clothes if you were working anywhere near a town. One minute you were a soldier, the next you were a civilian. With the variation in hairstyles these days, nobody could tell by looking.
  


  
    So, call home, visit with the family, then grab a bite to eat. And after that? Maybe come back to the room and read. After all, he had to get up early, and while the rare bacterial infection he’d had a while back that made him feel old and tired had been cleared up, the days when he could party all night long and then go straight to work without missing a beat were long past. If he was going to be up and ready to roll at 0600, he was going to have to get to bed at a decent hour.
  


  
    He grinned at himself in the mirror. Maybe Fernandez was right; maybe he should retire and go drown worms in a catfish pond.
  


  
    Nah. Not yet.
  


  
    
  


  
    

  


  
    Sunday, April 3rd

    Quantico, Virginia
  


  
    

  


  
    When Jay Gridley awoke, he had a moment of panic: Where was he?
  


  
    There was an IV going into his left hand, a tube running from his penis into a bag attached to the side of the bed, and wireless pickups stuck to his chest and his head. There was a cuff around his left upper arm. He wore one of those shortie open-backed gowns.
  


  
    A hospital, okay, he got that. And something must have happened to him for him to be here. An accident?
  


  
    He couldn’t remember. He started to look at his arms and legs more carefully, to see if anything was missing or damaged. No, they were there, and he wasn’t feeling any pain—
  


  
    A tall, short-haired brunette in green scrubs appeared next to the bed. She took Jay’s right wrist in her hand and looked at her watch. She was about thirty, very attractive. She smiled at him. “Hey,” she said.
  


  
    He couldn’t feel her fingers on his wrist. In fact, he couldn’t feel his right arm at all. Couldn’t even relate to it. As if that arm she was holding belonged to somebody else. What—?
  


  
    She said, “You’re in the Neuro Ward at the base hospital. You had a CVA, a cerebrovascular accident. A stroke. My name is Rowena. I’m the floor nurse this shift. Do you understand?”
  


  
    A stroke? How could that be? He said, “I understand.” But what came out of his mouth instead was a horrible, slurred, slack-lipped sound: “Awo unnersan.”
  


  
    His incipient panic expanded into full-blown terror.
  


  
    The nurse put her hand on his chest, on the left side. He felt that. “Easy. Your doctor is on the way, she’ll explain it all to you, but listen, don’t worry. You’ve got some transient paralysis on the right side. It’s going to go away. What happened to you was not major. The drugs you are on are going to fix the damage. It’ll take a few days, maybe a couple of weeks, okay? But you are going to be all right.”
  


  
    Gridley felt his panic abate a little. He was going to be all right. He clutched at that, trying to get a tighter grip on it. He was going to be all right.
  


  
    Unless she is just telling you that so you don’t lose it, his inner voice said.
  


  
    Another woman entered the room, a short, heavyset bleached blonde. She also wore green scrubs, and she carried a flatscreen. Without preamble, she said, “I’m Dr. West. Some time yesterday afternoon you had a small CVA—a stroke. There were no clots or major bleeders apparent on the CAT and MEG brain scans, and the cause is idiopathic—that means we don’t know what caused it. Your vital signs are normal, your blood pressure, respiration, and pulse are all fine, and your blood chemistry is within normal limits. Aside from the CVA, everything is great. You have what we think is a transient hemiplegia or hemiparesis, and we expect full resolution of that. You following me?”
  


  
    Gridley nodded, not wanting to hear his own voice.
  


  
    “Good. You’ll be here for a day or two, then we’ll let you go home. Physical therapy starts this afternoon. Somebody will come in and show you some exercises.”
  


  
    The doctor glanced at her watch. “Got to run. I’ll check in on you later, with a bunch of medical students. People will come and go, draw blood, give you meds. Try to get some rest.”
  


  
    Dr. West handed the flatscreen to Rowena and left.
  


  
    Get some rest?
  


  
    Yeah, right. Part of his brain had exploded and he was supposed to rest? No way. Not gonna happen. He didn’t want to just lie there and worry about it, either, but what choice did he have? He was tubed and wired, and he wasn’t going anywhere.
  


  
    Lord. How could this have happened?
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    Sunday, April 3rd

    The Yews, Sussex, England
  


  
    

  


  
    Applewhite brought Goswell’s tray and set it on the table. Vapor rose from the teapot’s spout—it was a bit cool out here in the garden, but crisp and bracing. Goswell nodded. “Thank you, Applewhite.”
  


  
    The butler poured a cup of tea, adding one lump of sugar and a squeeze of lemon. “More scones, sir?”
  


  
    “I think not. A telephone, if you would.”
  


  
    “Certainly, milord.”
  


  
    Applewhite produced a mobile from his jacket pocket before Goswell could even take a sip of the tea. He shook his head. Technology. A mixed blessing, to be sure, but fortunately, one that had served him well, financially and otherwise.
  


  
    “And what was our scientist fellow’s name again?”
  


  
    “Peter Bascomb-Coombs, milord.”
  


  
    “Ah, yes, of course.” Goswell repeated the man’s name into the phone, then held it to his ear. It rang thrice.
  


  
    “Yes, what is it?” He sounded irritated. Well, of course, these kinds of fellows always did.
  


  
    “Geoffrey Goswell here.”
  


  
    “Oh. Lord Goswell.” That changed his tone quick enough, eh what? “What may I do for you?”
  


  
    “Not much, my boy. I was ringing you up to see about that, ah ... small matter we discussed recently over supper.”
  


  
    “Ah, yes, well, it is proceeding apace, my lord. There have been a couple of minor setbacks, but I have taken care of them, and we should be back on schedule right enough.”
  


  
    He was properly cautious, the scientist. Even though Peel had assured him that his mobile phone and the scientist’s were both secure against eavesdroppers, Goswell hated to have things of this nature spoken aloud outside the confines of his own home.
  


  
    He nodded, then realized the man couldn’t see him because this mobile didn’t have cameras and whatnot connected to it. “Right, then. And those, ah, curious fellows you spoke of?”
  


  
    “They are no longer curious, my lord. They have other things to occupy their minds at the moment.”
  


  
    “Very good, then. I’ll ring off now.”
  


  
    Applewhite appeared and took the mobile, put it away. “Will there be anything else, milord?”
  


  
    “Yes, see if you can hunt up Peel, would you? I’d like to have a word with him if he’s available.”
  


  
    “At once, milord.”
  


  
    Applewhite departed to fetch the major. That, at least, would give Goswell time enough to sip his tea before it got cold.
  


  
    From the corner of his eye, Goswell caught a motion. He looked directly that way and saw a rabbit over in the flower bed, nibbling on some greenery. Cheeky bastard! He wasn’t fifty feet away! Of course, the dratted rabbits never came out when he had his shotgun at hand; they were smart enough to know that wasn’t wise. His vision was not as keen as once it was, but he could, by God, still pot a thieving rabbit at fifty feet with either barrel of his Purdey fowling piece, thank you very much. He considered calling Applewhite and telling him to collect his shotgun so that he could blast the offending rabbit but decided against it. It was too lovely a morning to ruin with shotgun noise, satisfying as it might be to teach the bunny some proper manners. Better to have the care-taker loose his dogs on the things. They seldom caught one, the dogs, but they had such fun chasing them, and the rabbits tended to clear off for a time thereafter.
  


  
    He sipped his tea. And when Peel approached, the rabbit decided to remove himself. Perhaps it somehow knew that Peel was an excellent shot with his ever-present pistol and that to stay might be unwise.
  


  
    “My lord?”
  


  
    “ ’Morning, Major. Do sit down and have some tea.”
  


  
    “Thank you, my lord.” Peel seated himself. A decent chap, the image of his father, old Ricky. He poured himself a cup of tea, black, no sugar.
  


  
    “I’ve been thinking about this scientist fellow of ours.”
  


  
    “Bascomb-Coombs,” Peel said.
  


  
    “The very one. I’ve been thinking perhaps we should keep a close eye on him, if you know what I mean. He is valuable enough, but with the things he has tucked away in his head, we wouldn’t want to have a falling out, now would we?”
  


  
    “I shouldn’t think a falling out is likely, my lord.”
  


  
    “Well, no, hardly. But one must be diligent and prepared, what?”
  


  
    “I understand completely. As it happens, I have anticipated that you might feel this way, so I’ve set a watch upon our Mr. Bascomb-Coombs.”
  


  
    “Have you? Excellent. You’re a good lad, Peel.”
  


  
    “Thank you, my lord. I appreciate your confidence in me.”
  


  
    Goswell smiled and sipped at his tea. It was good to have men like Peel around, men who knew how to do things without having to be led by the hand. Men of decent breeding who wouldn’t embarrass one with social blunders or rash actions. More like him, and the Empire would never have sunk so low.
  


  
    “Should Mr. Bascomb-Coombs should ever think to become a problem, my lord, we are of course prepared to deal with him in an ... expedient manner.”
  


  
    “Ah, well, very good, then. Have a scone.”
  


  
    Peel smiled and gave him a short nod. Such a good fellow to have around. Pity about all that Irish business. Still, the regiment’s loss was Goswell’s gain. Would that he had another dozen like Peel. Good help was so hard to come by these days.
  


  
    “Excellent scones, my lord.”
  


  
    “I’ll have Applewhite tell Cook you said so.”
  


  
    This is how a gentleman was supposed to breakfast. On a sunny spring day at one’s country estate, on tea and good scones, in the company of decent fellows. Indeed.
  


  
    
  


  
    

  


  
    Sunday, April 3rd

    London, England
  


  
    

  


  
    Toni and Alex sat in a small restaurant near their hotel, having coffee and breakfast. She said, “We have a flight leaving from Heathrow at noon. I couldn’t get us on the Concorde or on a direct, so we’ll have to change planes at Kennedy for a cropduster to Dulles.”
  


  
    Alex sipped his coffee, then said, “You could stay here. There’s no need for you to kill your vacation.”
  


  
    “Stay here by myself? What fun would that be?”
  


  
    “Well, this silat class you found sounds interesting.”
  


  
    “Two hours in the evening. If you go, I’m going. You’ll need me at work.”
  


  
    He stirred his eggs around with his fork, not really interested in eating them. “Over easy,” he said. “If these things had been fried any harder, you could play hockey with them.”
  


  
    “I’m sorry about Jay,” she said.
  


  
    “The doctor said he would be fine. Probably no lasting effects.”
  


  
    “Even so.”
  


  
    “I can’t believe that he was injured due to something that happened in VR.” Alex stared at the hard eggs.
  


  
    “You saw the reports from the Brits and the Japanese. Same thing happened to their people, and they were both poking around in the same area Jay was.”
  


  
    “It still doesn’t seem possible.”
  


  
    “Neither does breaking the code for the Pakistani train. Whoever did that is leaps and bounds ahead of us. They know things we don’t.”
  


  
    “There’s a cheery thought.”
  


  
    She looked at him. He seemed terribly glum. “Something else on your mind, Alex?”
  


  
    He prodded the eggs a final time, then put his fork down. “Well, yeah. I didn’t want to bother you with it.”
  


  
    “Go ahead, bother me. What?”
  


  
    “I got a notice from my ex-wife’s lawyers on an e-fax this morning.”
  


  
    “And ... ?”
  


  
    “Megan is suing for total custody of Susan.”
  


  
    “Oh, no.”
  


  
    “Oh, yeah. Maybe I shouldn’t have decked her new boyfriend.”
  


  
    “You said she was planning to do it before that.”
  


  
    “Yes. But that probably didn’t help. Or that I said if he slept over again with Susie in the house, I’d throw an adultery charge at her.”
  


  
    “You were angry.”
  


  
    “Uh-huh. And stupid. She’s not a bad woman, it’s just that she knows how to get under my skin.”
  


  
    “Don’t make excuses for her. She’s a bitch.”
  


  
    He smiled. “Unfortunately, she’s a bitch who is the mother of my only child, and she wants to take my daughter away. To have that bearded teacher become Daddy instead.”
  


  
    “What did your lawyer say?”
  


  
    “What lawyers always say. Don’t worry, he’ll handle it, Megan won’t win.”
  


  
    She reached across the table and took his hand. “It’ll work out. You’re too good a person; any judge will see that.”
  


  
    He smiled again, turned his hand up and squeezed hers. “Thanks. I love you.”
  


  
    “That’s why I’m here.”
  


  
    She had loved Alex for a long time, and even though he could sometimes be exasperating, with the way he bottled up his emotions and the way he tried to shield her from things, in the grand cosmic scheme of things, these were minor problems. They’d get them worked out, eventually. She was sure of it.
  


  
    
  


  
    

  


  
    Sunday, April 3rd

    Las Vegas, Nevada
  


  
    

  


  
    Despite his resolve to get to bed early, the depth of the night found John Howard standing in a parking lot outside the Luxor Hotel and Casino, staring into the sky. He’d just taken a long midnight walk. A crisp, dry wind blew and whirled among the cars, stirring dust. The parking lot was surrounded by palm trees and other vegetation not native to this area. The Nevada summers were hot enough to convince the trees they could thrive—as long as they were watered—but the palms looked somehow uncomfortable as they stood around the edges of the concrete, swaying in the breeze, as if they knew they didn’t belong here.
  


  
    From the apex of the giant black pyramid that was the Luxor, a tight ring of spotlights, focused into one large ray, beamed straight up into the night. The heat from the laserlike column that shot up was intense enough that it sucked air and dust into itself, shoving it heavenward in a fountain of photons. Night had to watch Las Vegas from a distance; the city didn’t allow the dark to come in.
  


  
    Howard observed the boiling light beam. A moth that ventured too close to that white column would find itself roasted and blown halfway to the moon real quick.
  


  
    There was something incredibly decadent about the whole city of Las Vegas, and the Luxor was a good example of it. More than four thousand rooms, at least half a dozen theme restaurants, a casino that never shut down, an Olympic-sized swimming pool, plus a boat voyage to the Land of the Dead, right in the atrium. It was ancient Egypt by way of Walt Disney, and for a dollar, you could tug on the arm of an Egyptian deity and take a chance on the big payoff. Place your bets, ladies and gentlemen, place your bets....
  


  
    He had gone in and looked around and been amazed, but also overwhelmed, by it all. Here outside the massive structure, whose entrance was marked by a giant obelisk that shamed Cleopatra’s Needle, and guarded by a sphinx in much better repair than the big one in Egypt, Howard got a sense of how truly rich the United States was. A nation that could produce such places as this, designed for leisure, for entertainment, for the millions who could afford to come and play here, well, that said a lot about such a country. He could hardly blame the owners, whose goal was to separate suckers from their money. They had done a great job. But as attractive and over the top as it was, there was something ... repellent about it at the same time.
  


  
    Las Vegas called to the party-loving hearts in people, the carpe diem, grasshopper, be-here-now-and-devil-take-tomorrow psyches. But it also called to the dark side, the desperate, the greedy, the addicted. It was plastic and neon and all that was cheap and shoddy about America. But it was also fun.
  


  
    Howard laughed and began the hike back toward his own motel room. Getting to be a philosopher in your old age, eh, John? Next thing you know, you’ll be sitting in a dark room contemplating your navel.
  


  
    He laughed again. Well, maybe not just yet.
  


  
    
  


  
    

  


  
    Sunday, April 3rd

    Stonewall Flat, Nevada
  


  
    

  


  
    Ruzhyó awoke from a troubled sleep, coming alert all at once as he had learned to do years ago in Spetsnaz. He listened but heard nothing out of the ordinary. After a few minutes, he got up, went to the bathroom, then walked to the door of the trailer and opened it. Naked, he looked into the desert.
  


  
    The night was clear, and stars beyond counting hung in the sky, hard, glittery pinpoints. A breeze blew and stirred the scrub and sand, but there was nothing else moving. No signs of life.
  


  
    He rubbed at his chin. He had not shaved in several days, and perhaps it was time to do so.
  


  
    A moment later, he closed the door. Something was wrong. Danger lurked outside his door. Even though he could not see nor hear it, he knew it was there.
  


  
    He sighed. Now it was time to take the guns out and make ready. There were other things to check, too, preparations he had made when first he arrived. If Death had come to claim him at last, he would not feel sorrow, but if he lost the battle, he would do so trying his best to win. It was rusty and not used of late, but all he had left was his craft. He would display it as best he could.
  


  
    Ruzhyó went back to the bathroom. He would wash his face and shave, then he would get dressed and make his preparations for war.
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    Sunday, April 3rd

    London, England
  


  
    

  


  
    Michaels and Toni were checking out of the hotel to catch a taxi to the airport when the desk clerk said, “It might be a good idea if you rang your air carrier, sir.”
  


  
    “Oh?”
  


  
    “Yes, sir. We’ve just gotten word that there’s been something of a problem with flight schedules out of Heathrow. And out of Gatwick, as well, I’m afraid.”
  


  
    The clerk, as it turned out, was a master of understatement. Michaels’s attempts to connect with British Airways were unsuccessful. All incoming lines, he was told by a recording, were temporarily busy, and would he please try again later?
  


  
    While he was doing just that, Toni caught him by the arm and pulled him over to a television set in the hotel pub. The BBC had broken into regular programming for a special bulletin: Apparently nearly all the computer systems at the world’s largest airports had gone bonkers. These included not only the ticketing and reservations computers but the flight control systems and auto-nav landing beacons as well. A quick check showed problems in Los Angeles, New York, Dallas—Fort Worth, Denver, Sydney, Auckland, Jakarta, New Delhi, Hong Kong, Moscow, Paris, and London. Passenger air travel at major terminals around the world had been brought to a virtual halt in a matter of minutes. Airline personnel were trying to manage, but without computers, the process was next to impossible. In many places, you couldn’t buy a ticket or get a seat assignment. If you could, there wasn’t likely to be plane waiting—assuming you could find the proper gate—and if you did find a plane, it wasn’t going anywhere any time soon.
  


  
    Today, at least, man was apparently not meant to fly.
  


  
    “Jesus,” Michaels said.
  


  
    “It’s a mess, all right. And you know what?”
  


  
    Michaels nodded sourly. “Yeah. Somehow, it’s going to become our mess.”
  


  
    He knew he shouldn’t have said that, knew that the bored god who stood watch for fools was ever alert for just such comments. The response wasn’t long in coming.
  


  
    “Commander Michaels?”
  


  
    Michaels found himself staring at a tall, green-eyed woman of maybe thirty. She had short, dishwater-blonde hair, and was dressed in a dark, conservative suit, with a skirt almost to her knees, and sensible flats. When she took a step toward him, he figured she was a gymnast. Or a dancer, maybe. Very nice ...
  


  
    “Yes?”
  


  
    “My name is Angela Cooper, I’m with MI-6.” She pulled out a wallet with a holographic ID and showed it to him. “Would you and Ms. Fiorella be good enough to accompany me? Minister Wood and Director-General Hamilton would like very much to have a word with you.”
  


  
    “We’re supposed to catch a plane,” he said.
  


  
    Cooper nodded at the television, then gave him a small smile. “I’m afraid that’s unlikely in the near future, sir. And if we are going to repair that problem, we could use your help. We’ve cleared it with your director.”
  


  
    Michaels looked at Toni. She raised her eyebrows in a what-the-hell expression.
  


  
    Well, why not? It would probably beat sitting in a crowded waiting room at the airport. Besides, he had heard a lot about the MI-6 building; it would be interesting to see it, if nothing else.
  


  


  
    Something about Angela Cooper grated on Toni. As Cooper drove the three of them through the London streets in the big right-hand-drive Dodge toward Vauxhall Crossing, Toni tried to pin it down. The woman was attractive, polite, and well-spoken. She was probably about the same age as Toni, give or take a year, and if she was an agent with MI-6, they probably had a lot in common. On the face of it, there didn’t seem to be any reason to dislike Ms. Cooper. Maybe it was chemistry. Or maybe it was the expression on Alex’s face when the woman had accosted them. That quickly veiled look of male interest. Alex said he was in love with her, and Toni believed him, but men were hard to fathom at times. If she hadn’t been standing there, what would Alex’s response to the tall dirty-blonde have been? Would he have flirted? Done more?
  


  
    She didn’t like herself for feeling jealous. There was no reason to believe Alex was unfaithful to their relationship, even in his thoughts, but it was how she felt. Nobody ever said love was logical. Or if they did, they lied.
  


  
    “This is Vauxhall Bridge Road,” Cooper said. “It’s a straight shot across the Thames from here. You’ll see our building coming up on the left, just there. It’s right off the tube station.” She pointed, and Toni leaned forward from where she sat in the rear to look.
  


  
    The MI-6 building was an imposing and—for London—quite unusual-looking structure. The stone appeared to be cream-colored, there were lots of windows, and there seemed also a bunch of green on it—glass, Toni assumed.
  


  
    Seated in front next to Cooper, Alex said, “I thought internal security was MI-5’s responsibility, that MI-6 handled matters in foreign countries.”
  


  
    “Rather like the FBI and CIA?” Cooper said. “Well, to a degree, yes. But there is some overlap. Over the last few years, MI-5 has shifted many of its resources to focus on Northern Ireland and against organized crime and benefit fraud. The consensus at HQ is that this computer threat is probably foreign, which gives us some small leeway to look into it. We’re all on the same team, after all.”
  


  
    Alex smiled. “That doesn’t sound a lot like the FBI and CIA.”
  


  
    Cooper smiled back at him, flashing her perfect teeth. “Yes, of course, we have our interdepartmental rivalries as well. And MI-5—we call it Security Service, SS—does get a bit sticky if we tread too hard on their territory. But our ministers are rather put out by all this business, and so SIS—that’s us at MI-6, the Secret Intelligence Service—are helping out a bit. The truth is, our computer system is better than SS’s, so we’re rather on point. Although I suspect we are somewhat behind you in the States in that regard. We’ve heard very good things about your organization over here. You’re an offshoot of CITAC, aren’t you? InfraGard?”
  


  
    She was referring to the old Computer Investigations and Infrastructure Threat Assessment Center the FBI had created in the mid-nineties to deal with computer crime.
  


  
    “Not exactly,” Alex said, “but there’s a connection, yes. You’ve obviously done your homework.”
  


  
    Cooper smiled again, another high-wattage, even-toothed, white flash.
  


  
    Toni definitely did not like her, no question, and if Alex didn’t stop grinning like a fool at everything Ms. Cooper said, he was going to be in trouble.
  


  
    Obviously done her homework. Yeah. Right.
  


  
    
  


  
    

  


  
    Sunday, April 3rd

    Stonewall Flat, Nevada
  


  
    

  


  
    Ruzhyó’s preference for a handgun was a small caliber, like those he had grown accustomed to in Spetsnaz. In fact, such weapons were as efficient as the bigger bores the Americans preferred, if one could place the shot properly. A .22 in the eye was easily worth a .357 round in the chest, and it was much easier to shoot the small-bore pistol well: there was almost no recoil, little noise and muzzle flash, and a longer barrel made the weapon more accurate.
  


  
    Americans were generally taught to shoot for the center of mass, and a bigger bullet was an advantage, given the relative weakness of all handguns, but they could have taken a page from the Israelis or Spetsnaz in that regard. With enough practice, head shots came naturally.
  


  
    When he had come to stay here in the desert, Ruzhyó had bought two guns, both used. The first was a target pistol, a Browning IMSA Silhouette model, based on the company’s Buck Mark design. It was a straight blow-back semiauto, held ten rounds in its magazine, and had a nine-inch barrel topped with a Tasco ProPoint sight. The sight was electronic. It created in the field of vision a tiny, red, parallax-free dot. Operation was simple: You chambered a round, turned the sight on, and put the dot on a target, and if you squeezed the trigger with care, that dot was where the bullet went. At ten meters, he could center-punch a dime with the Browning. At a hundred meters, with the gun propped on a secure rest, Ruzhyó could hit a hand-sized target all day long. He had, in practice, hit a human-sized target at almost three hundred meters, once he zeroed in and knew how much the bullet would fall and drift. Even such a small pellet as the Browning spat would be disconcerting if it hit you solidly at that distance. Not the best choice for long-range gunnery, but in theory, the ammunition he used, CCI Minimags, could fly a mile and a half. A rifle was a better weapon, of course, but the pistol could be hidden under a coat if need be, and still be used to strike a man in the head at distances well beyond that at which most shooters could operate most service handguns.
  


  
    The other weapon in his small arsenal was a Savage Model 69 Series E twelve-gauge pump shotgun. Also bought on the gray market, in a different town than the pistol, the shotgun was not as good a piece as the more expensive makes that used double-rail slide actions. Having only a single connector from the pump, which was less efficient in case of a jam, the weapon held five rounds—his preference was for #4 buckshot—but it had the short-barreled configuration the Americans called a riot gun, and was close enough to what he wanted when he went looking.
  


  
    He could have bought a good hunting rifle and scope to increase his range. If, however, somebody wanted to assassinate him from five hundred meters out with their own high-powered rifle, he had better ways of dealing with that than a long-distance sniper duel. He had circled the trailer at ranges where a good shooter could see and hit him, and there were only a few places with a proper line of sight on his home. He had marked these and installed at these places certain defenses. Of course, they could take him while he was away from the trailer, but one could only cover so many contingencies.
  


  
    Last night, he had cleaned and oiled both guns, then loaded them with fresh ammunition. He had also loaded four spare magazines for the .22, and he had ten extra shells for the twelve-gauge in loops on a belt he could strap around his waist. If he had to use the shotgun to defend himself, the situation would be close-quarters, bad, and he probably wouldn’t get a chance to reload; still, one could not be certain. At that point, it would likely be a matter of selling himself as dearly as possible. He might lose, but if he could help it, the winner would not leave untouched.
  


  
    He had done what he could. He could have tried to run, but it was probably too late for that. Whatever was going to happen was going to happen, and he was as ready as he was going to get. Now it was a matter of waiting.
  


  
    He was good at that, waiting. Right now, he would get some sleep. He might not get the chance again for a time. Or ever.
  


  
    He moved to his bed, set the shotgun and pistol on the floor nearby, and, next to them, a small radio transmitter. He stretched out. He took several deep breaths, relaxed as much as he was able, and, in a few minutes, fell asleep.
  


  
    He dreamed of Anna.
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    Sunday, April 3rd

    Las Vegas, Nevada
  


  
    

  


  
    “How far?” Howard said.
  


  
    “About twenty minutes,” Fernandez said.
  


  
    “Turn the air conditioner down a couple of notches; it’s not that hot.”
  


  
    Fernandez said, “But you don’t want to let the heat get ahead of you out here, John. Probably be ninety by noon, and you know how these trucks suck up the sun.”
  


  
    “If this goes as planned, we’ll be on a plane for D.C. by noon.”
  


  
    “Never hurts to be prepared,” the sergeant offered.
  


  
    Howard shook his head. He and Fernandez were alone in the command car, a sand-colored Humvee Special. “Automatic transmission, power steering, air-conditioning, and you’re worried about staying ahead of the heat? You’re getting soft in your old age, Julio.”
  


  
    “Perhaps the general would prefer to ride in his horse-drawn carriage next time? I’m sure old Nelly would be more to the general’s liking.”
  


  
    “Well, at least she wouldn’t complain about the heat.” “And you could limber up your buggy whip if she did. One of many in your front closet, I am sure.”
  


  
    Howard smiled. “Okay, let’s hear it again.”
  


  
    Fernandez shot a quick glance heavenward. “Sir. We’ve got three two-man teams—that is to say, two-person teams—hunkered down watching out there in Cow Skull Gulch. If Ivan sticks his head out the door and we so desire, we can pot him like Davy Crockett barking a squirrel. We’ve got the Big Squint footprint for eight A.M. start-op, and we’ve got a National Guard chopper on standby if we need it—which we won’t—over at Nellis. We’ve got two squads of bored, combat-ready troops in the transports fore and aft, and we got one broken-down Spetsnaz guy in an Airstream trailer in the middle of nowhere who can’t run and can’t hide.”
  


  
    Howard nodded. “All right.”
  


  
    Fernandez caught the edge of his worry. “What, John? You and I could go in and grab this sucker by ourselves—and you could stay in the car. It’s just one guy, no matter how good he might be.”
  


  
    “Probably what the Germans thought about Sergeant York,” Howard said.
  


  
    “Jesus. You worry way too much.” Fernandez clicked the AC control down a couple of notches. “Maybe your brain is froze. So how did Tyrone do in the boomerang thing?”
  


  
    It was not the most artful change of subject he’d ever heard, but probably Julio was right, he ought not to be worrying about this one guy in the desert. Go in with the protocols, hit their marks, and it would be a big anticlimax, they’d drag the guy in and let the headshrinkers go to work on him. “Came in third.”
  


  
    “Really? That’s pretty good for his first time, isn’t it?”
  


  
    “Yes, it is. Beat his personal best, and he was prouder of that than he was the placing.”
  


  
    “He should be. You’re not so bad a father—for an old guy. I might have a few questions for you once I change my own status in that arena.”
  


  
    Howard smiled. He could imagine the first time Julio and Joanna’s baby ran an unexpected fever, or spit up something green, or got colic. He’d made a few of those panicky late-night calls to his mother back when Tyrone had been a newborn.
  


  
    “Something funny, John?”
  


  
    “Oh, yeah. You at two in the morning with a crying baby. I’m going to have Joanna video it.”
  


  
    Howard took a deep breath and let it out slowly. This was normal operation jitters, he always got them before the guns went to lock and load. Maybe if he’d been in a real war zone with some battlefield experience under his belt, it would be different. He was sure it must be.
  


  
    
  


  
    

  


  
    Sunday, April 3rd

    Quantico, Virginia
  


  
    

  


  
    Jay Gridley sat in a motorized wheelchair, staring at two men playing Ping-Pong. His idea of lying around for weeks in a hospital if something happened to you was apparently behind the times. They had guys who’d had heart surgery last night up and walking today, pushing IV poles up and down the halls. Apparently, moving was better than lying still when it came to aftereffects of big problems. Some of them, anyhow.
  


  
    His parents were on the way to see him. They’d be here this afternoon, and he wasn’t really looking forward to that. They’d be upset and wanting to take care of him, and he ... he ... uh ...
  


  
    What had he just been thinking?
  


  
    Another surge of fear washed over him, coating him with another layer of sticky sweat. The physical thing, that was bad, yeah, but they said that would respond to treatment, and in a few weeks, he’d be his old self, could walk, talk, do the funky chicken; but his mind didn’t seem to be working right. He kept running his thoughts together into a big hodgepodge, a slipsum, and then losing them altogether.
  


  
    That scared the hell out of him. He could interface with VR with a bad arm and leg, hell, with no arms or legs at all, but if his brain didn’t ... if his brain didn’t ...
  


  
    Didn’t what?
  


  
    He was afraid, and for a moment, he didn’t even know why he was afraid, but then it came back. His mind. His brain. His thoughts weren’t tracking. It was like trying to do calculus as you were falling asleep. You couldn’t concentrate, couldn’t keep the train on the track, couldn’t ... couldn’t hold on to it!
  


  
    He had to get to a VR set and get on-line. He had to see if he could still do the most important thing in all the world. It wasn’t just his job, it was his life. He couldn’t imagine himself without being able to access computers.
  


  
    He flagged one of the nurses passing through the rec room. He didn’t try to talk, that still scared him, too, but he made the two-handed sign for a VR set: forefingers over his eyes, thumbs over his ears.
  


  
    She nodded. “Sure. Just down that way and to the left. Come on, I’ll take you.”
  


  
    He waved her off, then used his good hand to operate the wheelchair’s joystick. He would find the computer himself. Plug in, and see what he could do.
  


  
    If he could do anything at all.
  


  
    
  


  
    

  


  
    Sunday, April 3rd

    The Yews, Sussex, England
  


  
    

  


  
    Major Peel leaned back in the chair in front of his desk in an office provided by his lordship in what had once been the groundskeeper’s cottage. Three hundred years or so ago, during the Reformation, the cottage-cum-office had been built—as a Catholic church. In those days, with the Church of England cranking up to full steam, it was worth your neck to be caught practicing Catholicism in some parts of the country, so the faithful rich built small sanctuaries behind their manors and secretly gathered with a select few to worship. As long as they were circumspect about it, and as long as the lord of the manor was sufficiently wealthy and well thought of, local officials turned a blind eye to the practice.
  


  
    The fact that the king wanted a divorce was no reason to give up generations of cherished belief and ritual, snap, just like that.
  


  
    The window over Peel’s desk wasn’t stained glass, but it had that triple-hump Father-Son-Holy-Ghost shape inset into the mortared stone, and the desk itself sat upon the spot where once had been an altar.
  


  
    Peel looked at the computer screen, watching the video, and listened to the report from Lieutenant Wilson, one of his best men. Wilson led the team they had covering Bascomb-Coombs.
  


  
    “You’re certain he doesn’t know he’s being observed?”
  


  
    “Certain, sir. He might be smarter than an auditorium full of dons at Oxford, but he doesn’t track very well in the real world. We’ve stayed away from fiddling with his computer hardware and programs—he does have those rigged with safeguards we don’t want to try—but we’ve got spycams planted all over his house and office. There are units in the ceiling over his workstations in his lab and at his home that zero on his keyboard and monitor. He can have the best security in the world in the system, but all we have to do is watch him type or listen to him vox his codes in. And we’ve also got recordings of everything he sees on-screen.”
  


  
    “And this business with the airports is untraceable?”
  


  
    “Yes, sir. Everything this chap does on-line is untraceable. He’s rigged some way to overload a virtual reality headset—we don’t have a clue how he did that—and he’s put several snoopers into the hospital with some kind of stroke.”
  


  
    “Really?”
  


  
    “Yes, sir. There is one small worry we’ve come across. It seems that MI-6 has contacted the head of the FBI’s computer crime unit, Net Force. He’s here in London, working with them.”
  


  
    “Already? That was fast.”
  


  
    “Apparently he was in town, attending a conference or some such.”
  


  
    “Hmm. That bears watching. Keep me posted.”
  


  
    “Sir.”
  


  
    “Anything else?”
  


  
    “Nothing concerned with the project. But there’s a small item you might find interesting. You remember Plekhanov?”
  


  
    “The Russian who was going to take over Asia? Of course.” They’d had a nice piece of change doing a little training for one of Plekhanov’s groups.
  


  
    “After his capture, there were a few loose ends,” Wilson continued. “The most notable of which was the Spetsnaz wetwork agent, Ruzhyó.”
  


  
    “Ah, yes. Nasty piece of work, that one. Got away, did he?”
  


  
    “Apparently only temporarily, according to what Bascomb-Coombs has learned. It seems they are about to collect Mr. Ruzhyó somewhere out in the American West.”
  


  
    “Too bad for him.”
  


  
    “Just thought you’d find it interesting, sir.”
  


  
    “Yes, well, keep me up to speed on new findings.”
  


  
    After he clicked off, Peel looked up at the old window. Interesting developments in all this business. While it was not the regiment, it did have its moments. Indeed it did.
  


  
    
  


  
    

  


  
    Sunday, April 3rd

    Stonewall Flat, Nevada
  


  
    

  


  
    “All set?”
  


  
    “Yes, sir,” Fernandez said. “Sniper teams in place, ground troops to their positions. The place is surrounded, and the Strike Team is making dust for the trailer now. Off-road, in case he’s got it mined.” Fernandez grinned to show he wasn’t serious about that part.
  


  
    The two men stood in their modified SIPEsuits next to the Hummer, parked half a mile back on the main road—the only road—leading to Ruzhyó’s Airstream. Howard had his visor up and used his silicone-armored field-grade ten-power Leupold binoculars, sweeping back and forth slowly, looking at the target. “No sign of him. He must not be an early riser.”
  


  
    “His problem,” Fernandez said. “Our boys’ll be there in a minute, a few flash-bangs, some emetic gas, and Mr. Assassin wakes up half-blind, puking last night’s dinner, and in deep feces. You should have let me lead the team, no point in both of us missing all the fun.”
  


  
    “You’re about to be a married man with a child, Julio, and if you think I’m going to explain something happening to you to Joanna, forget it. Better get used to sitting at a desk.”
  


  
    “That’ll be the day.”
  


  
    “Sooner than you think, Sergeant.”
  


  
    He looked at the trailer. So far, so good.
  


  


  
    Ruzhyó was already awake when he heard the sound of the approaching vehicle. He came up, strapped on the belt with the extra shotgun shells, then picked up the shotgun and slung it over his shoulder by the nylon strap. He collected the pistol and the radio control unit, then walked to the window over the sink. He set the Browning down, hooked the control to his belt, and looked out.
  


  
    A squat, squarish, dun-colored truck rolled toward the trailer at a good speed, coming up the slight rise ten meters to the left of the driveway, paralleling it. A cloud of pale dust billowed behind the truck.
  


  
    A military assault? With the driver staying off the road to avoid mines? Smart. If they were military, they’d probably be wearing light armor, so his guns weren’t going to do him much good unless he was very precise with his shooting. Something to keep in mind.
  


  
    He took a couple of deep breaths and let them out, found a glass and ran a little water into it, rinsed his mouth, then spat into the sink. He put the glass down, stuck the pistol into his belt, and walked to the door.
  


  
    Guests had come to call, and it was time to put out the welcome mat.
  


  
    He pulled the radio control unit from his belt. There were four buttons on the device, each of which controlled a signal made stronger by a booster hidden in the satellite dish installed on top of the trailer.
  


  
    He sighed and pushed the first button.
  


  


  
    “What the hell is that?” Howard said.
  


  
    A circular wall of gray appeared from the ground around the trailer, roiling up into the still-cool morning air. The dark gray cloud obscured the trailer in a matter of seconds.
  


  
    “He’s got smoke,” Fernandez said unnecessarily into the LOSIR headset built into his helmet. “Slow it down.”
  


  
    The leader of the Strike Team said, “No shit.”
  


  
    Howard was aware of the exchange in his own headset, but he was dropping his visor and switching his helmet’s viewer to IR.
  


  
    Not much help; whatever was making the smoke was also making some heat, and he couldn’t see through it.
  


  
    He called up the feed from Big Squint’s footprint, but the computer-augmented satellite image didn’t show anything inside the ring of smoke, save the trailer.
  


  
    “He’s still inside,” Howard said. “So far. Proceed with caution.”
  


  
    “Copy that,” the Strike Team leader said.
  


  


  
    Ruzhyó looked through the window over the door. The smoke bombs had obscured the trailer from view. In another few seconds, they would finish smoking and explode into white hot flares, which ought to confuse any sensor devices pointed at him.
  


  
    He looked at the second button. Nodded to himself. He hadn’t killed anybody in a while, but this attack was obviously military in origin, and those men and women hiding at the sniper points would be soldiers and prepared to shoot him dead if so ordered. They knew the risks of combat. And if they did not, they were about to find out.
  


  
    Hidden at nine places where a sniper might conceal himself for a field of fire centered upon the trailer were twenty-seven antipersonnel units buried in large paper cups turned upside down and covered with a thin layer of sand and soil. These were variants on the old Bouncing Betty; a small compressed-gas charge would pop the cigarette-pack-sized APUs up five or six feet, where a second, stronger charge would explode and blast a handful of steel BBs all around itself in a devastating pattern. An unarmored man standing within a few yards of the APU would be cut down, dead or seriously wounded. Even with armor, some of the pellets could find a seam or unprotected spot and cause dangerous or even fatal wounds.
  


  
    He pushed the button.
  


  


  
    Howard’s LOSIR com came alive with startled yells and screams, overlaid with the sounds of small explosions, both on-line and then, a second or two later, echoing across the terrain.
  


  
    “Report!”
  


  
    “We got a mine here, Colonel, Spalding is hit and bleeding!”
  


  
    “We got blasted at S2, sir, dusted us pretty good, no injuries!”
  


  
    “Reader is down, her face is a bloody mess!”
  


  
    “John—look.”
  


  
    Howard looked at the smoke, saw bright lights flaring through the haze. What the hell was going on here?
  


  


  
    When the first of the smoke bombs burned down to their magnesium pots and flared, Ruzhyó opened the trailer door and stepped out. He had only fifteen yards to travel, but he needed to be in position before his heat sig would be the only one in the area, in case they had sat or high overfly surveillance.
  


  
    He hurried.
  


  
    The hidey-hole was disguised by a sheet of plywood, lined all around with heat-reflectives and absorbent deadstrip material. He’d glued dirt and brush on top of the board, and once in place, it was virtually invisible and solid enough to walk on. The chamber was only a meter wide by two meters long, but he wasn’t planning on staying there that long.
  


  
    In the hole, he squeezed a cold chemlume and got enough light so he could see to power up the battery-operated TV monitor. A camera on top of the trailer—also hidden inside the satellite dish—and a second camera in the garbage dump behind the place gave smoke-shrouded, grainy, but serviceable views of the trailer and the area around it, including his Dodge SUV.
  


  
    The car was loaded with things necessary to make the rest of his plan work.
  


  
    Give it a few more seconds for the smoke to clear.
  


  


  
    “Smoke is clearing,” came the report over Howard’s LOSIR.
  


  
    “Proceed with extreme caution,” Howard replied.
  


  
    “You still want him alive?”
  


  
    Howard gritted his teeth. He had four wounded—so far—and, according to the medic, two of them hit hard enough they needed to be gotten to a hospital PDQ. The Guard copter was already on the way.
  


  
    “Yes. Alive, if possible. But protect yourselves as necessary. I don’t want anybody else going down, understand? If you have to shoot, you shoot.”
  


  
    “Yes, sir.”
  


  


  
    Now, Ruzhyó thought. He pressed the third of the four buttons on his control unit.
  


  
    “Heads up!” Fernandez said.
  


  
    Howard looked. A vehicle zoomed out of the smoke, coming up the road. Ruzhyó’s SUV.
  


  
    “He’s running for it!”
  


  
    The chatter of subgun fire echoed. Howard brought his binoculars around to frame the fleeing vehicle. He saw pockmarks appear on the metal where the bullets hit. What an idiot! Did he think he could just hop in his car and drive away?
  


  


  
    Ruzhyó pushed the final button.
  


  


  
    Before Howard could adjust the focus on his binoculars and get a look at the driver, the car blew up. The ground shook where they stood, and the blast wave rolled over them with a noise like the end of the world. A fireball rose inside a mushroom cloud like a miniature atomic bomb. This wasn’t the gas tank going up; the car had been rigged with big explosives.
  


  
    “Holy shit!” Fernandez said. “What the hell did he have in there?”
  


  
    When the smoke cleared a bit, there was nothing left of the car except part of the frame and two flaming, smoking tires. More burning debris was scattered for hundreds of meters all around.
  


  
    Howard stared. Jesus Christ! What a fuck up!
  


  
    “Looks like you were right to be worried, Colonel. I stand corrected.”
  


  
    Howard just shook his head.
  


  


  
    10
  


  
    
  


  
    

  


  
    Sunday, April 3rd

    Lhasha, Tibet
  


  
    

  


  
    Jay Gridley sat cross-legged on the floor, wrapped in an orange robe, the smell of patchouli incense heavy in the cool air. The thin reed mat under him did little to stop the cold radiating from the flagstones into his backside, and his shaved head was chilly. Through an open window, he saw snow piled ten feet thick, a blanket that shrouded everything in crisp, glistening white. A wordless vocal chant echoed in the background, a low and pulsing drone, and light inside the massive chamber was provided by hundreds of candles.
  


  
    At the front of the room, seated in full lotus on a short wooden platform that put him only a few inches higher than the monks, was the head monk, Sojan Rinpoche. The man was also bald, probably seventy, and had smile wrinkles that didn’t quit. Gridley could see why, after a few minutes of listening to the guru speak. He smiled a lot.
  


  
    At the moment, the old man was talking about some kind of Buddhist deity:
  


  
    “... in Sanskrit, he is called Yamantaka. In China, they call him Yen-an-te-chia. In Tibet, we speak of him as Gshin-rji-gshed. Everywhere, we know him as He Who Conquers Death, one of the Eight Terrible Ones, the drag-shed, Guardian of the Faith, and patron of the Dge-lugs-pa.
  


  
    “He is terrible to behold, this manifestation of Mañjusri bodhisattva. Long ago, during a mighty battle in Tibet, Gshin-rji-gshed took his form to engage and defeat Yama, God of Death. He has nine heads, thirty-four arms, and sixteen feet. He is the Horror to Behold, the Mighty Terror, the Trampler of Demons.
  


  
    “He is,” the old man said, smiling, “not somebody you want to fuck with.”
  


  
    Gridley did a mental double take at the last sentence. That seemed weird, coming from a Tibetan holy man.
  


  
    He sighed. This was the old man’s scenario—if indeed he was an old man and not somebody faking it—and he didn’t much care for it. Too austere. And now that he was here, he didn’t really understand why he had come. What was it that he had hoped to find?
  


  
    The nurse. The nurse had told him to look this guy up. After he had ripped the VR set off and thrown it on the floor because he hadn’t been able to concentrate without losing it. Oh, he could still use VR, but only in a passive, customer sort of way. He couldn’t create it. He couldn’t manipulate it. He would begin okay, but after a minute or two, he would drift, and the imagery failed.
  


  
    A computer operative who couldn’t run a computer. A VR worker who couldn’t work VR. He was screwed. His life was over.
  


  
    But the nurse—she was some kind of Buddhist or something—she had given him this guy’s web address, told him to check it out. He’d helped others, she’d said.
  


  
    Gridley had nothing to lose, so he went. But he didn’t see how Gshin-rji-whateverthehellhisnamewas was going to help squat.
  


  
    As if reading his mind, the old man clapped his hands once, and the monks, save for Gridley, all vanished. The room around him swirled and shifted, and he found himself sitting in a comfortable armchair facing the guru, who also sat in a chair. In place of the orange robes, Jay wore slacks, a pullover sweater, and motorcycle boots, and the old man wore jeans and a work shirt. The Tibetan’s legs were crossed at the ankles, he sported Nikes, and he had that big smile again. He looked like somebody’s kindly old grandfather come for a visit.
  


  
    “Better?” he said.
  


  
    Gridley blinked. “Uh, yeah, I guess so.”
  


  
    “A lot of folks want the monastery imagery. It makes them feel as if they’ve found the real thing. That Tibet, unfortunately, only exists in the movies these days.”
  


  
    He regarded Jay with a straight, direct gaze. “You have a problem.”
  


  
    “Yeah.”
  


  
    “Your aura is fractured.”
  


  
    Jesus, auras? Time to bail—
  


  
    “That is to say, you appear to have some difficulty concentrating. Drugs? Or a medical problem? Tumor? Stroke?”
  


  
    How the hell could he tell that? Nothing like that showed in VR!
  


  
    “Uh ...”
  


  
    “Take your time. You want to check out, come back later, that’s cool.”
  


  
    Jay shook his head. “You don’t seem like any guru I ever heard of.”
  


  
    “You want the monastery back?”
  


  
    “No, I—it’s just that—”
  


  
    “Expectation,” the old man said. “That one is a killer. You had a idea, an expectation of what I was supposed to be, so whenever I pop off and do something that doesn’t fit, it’s confusing. And you’re already confused enough, right?”
  


  
    “Uh, yeah, right.”
  


  
    “Well, we’ll get to that. First things first. What shall I call you?”
  


  
    “Webnom or realnom?”
  


  
    “Doesn’t matter, just something you’ll answer to.”
  


  
    “Jay.”
  


  
    “Okay. Call me Saji. You came for some clarity, right?”
  


  
    “I—uh, I’m not sure.”
  


  
    Saji laughed. “What you mean is, you didn’t come for all this Buddhist bullshit, demons and Dharma and all. But you do want clarity.”
  


  
    “Yeah.”
  


  
    “Well, being a Buddhist doesn’t get in the way of that. In fact, it helps. But we’ll get back to that later, too. First things first. The nature of your injury?”
  


  
    “They say I had some kind of stroke.”
  


  
    “Fine, we can deal with that.”
  


  
    “I’m glad you can.”
  


  
    “Not me, we, Jay.” He tapped his right temple with one finger. “Our brains have a lot of built-in redundancies. You get a short in one spot, it’s entirely possible to reroute the signal to a place where the wiring is better. You might not even need that, but we’ll see. I’m going to ask you a series of questions, you respond however you like.”
  


  
    “Okay.”
  


  
    “What is eighty-seven minus thirteen?”
  


  
    Christ-arithmetic?
  


  
    “Yes, arithmetic. To start out.” He grinned.
  


  
    Jay sighed. When you’re at the bottom, the only way you can go is up.
  


  
    “Seventy-four,” he said.
  


  
    “And who is the President of the United States ... ?”
  


  
    
  


  
    

  


  
    Sunday, April 3rd

    Stonewall Flat, Nevada
  


  
    

  


  
    “What have we got, Julio?”
  


  
    “Sir, not much. We’ve come up with some bloody pieces of scorched bone, something that looks like burnt hair, and a couple of teeth. Whatever he had in that car did a job on him. I doubt they’ll ever find all of him.”
  


  
    Howard sighed. Yes, indeed. He wasn’t looking forward to writing this report.
  


  
    “All right. Finish the trailer, leave two men to watch the site, and we’ll get the lab boys out here. Pack it up and let’s go home.”
  


  
    “Yes, sir.”
  


  
    Howard looked at the crater where the target’s car had gone up in the blast. This wasn’t the plan, but at least they had taken him down. The man had been a professional killer. Aside from whatever else he had done, Reader was in bad shape, and three others were wounded enough to need hospital time. The target deserved to be questioned and imprisoned for a thousand years, but this would have to do. Quick and rough justice, Howard could live with it.
  


  
    He turned away and headed for the Humvee. Julio had been right to keep the air conditioner turned up. It was hot out here and getting hotter.
  


  
    Damn, he hated this.
  


  


  
    In his burrow, Ruzhyó tried to sleep. It was hot, and he was exhausted, but he couldn’t relax enough to drop off. He had considered wiring the trailer so that it would go up with the car, but had decided against it. Perhaps somebody could get some use from it. It had been, for what it was, a good home for him. And more importantly, anybody who remained behind to watch would surely use the place for shade from the hot sun, or even go inside to run the air conditioner.
  


  
    From inside, there was no window that looked directly upon Ruzhyó’s hiding place; he had made certain of that.
  


  
    By now, they would have found the remains of what he had left inside a sterilized and vacuum-sealed plastic carton for them to find: Leavings from a barber shop’s trash; several uncut bones, raw meat, and blood mixed with anticoagulant made from rat poison, all from a pig. And the final touch, a human skull from a high school biology skeleton, stolen and wrapped tightly inside the pig’s scalp, packed with the pig’s brain. Such things would not fool a pathologist for an instant, but someone who had just seen a car blasted to smoking bits might think the fragments of bone and blood and brain human. And they might think so long enough to allow him to escape.
  


  
    Nothing was certain, but it was a chance.
  


  
    The cameras showed men getting into vehicles and leaving. They would post a guard, probably no more than two or three soldiers. It would be hot, and the guards would remove their helmets or some of their armor or go inside the trailer. When they did, he would be ready. They would have checked the trailer for explosives and, finding none, would feel safe.
  


  
    Pistol held loosely in his hand, Ruzhyó tried again to sleep. Even a few minutes would be good. He was so tired.
  


  
    
  


  
    

  


  
    Sunday, April 3rd

    London, England
  


  
    

  


  
    MI-6 HQ looked just like any other modern office building inside. Michaels wasn’t sure what he’d expected, especially given that Net Force HQ also looked like some typical corporate structure; still, he half expected to see James Bond or Q or somebody skulking through the halls on the way to do the king’s business.
  


  
    They sat on a comfortable couch in the office of the director-general, Matthew Hamilton. Along with Hamilton were Angela Cooper, Minister of Parliament Clifton Wood, and himself. Toni had stepped out of the room to call the FBI director.
  


  
    “... would be in our mutual interests to resolve this matter as soon as possible,” the minister said.
  


  
    “I agree,” Michaels said, “though I don’t understand how we can be of much help here. You have your own people.”
  


  
    Wood and Hamilton exchanged quick glances. Hamilton cleared his throat and took the lead. “Well, yes, but you see, that’s something of the problem. Both MI-5 and MI-6 want to jump right on this, and there tends to be some ... professional rivalry.”
  


  
    Cooper gave Michaels a brief flash of a smile. So much for her downplaying such things.
  


  
    “It is our thought that a joint task force with the head of Net Force in charge might move things along faster. Neither Security nor Secret Intelligence want to give up their autonomy to each other, but with a third-party ally ...” he let it drift to a stop, raised his eyebrows and spread his hands.
  


  
    Michaels nodded. Politics. Of course. And there was more than met the ear here, too, if they were willing to bring in a foreign service to mitigate the situation. He couldn’t imagine the FBI and the CIA allowing British Intelligence to come in and take over a joint operation. No, there was a lot more going on here than they were telling.
  


  
    The door opened, and Toni stepped back into the room, clipping her virgil to her belt as she entered. She gave Michaels a short nod.
  


  
    So. The director had put them on the hook.
  


  
    He nodded back at Toni, then looked at Hamilton. “We will, of course, be happy to help in any way we can.”
  


  
    That brought smiles from all three Brits.
  


  
    Michaels wished he felt like smiling. What he wanted to do was go home. He had Jay in the hospital, the legal problems with his ex-wife, and whatever else might have gone on while he was away.
  


  
    His virgil cheeped. Michaels frowned. It was set to refuse all but priority-one calls. He pulled the unit from his belt and looked at it. Incoming call from Colonel Howard. “Gentlemen, if you will excuse me for a moment?”
  


  
    The MP and MI-6 commander both smiled and nodded again.
  


  
    Michaels stepped into the hall. Maybe it was good news.
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    Monday, April 4th

    Washington, D.C.
  


  
    

  


  
    Tyrone Howard headed for his locker, keeping an eye out for Essay, the terror of the hall. Since Bella had dumped him, Tyrone’s semiconnection to Bonebreaker LeMott, Bella’s jock high school boyfriend, had become uncertain. Essay knew that his chances against Bonebreaker were zippo, and so for a time being Bella’s friend had conferred a certain kind of immunity against the brain-dead thug. Essay—from the initials S.A., which stood for sore ass, which came from Brontosaurus—would just as soon thump you as look at you, and Tyrone’s chances against him in a fight were also zippo, so it paid to be on the alert.
  


  
    He made it to the locker without seeing Essay. Maybe he’d been kicked out of dear old Eisenhower Middle School for smoking again. That would be nice.
  


  
    He was dumping his carry bag into the locker and not paying attention when somebody said, “Hey, Tyrone!”
  


  
    He turned. It was Nadine Harris, the boomerang girl.
  


  
    “Hey, Nadine.”
  


  
    She drifted over through the traffic flow, moving gracefully, like a swimmer treading water. “You got morning schedule, too. Exemplary.”
  


  
    “Yeah. Who’s your anchor?”
  


  
    “Peterson,” she said.
  


  
    “He’s okay. I had him for Media One. What kind of register you got?”
  


  
    “Eng Two, Math Three, Bioscience One, Media Two, Physical Three, History Two.”
  


  
    “That’s pretty heavy redge for the quarter,” he said.
  


  
    She shrugged. “Not so bad. I tested high ’cause my last school was a couple steps ahead. How about you?”
  


  
    “Eng Two, Math Three, Media Three, Comp Four, and, uh, MH One.”
  


  
    “Talk about my redge being heavy, whee-doggy, Ty! Comp Four? I didn’t think you could take that unless you were in high school. And MH? Isn’t that Military History?”
  


  
    His turn to shrug. “My dad is military. I thought I’d check it out. He’s told me some interesting stuff. He used to throw, and there’s a section about throw sticks in the class.”
  


  
    “No feek? Wow. A dad who throws? He any good?”
  


  
    “Well ... not really. He, like, did it as a kid, had a couple of wooden ’rangs, entry-level plywoods. But he knows all kinds of things about battles and like that, and how the abos used to use their sticks in fights.”
  


  
    “Exemplary,” she said.
  


  
    While they were talking, Tyrone felt a strange sensation, as if he was being ... watched. He glanced around, being careful not to be too obvious. Maybe Essay was around and had targeted him.
  


  
    Belladonna Wright cruised down the hall with two of her girlfriends, and she was looking right at Tyrone.
  


  
    His shoulders went tight, his face hot, his bowels loose. He wanted to run and hide under a rock.
  


  
    She was as beautiful as ever, Bella was, maybe more so, and his memory of sitting on her bed kissing her, putting his hands on her body ...
  


  
    Don’t go down that path, Tyrone. It will show. That would be embarrassing cubed.
  


  
    But it was already too late. He slacked his grip on the carry bag, allowed it to hang lower, in front of his crotch.
  


  
    “You okay, Tyrone?” Nadine said. “You look like you just swallowed a bug or something.”
  


  
    “Ah, no—I mean, yes, I’m okay. I—uh, just remembered something I forgot to do. A chore. At home.”
  


  
    Lame, Tyrone, blankwit slipbrain lame!
  


  
    Bella steamed by like a battleship with two escort destroyers, awesome to behold in her beauty. She didn’t look at him when she passed.
  


  
    Nadine must have caught something in his face because she turned to look.
  


  
    “Whoa. Who is that?”
  


  
    “Belladonna Wright,” Tyrone said. He fought to keep his voice from squeaking. He almost made it.
  


  
    “Out of my league,” Nadine said. “Killer wallpaper.”
  


  
    “Wallpaper?”
  


  
    “Yeah, you know, it doesn’t have to do anything except hang there and be pretty. Bet she gets invited everywhere, just to be looked at. You know her?”
  


  
    “Not really,” Tyrone said. He had thought he knew her, but he’d sure been wrong. She’d tossed him like a dirty sock.
  


  
    “The beautiful get it free. When you’re like me, you have to work for it.”
  


  
    “What, like you? You aren’t ugly or anything.”
  


  
    She gave him another little shrug, looked away. “Put me next to that one—” she nodded in Bella’s direction “—I’d disappear.”
  


  
    Tyrone didn’t say anything, but that was true enough.
  


  
    “I hope she doesn’t have a brain, too. That would be the dregs—gorgeous and smart.”
  


  
    She didn’t have to worry about that, Tyrone knew. Bella wasn’t completely dull, but she wasn’t the sharpest knife in the drawer, either. He didn’t want to say that, though. Even after what she’d done, that seemed ... disloyal, somehow. Besides, if word got back to Bonebreaker that Tyrone was doing oral graffiti on Bella, that would be bad. She might have half a dozen guys in orbit, but Bonebreaker was definitely one of them. Tyrone kept track. And they didn’t call him Bonebreaker for nothing.
  


  
    “Hey, I gotta go,” Nadine said. “Keep a line open, okay? We’ll get together and throw sometime.”
  


  
    “Yeah,” he said. “We need to do that.”
  


  
    He watched her go. She had a muscular step, athletic and graceful, but she wasn’t in Bella’s class for looks, for sure.
  


  
    Well, fine. Bella was history as far as he was concerned; gone, past, done, and he wasn’t looking for a replacement. Maybe he and Nadine would get together and throw ‘rangs, that was okay. She was good at that, he could learn from her, maybe. It wouldn’t be so bad to have somebody who was into the birds to work out with, even if she was on the plain side. She had an arm and she could make a ’rang fly, that was the thing. He didn’t have to kiss her.
  


  
    
  


  
    

  


  
    Monday, April 4th

    Quantico, Virginia
  


  
    

  


  
    “Colonel?” It was Julio.
  


  
    Howard looked up from the holoproj image over his desk, the report upon which he was laboring. There wasn’t any way to make it sound good, what had happened out there in Nevada. The only consolation was that he hadn’t lost any of his troops. Reader was going to need some extensive plastic surgery on her face, but she’d pull through. When she’d heard the launch pop, she’d been prone, facing away from the APW, but she’d turned to look. Her face shield was down, but because of the angle, a couple of the pellets had zipped under the bottom of shield, a freak of bad timing. If her head had been inclined a centimeter or two more, the Lexan would have stopped the shrapnel. As it was, she was lucky the pellets hadn’t gone deeper into her skull than they had. No brain damage—
  


  
    “I hate to have to tell you this, John, but we’ve got a real problem.”
  


  
    “Worse than yesterday?”
  


  
    “Yes, sir, afraid so.”
  


  
    “Wonderful. Spill it.”
  


  
    “Lindholm and Hobbs are dead, both shot in the head at close range, small-caliber rounds.”
  


  
    “What?”
  


  
    “Their transport is gone. We’ve got teams in the air, deputies and state police on the ground looking, but no sign of it so far.”
  


  
    Howard stared at him. How could this be?
  


  
    “Forensics says the teeth and skull bits we brought back are human, but they came from somebody who’s been dead a long time. The blood and other bones, that piece of brain, they all belong to a member of the domestic Suidae family—a pig.”
  


  
    The implications hit Howard fast and hard. “He’s alive. He wasn’t in the car.”
  


  
    “Yes, sir, that’s the only thing that makes any sense. He must have hidden somewhere—I’ve got a search unit combing the area—waited until our men were off guard, then deleted them and stole their ride.”
  


  
    “Shit,” Howard said.
  


  
    “My sentiments exactly. We underestimated this guy bad, John. He foxed us.”
  


  
    “Not we, Julio. Me. The buck stops here.”
  


  
    Fernandez stared at the floor. He knew it was true.
  


  
    Howard stared into space. This was terrible. In the years he’d been running the Net Force military arm, he’d had several troops wounded in brush firefights, but he’d never had one killed. And now, because he had screwed up, he had two soldiers down. Oh, man!
  


  
    And worse, the guy who had done it had gotten away.
  


  
    Now what was he going to do?
  


  
    
  


  
    

  


  
    Monday, April 4th

    London, England
  


  
    

  


  
    “You sure you don’t want to go?” Toni said.
  


  
    “I’d like to, I really would,” Alex said, “but I need to go over all this crap.” He waved at the laptop on the bed table.
  


  
    “I could stay and help you.”
  


  
    “I appreciate it, but you can’t read it for me, you might as well take a break while you can. Go, work out, burn off some tension. You’ll feel better, and you can spell me later. This class is important to you. I saw your face when you got back from it. Go. Have fun.”
  


  
    She nodded. She could see his point. She really did want to go to silat class, and Alex was right, her mind did work better after she exercised. “Okay,” she said. “I’ll be back in about three hours.”
  


  
    He leaned over and kissed her lightly on the lips, then smiled at her. “Take your time. I’m not going anywhere.”
  


  
    The cab ride though London to the school in Clapham was an adventure in itself, and by the time Toni got there, it was growing dark. But she was fifteen minutes early, time enough to change and stretch before the class started.
  


  
    Inside, eight or ten students were warming up, doing djurus and practicing two-person drills. Toni went to the bathroom, changed into sweatpants, wrestling shoes, a sports bra, and a T-shirt. She joined the other students and began doing leg stretches. She could still do the splits, front and side, but it took longer to warm into them than it had when she’d been fifteen. Leg flexibility helped—not so much in the Bukti, but it was a definite advantage in Serak. The basic turnaround required a drop from a high stance to a low one as you twisted, and the lower, the better. Tight hamstrings made that hard to do.
  


  
    Guru Stewart arrived, already dressed to work out. He came over to Toni. “Glad to see you made it, Guru. I’m sure we have much to teach each other.”
  


  
    Toni smiled. “I don’t know how much I can teach you, Guru, but I sure have a lot I can learn.”
  


  
    He returned her smile, and she felt a small sense of triumph at being able to make him grin.
  


  
    Stewart walked to the front of the room and turned around. “All right, then. Shall we get started?”
  


  
    Toni felt a rush of energy as she lined up to bow in. Until now, all of her teaching had been private. She’d never actually gone through a formal class from beginning to end. She was thrilled at the chance to do it.
  


  


  
    Michaels pored over the small flatscreen’s holoproj logs, scanning files related to the British investigation of the hacker’s assault. It was tedious work, made worse because they spelled things wrong: labour, colour, like that. He kept mentally correcting the odd words when he came to them, and it slowed his scan speed.
  


  
    His virgil announced an incoming call.
  


  
    “Telecom from Angela Cooper,” the virgil’s voxchip said. He had switched the device from Jay’s musical joke to vox, unable to listen to the fanfare after hearing that Jay was in the hospital.
  


  
    “Connect,” Michaels said.
  


  
    “Commander Michaels? Angela Cooper here. I have some eyes-only material to add to your reading list. Mightn’t I bring it round?”
  


  
    “Sure. I’ll be here for the rest of the evening.”
  


  
    “Shouldn’t take that long. I’m in the lobby.”
  


  
    He grinned. “Come on up.”
  


  
    There was a tap at the hotel room’s door two minutes later. Michaels opened it to see that Cooper could dress down as well as up. She wore a pair of snug-fitting blue jeans, oxblood Doc Martin boots, and a black scoop-necked blouse. She carried another flatscreen, but if she was armed, he couldn’t see where she might be hiding a taser or a pistol in those clothes. Very attractive.
  


  
    “Commander.”
  


  
    “Come in.”
  


  
    She did, and offered him the flatscreen. “Not much new here, but there are a couple of things we’ve gotten from the Pakistanis you might want to look at.”
  


  
    He took the flatscreen. “How goes the airline snafu?”
  


  
    “Better. Most of the affected computers have been restored. You still wouldn’t want to be flying into Rio tonight unless your pilot was very good indeed, but the situation is improved. They lost a freight jet at Auckland International, three men killed, but so far, no other crashes involving loss of life.”
  


  
    He nodded.
  


  
    The MI-6 agent looked around. “Nice room. Ms. Fiorella about?”
  


  
    “No, she’s at a martial arts class.”
  


  
    “Ah. Remind me not to get on her bad side. Well, I should be going, I don’t want to interrupt you in your work. We’re very happy to have you aboard, sir.”
  


  
    “Call me Alex, please. All this commander and sir stuff is for the office.”
  


  
    “Right. Then you must call me Angela.”
  


  
    She glanced at her watch.
  


  
    “Got a hot date?”
  


  
    She blinked. “What? Oh, oh, no. I was just wondering if I had time to grab a bite to eat before I’m off to my sister’s. I’m supposed to baby-sit with my niece this evening. She’s eight.”
  


  
    Michaels smiled again. “About my daughter’s age.”
  


  
    “I didn’t realize you were married.”
  


  
    “Divorced, actually.”
  


  
    “Sorry.”
  


  
    “Don’t be. It was a relief. Except for Susan—that’s my daughter—everybody is better off.”
  


  
    “I understand. I was married briefly myself. Awful experience, there toward the end. No children, fortunately, though I do enjoy them. Lucky for me, my sister’s done all the work. Being Auntie Angie who gets to bring presents and spoil the child is ever so much more fun. How’s the food here in the hotel, is it passable?”
  


  
    “They make good roast beef and Rueben sandwiches in the pub,” he said. He looked at the two flatscreens with the secret information. “I could use a break myself. Mind if I join you?”
  


  
    “Not at all, please do.”
  


  
    She smiled and, for a second, Michaels felt a stab of discomfort. Toni was gone, and here he was about to dine with the beautiful Ms. Cooper.
  


  
    Well, it wasn’t as if he was about to dine on her. They were just having a sandwich, that was all. A man had to eat, didn’t he?
  


  
    Right. Sure.
  


  
    He collected the second flatscreen. He wouldn’t feel good about leaving them in the room, even though both were password protected. Given some of the villains Net Force had gone up against, that didn’t seem very much protection.
  


  
    Angela walked to the door, opened it, and smiled at him again. It seemed a warm smile to him.
  


  
    Just a sandwich, that was all. He had Toni, a woman he loved, and that was all he needed, thank you very much.
  


  


  
    12
  


  
    
  


  
    

  


  
    Tuesday, April 5th

    London, England
  


  
    

  


  
    Peel stopped into a sandwich shop on Oxford Street, a place open at odd hours, so that you could eat lunch at midnight, if that was your pleasure. After army field rations, anything on relatively fresh bread stood well in comparison, and he was fond of the egg salad they made here.
  


  
    He took his sandwich, a packet of crisps, and a can of cola to one of the small, circular tables by the window. As he ate, he watched the passersby, mostly civilians scurrying about on their business. The birds were nice, and high platform shoes were apparently in vogue again. Some of the teenage girls who clopped past the sandwich shop wore shoes with soles a good six inches thick. Amazing what people would do to themselves in the name of fashion.
  


  
    Peel liked sex well enough, though he didn’t feel much like spending time with the women afterward. Or before, actually. There were always girls of the evening about where soldiers spent off-duty time, and if one took the proper precautions against disease, one could enjoy as much female contact as one could afford. With his current job, he could afford as much as he could stand, which translated into sessions of an hour or so once or twice a week. Different bird each time, from assorted out-call services, so as not to establish a pattern that an enemy might track. A man who thought too much with his small head might well lose the larger head.
  


  
    As he started on the second half of his sandwich, entertaining some vaguely erotic thoughts, he got an ugly surprise. Peter Bascomb-Coombs appeared next to him. The man smiled and said, “You don’t mind if I have a seat, do you, Major?”
  


  
    Without waiting for an answer, the scientist slid onto one of the high-backed chrome and plastic stools. He waved at the sandwich. “Any good?”
  


  
    Well, here was a nasty coincidence. How had Bascomb-Coombs come to be here? He’d not been to this place as long as he had been under surveillance, some weeks now. Well, all right, Peel could brush it off as happenstance—
  


  
    As if reading his mind, the man said, “No, I didn’t just happen by, old chap. I came to see you.”
  


  
    “Really? About what?” Peel managed. He put the remainder of his sandwich down, his appetite suddenly gone. He wiped at his lips with a napkin. His sense of danger was piqued. How could the man have known he was here?
  


  
    “About mutual benefit,” Bascomb-Coombs said.
  


  
    “I’m afraid I don’t follow you.”
  


  
    “Come, come, Peel. Were you really taken in by my absent-minded scientist act? I suspect not. Just as I have been aware of your surveillance of my person since the beginning.”
  


  
    “Professor, I’m afraid I don’t know what you are—” “Let’s dispense with the fencing, shall we? How much?”
  


  
    “Excuse me?” Peel stalled, trying to make sense of this suddenly too-knowing apparition. This was definitely a bad show.
  


  
    “To have you on my team, Major. You and I both know that Goswell is off his trolley with his mad scheme to bring back the glory days of the Empire. He really imagines that setting the third-world wogs at each other’s throats and stirring up the Americans and Chinese and Russians will somehow cause Britain to rule the waves again. Surely you cannot believe this?”
  


  
    Peel was not stupid. The foundations of his job had just shifted, an unforeseen and formidable earthquake had rattled them, and things were, of a moment, changed. He was a pragmatist; best to see where this was leading. He said, “No, of course not.”
  


  
    Bascomb-Coombs smiled widely. “I thought you were smarter than that. You see, his lordship has me in this neat little pigeonhole, the idiot savant, the boy genius who forgets to do up his fly when he leaves the loo, and he needs to go on believing that. Right now, he controls my project, though I will remedy that soon enough. Sooner or later, your watch team might have gotten in my way, so I decided that it would be best to deal directly with you. Your men are loyal, are they not?”
  


  
    “They are,” Peel said.
  


  
    “Good, good. So the only question is, what will it take for you to continue to tell Goswell what a half-wit I am when I am away from my computer? I shan’t require the deception much longer, but the timing is critical just now.”
  


  
    Peel was a military officer; he had seen action. There were times when you had the luxury to sit and meditate, to plan your attacks and defenses, and there were times when you quickly aimed and fired your weapon and thought about it afterward. He made his decision on the spot: “A piece of your action,” he said.
  


  
    The scientist flashed another of his high-voltage smiles. “Ah, you are smarter than I imagined. You don’t even know what my action is.”
  


  
    In for a penny, in for a pound. He said, “That hardly matters, does it? Goswell pays me a good salary, but my kind of work has a limited time span. I can’t say I look forward to a small retirement cottage in Farnham or Dorking in twenty years, to spend the rest of my days puttering in the garden and pruning the roses. That’s what Goswell will provide me. I expect you can do better, if I work for you?”
  


  
    “Oh, yes, Major Peel. I can do much, much better than that. I can give you enough money to build a city of cottages, a different one for every day of your life. And an army of servants to prune the roses for you.”
  


  
    “You have my interest,” Peel said. “Please, go on.”
  


  
    
  


  
    

  


  
    Tuesday, April 5th

    Jackson, Mississippi
  


  
    

  


  
    Ruzhyó sat on a bed in a Holiday Inn, watching the news on the television. There was nothing on it about him nor about the deaths of the two soldiers in the Nevada desert. This was as he expected. The organization responsible for the attack on his trailer would take pains to keep the failure covered up, at least from the public. In this way, the Americans were much like the Russians. What the public did not know could not cause a problem. There would be a search, of course, and they would want him alive so that he could suffer for his deeds. They had come for him because they had known who he was. Perhaps it would have been better had he shot the Net Force commander when he’d had the chance?
  


  
    No, that would have been unprofessional by the time it came up. Plekhanov was caught, and eliminating the man who caught him would have served no purpose. The dead man would have been replaced quickly in any event, and his organization would have had more reason to hunt for a killer of one of their own than for one of the Russian’s henchmen—who might not have even stayed in the United States.
  


  
    So, once again, he was on the move, one step ahead of his enemies, who were surely on his trail. He felt tired.
  


  
    But he also felt a grim kind of satisfaction. The old skills had not atrophied completely. When called upon, he still had some of his abilities. He was not as good as he had been five or even two years ago, but at his best, there were few who could stay with him. Even diminished, he was better than most. This was not egotistical but plain fact.
  


  
    He sighed. He had several identities left to him, and money hidden in various places, both real and electronic. What was he to do now?
  


  
    Maybe he should go home. To Chetsnya. To see the old villa once more before he died.
  


  
    He had thought about doing that but never acted upon it. The American desert seemed to suit him more. But the end was growing near, he could feel that. While one place was as good as another when Death came, maybe there was something appropriate about meeting it where Anna had been claimed. And if it didn’t matter, then the farm was as good a place as any, yes?
  


  
    Home. He would go home. And if they found him there, then that would be the end of it.
  


  
    
  


  
    

  


  
    Tuesday, April 5th

    The Surface of Luna
  


  
    

  


  
    “The moon?” Jay said. “You brought me to the moon?”
  


  
    Saji laughed, something of a feat, given that there wasn’t any atmosphere to breathe or to carry the sound here. Or there wouldn’t be in RW. He said, “It doesn’t get much quieter than here. I need you to be undistracted by sensory input. Would you rather a dark cave? Or an isolation tank?”
  


  
    Jay shook his head. “No. I guess it doesn’t matter.”
  


  
    “Precisely. Find a comfortable spot and sit, and we’ll begin.”
  


  
    Jay shook his head. A comfortable spot on the surface of the moon? Sure.
  


  
    But he walked through the gray dust, bounding into the air—well, no, he couldn’t say air, could he?—with each step, until he came to a rocky outcrop that seemed remarkably chair-shaped. He sat.
  


  
    Saji had vanished, but he left behind a Cheshire-cat smile that faded as he said, “Just remember what I told you.”
  


  
    Jay found himself alone, on the moon, and it was very, very quiet. The idea was for him to sit and let his thoughts run, then use the meditation technique Saji had taught him to control them. The technique sounded easy enough. All he had to do was to count his breaths. Easier than that, he had only to count the out breaths. One you got to ten, you started over again. How hard could it be?
  


  
    Jay closed his eyes. One ... two ... three ...
  


  
    This felt really stupid. Couldn’t Saji have come up with a better scenario than the fucking moon? It was so ... oops. He was drifting. Saji had warned him about that. When a thought intruded, he was supposed to take a deep, cleansing breath, gently push it aside, then go back to the count. Okay. Okay. He could do that. Move, pal.
  


  
    One ... two ... three ... four ... five ...
  


  
    How could this do anything? Just sitting and counting? What was the point? It didn’t do anything that—aw, hell, there he went again.
  


  
    One ... two ... three ...
  


  
    He saw the tiger, just a flash, and Jay stopped counting because the next out breath didn’t happen. Jesus, the tiger!
  


  
    He opened his eyes. Nothing to see but the dead, dry moonscape, nothing to hear except his own heartbeat. Which, he noticed, was speeding up. Damn. This was a lot harder than it sounded.
  


  
    Ping! A single, crisp note played.
  


  
    He had an incoming call, and it wouldn’t have been put through unless it was one of three people: his mother, his father, or his boss.
  


  
    The moonscape vanished. Jay sat on the couch in the hospital room. He reached for the com.
  


  
    
  


  
    

  


  
    Tuesday, April 5

    London, England
  


  
    

  


  
    “How are you, Jay?” Michaels said.
  


  
    “I’ve felt better, boss,” came the reply. But it was slurred and almost unintelligible. The effects of the stroke.
  


  
    Michaels had his visual mode on, and the hotel room’s com gave him a decent-sized picture of Jay. He didn’t look much different, maybe a little slackness on one side of his face was all.
  


  
    “I’m sorry I didn’t call sooner. Toni and I have been drafted by MI-6 to help out with this thing. You know about the other ops who were injured like you were?”
  


  
    “I heard.”
  


  
    “You remember anything about your line of inquiry that might help?”
  


  
    “Sorry, boss, no. I don’t remember anything but a tiger.” He shook his head. “Don’t even remember for sure if it’s connected to this.”
  


  
    “Okay, don’t worry about it.”
  


  
    “I want to work on this, boss, but ...”
  


  
    “When you get better, if we haven’t caught this guy yet. We’ve got everybody in the civilized world chasing him. We’ll get him.”
  


  
    “I don’t think so, boss. I’ve never ... seen ... anything ... like it.”
  


  
    Just the strain of this short conversation was wearing him out, Michaels could see that. “Get some rest, Jay. We’ll keep you posted.”
  


  
    He clicked off. Jesus, what a mess.
  


  
    His virgil announced an incoming call. He looked at the ID. Cooper.
  


  
    “Yes, hello?”
  


  
    “Commander. Ah, Alex. A quick call to bring you up to speed. Our technical people have come up with a scenario that might explain how a VR headset could cause brain damage.”
  


  
    “Really?”
  


  
    “Yes. Apparently, it is theoretically possible. I don’t have the electronics or the mathematics to understand it, but the simple explanation is that certain solid-state components in the hardware might be programmed to act as capacitors. They could store the microelectric current like a camera’s flash attachment does, then release it all at once. If, somehow, this discharge was focused and directed, it could indeed short out neural pathways. Theoretically, they say, because they can’t do it.”
  


  
    “Is somebody that far ahead of the rest of the computer world?”
  


  
    “Apparently so.”
  


  
    “I don’t much like the sound of that.”
  


  
    “Nor do we. And we haven’t a clue so far on how to trace whoever it is. We’re hoping your expertise will help.”
  


  
    Michaels sighed. Yeah, right. His best expert had his brain fried by whoever it was they were hunting. That sure as hell didn’t make things easier.
  


  
    “Discom, then,” Cooper said. “I’ll see you at HQ later?”
  


  
    “Yeah, I’ll stop in.”
  


  
    After she had broken the connection, the virgil rang again. Lord, it was a parade. This time, it was Melissa Allison. Just what he needed.
  


  
    “Commander.”
  


  
    “Director.”
  


  
    “Anything to report?”
  


  
    Well, yes, we don’t know our ass from a hole in the ground, as far as all this goes. But he said, “No, ma’am, nothing substantial yet. MI-5 and -6 have made their systems available, and we are getting up to speed.”
  


  
    “Keep me informed of your progress.”
  


  
    “Of course.”
  


  
    He put the virgil back into its charger as the bathroom door opened and Toni, wrapped in a towel, came out in a cloud of vapor from her shower. “Did I hear the phone ring?”
  


  
    “Oh, yeah,” he said. He looked at her, smiled. “But let’s talk about that after.”
  


  
    She smiled back at him. Undid the towel and dropped it. “After what?”
  


  
    “Come here.”
  


  
    “What is the magic word?”
  


  
    “Come here, quick!”
  


  
    She laughed.
  


  
    Once she was close enough to grab, he did, and whatever thoughts he might have had for the next few minutes were short-circuited well shy of his brain.
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    Tuesday, April 5th

    Quantico, Virginia
  


  
    

  


  
    The obstacle course wasn’t busy, and after a hundred crunches, fifty push-ups, and a dozen chins at the beginning, John Howard wasn’t even close to burning off his frustration, but he didn’t really feel like running the course. He was too tight, too pissed off, too ... something. He wanted to hit somebody, hit them hard enough to knock their teeth out, spray blood in all directions, and watch them fall, preferably onto something sharp. It didn’t help that who he was the maddest at was himself. He had screwed up, big time, and that promotion he had allowed himself to dream about was likely to be rescinded before he ever officially saw it.
  


  
    Too bad, but when it got right down to it, that didn’t matter as much as the two dead soldiers. Losing men in battle, in a firefight, that was one thing. Losing them in a supposedly secure area to a single man who made you look stupid, that galled. Losing them at all ...
  


  
    So he stood there, watching the odd FBI trainee or Marine pass him for the obstacle course, feeling impotent.
  


  
    So far, there hadn’t been squat on Ruzhyó since he’d disappeared. Oh, yeah, they found the truck, in front of a supermarket in Vegas, windows rolled down, keys in the ignition. He could be anywhere in the country by now, hell, anywhere on the planet. Net Force had the best computers crunching all flight information, train and bus schedules, rental cars, automobile and motorcycle sales, even car thefts in and around Las Vegas, but so far they hadn’t come up with anything to match the fugitive’s profile.
  


  
    He wanted this guy, wanted him as bad as anything he had wanted in a long time. If he found out where he was, Howard was going to hop on a plane, officially or unofficially, whatever it took, and go get the sucker.
  


  
    “Colonel?”
  


  
    He shook himself from the red fog he’d allowed to envelop him and turned. Julio.
  


  
    “Got something you might find interesting.”
  


  
    He was grinning.
  


  
    Damn. Good news, at last.
  


  
    
  


  
    

  


  
    Tuesday, April 5th

    The Yews, Sussex, England
  


  
    

  


  
    The news on the telly was, as it always seemed to be these days, disgusting. The American President was going on about “moral fiber,” a subject about which he certainly knew little, if anything. Presidents in the U.S. were notorious for their lack of self-control, from Warren G. Harding to Kennedy to Clinton. The idea that the leader of a country with such slipshod spiritual and moral values could hold forth on how anybody should behave was patently ridiculous. Especially when the leader himself was known to have the sexual ethics of a mink. The current U.S. President was as bad as any—he just hadn’t been found out yet.
  


  
    Goswell nodded at the telly. Well, yes, he would have to do something about that, now wouldn’t he? He would put in a call to his man, see if there wasn’t some way to use the new toy to find out what the President had been up to. If records existed in a computer anywhere—and surely they must—the scientist could get them. Give the Americans another scandal to drool over, and get the bastard so busy defending his so-called honor that he wouldn’t have time to meddle elsewhere.
  


  
    Meanwhile, he had another call to make. “Applewhite?”
  


  
    The butler appeared next to him. “Milord?”
  


  
    “A telephone, please. And one with a dial, if you would.”
  


  
    “Yes, milord.”
  


  
    The butler went to fetch the telephone. Goswell hated to do such business, but it was the nature of reality that a man was sometimes forced to do things he would rather not if he was to stay afloat in stormy seas.
  


  
    Applewhite returned with the phone. It looked like one of the old Bakelite rotary dial models he had used as a boy, but it was just a replica. Inside, it was full of electronics as modern as any, and there was no thick black cord connecting it to anything. It was a wireless model.
  


  
    As he took the phone, he said, “Any sign of that rabbit?”
  


  
    “Cook said she saw him when she went to the garden this morning, milord.”
  


  
    “Ah, well. Fetch me my shotgun, then. We’ll just go and see if we can’t give the little bugger something to think about.”
  


  
    “Yes, milord.”
  


  
    As the man trundled off to the lockbox where the guns were kept, Goswell dialed the number for the man he wished to reach. It rang once on the other end, and the voice that answered was gruff. The words came out as an uneducated-sounding, “Whot’s it, then?”
  


  
    “Goswell here. You have some information for me?”
  


  
    “Roight, Guv, I ’ave.”
  


  
    “The usual place, then. Say ... seven?”
  


  
    “Gawt it.”
  


  
    Goswell cradled the phone’s receiver, sighed, and shook his head. A pity to have to deal with such men, but this wasn’t something that could be delegated.
  


  
    Applewhite returned, the open shotgun cradled in one arm, with a pair of the custom-made brass and waxed green cardboard shells in hand. Two shots was all Goswell allowed himself per adventure. If he missed, then the rabbit would live to raid the garden another day. It was only fair.
  


  
    The gun was a handmade Rigby Bros. fowling piece, but certainly suitable for bunnies, a sixteen-gauge side-by-side double with Damascus-twist barrels. The water-patterned steel was beautiful, but not up to modern ammunition, so he had his gunsmith make loads that the weapon could digest without blowing apart. They produced quite the smelly smoke, the shells did, when touched off. The smith, George Walker, said he could substitute Pyrodex for the black powder he used, and the smoke would be lessened, but Goswell didn’t care all that much. A couple of blasts of #8 birdshot would take Mr. Rabbit right out of the game—if he could but draw a bead on him. That was the trick, for the rabbit seemed to know when Goswell was armed and when he was not.
  


  
    Applewhite held out a pair of earmuffs. Goswell glared at the butler.
  


  
    “The doctor insists, milord.”
  


  
    Goswell nodded. “All right, give me the blasted things.” But secretly, he approved of the earmuffs. These were electronic hearing protectors, produced by one of Goswell’s own companies in France—devil take the Frogs—and he had to admit they were useful devices. A circuit in the headset sensed incoming noise and immediately shut it out, reducing the loud blast to a small pop. However, when they were not picking up explosions, the muffs actually amplified regular sounds, so that one could hear better than normal. Truth be known, Goswell’s hearing was not what it had been, and he was seriously considering the implants that would bring back his ability to pick up normal conversation, which had faded appreciably. The implants were apparently good for five or six years, using microbatteries that were somehow recharged by the vibrations of sound upon them. He knew a few chaps and one old lady who had undergone the surgical procedure, and all of them had been most satisfied with the results. Perhaps he would have it done. He had already had the laser surgery on his eyes, didn’t even need his reading glasses unless he was very tired. It was a mixed blessing, technology, but now and again it did offer something worthwhile.
  


  
    “After I pot this rabbit, have Stephens bring the car round. I’ll be going to the club.”
  


  
    “Yes, milord. Good hunting.”
  


  
    Goswell smiled. “Thank, you, Applewhite. I will get the rascal, indeed I will!”
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    London, England
  


  
    

  


  
    Peel drove toward the meeting place where Bascomb-Coombs had directed him, still somewhat unsettled by this new twist in his fortunes. And fortune was certainly smiling upon him. Bascomb-Coombs had caused this morning a new account to be opened at an Indonesian bank, a numbered account upon which Peel could draw, and therein was the sum in Indonesian rupias equivalent to one million euros.
  


  
    Just like that, Peel had become a millionaire, and the promise was for much more if he performed his new duties adequately.
  


  
    The small office suite was off Old Kent Road, not far from the old South Eastern Gas Works. Not a place Peel would have picked, but perhaps that was just as well, for none of Peel’s investigations had spotted the building.
  


  
    He turned into the car park, shut the engine off, and walked to the two-story, squarish gray block. The windows were barred, and a guard sat behind a desk just inside the lobby. The guard checked a computer screen, matched the name and face on it to Peel’s, and buzzed him through a locked door to a stair.
  


  
    Peel climbed quickly, reached the second floor, and turned down the hall toward the office at the end. As he passed other offices, some with windows in their doors, he observed that they all appeared to be quite empty.
  


  
    The last door on the right was unlocked, and he opened it and stepped inside.
  


  
    “Ah, Major, right on time. I appreciate that. Come in, come in, let me show you around.”
  


  
    There didn’t appear to be much to see. In one corner was a computer desk, a holoprojector and workstation upon it and a leather rolling chair in front of it. A small fridge and stove sat to one side, and there was a fold-out couch next to that. A sign on a door past the couch identified it as a loo.
  


  
    Peel raised one eyebrow, as if to say, Show me what, sir?
  


  
    Bascomb-Coombs smiled. “Doesn’t look like much, does it? But the real works are elsewhere, of course, at Lord Goswell’s computer facility in Chelmsford. We are hooked into it telephonically, and to answer your question, yes, quite undetectably. I can do from here what I can do at Chelmsford, and nobody will be the wiser.”
  


  
    “If you’ll excuse my ignorance, Mr. Bascomb-Coombs, just what is it exactly that you do? I mean, I know about the device, what Goswell has told me of it, and I have seen the results, which are certainly quite impressive, but I’m not up to speed on how it works exactly.”
  


  
    The scientist laughed. “And I doubt seriously I could explain it to you. Turner’s Dictum is that “A thing can be told simply if the teller understands it properly,” but I’m not sure I entirely understand it myself. And please do not take offense, but I doubt that you have the mathematics and physics to comprehend it if I did have it all. At this stage, my computer is rather like a kitchen match. I can use it to light a fire handily, but I’m not totally conversant with the chemical processes that make it work.”
  


  
    He smiled, and Peel smiled back. Had the man just called him stupid?
  


  
    “I’ll give you a basic lesson, if you want. You are somewhat familiar with ordinary computers?”
  


  
    “Somewhat.”
  


  
    “Then you know that most computers are Turing engines that use Boolean logic based on binary operations. You have zeros and ones—quantum bits of information called Qubits—and these are the only choices. It is either one or zero, period. In a quantum computer, however, one can get superposition of both at the same time. It doesn’t seem reasonable on the face of it, but in quantum parallelism one can use all the possible values of all input registers simultaneously.”
  


  
    Peel nodded, as if he had a fucking clue what the man was talking about.
  


  
    Bascomb-Coombs went on: “Using Shor’s quantum factorization algorithm, one can see that factoring a large number can be done by a QC—quantum computer—in a very small fraction of the time the same number would take using ordinary hardware. A problem that a SuperCray might labor over for a few million years can be done in seconds by my QC. So for a practical matter like code breaking, the QC is vastly superior.”
  


  
    Peel nodded. “If so, why isn’t everybody using these QCs?”
  


  
    Bascomb-Coombs laughed again. “Oh, they would much like to! But it isn’t something one whips up in an old mayonnaise jar out in the woodshed. The problem is that the coherent state of a QC is usually destroyed as soon as it is affected by the surrounding environment. What this means is, as soon as you turn it on and try to access it, you destroy it. A bit of a trick to get around that. They’ve tried all kinds of things over the years: lasers, photon excitation, ion traps, optical traps, NMR, polarization, and even Bulk Spin-Resonance-quantum tea leaves, this last.
  


  
    “Wineland and Monroe worked out the single quantum gate by trapping beryllium ions. Kimble and Turch polarized photons and did the same thing. NTC had some early success with nuclear magnetic resonance, and Chuang and Gershenfeld applied Grover’s algorithm for a 2Q model, using the carbon and hydrogen atoms in a chloroform molecule. But the problem has always been multiplicity and stability. Until my unit.”
  


  
    “How did you manage that, if it is so hard?”
  


  
    “Because I am smarter than they are,” he said. It didn’t sound like bragging and, given the results, apparently it wasn’t.
  


  
    “I lost you back when I said ‘Qubits,’ didn’t I?”
  


  
    “Before that, I’m afraid,” Peel admitted.
  


  
    Bascomb-Coombs smiled. “Don’t feel bad, Major. There aren’t a handful of physicists in the world who would understand how I’ve done what I’ve done, even with the working model in front of them. Your talents lie elsewhere. I shouldn’t want to try and knock you about in a dark alley nor go against you on a battlefield.”
  


  
    Peel acknowledged the compliment with a nod. “Quite.”
  


  
    “Anyway, what it all means is that I’ve got a computer that can do wondrous things, and picking locks is at the top of its list. Short of pulling the plug and removing it from any incoming communications, there isn’t a computer on earth I can’t break into. Money means nothing when you can enter any vault at will. Military secrets are at our beck. Nobody can hide anything from us.”
  


  
    “Really? Then why aren’t you king of the world?”
  


  
    The man laughed yet again. “I like you, Peel, you are so refreshing after years of mealy-mouthed scientific types. The simple answer is, the computer isn’t perfect yet. It has a few glitches, and now and again, it goes down. Somewhere about half the time I use it, actually. So I am loath to waste my up time on frivolous things like money and power—at least until I get it more stable. That’s where I’m spending my energies, on the system. Because Goswell owns the physical unit and has it quite well guarded, I can’t turn down his requests just yet. But the time is coming. And I’ll need men with your skills with me.”
  


  
    Peel thought about the million euros in the Indonesian bank. He was already richer than he’d ever expected. His father, title notwithstanding, had been a land-poor duffer who’d lost even that before he died. A million euros was nothing to sniff at, but if he stuck with this strange character, the chance of more was distinctly possible.
  


  
    “I am at your service, Mr. Bascomb-Coombs.”
  


  
    “Oh, do call me Peter, Terrance. I’m sure we’re going to get along just fine.”
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    Wednesday, April 6th

    Seattle, Washington
  


  
    

  


  
    Ruzhyó rode the underground train through the SeaTac airport toward his gate. He was booked on a British Airways 747 to London. He had taken a bus from Mississippi to New Orleans, a Stretch-727 from there to Portland, and a Dash 8 from there to here. Had anybody been able to follow him to Mississippi, they would have seen a similar travel pattern from Las Vegas to Jackson: He had rented a car and driven to Oklahoma City, then caught the first of three short commercial flights south-eastward from there. A pursuer might have expected him to continue east or south, to Miami, say, and instead, he had reversed his direction. Once in London, he would fly to Spain or Italy, from there to India or Russia, and from there, home.
  


  
    If you were being chased, it was not wise to run in a straight line, especially if the hounds were faster than you.
  


  
    The train was full, and when it stopped again to load more passengers, Ruzhyó got up from his seat and offered it to a young and very pregnant woman carrying two bags. He and Anna had wanted children, but that was not to be.
  


  
    The woman thanked him and sat. He held onto a railing and watched the wall pass in front of the windows.
  


  
    The train stopped, the passengers alighted, and Ruzhyó headed for his gate. He was hours early, but he had nowhere else he wanted to go. He would find a sandwich shop; a bathroom to attend to his needs; a place to sit and perhaps to sleep. In the military, one learned to sleep whenever the opportunity arose, and sleeping in a comfortable chair was easy.
  


  
    The flight to Heathrow was a direct one, only nine or ten hours, and he was booked in the center cabin, as would be a man traveling on business. He wore a medium-price suit, a pale blue shirt and tie, and carried a briefcase full of magazines and blank paper to augment the image. He was just another corporate wheel in the machine, nobody to look twice at.
  


  
    British Airways wasn’t as bad as some, certainly much better than any of the Russian or Chinese internal airlines. His last flight on the English carrier had been dull enough, save for the touchdown. The big jet hit the runway hard enough to deploy the oxygen masks and to shower passengers with luggage from the overhead bins. No one had been hurt, but it had been something of a surprise. Perhaps they had been letting the stewardess practice her landings. Or maybe the pilot had fallen asleep.
  


  
    He mentally shrugged. He had hit harder. Once, during a monsoon, the JAL flight he was on had landed in Tokyo hard enough to collapse the nose gear, sending a shower of sparks past the passengers’ windows despite the wet pavement. Once, on a flight to Moscow, the vintage turboprop Russian plane upon which he had been traveling had landed safely but hit a refueling truck as it taxied to the gate, killing the driver and throwing to the floor half a dozen passengers in too much of a hurry who had unbuckled and left their seats. Bones had been broken on that one. And once, after he had alighted from a small Cessna at a remote field in Chetsnya, the little craft had taxied away toward the runway to depart, rolled over a land mine sixty meters away, and had been blown to pieces.
  


  
    He had ceased to worry about such things long ago. If your number was up, then it was up. Until then, the old saw was true: Any landing you could walk away from was a good landing.
  


  
    A little pub in the terminal had Rueben sandwiches on the menu, and he ordered one and a beer. The television set was on, a sports channel. Hideously ugly women, puffed up like human toads and stained dark brown, paraded back and forth on a stage, flexing their muscles. They looked like men in bikinis. Backstage, one of the women was interviewed, and when she spoke, her voice was deeper than an operatic bass singer’s.
  


  
    Amazing what people would do to themselves. Ruzhyó had once trained briefly with Russian Olympic track athletes, and he knew something of the chemicals they used to enhance their performances. The male steroids these women bodybuilders took left them with permanent changes in their bodies: deep voices, acne, hairy faces and bodies, and enlarged sexual organs. It was fine to pump up when one was twenty-five to stand on a stage, but what would these poor women look like at fifty or sixty? He shook his head. No eye for the future.
  


  
    “Jesus, would you turn that shit off?” one of the other bar patrons said to the man behind the counter. Several of the other men raised their glasses in support. The counterman shrugged and changed the channel.
  


  
    Ruzhyó ate his sandwich and drank his beer.
  


  
    
  


  
    

  


  
    Wednesday, April 6th

    London, England
  


  
    

  


  
    MI-6 had given Alex and Toni a fair-sized office with full access to their computer systems. Well, at least insofar as this particular problem went. Toni had come across plenty of off-limits files.
  


  
    Alex was down the hall, conferring with Hamilton. Toni was alone in the office, cross-referencing airline computer data, when Angela Cooper tapped at the open door.
  


  
    “Come in,” Toni said.
  


  
    “Sorry to bother you, Ms. Fiorella, but Alex wonders if you might join him and the director-general for a word?”
  


  
    Alex? She was calling him Alex?
  


  
    “Sure,” Toni said. She logged out of the workstation. Cooper stood there waiting, smiling, but looking somehow impatient.
  


  
    “This way, please.”
  


  
    Toni felt short and dumpy next to the blonde, who wore a dark green suit with the skirt hemmed a couple of inches too high above her knees, and sensible pumps with two-inch heels. She had good legs though, and maybe if Toni were tall and leggy, she’d showcase them, too, instead of wearing a plain blue silk blouse, jeans, and walking shoes. Well, she hadn’t packed for work, had she? After the conference, at which she’d worn both suits she’d brought and then sent them to the cleaners, pretty much all she had in the way of clothes were casual things. It was supposed to be a vacation, wasn’t it? But she’d call the cleaners and get her work clothes back. She wasn’t going to let Ms. Cooper here make her look any worse than she had to look.
  


  
    “Sorry about interrupting your vacation this way.”
  


  
    Toni pulled her thoughts away from clothes and back to the moment. “What? Oh, well, it’s not your fault. We got to see a little of your country anyhow.”
  


  
    “Different than the States, isn’t it?”
  


  
    “You’ve been to the U.S.?”
  


  
    “Oh, yes, of course. A few work trips. And I spent a summer at UCLA back when I was a student. Lovely climate, I got my first real tan there.”
  


  
    I bet you did. Toni imagined Cooper in a bikini. She would be striking. The line of men hitting on her would form quickly in the SoCal sunshine. She’d have to carry a stick to keep them off—unless she wanted the attention, and probably she did. She was the type.
  


  
    “Alex says you are from the Bronx?”
  


  
    Oh, did he? What was Alex doing telling her that? “Yes. I’m afraid New York isn’t anything like California.”
  


  
    “I spent a week in Manhattan once, late in August. The heat and humidity were fairly awful.”
  


  
    “It’s worse in July.”
  


  
    Ten paces went by without any more conversation. The silence was just getting awkward when Cooper said, “I understand that Alex is divorced and has a daughter. Have you met her—the daughter?”
  


  
    Jesus, what was Alex doing, telling her stuff like this? And when had he had a chance to tell it? Next thing you knew, he’d be giving this woman pictures of him and Toni in bed together! She said, “No, I haven’t met her. Talked to her on the com a few times. Seen pictures of her. She lives with her mother in Idaho.”
  


  
    “That’s out West, isn’t it?”
  


  
    “Yes. Out West.”
  


  
    “Ah, well, here we are, then.” She indicated the door with one hand.
  


  
    “You aren’t coming in?”
  


  
    “Afraid not, other duties. I’ll see you later.”
  


  
    Cooper turned and left, a hint of a sway in her hips as she walked.
  


  
    The bitch.
  


  
    Inside, Alex stood next to a table with Hamilton, both of them examining hardcopy photographs under a bright light. Alex looked up at her. He didn’t smile. “Toni. Come check this out.”
  


  
    She moved to stand next to him. The pictures were spysat overflies of some kind of military installation, computer-augmented for color and dimension. There was what appeared to be a pair of ICBMs on railcar launchers at one end of the complex. “What am I looking at?”
  


  
    Hamilton said, “This is the experimental rocket station in Xinghua, near the coast of the East China Sea. The Chinese have been developing a new long-range nuclear missile here.” He tapped the ICBM in the photograph. “Last evening, a computer put two of the working prototypes on alert and began a ninety-minute countdown to launch. The missiles were aimed at Tokyo.”
  


  
    “Lord!” Toni said.
  


  
    “Precisely. The computer was locked out, they were unable to shut it down. Fortunately, both warheads were dummies, and also fortunately, technicians were able to abort the launches manually. The Chinese, while not normally forthcoming about such things, are terrified. Someone bypassed their computer safeguards and codes and lit the fuses from outside. U.S. spysats that keep the station under observation saw the prelaunch movements, and the U.S. military scrambled stealth fighter-bombers from their base on the South Korean island of Cheju-do. If the Chinese missiles had lifted, the stealth jets would have tried to shoot them down, and they would very likely have bombed the station to prevent any further launches.”
  


  
    Toni stared at Alex. He looked grim.
  


  
    “Even without the nuclear payload, a pair of rocks that big dropping into the middle of downtown Tokyo would have caused considerable damage,” Alex said.
  


  
    “And it’s our airline hacker?” Toni said.
  


  
    “Or somebody just like him. I can’t believe there are two of them.”
  


  
    Toni shook her head.
  


  
    “We’ve got to run this guy down, fast. And our best tracker, Jay, is out of commission.”
  


  
    “Never rains but it pours, eh?” Hamilton said.
  


  
    Toni looked at the man, then back at Alex. Bad, this was definitely bad.
  


  
    
  


  
    

  


  
    Wednesday, April 6th

    Washington, D.C.
  


  
    

  


  
    Tyrone had figured out that if he got to the soccer field immediately after his school shift ended, the field would be empty for forty minutes before the next shift arrived. Forty minutes was plenty of time to get ten or fifteen good throws in.
  


  
    He stood near the middle of the field, testing the wind with a wet fingertip. There was a pretty good breeze coming in from the north, and he decided to tape a couple of pennies to his MTA boomerang to keep it from getting wind-whipped. That took only a minute, then he was ready.
  


  
    He angled himself against the wind, took a couple of deep breaths, and shook out his shoulder to loosen the muscle. He’d been considering lifting weights. The top throwers were all in good shape, and he could use a little more power in his arms. The balance was tricky. If you threw too soft, you didn’t get any time aloft, and if you threw too hard, you could get a fast nosedive. But there were times when you needed a little more strength, like now, when the wind was gusting, and at his size, Tyrone didn’t have any extra muscle. He didn’t need to be Hercules or anything, but a little more mass wouldn’t hurt.
  


  
    He made his first throw, to check the angle of the blades and see how the taped coins balanced. The Indian Ocean glowed in a red blur as it spun but wobbled off-center and augured in too fast. He retrieved the ’rang and adjusted the angle on the blades by carefully bending them up. He moved the coin on the long arm in toward the angle a few millimeters, retaped it, then tried another throw.
  


  
    Better, but still off a hair. Well, he could spend all day adjusting the thing, especially in gusty conditions, and it was close enough for practice.
  


  
    He was on his seventh toss, having finally gotten above a minute for flights, which was about as good as he expected in the wind, when he heard Nadine yell at him.
  


  
    “Yo, Ty!”
  


  
    She came across the field, shrugged out of her backpack, and removed from it her own MTA, a long, L-shaped blue and white striped model. It was a Quark Synlin. He’d never seen one up close, but he’d seen holos, and he saw a couple at the tourney, from a distance, so he recognized it right off.
  


  
    “Man, how’d you come by that? I thought Quark quit the business.”
  


  
    “He did, but there are a few still for sale. My mother told me if I could show her I could handle the top-of-the-line ’rang, she’d loan me the money for it. When I won the contest, she figured I was ready. It came air express this morning.” She held it out. Tyrone took it from her as if it was a live baby, holding it carefully.
  


  
    “How does it throw?”
  


  
    “Dunno, I haven’t had a chance yet. Why don’t you give it a try?”
  


  
    He blinked at her. “You need to be first, it’s yours.”
  


  
    “No, go ahead. You’re already warmed up.”
  


  
    “Yeah?”
  


  
    “Sure.”
  


  
    He wet his finger, checked the wind.
  


  
    She said, “Medium-hard, angle up fifty, don’t lay over. Better to over-vertical. Five to ten into the wind.”
  


  
    He nodded. Set his stance. Took a good breath, reared back, and made the toss.
  


  
    The big Quark zipped out about fifty meters before it started to make its turn, gained height—a lot of height, thirty, thirty-five meters—then started to shift from perp to flat. It bounced a couple of times on an updraft.
  


  
    “Man, look at that!”
  


  
    It was a beautiful flight, wind and all. It just seemed to hang there forever, and it finally came down within twenty meters of where he’d made the throw, slightly down field. He did an easy slap catch.
  


  
    Tyrone didn’t have his stopwatch, but Nadine had hers. “Two minutes fifty-one,” she said. “Not bad.”
  


  
    “Yeah not bad! That beats my PR!” With that time, he would have beaten her at the tourney, too. Damn!
  


  
    He looked at the boomerang, then smiled at Nadine. “Thanks.” He handed it back to her. “Your turn. We’ve got like twenty minutes before the soccer geeks run us off.”
  


  
    “Time enough for two throws, you think?”
  


  
    “You wish. ” They both laughed.
  


  
    Nadine was all right. Especially for a girl.
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    Wednesday, April 6th

    Alamo Hueco Mountains, New Mexico
  


  
    

  


  
    Jay Gridley stood on a patch of high desert listening to the silence among the rocks and scrub growth. The sun was a blinding mallet, hammering everything beneath it into the dead ground. It looked like the middle of nowhere, and if you headed directly east, west, or south, you’d leave the U.S. and hit Mexico; from here, the nearest border was only a mile or three away.
  


  
    Next to him, Saji stood, looking much more like a Native American than a Tibetan. He wore faded blue jeans, cowboy boots, a long-sleeved work shirt, and a white ten-gallon hat with a rattlesnake skin band around it.
  


  
    “Smell the water?” Saji said.
  


  
    Jay, dressed much like Saji, but with a shadier, wide-brimmed Mexican sombrero, shook his head. “All I smell is desert. Dust, sand, and baked rocks, that’s it.”
  


  
    Indeed, every step they took kicked up more reddish brown dust, fine as talcum powder. It coated his boots and clothes, stung his eyes and nose, and made breathing hard. There was no wind, so at least the dust settled quickly. A very realistic scenario, and it was Saji’s. Something like this was still beyond Jay’s capabilities.
  


  
    “Okay, let’s see if we can cut some sign.”
  


  
    Jay shook his head. “How did you learn all this tracking stuff?”
  


  
    Saji smiled his idiot’s grin. “Jerry Pierce, a Navajo buddy of mine, is a Son of the Shadow Wolves. Tracker for the Border Patrol. He taught me about this, I taught him about the Middle Way.”
  


  
    “A Navajo Buddhist?”
  


  
    “Why not? Buddhism doesn’t get in the way of most other religious beliefs, at least not the ones that aren’t militantly monotheistic. Come on.”
  


  
    The two of them walked carefully over the sandy ground. After a few yards, Saji said, “Stop. You see it?”
  


  
    They were maybe ten feet from the edge of a steep drop-off, a cliff that went down sixty, seventy feet. “See what? The end of the world?”
  


  
    “Nothing quite so dramatic. Right there in front of you.”
  


  
    Jay strained his eyes, staring at the ground. Here were three things: hardpan dirt, a single broken blade of pale green grass, and a weathered, dusty, reddish rock. The ground here wouldn’t hold a track. “I don’t see anything.”
  


  
    “Not anything?”
  


  
    “Okay, fine, I see something. There’s a patch of hard dirt, a rock, a piece of dead grass. That’s it.”
  


  
    “Look around. Any other vegetation?”
  


  
    Jay raised from his crouch, glanced at the area around him. “There’s something looks like a creosote bush about ten yards that way.” He moved toward the cliff edge, peered over it. Nothing growing down that way. “Nothing close. There’s a big cactus way the hell over there. It’s desolation row here.”
  


  
    “Okay, think about that for a minute.”
  


  
    “No offense, Saji, but if I could think for more than thirty seconds without going blank-stupid, I wouldn’t need you!”
  


  
    “Close your eyes, count your breath.”
  


  
    Jay sighed. He did as he was told. One ... two ... three ... what ... did ... I ... see ... ?
  


  
    He opened his eyes. “The grass.”
  


  
    Saji nodded. “What about it?”
  


  
    “It doesn’t belong here. How did it get here? There’s nothing else around like it.”
  


  
    “Good. Could it have blown here?”
  


  
    Jay shook his head. “No wind. And if it had been here very long, it would have been dry as a bleached bone, but it’s still green.”
  


  
    “Which means?”
  


  
    “Something put it there. Maybe it fell out of a shoe or was stuck to somebody’s pants leg.”
  


  
    “Very good. Now what?”
  


  
    Jay considered it. Saji had told him, but he couldn’t remember it. Okay, think logically, Jay. It was hard, but it wasn’t like he had to do any major programming, just take the next small step. Which would be ... ?
  


  
    “Spiral out, look for tracks in any dirt that will take them?”
  


  
    “Good. Let’s see it. Careful—you don’t want to obliterate any sign.”
  


  
    Jay spiraled out from the grass, moving slowly, looking for tracks. He couldn’t spot any for fifty feet in a circle around it. He shook his head. “No tracks.”
  


  
    “You sure?”
  


  
    “Hell, yes, I’m sure!”
  


  
    Saji waited for a few seconds.
  


  
    “Sorry. I’m on edge.”
  


  
    “No problem. Look over here.” Saji led Jay to a patch of dust, pointed at it. “There.”
  


  
    “Come on. That dirt is perfectly smooth, not a mark on it, you can’t tell me you see a track there!”
  


  
    “Carpet People,” Saji said.
  


  
    “Come again?”
  


  
    “They wear pieces of cut carpet on their feet, booties over their shoes, that don’t leave tracks. You see a perfectly smooth spot in the desert, it’s wrong. Look there, next to it. See the wind riffles? The rain pocks? The way the dust is uneven, here and here? Now look back at that spot, there.”
  


  
    Jay looked. Yes. The dust was perfectly smooth.
  


  
    “Get down to ground level, get the sun to the side.”
  


  
    Jay did. Yes, he could see a slight edge around the smooth spot, a rough oval shape. “I see it!”
  


  
    “Sometimes, what you have to look for is the absence of something that should be there. Sometimes it will be very subtle, like this no-print footprint. Our quarry passed this way, heading north, staying close to the cliff edge. A man tracking him on horseback wouldn’t get too close to the drop-off, even if the horse would let him. That big cactus you mentioned, way the hell over there?”
  


  
    “Yeah.”
  


  
    “I bet he stopped there to rest in the shade.”
  


  
    “How could you possibly know that?”
  


  
    “It’s to the north. There’s no shade behind us for miles. After walking out here in the hot sun for a couple of hours, your half-cooked feet wrapped in carpet booties over shoes, moving slow so as not to disturb the dust, wouldn’t you stop in the shade to take a drink?”
  


  
    Saji started walking briskly toward the barrel cactus.
  


  
    “Uh, Saji? Don’t we need to be careful of stepping on sign?”
  


  
    “Nope. If he went to the cactus, we don’t need to know how he got there. He didn’t go over the edge, or we’d see the buzzards circling his body. He didn’t come back our way. He went to the cactus. We’ll pick up his trail there.”
  


  
    “Right,” Jay said. “You’re the boss.”
  


  
    “No, Jay, you are the boss. I’m just a guide.”
  


  
    He moved off. Jay followed him.
  


  
    
  


  
    

  


  
    Wednesday, April 6th

    Jackson, Mississippi
  


  
    

  


  
    John Howard stood staring in the Holiday Inn room where Mikhayl Ruzhyó had spent the night before. The maid hadn’t cleaned the room yet; Ruzhyó had paid for two nights and put a Do Not Disturb sign on the door before he left. Even so, the room hardly seemed to have been occupied. The bed was made, the single used towel had been refolded and put on top of the unused ones. A paper-wrapped glass in the bathroom had been rinsed clean, dried, and put back where it came from. And if he had used the crapper, the man had even folded a new point on the remainder of the toilet paper roll when he was done.
  


  
    “No-impact camper,” Fernandez said. “Wish my bride was so tidy.”
  


  
    Howard chewed at his lip. “I suppose it was too much to hope he’d leave a map with a destination circled, along with his airline reservation number and flight times.”
  


  
    “We’ll get him, Colonel. We traced him this far, we’ll pick up his trail from here, too. Looks as if he is heading east.”
  


  
    “Maybe.”
  


  
    “Maybe he is heading east, or maybe we’ll get him?”
  


  
    “Both.”
  


  
    
  


  
    

  


  
    Wednesday, April 6th

    The Yews, Sussex, England
  


  
    

  


  
    Peel stood outside the old church that was now his office, staring at Lord Goswell, who was still traipsing around carrying that ancient shotgun, trying to find one of the rabbits that had been raiding his garden.
  


  
    The old boy considered himself quite the hunter. Peel had heard his old hunting stories a dozen times. Back in the early sixties, when such things were still routinely done, Goswell had gone on safari to Africa. There, he had taken an elephant, a lion, and a leopard, along with assorted wildebeests and springbok and other smaller game animals. Of course, his lordship’s eyes and ears had been a lot sharper and younger fifty years ago, and he’d had an army of bearers to carry his gear, not to mention a local white hunter to find his targets. With that kind of stalk, one just showed up and pulled the trigger when told, and if one missed the shot, the white hunter would save one’s arse. Hardly the same as tracking a wounded cape buffalo into a bamboo thicket alone, was it?
  


  
    Just at the moment, the old boy, who was half deaf and blind, was probably as much threat to his own feet as he was to any lurking rabbits. He had been hunting bunnies on and off for months, and while he had fouled the air numerous times with that black-powder cannon of his, he had yet to hit anything other than the ground—or once, the side of the tool shed.
  


  
    Goswell wasn’t an awful man, merely a prime example of his class. Born rich, educated at the best schools, with all the right connections, the man had never had to want for anything. He’d married well, had the usual half-witted, inbred children, who’d also married well. One or the other of them would come to call now and then, more often since their mother had died a few years back. Even a couple of the grandchildren came round to see the old boy, and he doted on them, of course. It was true what they said; the rich were different, especially the old-money rich. They expected certain things as their due, never considered otherwise.
  


  
    The old man whipped the shotgun up, aimed—but held his fire. Lowered the weapon and muttered to himself.
  


  
    Peel grinned. Well, he could find out how it felt to be rich. He had a million in the bank. He could quit right now, invest the money conservatively, and live very comfortably off the interest for the rest of his life without ever touching the principal. There was security, especially for a man who had always expected to die with his boots on. But he could do even better by simply continuing on, working for Goswell. Everything the same, except that his reports about Bascomb-Coombs would change somewhat. His men would continue to follow the computer expert, save at certain specified times. One watcher would be taken off, thinking another would replace him, only that wouldn’t happen. There would be a gap, as long as Bascomb-Coombs needed, and Peel would fill it in when he wrote up the reports. Not bad work for a million, altering a few schedules.
  


  
    The old man wandered around the corner out of sight and, as he did, Peel reflected that the big sound-suppressor headphones made Goswell look rather like some kind of geriatric alien.
  


  
    Peel glanced at his watch. About time for his men to check in.
  


  
    Of course, the deal with the Jew scientist would eventually involve more than just keeping his lordship in the dark; he knew that. The other shoe would drop, and it would certainly involve work somewhat more strenuous than altering a computer log. And while Bascomb-Coombs seemed convinced of his invincibility when it came to his Qubits and all this quantum nonsense, if somebody kicked in the door and started shooting, it would take a man who knew how to shoot back to save his brilliant arse.
  


  
    Well, Peel had done that for a long time, first for the queen, then her duffer son the king, and for a lot less money than he was getting now—
  


  
    A bomb went off. Half a second later, another blast followed.
  


  
    Peel dropped into a gunfighter’s crouch, looking for danger, his hand automatically darting to his pistol. He relaxed when he saw the greasy white cloud of smoke swirl past, and heard the old man cursing. “Bastard! You filthy, thieving bastard!”
  


  
    Peel grinned. Missed another one. He straightened, shot his cuffs, and went to make sure the old man was all right. Just because he was betraying Goswell’s trust didn’t mean he shouldn’t be civilized.
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    Thursday, April 7th

    London, England
  


  
    

  


  
    Michaels decided to accept Toni’s invitation and go along to the silat class. He ought to work out, he’d been neglecting his practice the last few days, and God only knew when they’d get home and back into a normal routine. So far, they had zip on this new threat. He’d probably feel a lot better if he exercised, developed a good sweat.
  


  
    “You’ve got the long stare,” Toni said.
  


  
    She sat in the seat across from him in the cab, and he smiled reflexively at her. “Sorry. I spent most of the afternoon counting figurative paper clips. I’m not any closer to this guy than I was before. I feel stupid.”
  


  
    “Why do you feel as if you personally are responsible for catching the mad hacker? Dozens of governmental agencies around the world are chasing him, and none of them are any further along than we are.”
  


  
    “Yeah, but I sit at the top of the pyramid in the can-do U.S. of A. Nobody is eyeballing the Portuguese or the Tasmanians and expecting them to track this guy down. We’re the only superpower left.”
  


  
    “Hi ho, Silver!”
  


  
    He blinked at her. “Huh?”
  


  
    “How the Lone Ranger got his name. Tonto nursed him back to health after the Butch Cavendish gang am-bushed the ranger troop. He came to, asked about the others. Tonto said, ‘Him dead, all dead. You ... only ranger left. You ... lone ranger.’ ”
  


  
    “Really?”
  


  
    “Truth. You know what it says on the barrel of the Cisco Kid’s gun?”
  


  
    He blinked at her. “What?”
  


  
    “ ‘Don’t make me hurt you.’ ”
  


  
    He smiled at her. “How do you know stuff like that?”
  


  
    “A misspent youth. Older brothers who collected everything from cars to old 78 rpm vinyl records. I can tell you about Hopalong Cassidy, Roy Rogers, and Gene Autrey, if you want. Want to know about Red Ryder’s sidekick?”
  


  
    “Maybe not,” he said.
  


  
    “You don’t want to hear about Li’l Beaver?” She batted her eyes at him and smiled.
  


  
    “Well ... yeah. But ... not in front of the cabbie.”
  


  
    They both laughed.
  


  
    The silat school was a dump, in a ratty neighborhood that made Michaels wish he had brought his taser. It was clean enough inside, though, and the students were polite when Toni introduced him.
  


  
    The instructor, Carl Stewart, arrived, and Michaels met him, too. Seemed like a nice guy, a few years older than Michaels, in pretty good shape. A little taller, a little grayer, a little wider across the shoulders and thicker through the arms. He wore bifocal aviator glasses, and Michaels wondered why he wasn’t wearing contacts or droptacs instead.
  


  
    “Toni tells me you’ve begun studying silat, ” Stewart said. “Are you going to join the class this evening?”
  


  
    “If that would be all right, yes.”
  


  
    “Certainly.” He smiled at Toni, she smiled right back, and Michaels felt a little pang of ... something.
  


  
    Jealousy? No, of course not. He trusted Toni.
  


  
    The class began, and Michaels dutifully went up and down the floor practicing the two djurus he had learned. He stole quick glances at Toni, saw her footworking first the tiga, then the sliwa—the triangle and square—for her djurus. She looked very sharp.
  


  
    Stewart paused in front of Michaels. “You seem a bit distracted, Mr. Michaels. It would be better if you concentrated on your own form.”
  


  
    Michaels flushed, nodded, said, “Sorry, Guru.”
  


  
    Steward nodded, smiled, and moved along to watch other students.
  


  
    Good thing this wasn’t sitting Zen exercise, or he’d have gotten whacked with a stick, Michaels thought. He refocused on his moves, but he felt awkward. He’d only been doing this a few months, and much of it still seemed counterintuitive and unnatural.
  


  
    After about fifteen minutes of djurus, Stewart called a halt and took questions. Even though his students were doing different forms than Michaels had been doing, he heard a couple of things about stepping in balance and keeping his hips corked that Toni had stressed.
  


  
    “All right, then. Let’s work on combinations,” Stewart said. “Toni? Let me use you.”
  


  
    Toni offered Stewart a quick bow. The hand position was slightly different than the bow Stewart returned. Toni’s right fist was held in front of her chest, suppinated, the left hand cupping it from the side; the knuckles on Stewart’s fist faced into his cupping hand.
  


  
    “A right punch, please, here.” He touched the tip of his nose.
  


  
    Toni stepped in and shot a fast right punch. If it had connected, it would have surely broken his nose. He slapped her arm with both hands, fired an elbow at her ribs, twisted, stepped, punched at her ribs again, then swept her front foot out and upended her. He caught her around the chest with one arm before she fell. “Okay?”
  


  
    “Yes.”
  


  
    “Again please, slowly.”
  


  
    Toni repeated her attack, and Stewart did the block-elbow-punch, sweep combination again, and kept her from falling with an arm around her chest.
  


  
    Right across her breasts, Michaels noted with a small feeling of irritation. Was that really necessary? Toni could fall without hurting herself, he’d seen her hit a hard floor and come up like a rubber ball. This floor had mats all over it.
  


  
    Toni grinned at Stewart, and the expression was one of pure joy. Michaels had seen that look a few times, usually right after a sexual climax—his or hers.
  


  
    He did not like seeing the look now.
  


  
    He mentally chided himself: Get a brain, boy! This is a martial arts class! He’s not copping a feel, he’s demonstrating a way to beat the crap out of somebody stupid enough to attack him!
  


  
    Yeah, well, okay.
  


  
    “Any questions?”
  


  
    Michaels decided he had one. “Why didn’t you hit her in the face instead of the ribs?”
  


  
    Stewart smiled—as did most of the class. Michaels caught it, but didn’t say anything. Stewart caught his look, though.
  


  
    “Sorry, Mr. Michaels, but I’ve been telling the class that you can do all the damage you need to an attacker most of the time with body shots. The Indonesians seldom go for the face; the biggest headhunters are ... westerners.”
  


  
    Michaels nodded. But that pause before “westerners” told him that Stewart had started to say something else, and Michaels would bet dollars to pennies that the something else was Americans.
  


  
    “All right, pair up and let’s try it. Toni, give me a hand watching?”
  


  
    Toni said, “Yes, Guru.”
  


  
    Michaels found himself standing across from a skinny kid with a short crew cut and a pair of nose rings who looked to be about seventeen. The kid said, “Giles Patrick.”
  


  
    “Alex Michaels.”
  


  
    “Want to defend first?”
  


  
    “Sure,” Michaels said.
  


  
    The kid stepped toward him in slow motion, his punch floating toward Michaels at about an eighth speed.
  


  
    Michaels blocked, got the elbow in, then stalled. What came next?
  


  
    “Left punch to the ribs, here,” the kid said.
  


  
    “Right, right. Let me try it again.”
  


  
    The kid launched his molasses attack again, and Michaels got the block, elbow, and punch in, but when he tried the sweep, he was off balance and the kid’s foot stayed on the floor.
  


  
    “Got to square your hips,” the kid said, “Twist in, shoulders and hips facing the same way.”
  


  
    “Right.”
  


  
    “One more?”
  


  
    “Sure.”
  


  
    This time, Michaels got all four of the moves, and the kid went down with the sweep. All right! He felt pretty good about that.
  


  
    Toni moved to stand next to him. “Looked pretty good, Alex, but when you block the punch, do it more upward, like so. Giles?”
  


  
    The kid grinned and came at Toni, and this time he put some speed into the move.
  


  
    Toni moved easily, deflected the punch upward, giving herself plenty of room for the elbow into the armpit.
  


  
    “Thanks, Toni.”
  


  
    He caught a hint of a frown from her, but she nodded and moved to watch the next pair of students.
  


  
    Frowning? For what? Calling her Toni?
  


  
    “Okay if I give it a try?” Giles said.
  


  
    “Uh, sure.”
  


  
    Michaels set himself and attacked. The kid did a one-two-three-four, and Michaels hit the mat, hard. He came up fast.
  


  
    “You all right, Mr. Michaels?”
  


  
    “Yeah, fine. And call me Alex.” Bad enough he was getting his butt kicked; he didn’t need to feel like somebody’s grandfather.
  


  
    He set himself for another attack. It was good to burn some tension off and all, but so far, he couldn’t say this class was the most fun he’d ever had. Not at all.
  


  


  
    Lord Goswell stood in front of the big seascape that had decorated the east wall of the Smaller Room of his club for as long as he’d been coming here. It was a large oil, eight feet tall by twelve feet wide, done in actinic, watery blues and grays, a wave-tossed sailing ship in the eye of an electrical storm, lightning illuminating the frantic sailors trying to keep the wooden vessel afloat. Very dramatic, what, and almost a photographic realism. He swirled the ice around in his nearly empty gin and tonic glass and was rewarded by the appearance of Paddington and his tray. “Another, milord?”
  


  
    “Why not? Tell me, do we know who painted this?”
  


  
    “Yes, milord. It was painted by Jeffery Hawkesworth, in, I believe, 1872.”
  


  
    “It’s quite good. A painter I should know?”
  


  
    “No, milord. He was one of the few civilians killed by the Zulu in South Africa at Rorke’s Drift, in 1879. He painted but a handful of canvases. The club came by this some years after he died, a legacy from his brother, Sir William Hawkesworth, who was knighted by Her Majesty Queen Victoria for services in India.”
  


  
    Goswell nodded. “Interesting.”
  


  
    “Shall I fetch your drink now, milord?”
  


  
    “I don’t suppose you’d consider quitting the club and going into service with me?”
  


  
    “You do me a great honor, milord, but I should have to decline. It wouldn’t be proper.”
  


  
    “No, of course not. Carry on.”
  


  
    He watched the servant leave. Drat. You couldn’t buy that kind of loyalty. A pity. Bought loyalty was generally worth less than you paid for it.
  


  
    Paddington returned, bearing another perfectly frosted glass upon his tray.
  


  
    “There’s a telephone call for you, milord.” There was a mobile telephone on the tray next to the glass.
  


  
    Goswell took his glass and the telephone. He nodded. “Thank you, Paddington.”
  


  
    Speaking of bought loyalty. When Paddington was out of earshot, Goswell activated the receiver. “You have the balance of what I need?”
  


  
    “Roight, I’ave gawt it.”
  


  
    “The usual place then. Half an hour.” He shut the phone off.
  


  
    Goswell stared at the painting, sipping at his fresh drink. A pity this artist had been brought down by some bloody savages. He might have gone on to really great work. Of course, the Royal Army had taught the blackamoors a thing or two during that set-to at Rorke’s Drift, hadn’t they? A handful of soldiers against thousands of natives, and the troops had, by God, stood their ground and given an account of themselves, hadn’t they? Taught the bloody niggers a thing or two about British resolve, by God!
  


  
    He raised his glass in salute to the painting. “Cheers, old boy.”
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    Physically, Toni felt pretty good after the workout, though she was a little peeved at Alex for trying to get overly familiar with her in class. He was feeling insecure, she could tell, so he’d kept calling her Toni, instead of Guru, and he’d reached out to pat her on the shoulder or smile at her a couple of times, and she was sure that he did it just to let everybody know they were more than student and teacher. That was fine when they were alone in the gym at home, but here it was inappropriate. It had a “She can kick your ass and she is mine!” flavor to it, and Toni didn’t much care for that. She loved him, but sometimes Alex could be such a ... little boy about things.
  


  
    Of course, most of the men she knew were that way, and he was less so than most. And he did love her, so she could maybe cut him a little slack.
  


  
    There was something else on his mind, though. He was pensive about something, and she couldn’t tell what. It could have been the whole situation at work, but it didn’t feel that way.
  


  
    She needed to talk about both things—and how to bring them up without starting a fight was the trick.
  


  
    Having a lover who was your boss and your student got complicated at times. She’d never thought about that before they had gotten together. Probably because, in her heart of hearts, she’d never really expected they would get together. She’d wanted it, more than anything she’d ever wanted, but it had not seemed destined to happen. And then it had, and it had been wonderful, but not picture-perfect.
  


  
    It was easier to have something in your imagination than it was in reality. All couples had problems; her parents had been married since just after The Flood, and they loved each other, but even they fought. It wouldn’t have been healthy not to. Still, Toni hadn’t had any real long-term relationships before, and every time she and Alex got on each other’s nerves, she sweated it. She was afraid she was going to lose him. She was afraid that they’d grow apart. She was afraid that she’d had too high an expectation about how things would be and that the reality wouldn’t measure up.
  


  
    The class had been good, though. Guru Stewart was as good a teacher as he was a practitioner. He would take a moment from time to time, while the students were working with each other, to show Toni a move. Their arts were similar enough that she could see the use of what he was giving her, and she much appreciated it.
  


  
    As the class had been winding down, Stewart had said, “We should work out together, either before or after a regular class, before you leave town. We could teach each other a lot more if we could concentrate on it.”
  


  
    She was thrilled. “I’d like that,” she said.
  


  
    Now, as she and Alex rode in the cab from the school back to the new hotel that MI-6 had sprung for, Toni realized just how much she had been enjoying the silat practice. It was simple, straightforward, no hidden agendas. You worked your body along with your mind, and it kept them both focused on simple things: strike here, step there, get a good base, use your angle and leverage.
  


  
    Much less complex than dealing with people’s emotions, even your own. Maybe especially your own.
  


  


  
    Back at their hotel, as they were getting out of the cab, Michaels said, “We’re being followed. Did you notice?”
  


  
    She didn’t look around but at him. “What?”
  


  
    “There’s a man in a gray Neon parked across the street and back a hundred feet. He was behind us on the way to the silat class. I’m pretty sure he was with me on foot when I went out to grab a sandwich at lunch today, too. It would be an awfully big coincidence if this guy just happened to be there every time I went out.”
  


  
    “British Intelligence?”
  


  
    He nodded at the uniformed doorman as the man opened the portal for them. He felt sweaty and smelly after his workout, but he smiled at the doorman as if he and Toni were dressed for a royal wedding.
  


  
    “Could be, I suppose. If we had one of them digging around in our secrets at Quantico, I’d have the FBI on their tail to make sure nobody grabbed them up and squeezed something out of them.”
  


  
    “You don’t sound convinced,” she said.
  


  
    “Well, if we were having one of theirs followed, I’d make sure the field op doing the work was somebody they wouldn’t spot—assuming we didn’t want them to spot him. The Brits ought to have guys who are as good as ours at sub-rosa surveillance. This is their town; they know it. By all rights, I shouldn’t have seen him.”
  


  
    They crossed the lobby and reached the elevator. Toni beat him to the button.
  


  
    “Maybe they wanted you to see him. Let you know you were being protected.”
  


  
    “Be better just to tell me I was being covered, wouldn’t it?”
  


  
    “Would we tell them?”
  


  
    “Maybe. Especially if we thought they’d figure it out anyway.”
  


  
    The elevator arrived and chinged, the cast bronze doors opening with ponderous grace. The operator smiled at them. Good thing the new hotel he and Toni had transferred to was being subsidized by the British—the director would have a stroke when she got the bill, otherwise.
  


  
    “A friendly test? You used to be a field op yourself.”
  


  
    “Yeah,” he said, “but I’ve lost a few moves since then. Oh, I look in the rearview mirror a couple times when I’m driving, and glance around every now and then. I’m not completely asleep since all that business with the Selkie came down and I was very nearly assassinated, but I don’t put a lot of effort into it. Not as much as I should. No, this guy just isn’t very good. I can’t believe MI-5 or -6 would send him out and think I wouldn’t notice him.”
  


  
    “Maybe they just don’t want to waste a good man on you. Sent in the second team because they figure you’re an ugly American who walks around with his head in a thick and blinding ego fog.” She smiled.
  


  
    “They might be right. But I think I’ll give Angela Cooper a call and see what’s what.”
  


  
    They got onto the elevator. The elevator operator said, “Floor?”
  


  
    “Four, please.” Toni said. In place of her normal faint resonance of the Bronx, she had a passable imitation of a British posh accent. “Four” came out “Foah.” Michaels blinked at her.
  


  
    In their suite, Michaels used his virgil to call Cooper. Toni started the hot water running in the shower, and he watched her strip off her sweats as Cooper came on-line. He caught her at home, and she had her camera on. She wore something red and silky, what he could see of it. His view stopped just below her shoulders. He flipped his own cam on.
  


  
    “Alex! What can I do for you?”
  


  
    “Answer a question honestly.”
  


  
    “Of course.”
  


  
    “Are you or MI-5 having me followed?”
  


  
    “We certainly aren’t. I doubt that SS is, but I can check. Hold on a moment.” Her cam froze, and the word holding appeared on his thumbnail screen.
  


  
    Toni peeled her panties off, pulled her sports bra off over her head. She turned and gave him a glorious frontal view, then waved bye-bye as she stepped into the shower and slid the door shut.
  


  
    He would make this call short, he decided. He wanted to get into that shower before Toni got out. He’d been horny all through the silat class, and it hadn’t gotten any better on the ride home.
  


  
    “Alex? MI-5 says they are not having you surveilled. Is there something we ought to know?” She smiled.
  


  
    He thought about it quickly. “No, I think I’m just getting paranoid in my old age.”
  


  
    “Hardly old,” she said.
  


  
    “I’ll see you tomorrow. Sorry to bother you at home.”
  


  
    “Call any time. It’s never a bother.” She leaned back, and the red silky shirt or gown or whatever gaped a little at her neck, showing the top of her cleavage.
  


  
    He discommed, and as he did, his male radar picked up a blip. Was that ... interest? He’d only been with a few women. Since he’d gotten his divorce, Toni was the only woman he had been seriously interested in, and he was out of practice, but it sure sounded as if Cooper didn’t find him totally disgusting.
  


  
    Interesting. Good for the old ego, to have a beautiful and bright woman maybe possibly be interested in him. Assuming he wasn’t reading the signals wrong.
  


  
    Not that it mattered. He had much better waiting for him here. He started for the shower, pulling his damp clothes off as he went.
  


  
    “What did she say?” Toni called from the shower.
  


  
    “She said it isn’t her people,” he called back.
  


  
    “Then we ought to find out who it is,” she said.
  


  
    He pulled the shower door open, was rewarded with a blast of hot vapor that fogged the mirrors behind him. “Tomorrow. Got room for me?”
  


  
    She glanced down. “If you stand in front. I don’t want to get stabbed in the back.”
  


  
    He grinned. “Well, look at that. I wonder where that came from?”
  


  
    “A present from Ms. Cooper, perhaps?”
  


  
    He frowned. “What?”
  


  
    “Well, you didn’t have it before you got on the virgil, did you?”
  


  
    Was she teasing him? She was smiling, but he wasn’t sure.
  


  
    While he considered that, the point became, well, moot.
  


  
    Toni noticed. “I was just joking, Alex.”
  


  
    He was embarrassed. He grabbed the bar of soap and a wash cloth. “Turn around,” he said. “I’ll wash your back.”
  


  
    “Alex—”
  


  
    “I’m really tired,” he said. “It was a hard workout, I’m not used to it. I need to get to sleep.” It sounded lame, and he knew she knew it. He rubbed the soap into the cloth, fast, worked up a thick lather. She turned around and he scrubbed at her back. Maybe a little harder than he should.
  


  
    Something was going on between them, something he didn’t understand. Whatever it was, he didn’t like it. Not a damn bit.
  


  
    Toni didn’t pursue it, though, and he was glad. He didn’t really want to get into a deep emotional discussion right now. He was physically wrung out.
  


  
    He was tired, but, unlike Toni, who fell asleep a few minutes after their shower, Michaels sat reading for an hour. He finally got into bed, turned off the light, and tried to sleep. After lying there for almost another hour, he realized he wasn’t drifting off to sleep anytime soon. He was wound up, too tight to relax.
  


  
    He got out of bed carefully, went into the bathroom, and slipped into jeans, a T-shirt, and running shoes. He dug his kick-taser out of his kit and checked the battery. The little wireless weapon used compressed gas as a propellant, was nonlethal, and fired a pair of charged darts that would knock a man on his butt if they hit him, even through clothes. The effective range was only a few meters, but that was where most gunfights were likely to happen. The old FBI shoot-out maxim concerning such encounters was, “Three feet, three shots, three seconds.” If a guy was fifty meters away from you and pumping elbows and ass in the other direction, he wasn’t real dangerous. The armorer at Net Force had told him somebody had come up with an electromesh vest that would defeat a taser’s charge, but a vest wasn’t a full-body suit; you could always shoot somebody in the leg or head. And it was a simple device. It had a laser sight on it. You put the tiny red dot on the target—allowed for a little spread of the needles in flight—and that’s where the darts went when you pushed the button. If you weren’t too far away. If your hand didn’t shake too bad. He’d only had to fire the thing on the job once, and it had worked well enough then.
  


  
    He tucked the taser into his back pocket, put a windbreaker on to cover it, and quietly left the room.
  


  
    Michaels left the hotel via a rear exit, circled around the block, and approached the front of the place from behind where the gray Neon had been parked.
  


  
    Where the guy in the Neon was still parked, sitting behind the wheel. He had his window rolled down and was smoking a cigar. Michaels could smell it fifteen meters away.
  


  
    The commander of Net Force looped around the car as a bus passed, sending a blast of night air into the Neon, backwashing the cigar smoke into the vehicle. The guy in the car ducked away from the bus’s wake.
  


  
    Michaels pulled his taser, scooted up to the driver’s side—the right-hand side in this country—and put the taser on the windowsill as he squatted next to the car.
  


  
    “Hi. Are we having fun yet?”
  


  
    The guy, a thin and balding man of maybe thirty-five, nearly swallowed his cigar.
  


  
    “Jesus Christ! Don’t do that! You scared the piss out of me!”
  


  
    American, no mistaking that accent. A westerner.
  


  
    On the seat next to him was a small flatscreen computer, a digital camera, and a pair of binoculars. There was also a thermos and a grease-soaked paper bag under a cardboard container with the remains of a fried fish and chips dinner. And on the floor was a large-mouth jar, empty. In case nature called.
  


  
    If there had been any doubt in Michaels’s mind before, this put it to rest. Mr. Cigar here was sitting surveillance.
  


  
    “Okay, pal, so who are you, and why are you following me?”
  


  
    “What the hell are you talking about? I don’t know you—”
  


  
    “Look, we can do this easy or we can do it hard. You can tell me, or I can call my friends at British Intelligence and have you picked up as a spy, stuck in a cell so deep it’ll take a month for the foggy sunshine to filter down to it.”
  


  
    “Hey, I’m an American citizen, I got rights—”
  


  
    “This is England, friend. They don’t play by the same rules. Your choice.”
  


  
    Cigar considered it for a few seconds. He’d been burned, and he wasn’t going to talk his way out of it. He shrugged. “I’m a private investigator from Boise.”
  


  
    Michaels blinked. A private detective?
  


  
    “Who hired you?”
  


  
    “I know who you are. I know you can give me a world of crap. You can stick me in a dungeon if you want, but I can’t tell you who hired me. Word gets around, I’m outta business. But you’re a bright guy, figure it out.”
  


  
    Boise. Oh, shit! Megan. But—why?
  


  
    Michaels tucked the taser away. He stood. “Might as well go home. If I see you again, I will have the local law take you away.”
  


  
    There was a long moment, then Cigar started his car. Michaels watched him drive away.
  


  
    He pulled his virgil. It was the middle of the night here. They were what? Seven, eight hours ahead of Idaho on the clock.
  


  
    Never mind what time it was there. Too bad if he caught her at work. He tapped the memory button, clicked on Megan’s number.
  


  
    “Hello, Alex,” she said. Cool. Her voice was a warehouse full of ice in the winter at the North Pole. In the shade. “Hold on a second, let me get where we can talk.”
  


  
    She came back on in a moment, and she lit her cam. She was dressed for work, her hair up. She looked good, as always.
  


  
    “Megan. How is Susie?”
  


  
    “She is fine. You called me at work to ask that?”
  


  
    “No. I just had a few words with your balding, cigar-smoking private eye,” he said, his voice barely controlled. “Why are you having me followed?”
  


  
    “Self-defense,” she said.
  


  
    “What the hell are you talking about?”
  


  
    “After you beat Byron senseless at Christmas, you threatened me, remember?” The ice in her voice melted. Now she sounded like a volcano rumbling, about ready to let go. “You told me that if he spent a night under my roof—my roof, Alex, not yours and mine—that you would have me declared an unfit mother!”
  


  
    “I never said that. I never said you were an unfit mother—”
  


  
    “Like hell you didn’t! You said you would throw Byron up in my slutty face and go for full custody. Well, mister, two can play that game. Byron will be spending the night tonight, just like he did last night, and the night before, and just like he will be spending it tomorrow! And as many goddamned nights as I want him to be here! And you know what? He will be screwing my brains out, too!”
  


  
    Just as she had always been able to do, she pushed his hot button. He lost control, snapped back at her almost reflexively. “That won’t take much, screwing your brains out. By the time he gets his zipper down it’ll be done.”
  


  
    She laughed, knowing she had made him lose his temper. When she spoke again, it was back to the ice queen: “Funny. But laugh at this, funny man. I know all about your sleeping arrangements. About sweet little butter-wouldn’ t-melt-in-her-mouth Toni Fiorella. At least Byron is my age, not a child. Let’s see how the court views you boinking an employee!”
  


  
    Oh, shit!
  


  
    “At least I’m not doing it in front of Susie,” he said. Not much of a response.
  


  
    “So what you’re saying is, it’s okay to sneak around like a preacher with a whore, but it’s not okay for an engaged couple about to be married to do it? I doubt the judge here in Boise will be much impressed with that argument. You were always good at twisting the story to fit your definition of righteous, weren’t you?”
  


  
    He should apologize, he knew. Pour a tanker full of oil on the troubled waters, calm her down. Tell her he’d lost his temper when he’d punched out her new boyfriend—who had grabbed him, don’t forget—and said things he didn’t really mean. The problem was, he had meant them. Still did, though this certainly put another face on the problem. She was right. A judge wasn’t going to take Susie away from Megan unless he could show she was a bad mother, and the truth was, she was a great mother. He’d thought so when they were together, and he thought so now. And he didn’t want to lose his daughter. If he was limited to visiting Susie once or twice a year on holidays, their relationship was doomed. She’d grow up thinking of Byron as her father. He’d be the one who’d take her to school and to the mall and he’d be the one helping her with homework and doing the things Michaels should have been doing.
  


  
    He should apologize, try to get this resolved. But he waited too long.
  


  
    “Good-bye, Alex. You can call Susie. I don’t want her to think I’m shutting you out of her life, but you and I don’t have anything else to say to each other. Give my regards to your teenage girlfriend.”
  


  
    She broke the connection.
  


  
    Michaels blinked. He was in the middle of the sidewalk on a street in downtown London in the middle of the night, feeling as if he had just been slammed in the groin by a linebacker’s knee. His ex-wife knew about his affair with Toni—who was a dozen years younger than he was, but hardly a teenager—and he was going to have to hear that in court if he contested the custody hearing for his daughter. He and Toni were both adults, but he was her boss. That wouldn’t look good. The FBI frowned on such relationships, and since he didn’t have any history with the new director, she wouldn’t be ready to put her ass on the line to save his if this all blew up in his face.
  


  
    He was—not to put too fine a point on it—fucked.
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    Thursday, April 7th

    Walworth, London, England
  


  
    

  


  
    Peel’s first real assignment from his new boss was a field operation, and it was right up his alley. Much better than sitting in a drafty old shed of a church watching stats stream by on a computer’s holoproj. Of course, almost anything would be better than that.
  


  
    It seemed that a certain scientist, formerly one of Bascomb-Coombs’s university teachers and now retired to a private consulting position, was poking around in computer territory best left alone. Old BC was about to unleash some new electro-deviltry on the world, and he didn’t want his former professor to tread on him while he was about it. And while he didn’t want to seriously injure his old mentor, he did want him out of the way for a day or three. Could Peel manage that?
  


  
    “Level Two,” Peel said to the three men in the car. “Are we clear on that?”
  


  
    The trio in the back—Peel sat in the driver’s seat of the big right-hand-drive Dodge four-door-nodded. “Yes, sir,” they said as one. They were the youngest of his men, Lewis, Huard, and Doolittle, dressed now as low-life rowdies, in Doc Martin steel-toed boots, baggy denim pants, and black shirts cut to reveal fake tattoos on their arms and chests. The outfits came complete with false nose rings, earrings, and tight skinhead wigs that easily covered their militarily short haircuts.
  


  
    Here was a picture: a trio of thumpy boys, out for a lark, trouble on the prowl. It was exactly the right image, one that authorities would not look at twice before accepting. Coppers were good about that. You gave them an obvious picture, they didn’t scurry around looking for hidden meaning in the brush strokes and hues, they nearly always went for the overall model.
  


  
    Level Two. The code was one he’d learned from a commando in South Africa during a training seminar there some years ago. For direct physical violence not involving guns or knives, there were five operational levels:
  


  
    Level One was the mildest, consisting mainly of threats or shoves, intimidation, without physical injury to the subject.
  


  
    Level Two was mild to moderate damage, bruises, perhaps a broken bone or two, equivalent to a good bar-fight thrashing. A few stitches in the local doctor’s surgery, some pain pills, and day or two to rest up at home, and you’d be right as rain.
  


  
    Level Three was damaging enough to require a stay in hospital, and you’d be weeks or months recovering. A serious encounter.
  


  
    Level Four meant you would carry reminders of the attack with you for the rest of your life: You’d be crippled with a torn-out knee or ankle, or perhaps crushed hands; you might lose your hearing or an eye, or be otherwise maimed. Recovery would be slow and painful, and you’d never be as complete as you had been before.
  


  
    Level Five was terminal. A subject was to be made to suffer much pain, to know what he had done, and to have time enough to regret having done it before passing away.
  


  
    The South Africans would deny having such codes, of course. They hadn’t been used officially since apartheid days, but used they still were. Many military and intelligence services around the world had similar operational codes still in place, officially or not. One simply did not talk about such things where unfriendly ears might lurk. Peel recalled an Israeli official some years back, blabbing on in public about their official policy on torture. How it was, under some extreme circumstances, justified. Oh, but the Jews had been lambasted for that when it had hit the media. Of course they used torture when they needed it. Some raghead ready to join Allah in paradise plants a bomb and they catch him before it goes off? Only a fool would sit and politely inquire about it: Excuse me, Abdul, old boy, would you mind awfully telling us where the bomb is so we might disarm it? Some more tea?
  


  
    Whatever else you had to say about the Jews, they were survivors. If you kicked dirt on their shoes, they would drop a mountain on you in return. Such things didn’t bother fanatics ready to die at the drop of a Koran, but more reasonable governments kept that in mind before sending sorties against Israel. Getting hit back thrice as hard as you hit somebody was still a deterrent in some quarters. And the Jews never let it pass, never. You spit on them and sooner or later—likely sooner—you’d have a fire hose blasting you in the face to think about.
  


  
    If you wanted your country to survive its enemies, you did what you had to do. No one needed to run to CNN and talk about having to shove a few needles under a terrorist’s fingernails to save decent men and women from being killed, now did they? It was all part of the game. You got caught, you suffered the consequences. Unfortunately, that was how Peel had been forced to resign, being ... overzealous with Irish terrorists—which, as far as he was concerned, was redundant. Whatever peace decrees were signed, the bloody Irish were never going to settle down and be civil. But some of them had died under his interrogations, word had gotten back to the rear echelons, and that was that.
  


  
    Ah, well. Water under the bridge. That was when he had been a major in good standing, serving king and country. Now, he catered to another master, one who understood the reality of things, and he was already rich as a result. Not a bad trade, all in all.
  


  
    The target emerged from the pub in a cloud of alcohol-fueled noise and good cheer. BC wanted him bent but not broken, just enough to put him out of active service for a few days, after which it wouldn’t matter. It ought not to be too difficult to manage one old college professor.
  


  
    “Here we go, boys. Move sharp—and be careful.”
  


  
    The target, a rotund man of sixty in a twenty-year-old tweed suit and matching Irish rain hat, sported a mostly white beard and carried a furled umbrella.
  


  
    “Right, Major,” Lewis said, grinning. He was the leader of the attack team. “Here’s a fierce old beaky. We’ll keep our heads in.”
  


  
    Huard and Doolittle laughed. They exited the car.
  


  
    The plan was for them to amble to the professor and, once close enough, jump him. A few good thumps and they’d be away, taking his wallet. The police would see it as no more than another sad example of youth gone bad and tell the professor he was lucky to get off as easy as he did. They’d look for the trio of skinheads, but since those three wouldn’t exist in an hour, their disguises burned and gone, it would be a fruitless search. A pickup vehicle waited around the corner for Peel’s men, a stolen lorry with the license plates switched with those of a van parked at a nearby cinema. A simple operation, and untraceable.
  


  
    The major cranked the Dodge Ram’s engine to depart, which he intended to do as soon as he was sure the assault was proceeding as planned.
  


  
    The three skinhead slackabouts, laughing and talking too loudly, moved to intersect the professor’s path. Lewis held an unlit cigarette, and he was first to reach the target. He waved the cigarette and said something to the older man. Too far away for Peel to hear, but he knew the gist: “Allo, Gramps, gottuh match, have ye?”
  


  
    Huard and Doolittle drifted out to the sides, to encircle the old man.
  


  
    Peel put the truck in gear to drive off. It was going by the numbers, one, two, three—
  


  
    Then, of a moment, the operation leaped past three to seventeen: The professor lunged like bloody Zorro, jabbed at Lewis with the tip of the umbrella, and caught him a hard stab in the solar plexus. The team leader lost his cigarette prop and his wind as he backed off and clutched at his belly. The professor twisted to his left, swung the umbrella like an ax, and whacked Huard across the face. The shock and surprise drove him backward, too.
  


  
    “Help!” the white-bearded old boy yelled in a voice to wake the dead. “Assassins! Help!”
  


  
    Doolittle lunged and bounced a fist off the old man’s shoulder, and the old fellow spun and slashed at him with the umbrella, missing only because the fake skinhead leaped back like he was bloody Nijinsky doing steps from bloody Swan Lake.
  


  
    “Help! Help, I say!”
  


  
    Several men rushed out of the pub and saw the goings-on.
  


  
    Wonderful. Bloody wonderful!
  


  
    Lewis recovered, stepped in, dodged another rapier-like thrust from the umbrella, and managed to land a solid punch to the old man’s nose. The professor stumbled and sat down hard on the sidewalk but did not release his hold on his weapon. He swung at Doolittle’s legs, caught a shin with a whack Peel heard thirty meters away, and flailed his weapon back and forth, missing only because Doolittle did another quick little nancy-boy ballet step to get out of the way.
  


  
    What a bloody cock up!
  


  
    The party was over. The three troops took to their heels as the growing mob from the pub rushed them. The boys were young and fit, didn’t smoke, contrary to the faggot prop, and should be able to outrun a bunch of middle-aged men who’d had a pint or two. If they couldn’t, they deserved what they got. Idiots.
  


  
    Peel pulled away from the curb, made a turn, and glanced at the professor. Peel did not intend to relate exactly how the attack had gone, nor how it had slipped downhill. The old man probably had a broken nose, that should be enough—though it was likely he was less damaged than the three who had set upon him.
  


  
    Peel watched in his rearview mirror as the first of the pub-goers reached the professor and helped him to his feet.
  


  
    Hello all. Meet my friend, Corporal Disaster.
  


  
    Hell’s bells! He’d warned the lads to take care, but they were young and too full of themselves to even consider that one old man was a threat of any kind. Didn’t expect they’d be up against John bloody Steed and his samurai umbrella, now had they?
  


  
    Well. They’d know better next time. Embarrassing and painful lessons were the kind that etched themselves into one’s memory.
  


  
    Christ.
  


  
    
  


  
    

  


  
    Friday, April 8th

    Somewhere in the British Raj, India
  


  
    

  


  
    Jay Gridley stood there, machete in one hand, his revolver in the other. He hadn’t even moved yet, and already he was dripping with sweat. The jungle lay in front of him, leaves and vines woven into a thick wall of tangles, too verdant and altogether too alive. His heart pounded, and he was breathing hard. It took everything he had just to hold the jungle image, and even so, it wavered at the edges, threatening to collapse at any second.
  


  
    It wasn’t just the problem with concentration. Yeah, Saji’s exercises had helped, the breath and meditation and all. And his grandfather had been a Buddhist, and he knew a bunch of them, so it wasn’t that weird.
  


  
    The big thing was, Jay was afraid. No, not just afraid, he was terrified. This was the jungle where the tiger had been, where it had leaped from cover and clawed him, ripped at his brain so he couldn’t think. Maybe killing his ability to walk the web forever, and, if so, killing him, too.
  


  
    He didn’t have to be here. Nobody was making him go back into the jungle. But if he couldn’t play computers, he might as well be dead.
  


  
    He took another breath. The little handgun wouldn’t even slow the tiger down, he knew, but he couldn’t work the machete and hold the big double rifle ready. If it came at him again, he would get hurt again, maybe worse than before.
  


  
    He could get help. Saji was willing to come with him. He wouldn’t carry a gun, because he wouldn’t shoot even a VR creature, but he could offer moral support. And there were other ops, some in Net Force, some not, who could link with Jay and share the scenario, some of whom would cheerfully tow a howitzer and who’d blast anything that moved. But that wasn’t the way. Jay couldn’t spend the rest of his life asking for help. If he couldn’t walk in the valley of the shadow alone, he couldn’t do his job, and if he couldn’t do the thing he loved most in the world, what was the point?
  


  
    He took yet another breath and let it out slowly. He was going in. If it got him, then it got him, but he was going to go down swinging the big knife and pulling the Webley’s trigger if he went, and to hell with it.
  


  
    He raised the machete. The VR wall of vegetation rippled and wavered. The image started to fade. Crap!
  


  
    He came back into himself in front of his home workstation, soaked with sour-smelling sweat, heart still thumping madly away.
  


  
    He’d been ready. He had. He was willing to do it.
  


  
    Just not ready and willing enough to hold the scenario.
  


  
    He blew out a sigh. Okay. He’d go back, try it again.
  


  
    In a little while. When he’d had a chance to get his breath back, to rest a little. Really, he would go back. Really.
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    Saturday, April 9th

    London, England
  


  
    

  


  
    Mikhayl Ruzhyó, now looking like just another tourist, walked toward the Imperial War Museum. The building, with its centered dome and pillared front, could have almost been an Italian church, had not the approach been guarded by a pair of fifteen-inch guns, taken, according to the sign nearby, from HMS Resolution and HMS Ramillies.
  


  
    Churches had been violent places through the centuries, but he had never heard of one protected by naval guns outside the front entrance.
  


  
    To one side of the walkway, a tall concrete slab stood, a section of the Berlin Wall taken from near the Brandenburg Gate. He had been a teenager in 1989, when they had started taking the wall down, and the significance of it had been lost on him. What an American president had once called “the evil empire” had been much closer to home. He had known very little about the world outside his homeland in those days. He had learned too much about the world since.
  


  
    The piece of the Berlin Wall had been painted to look like a giant cartoon face, done in blues and blacks, with its mouth stretched wide open. Against a dark red background in the mouth were the words “Change Your Life.”
  


  
    Easy for you to say.
  


  
    Ruzhyó had been to London several times, usually on his way elsewhere, once on assignment to erase a wayward colleague, and he had seen a few of the tourist sights: Buckingham Palace, the Wellington Monument, Abbey Road. He and Anna had almost come to England on a holiday once, before she got sick, but something or other had prevented it. Since Anna had died, he hadn’t done much tourist activity. Anna would not have enjoyed this place, but these days, war museums suited his tastes.
  


  
    Inside, the main gallery was full of old tanks and artillery pieces, with various airplanes hung from the ceiling. He strolled past a Mark V tank, a 9.2-inch howitzer, a Jeep. Gray greens were the dominant colors.
  


  
    The most impressive display was of a giant V2 rocket, the side cut away to show the engine, such as it was. The missile was huge, painted a dark green. It looked to him like a cartoon rocket ship, a pointed cigar with fins on the tail.
  


  
    Ruzhyó stared at the V2. How frightening it must have been to civilians to see this monster dropping from the skies during the Blitz. According to the placard, more than 6,500 of the V2s and smaller V1s fell on London and South East in hard and explosive hailstorms, killing a total of 8,938 people.
  


  
    How, he wondered, had they been able to come up with the exact number killed? 8,938?
  


  
    If the Germans had been able to manage a decent guidance system for these beasts, they would have killed a lot more. But while they had been fearsome devices, shooting them off had been rather like launching pop bottle rockets. That they were able to hit London at all had been more due to luck than skill. Many, if not most, of the V1s and V2s had fallen harmlessly into the sea or onto the countryside. And in a war, 9,000 civilians mean little in the overall casualty count. A few drops in an ocean of blood.
  


  
    What men did best was to kill other men. Especially when given leave to do so in a war.
  


  
    Ruzhyó strolled past a searchlight, another item painted a flaky military green; he looked at a shellacked and unpainted wooden fishing boat used during the evacuation at Dunkirk; he examined Monty’s tank, one in which he’d ridden during the North Africa campaign against Rommel, when Montgomery was still a lowly general and not yet the famous field marshal.
  


  
    The monuments of killing.
  


  
    There were also side rooms with cryptography equipment the museum-goers could play with, and on the lower ground floor, a World War One experience, designed to look like the trenches. This floor also had a Blitz display, and a Second World War area, as well as a more modern conflict display: Korea, the Cold War, Vietnam, the Falklands, Bosnia, the Middle East. Ruzhyó quickly passed through the more contemporary presentations; they held little interest for him. He knew about those kinds of wars. Chetsnya and the invading Russians lived in his memory as real as if it had taken place yesterday and not almost twenty years past.
  


  
    Even though it had been a sea of mud then, it was a much cleaner business in the trenches in France in 1915 than it was when Ruzhyó had been Spetsnaz. Cleaner in the sense that you knew who your enemies were, you knew where they were, and you had things laid out for you in black and white. Attack here, shoot there, live or die along the way. There was little skulking about and shooting people while they sat at a desk or lay in bed with a wife or mistress. Those had been his stock in trade. He knew about that kind of war.
  


  
    It wasn’t particularly satisfying, these monuments to war, but it seemed appropriate. He would book his flight out and leave today, if possible. Perhaps by way of Spain, using another identity. Madrid would be warm by now, and the smells of Spain were more pleasing than those of England.
  


  
    
  


  
    

  


  
    Saturday, April 9th

    Quantico, Virginia
  


  
    

  


  
    He should have been at home, visiting with his wife and son, John Howard knew, but he couldn’t relax enough. He’d just sit there simmering, and his family would know and feel it. It wouldn’t be pleasant for anybody. Might as well be at work, though there didn’t seem to be much he could do here, either.
  


  
    He thought about Ruzhyó, wondered about him. How could a man be a cold-blooded killer? He had started out a soldier, and killing sometimes went with the territory, but somewhere along the way, somebody had recruited the man for wetwork. He had stopped being a soldier and become an assassin, a thing of the dark. Howard could understand that an adrenaline rush could pump you up for sneaking around in the back alleys two steps ahead of somebody chasing you, but the stone-hearted murders? That was different—
  


  
    “Wool-gathering, John?”
  


  
    Howard smiled at Fernandez. “Just thinking about our quarry.”
  


  
    “Wishing you knew where to find him?”
  


  
    “That, too. But more wondering how he can do what does.” He explained, expecting Julio to agree with him.
  


  
    To his surprise, his friend shook his head. “Not a lot of difference, way I see it.”
  


  
    “Shooting men in the back of the head? You don’t see the difference?”
  


  
    “Would they be any deader if he had shot them in the front of the head?”
  


  
    “Come again?”
  


  
    “Those two we lost were soldiers, on guard duty. The risk goes with the job. If they’d been paying attention, they’d probably still be alive—or at least they’d have gotten to shoot back. But when you get right down to it, how is it different, really? Somebody shoots you for evil and might, or they shoot you for goodness and right —you’re still cold, either way. Their reasons won’t matter to you, will they? Dead is dead.”
  


  
    Howard stared at Fernandez as if the sergeant had just turned into a big caterpillar puffing on a hookah: Whoo are youu?
  


  
    Fernandez caught the look and grinned. “You don’t like spies and assassins, but they’re as much a part of an army now as they ever were. You want to go into battle with the advantages on your side, or at least not against you. So you send a spy into the enemy camp to find out where they plan to march. He’s doing the same to you, so the side with the quicker, smarter, faster spy gets a half step on the other side. That game is as old as war, isn’t it?”
  


  
    “Spies aren’t the same as assassins,” Howard pointed out.
  


  
    “Yeah, that’s true. But let me ask you a hypothetical question, Colonel. Suppose you could go back in time to Germany in the late thirties—”
  


  
    “—and assassinate Hitler?” Howard finished. He had heard this one before.
  


  
    “Yeah. Would you?”
  


  
    “In a heartbeat. He was a monster. It would save millions of innocent lives.”
  


  
    “You’d still be an assassin, then, right?”
  


  
    “Yes, but in this case, the ends would justify the means. Sometimes it does, Julio. I’d take the moral heat.”
  


  
    “No question, and I’d pop him, too. But how do we know what our quarry’s ends were? Why he got into what he’s into? And think about what you might have done in his place, out there in the desert. We went to collect him, and if he had come out shooting, we’d have clotheslined him, right? Deleted him cold?”
  


  
    “Yes.”
  


  
    “So, tactically, he was surrounded, outnumbered, and outgunned. The way we saw it, he either gave up or died.”
  


  
    “We saw it that way. We were wrong.”
  


  
    “Yes, sir. He beat us, straight up, and he did it with the tools he had. I wouldn’t have been able to do it. You wouldn’t have, either, would you?”
  


  
    “No.”
  


  
    “You’d have gone down shooting.”
  


  
    “Probably.”
  


  
    “Me, too. And we’d be dead. Ruzhyó isn’t. And he’s on the loose.”
  


  
    “You admire this guy?”
  


  
    “Man beats me at my game, oh, yeah. I’m pretty good at what I do; so are you. This guy, he’s a formidable enemy, and when push comes to shove, those are the ones we want to face off with, aren’t they? You remember the shoot-out in Grozny?”
  


  
    Howard nodded. He remembered.
  


  
    “Those revolutionaries we took down weren’t in our league. They never had a chance once we decided to scoop ’em up. Screwed, blued, and tattooed. You remarked on your disappointment on the flight home. How ... easy it was.”
  


  
    “I remember.”
  


  
    “This ice man we’re after, he’s not easy. He’s in our league—hell, maybe better than we are. Catching him will mean something, won’t it?”
  


  
    “Damn straight.”
  


  
    “It’s not a war, John, but it’s not a walk in the park. You’re pissed off because the guy whipped us, not because he shoots people. The samurai killed a lot more people than the ninja ever did. It’s not about body counts. It’s about winning.”
  


  
    Howard couldn’t stop a small grin. “When did you get to be such a ... Taoist philosopher, Julio?”
  


  
    “I’m about to be a married man with a child. It makes a man think.”
  


  
    “Well, go home and take care of your bride-to-be. You aren’t doing any good here.”
  


  
    The warning chime on Howard’s computer peeped. A flagged subject.
  


  
    “Go ahead, computer,” Howard said.
  


  
    “Subject A-1 located,” the computer said.
  


  
    Howard reached for the computer. Damn! They had him!
  


  
    Well, if they could get there fast enough. Wherever there was.
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    Saturday, April 9th

    Old Kent Road, London, England
  


  
    

  


  
    Peel stood watching Bascomb-Coombs, once again not having a clue what the man was doing. But BC liked an audience, so he gave him a running commentary.
  


  
    “Here we go. We insert the passwords we have ras-called from the gatekeepers, thus... and we are in. A straight shot to the inner doors, which we also open with no effort at all....”
  


  
    He tapped at the keyboard, his fingers dancing like little elves over the thing. He hummed to himself and laughed softly.
  


  
    “Poor sods. They’ve rebuilt their walls and made them twice as thick and high as they were, but it doesn’t matter, you see. There still must be the pass-through, and no matter how narrow the gates, if you have the keys, you are unstoppable! Voilà!”
  


  
    He turned from the computer screen, all awash with complex lines and clots of numbers and letters that Peel did not comprehend. “How is your desire for power, Terrance?”
  


  
    “Excuse me?”
  


  
    Bascomb-Coombs pointed at the keyboard. “Come over here and press this key, and for a few milliseconds you’ll be the most powerful man in the world. You will have more of an effect on more people’s lives than anyone else on the planet.”
  


  
    Peel stared at the man but didn’t move.
  


  
    “Ah, you hesitate. You must know the dictum, ‘With great power comes great responsibility’?”
  


  
    “Churchill?”
  


  
    The scientist smiled. “Spider-Man, actually. Sure you don’t want to do the deed?”
  


  
    Peel shook his head.
  


  
    “Well. Onward and upward, then.” He tapped the key once, smartly. “That ought to give the rabble something to think about.”
  


  
    
  


  
    

  


  
    Saturday, April 9th

    MI-6, London, England
  


  
    

  


  
    “Commander Michaels?”
  


  
    Michaels looked up from his desk. He didn’t recognize the man standing there, he was just another of the young and clean-cut types running around the place, dressed in a suit and tie. Could have been an FBI agent, save that his clothes were cut better. “Yes?”
  


  
    “DG Hamilton wanted me to deliver this to you, sir.”
  


  
    He handed a silvery disk about the size of a quarter to Michaels. “If you’ll thumbprint here, sir?” He held a print reader out. Michaels pressed his right thumb against a small gray panel on the device. The messenger looked at the readout and was apparently satisfied with the print match. “Thank you, sir.”
  


  
    Michaels looked at the tiny computer disk. If you were worried about your computer system being burgled and you didn’t trust your electronic protection, there were ways to circumvent your fear. The easiest method was to disengage your computer from all contact with other machines, strip out all communications right down to the hardwiring. If it was unplugged and not firewired or optically linked to any other computer in a network, local or external, you were safe.
  


  
    Nobody could sneak in your house if you didn’t have any doors or windows.
  


  
    Of course, you couldn’t get out, either, and that was a problem.
  


  
    So if you isolated yourself, you accepted input only via secure and scanned disks. And if you needed to reach out to another computer, you sent them a hand-carried disk. It was slow, it was cumbersome, but it was safe.
  


  
    Michaels stuck the disk into his reader and had his viral software crunch it. Even though it was supposed to be secure, you still checked, always.
  


  
    The software—the best antiviral/antivermal/Betty Crocker program MI-6 had—dutifully reported that the coin-sized disk was clean, no sign of viruses, worms, or unwanted pastries.
  


  
    Michaels ran the disk. Things were looking up on a few fronts. The airline reservation and flight control computers were, by and large, back up and running smoothly. That was the good news.
  


  
    The bad news was, they hadn’t been able to backwalk the hack that had caused the problem in the first place. It just... stopped past a series of firewalls and foolpits.
  


  
    “Good afternoon, Alex.”
  


  
    He glanced up at Angela. She was in a green T-shirt, faded and kind of tight jeans, and tennis shoes. His surprise at her outfit must have showed. She smiled and said, “Casual Saturday.”
  


  
    “Ah.”
  


  
    “Anything new?”
  


  
    “Afraid not. I was just going over the disk your boss sent over. The airlines are back on-line.”
  


  
    She strolled in his direction, leaned in to look over his shoulder.
  


  
    He felt her right breast brush against his back.
  


  
    Apparently Casual Saturday meant no bra, too. Damn.
  


  
    She quickly leaned back. “Well, that’s good news, at least.”
  


  
    The young man who had delivered the disk came into the room, not exactly running, but close to it. “Commander, DG Hamilton would like to have a word. You, as well, Cooper.”
  


  
    “Trouble?”
  


  
    “I couldn’t say, sir.”
  


  
    Trouble.
  


  
    
  


  
    

  


  
    Saturday, April 9th

    The Yews, Sussex, England
  


  
    

  


  
    Lord Goswell sat in his study, sipping a gin and tonic, looking through the French doors. Seemed as if it might rain again. Maybe it would come down hard enough to drown the bloody rabbits; certainly his shooting hadn’t been much good there. Perhaps he needed to have his eyes done sooner rather than later.
  


  
    He heard one of the maids chattering madly at somebody in the hall. He smiled as he sipped his drink. He pulled his pocket watch out and looked at it.
  


  
    “What is the problem, Applewhite?”
  


  
    The butler came into the room, looking apologetic. “Sorry about the disturbance, milord. The maid and Cook were distraught.”
  


  
    “Whatever for?”
  


  
    “It seems the telly has gone down. And the telephones are also on the blink.”
  


  
    “Really?”
  


  
    “Yes, milord. Can’t even pick up most of the radio channels on the battery unit or in the automobiles.”
  


  
    “Well, that would be distressing then, wouldn’t it? Think it’s the Russians dropping bombs?”
  


  
    “I hardly think so, milord.”
  


  
    “Well, I’m sure his majesty’s government will see to whatever the problem is soonest.”
  


  
    “Yes, milord.”
  


  
    Applewhite went back to calm the maid and Cook, and Goswell rattled his ice cubes around in his drink. Had to hand it to that scientist fellow, he was dashedly good at the computer business. Not only had the airlines been knocked down again, but worldwide communications had been whacked solidly, most of the satellites taken off-line. And the telly and radio signals that depended on the network of satellites had been disrupted, along with telephonic operations. Quite a stroke. And, of course, operations in the U.K. would come back much sooner than the rest of the world, if Bascomb-Coombs’s calculations were correct—and so far, they always had been. A brilliant fellow, he was.
  


  
    A pity he would have to die. Good help was so hard to find.
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    Saturday, April 9th

    In the air over the Virginia coast
  


  
    

  


  
    Net Force’s military arm had cranked up one of the old overhauled and refitted 747s for the hop to England, and John Howard sat in the thing, wishing it was an SST. The sooner they got to the U.K., the better. Of course, he might as well wish for a time-travel machine so he could have gotten there yesterday. Government agencies went on diets and binges as often as attendees at a fat farm, and Congress had been in moderate belt-tightening mode when Net Force had been funded. It could have been worse, though. They might have come up with some old DC-3 prop jobs the DEA had confiscated from drug runners instead of the 747s.
  


  
    He wanted to get his hands on Ruzhyó right now, but at least he was on the way. He’d have to work the logistics with the Brits when they got there, but they had an arrangement with his majesty’s government, and having Alex Michaels already in England wouldn’t hurt. Howard couldn’t imagine the British would give them any flak about collecting a former Spetsnaz killer. Of course, they didn’t have the death penalty over there, and if they went through formal extradition, that could be a problem. A lot of countries had gotten on their high horses about that, refusing to turn escaped scum over to the U.S. unless they agreed not to fry the bastards.
  


  
    Well, it wasn’t going to come to that. There wouldn’t be any paperwork filed on the killer through his majesty’s legal system. If he didn’t come back with them to face American justice, then it would certainly be because he was beyond any earthly justice.
  


  
    You didn’t kill Net Force people and get away with it. Not on Howard’s watch.
  


  
    He was dressed for travel and not the field, but he had his smaller gear pack on the empty seat next to him, and now he pawed through it. He tended to recheck his gear frequently when he went on a mission, even though not much was likely to have happened to it since he’d checked it five minutes earlier. It was a nervous habit, and he’d realized a long time ago he was going to do it, so he didn’t worry about it any longer. Better safe than sorry.
  


  
    He looked around and saw that Julio was all the way back toward the tail, heading for an empty washroom. Good. It wouldn’t do for Julio to see what he’d done to his good luck talisman, not yet anyway.
  


  
    He removed the charm from the pack and looked at it. Talisman was a funny way of thinking about a handgun. But this was an ancient Smith & Wesson .357 model 66 stainless steel revolver, unlike the polymer H&K tacticals the rest of his unit had been issued. For years, he had carried the piece as it had come stock from the box—well, except for a little action smoothing by the armorer and a set of hand-filing, after-market grips. A six-shot wheelgun, plain iron sights, no bells and whistles. He was comfortable with it, it had been on his hip every time he had gone into a firefight, and like the old Thompson subgun he had inherited, there was a kind of energy wrapped around it. He wasn’t particularly superstitious, didn’t avoid black cats or worry about ladders or mirrors, but he did believe the Smith had some magic about it. Part of that was that the Smith was a trusted, dependable design, functional, nothing complex to go wrong. Not that he was a technophobe or some kind of Luddite, but Howard had always liked the simple-is-better philosophy when it came to hardware. The RA and Navy SpecForce elites, the Rangers, the SEALs, the green hats, had all kinds of new computer-augmented personal weaponry. Things like carbines with TV cams on them you could stick around a corner and shoot without being seen; pieces with built-in trackers, lasers, grenade launchers, the whole package, expensive as hell, and he could have put in for them, but Howard’s Strike Teams carried plain-Jane—if top of the line—9mm subguns. They went bang when you pulled the trigger, you could get the ammo anywhere in the world if you ran out, it being the most common military handgun round, and he figured it was the operator’s job to make sure the bullet was on target. Sure, they had the modified SIPESUIT armor, and it had plenty of tactical computer stuff built in, LOSIR corns and headset graphics and GPS and all, but if those failed, you could at least still shoot your weapon manually. The principle of KISS for the lethal hardware had always appealed, and he’d never been shy about letting people know he favored it.
  


  
    So when he looked at his trusty six-gun with the Tasco Optima 2000 dot scope mounted where the notch-and-post sights used to be, it felt, well, a little weird. And after all the years of shaking his head and calling the polymer sidearms “Tupperware guns,” his new acquisition might be thought by those who knew him to have shaded right on into the hypocritical.
  


  
    It wasn’t all that complex, the scope. What you had was a tiny, clear plastic window mounted an inch and a half or so in front of a tiny red diode that projected a red dot onto the window. Unless the safety cap was over it, the sight was always on, and the battery was good for a lot of use. The way you turned the thing off was, you put the cap on it, and the tiny computer in the scope put it to sleep. How it worked in practice was also simple: You popped the cover off, held the gun up, both eyes open, and the little red dot floated in the air in front of you, just over the piece. Wherever you put the dot—once you had it zeroed—that was where the bullet went, assuming you didn’t jerk too much when you dropped the hammer. No parallax. And unlike a laser, there was no beam or glowing dot for an enemy to see and target—the dot wasn’t visible from the muzzle side, and if it had been, it was a seven-minute-of-angle pinhead, anyhow.
  


  
    The unit weighed about as much as a round of starfish ammo, didn’t add much bulk, and was a lot easier to line up than standard iron sights. It was almost indestructible, too, according to reports. While Howard didn’t need glasses to read his newspaper yet, the front sight on his short-barreled pistol had seemed a little fuzzy the last few months. When the rangemaster showed him this little toy on one of the range pistols, he’d tried it, just for the hell of it.
  


  
    And had shot 15 percent better the first time he tried it.
  


  
    For a man to improve his combat efficiency with a handgun by 15 percent just like that was nothing to wave off lightly. After a couple more magazines, that went up a couple more points, too.
  


  
    At first, he’d tried to ignore it. But on subsequent visits to the range, he’d used the thing again. The armorer told him he could pull the back sight, grind the front post off, and bead-blast the Smith, mount the electronic replacement, and get it done in a few days. Hell, he’d said, begging the colonel’s pardon, but at real close range you were gonna point-shoot that antique and not use the sights anyhow, and outside six or eight yards, the red dot would make the colonel a better shooter. What was the problem?
  


  
    Howard hadn’t said, but mostly the problem would be the taste of crow.
  


  
    Julio would never let him live it down.
  


  
    It had taken a month or so, but once he started down that road, it was impossible to go back, there was no arguing with the numbers. Same gun, same ammo, and he was more accurate and faster with the dot scope. So it was a done deal, he’d had this technological marvel mounted on top of a weapon whose basic form went all the way back to Samuel Colt’s first designs, in what? The 1830s? Even the double-action revolver wasn’t a new invention; it was used on Robert Adams’s self-cockers only sixteen or eighteen years after Sam Colt’s early revolvers. The scope and the Smith thus made for an interesting marriage: seventeenth-century technology and twenty-first.
  


  
    And this was a May-December marriage Howard didn’t want his sergeant to notice, just yet. Maybe when he did, things would be heated up enough so it wouldn’t require an explanation.
  


  
    He looked up and saw Julio coming back from the can. He shoved the revolver back into his bag. At the same time, one of the flight crew, the navigator, approached from the other direction. “Colonel?”
  


  
    He looked at the navigator. “Yes?”
  


  
    “We, uh, have a problem, sir.”
  


  
    
  


  
    

  


  
    Saturday, April 9th

    Johannesburg, South Africa
  


  
    

  


  
    The new light-rail shuttle train, carrying 674 passengers from Pretoria to Johannesburg, blew through the scheduled stop at Tembisa Station at almost 140 kilometers per hour. The engineer threw the manual override, took control from the computer, applied the brakes, and the train began slowing. It would have been all right——except for the second passenger train stalled just south of Tembisa.
  


  
    The shuttle was still doing more than 90 when it plowed into the back of the stopped train that was supposed to be ten minutes ahead and moving at speed.
  


  
    Both trains buckled, and more than two thirds of each left the tracks, accordioned like toys jammed together by a spoiled child.
  


  
    Half the people in the rear car of the stopped train were killed instantly. Others were thrown from the smashed car to their deaths.
  


  
    A few were electrocuted by downed power lines.
  


  
    The engineer of the moving train stayed at his post and died there, along with scores of panicked passengers just behind him. His last words, as recorded by the black box, were, “Oh, shit!”
  


  
    A fire, started by sparks from the impact or maybe electricity, set the interior of one of the stopped train’s cars aflame. Smoke boiled forth and laid a black cloud over the scene.
  


  
    Estimates of the dead were ballpark, but the number was more than 200. More would doubtless die on the way to area hospitals or later from injuries.
  


  
    Nobody even worried about the third shuttle following ten minutes later. They should have. The engineer on this train frowned as he realized that his communications gear was out and that his vehicle was going too fast as it approached the station.
  


  
    By the time he wrested control away from the computer, it was too late.
  


  
    His last words would never be known, as the impact was sufficiently violent to destroy this train’s black box, leaving only a burned-out husk.
  


  
    
  


  
    

  


  
    Saturday, April 9th

    Kona, Hawaii
  


  
    

  


  
    The beacon switched off just as the L10-11C3 wide-body jumbo jet from Japan came in for a landing at Kona during a tropical shower. The pilot apparently overreacted as the plane yawed, and JAL Heavy dropped hard enough to collapse the rear landing gear on the port side. The big craft slewed starboard, spun, and slid sideways across the runway, square into a Hawaiian Air MD-80 waiting to taxi for takeoff for the short hop to Maui. The smaller bird spewed flaming jet fuel, ignited, and the resulting fireball set the larger craft on fire. There was a terrific explosion. Tourists waiting inside the airport were killed as shattered aluminum sleeted like shrapnel through the open-walled terminal, cutting down everything in its path.
  


  
    Pieces of the jumbo jet and human body parts rained down as far as half a mile away.
  


  
    Four hundred and eighty died in the crash, fourteen were killed outright in the terminal or on the aprons, and fifty-six more were seriously injured.
  


  
    
  


  
    

  


  
    Saturday, April 9th

    Perth, Australia
  


  
    

  


  
    Despite heroic measures, eighteen polio patients breathing on respirators in the Dundee Memorial Hospital died when the backup generators failed after a power outage blacked out the city. The problem was worse because it was so dark in the building away from the battery-powered lighting that nobody could find some of the dead until almost an hour later.
  


  
    
  


  
    

  


  
    Saturday, April 9th

    MI-6, London, England
  


  
    

  


  
    “Oh, Lord,” Alex Michaels said. “He’s killing people.”
  


  
    The video of the South African train accident came from a security cam at Tembisa Station. The plane crash was recorded by a tourist waiting for a passenger on the JAL jet. The Australian deaths were vox only, no video.
  


  
    Just as well, Michaels thought. The idea of watching almost a score of people die trying to breathe might have been more than he could stand. At least the train and jet crashes had been quick for those who perished.
  


  
    “Yes,” Cooper said. “He’s bollixed dozens of major systems. I don’t see how it is possible.”
  


  
    Neither did Michaels, but like the apocryphal ostrich with his head in the sand, not seeing it didn’t make it go away. Communications, transportation, even traffic signals were screwed up. Who was this guy? How could he do such things all over the world at the same time?
  


  
    They were in the office that MI-6 had provided, and the building around them hummed with frantic energy that matched their own. He looked at Toni. “We need to talk to our people at home.”
  


  
    “Unless you have a fast carrier pigeon, good luck,” Toni said. “The landlines that work via the Atlantic cable are jammed, and anything going up to satcoms is scrambled worse than Humpty Dumpty.”
  


  
    “I can’t believe it. He’s managed to shut down virtually everything tied into a major computer net. The power is beyond anything we’ve ever seen,” Cooper said.
  


  
    That was for damn sure. Worse, why was the hacker doing it? What did he stand to gain? Was he a terrorist? Michaels knew he needed to do something. But—what? What could you do when the tools you normally used were all broken?
  


  
    Better come up with some new ones, Alex, or this guy is going to bring the whole planet to a screeching halt. Maybe he’s already done so. You can’t get good intel, so how would you know?
  


  
    “We got these vids and reports on our shielded and hardened lines,” Cooper said. “We’ll get as much input via them as possible. I’ll go and see if we can obtain time on one to contact your agency in the States.”
  


  
    She left, and Michaels stared at the desk. “We’ve got to do something,” he said.
  


  
    “I know.”
  


  
    But—what?
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    Saturday, April 9th

    London, England
  


  
    

  


  
    Ruzhyó stood in front of the post office across from Westminster Cathedral. He was aware of the frantic scurrying around him. There had been a major computer and power failure, it seemed. He had been buying stamps when the electricity failed, and the machine had gone blank and eaten his coins. He had left the building and noticed that the traffic signals were out, and that there was a kind of puzzled worry in the air. Policemen arrived and began directing traffic at the intersection. He listened to snatches of conversations from passersby and got the buzz of what they knew and didn’t, and he wondered about it. But that did not distract him so much that he missed the man angling in toward him from the left, dodging traffic as he hurried across Victoria Street.
  


  
    That the man was coming toward him—for him—was certain. The man was young, fit, smiling, but that meant nothing, Ruzhyó had smiled at some of the people he had deleted. It was disarming, a big smile, it allayed suspicion. How dangerous was a man grinning at you?
  


  
    Such a man could be deadly, Ruzhyó knew. But was this one so?
  


  
    Though dressed like a layabout in a leather jacket and jeans, the young man moved like a soldier, Ruzhyó thought. He had a definite military bearing to his step. This one had spent time in uniform, no question. Either that, or he was wearing a back brace.
  


  
    Ruzhyó considered his options.
  


  
    What should he do? Run? Stand his ground?
  


  
    He looked around. No others were focused on him, at least not that he could see. If it was just the one, what did that mean? The smiling man showed no hardware, and though he certainly could have a pistol hidden under his motorcycle jacket, his hands were swinging loosely, making no move to draw a gun.
  


  
    Ruzhyó was unarmed, save for a small pocket knife, not a particularly formidable weapon. True, he could kill with the knife at grappling range, if need be, but if it came to that, the situation would be bad.
  


  
    If he was bracketed by a collection or deletion team, one good enough that he could spot only the one who was making no effort to hide, then he was already caught or dead. They would be keyed on the smiling man who was almost all the way across the street now, and a gesture from the smiling man would end the game.
  


  
    Ruzhyó put his own hand into his right trouser pocket and found the small knife. It had a three-inch blade he could flick open with his thumb as fast as a springloaded switchblade. But even so, if he was targeted, and if he took his hand out of his pocket with a weapon, he’d probably be dead before he could get the knife cleared. If he had been a designated shooter on a delete team, he would be aiming at the head—a central nervous system hit being the only certain way to be sure of an instant stop. A rifle bullet through the brain generally brought things to an end.
  


  
    Were there crosshairs laid upon his brow? A jittery laser spot dancing on the back of his head?
  


  
    He looked around again, but could not spot the shooter. Nor did he see any others on the street paying him undue attention. Were they there? Had he gotten so old he had lost his ability to spot death watching him? Or was the leather-jacketed man alone?
  


  
    While he was ready to go if beaten by players better than he, Ruzhyó found this scenario bothersome. He hadn’t thought it would be this easy for them. He had expected to give a better account of himself in the final moves. Perhaps he was too far gone, too burned out, and perhaps this was his final play.
  


  
    The smiling man achieved the curb and stopped three meters away, well outside the range for a quick lunge with a short knife.
  


  
    “Mr. Ruzhyó,” the man said. It was not a question. His right hand had drifted down to the hem of his jacket by his hip. There was a weapon there, a knife or a gun.
  


  
    “Yes.” No point in denying it. This man wouldn’t be taken in by a protestation of mistaken identity. If he’d had the knife out and opened, it would be no contest. Ruzhyó could move five or six meters and stab a man clawing for a pistol nestled in a concealed holster before the man could draw his weapon. This was not an especially challenging feat. Any good knife fighter could do it; it was a simple matter of speed and reaction time. But with the knife in his pocket, it was a different proposition. Maybe he could get there first, maybe not. Probably he could take his killer with him, at the very least. But if there was a shooter in a car or hiding in a building already lined up? Well, in that case, any sudden move would end with Ruzhyó facedown on the concrete, probably dead before he got there. It would be a clean, quick end. It was tempting to see.
  


  
    “Hello, sir. I’m Corporal Huard. Major Terrance Peel sends his regards and wonders if you might be free for dinner this evening?”
  


  
    Peel? How did he know Ruzhyó was in London? And what did he want?
  


  
    The young soldier offered Ruzhyó a card. It had an address on it.
  


  
    “About seven o’clock all right?” Huard said.
  


  
    Ruzhyó nodded.
  


  
    “Will you be needing directions or a ride?”
  


  
    “No.”
  


  
    “Right, then. See you later.”
  


  
    Huard smiled, turned, and marched off. Ruzhyó watched him until the man was out of sight. Nobody else joined him. It made him feel a little better that Huard seemed to have been alone. But even so, he should have spotted him sooner.
  


  
    Ruzhyó looked at the card. Peel. How interesting. It had been nearly two years since he had met the man. The major had trained one of the paramilitary units for Plekhanov, after having been thrown out of the British Army for... What had it been? Torturing an IRA prisoner to death? What was he doing now? And how had he known Ruzhyó was here? On this corner, at this time? He must have had his men following him. Why?
  


  
    And why hadn’t he noticed a tail sooner?
  


  
    He put the card into his pocket, the address already committed to memory. He would go and find out.
  


  
    
  


  
    

  


  
    Saturday, April 9th

    Somewhere in the British Raj, India
  


  
    

  


  
    Jay wasn’t alone this time. He had brought a native guide to stand watch. Well, it was actually a “motion detector” program, one that would squeal if anybody—or any thing—entered his scenario uninvited—and warn him in time to get his gun ready. At least he hoped it would warn him in time. Having the program look like a turbaned native guide was as good as anything. And he had altered the scenario a little more, in that he was no longer carrying the old double-barreled elephant rifle lovingly handcrafted by a Victorian English gunsmith. Now the weapon he had on a strap digging into his shoulder and leveled, ready at his hip, was a shotgun. And not just an ordinary shotgun, but a South African Streetsweeper, a short-barreled, semiautomatic, drum-fed twelve-gauge, with twelve rounds of double-aught buckshot alternating with twelve sabot slugs in the magazine and one more in the chamber. If something moved in front of him, all Jay had to do was point the gun and start pulling the trigger, and he could put up a screaming maw of deadly metal teeth that would chew up anything in their path. Nothing alive could eat that much lead and keep coming. The gun was heavy, but it was a comforting weight on that strap digging into his shoulder.
  


  
    “Keep a sharp eye out,” Jay said.
  


  
    “Yes, sahib.”
  


  
    Jay bent to look at the ground, using the new skills he had learned from Saji in the New Mexico desert and mountain scenario. Cutting sign, and looking as much for what wasn’t there as much as what was. He knew that the tiger must have gone this way because, in the perverse logic of computer VR, it couldn’t have gone this way. And since he knew that, he should be able to track it. You couldn’t move through this kind of brush without leaving a sign.
  


  
    The smelly jungle heat washed over him like a dead man’s final breath, cloying and nauseating, but he ignored it. He could have made a more pleasant scenario, a nice ski lodge in the Alps, or a sunny ocean beach at Malibu, with wheeling seagulls and bikini-clad starlets bouncing past, but this was the place where the tiger had jumped him, and this was the place he had to get back on the figurative horse. If he didn’t, he knew he would always be afraid. And you couldn’t webwalk if you were afraid; there were too many set-piece scenarios you had to live in, too many jungles out there to avoid them all.
  


  
    The fear tasted like warm zinc in his mouth. He sweated, he trembled, he felt his wind nearly catch in a sob every other breath. Once upon a time, he had been Super Jay, faster than a speeding bullet and more powerful than a locomotive, able to laugh at any and all dangers in any dark corner of the net. But not anymore. The tiger’s massive claw had wiped that invulnerability away. It had shown Jay the darkness at the end of the road. The darkness where everybody had to go eventually, a thing he had known intellectually but had not really in his heart of hearts believed.
  


  
    He believed it now.
  


  
    He hated the tiger for that. For making him afraid. For forcing him to acknowledge what everybody knew but nobody really talked about. Jay didn’t believe in a benevolent god waiting to greet him at the pearly gates to some mythical heaven, no more than he believed in a malevolent ruler of some never-ending hell. His faith had been in himself, in his own abilities, and the tiger had taken that from him. Saji’s talk of Buddhism had helped, and he felt drawn to that religion because it was so pragmatic and based in earthly reality, but it hadn’t erased the fear.
  


  
    He saw a mark in the jungle floor, a slight depression on a patch of old leaves and twigs long since rotted to damp humus. He glanced up at the guide, who stood scanning the jungle, then back at the mark. Not very deep for such a huge tiger, but it was part of a track, he was sure of it. It had gone this way.
  


  
    Which meant that Jay was going to have to go this way, too.
  


  
    He raised from his crouch. “Come on, Mowgli. Through here.”
  


  
    “Yes, sahib.”
  


  
    So far, the scenario was holding steady; that was something.
  


  
    He wondered how long he could maintain the surrounding imagery if he saw the tiger? Not very long, he figured.
  


  
    Jay took a deep breath, adjusted the shotgun’s strap, and started forward.
  


  
    
  


  
    

  


  
    Saturday, April 9th

    The Yews, Sussex, England
  


  
    

  


  
    Peel smiled at Huard. Inside his office, the former church, the younger man looked somehow out of place. Probably hadn’t been in a church since he was a lad, not that Peel could claim too many such visits himself. Outside of attending regimental weddings and funerals and this place, religion hadn’t been his cup of tea.
  


  
    “And your impression of the fellow?”
  


  
    “Well, sir, he didn’t seem all that swift. I mean, he didn’t see me until I stepped in front of him, almost on his toes, and he just stood there with his hand in his pocket like he was playing with himself. I’d say he’s lost most of his moves since he was with the Russians. If he ever had any moves. Sir.”
  


  
    Peel nodded. “You have the recording?”
  


  
    “Right here.”
  


  
    Huard tendered an infoball the size of a marble.
  


  
    Peel slotted the infoball into the computer’s reader and clicked it on. The holographic projection appeared at one-sixth scale over Peel’s desk. The image of Ruzhyó from the minicam in Huard’s belt buckle was remarkably sharp and stable. Ought to be, for what they’d paid for the bloody camera. The former Spetsnaz agent was across the street, his image blocked by passing vehicles as Huard started toward him.
  


  
    “Computer, magnification times two.”
  


  
    The holoproj blinked and doubled in size. Ruzhyó stood on the street corner, staring into space. Yes, well, he did look distracted—hello?
  


  
    “Computer, stop play. Rewind fifty frames, replay, magnification times three.”
  


  
    Huard, still at a modified parade rest, frowned. “Sir?”
  


  
    “Watch, Huard. And learn.”
  


  
    The image blinked and began again, larger, a closer view of Ruzhyó. There. Just as the image waggled a little—that would be Huard stepping from the curb—Ruzhyó’s eyes shifted.
  


  
    Peel grinned. “There’s where he spotted you, Corporal.”
  


  
    “Sir?”
  


  
    “He’s just seen you across the street. And without moving his head too much, he’s checking out his surroundings. Looking for other players.”
  


  
    Huard shook his head. “I don’t see it, sir.”
  


  
    “No, of course not. Computer, normal-size image.”
  


  
    The view shifted, just as Ruzhyó put his hand into his pocket.
  


  
    Peel said, “He’s got a weapon in his pocket. Knife, or maybe one of the small South American keychain pistols.”
  


  
    “How can you tell that? Sir.”
  


  
    “Because that’s what I’d have done if I saw you coming toward me across the street. If you had made any sudden moves once you got there, he would have cut your throat or put a couple of small-caliber bullets into you.”
  


  
    “I was armed, sir.”
  


  
    “Huard, this man was killing people when you were still in short pants. That you were unaware of him seeing you and preparing for your arrival is hardly unexpected. Had you reached for your pistol, I expect we wouldn’t be having this conversation.”
  


  
    Huard didn’t believe him, but he said, “If you say so, sir.”
  


  
    Peel grinned. Youth was so wasted on the young. They thought they were going to live forever; it was amazing that as many of them lived as long as they did. If Huard survived, someday he might understand.
  


  
    “That’s all, then. Carry on.”
  


  
    “Sir.” Huard came to attention, did an about face, and left the building.
  


  
    “Computer, replay sequence.”
  


  
    The machine obeyed. Peel watched. He did enjoy watching a real professional at work. He was looking forward to seeing Ruzhyó again. Good men were hard to find.
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    Sunday, April 10th

    London, England
  


  
    

  


  
    Toni didn’t have any spare time, not with the crisis as dramatic as it was, but she’d realized long ago that if she didn’t exercise, she wouldn’t be much good in the middle of a high-stress environment. She had to have a valve to bleed off the pressure, and if she went a day or two without doing silat, or at least some serious stretching, she got cranky and stupid. So when her days got really busy, when things started going to hell in a handbasket and there simply wasn’t time to work out, she stole the minutes from elsewhere. Sometimes it was a skipped lunch, sometimes dinner. Sometimes, it was sleep. She could miss a meal or an hour of shut-eye and still function, but without exercise, she was surly and out of sorts. She made dumb mistakes, growled at people, couldn’t focus or get herself centered.
  


  
    So, this morning, the workout was going to have to come off the top. Not yet five A.M. and she was up, washing her face, the bathroom door closed so as not to wake Alex, dressing in sweats for a trip to the hotel’s gym. True, it wouldn’t be the best workout this early, but anything was better than nothing. It wasn’t as if she wanted to be up before dawn and breaking a sweat, it was a need. An addiction, maybe, but it was putting money in the bank: Today’s deposit might not be as big as she’d like, but at least there would be something to draw on later if she needed it. And given how things were going, she would need it. So much for their vacation.
  


  
    But in truth, she was a little excited. Carl Stewart was going to meet her in the hotel’s gym. When she’d gone by his school and explained to him that her job was going to keep her from his class in the evenings, he’d offered to meet her for private sessions, and it turned out he was an early riser.
  


  
    She’d laughed at that. “Ah. One of those people who run around throwing open windows, breathing deep the air, and smiling at the sunrise?”
  


  
    “God, no,” he’d said. “Just a slave to my internal clock. I’m a wren, been that way all my life. Up at four, to bed by nine or ten, no help for it. I have learned to make the best of it. I usually get my workout done in the morning, though. Not a lot else one can do when most of the rest of the world is still beddy-bye.”
  


  
    “Well, in that case, I’d love to train with you.”
  


  
    “There’s a decent gym in your hotel,” he’d said. “Save you a taxi ride to the school.”
  


  
    “And cost you one,” she’d said.
  


  
    “Not really. I have a car. And it’s not all that far from where I live. I have a flat in Knightsbridge.”
  


  
    “Knightsbridge? That’s a pretty nice area, isn’t it? We drove through there. By Hyde Park?”
  


  
    He looked embarrassed. “Yes, well, my parents got a bit of an inheritance from my grandfather on my mother’s side, and they have a small family business that does all right.”
  


  
    As she headed for the hotel’s gym through the quiet and empty hall, Toni grinned to herself. Before the computers had gone south, she’d checked out the real estate in the area called Knightsbridge. Flats went for the equivalent of half a million U.S. dollars. Houses started around three million and went up. There was a four-bedroom semidetached house—what they called a double condo in the States—for seven million. And offers had been made on most of the listings already.
  


  
    Apparently the Stewart family business was doing all right indeed.
  


  
    Carl was waiting in the gym, which was in itself interesting, since you supposedly needed an electronic keycard to be admitted. Toni inserted her own card into the lock and went through the heavy glass doors. They were the only two people there.
  


  
    “Good morning,” he said. He seemed too awake and cheerful for this hour.
  


  
    “Morning.”
  


  
    He was warming up and stretching, and she joined him. The gym had several weight-stack machines, a stair-stepper, an elliptical walker, and a treadmill, all of which were equipped with the latest VR interfaces. There was an aerobics area in front of a mirrored wall opposite, a twelve-by-twelve-foot square. No mats, but the carpet was padded enough, and there was more than enough room for two people to practice silat.
  


  
    Ten minutes later, they were ready to begin. “Shall we do djurus for a few minutes?” he asked.
  


  
    She nodded. That was how she always began her practice. The short dances were the basis for everything else. All of the combat moves could be found in the djurus, if you knew how to look.
  


  
    For a long time, Toni had practiced the Bukti dances, the eight basic and slimmed-down djurus, before she began the Serak moves; lately, however, she had been skipping straight ahead to the parent art. Bukti Negara was still used in a lot of places as a kind of test, to see if a student was serious about training. If, after a couple of years practicing the simpler stuff, a student was still hanging around, then she could be introduced to the more complex and demanding forms. Serak, so the story went, had been invented by a man of the same name in Indonesia. Serak, or Sera, also known as Ba Pak—The Wise—was Javanese and had been a formidable fighter, despite having only one arm and a clubfoot. That the man could function at all was noteworthy; that he had developed a martial art that made him equal or better as a fighter against other trained men who had all their limbs was truly amazing.
  


  
    After ten minutes of djurus, Carl stopped. “Want to work some combinations?”
  


  
    “Sure.”
  


  
    Once again, Toni thrilled to the knowledge that Carl was a superior player. None of her attacks and counterattacks got through. He blocked them effortlessly, it seemed to her, always keeping the centerline. She had to work hard to keep his second and third series of counterpunches and kicks from landing, especially the sneaky rising punch, a strike that wanted to come under a high-line defense but over the low-line block. She managed to stop him from connecting solidly with her, but he brushed her chest once, and another time tapped her on the chin. Not hard enough to hurt, but enough for her to realize he could have tagged her if he’d wanted.
  


  
    This was great. Just what she needed.
  


  
    He was showing her a take-down he liked, they were pressed together, her groin against his thigh, his right hand on her butt, levering for a hip sweep, when she caught a glimpse of somebody watching them from the hall. She didn’t have time to look as Carl completed the throw, taking out her leg and dropping her to the carpet, following up with a kick and punch.
  


  
    When she got to her feet, the watcher in the hall was gone. Probably a bellboy delivering somebody’s breakfast.
  


  
    “Again?” Carl asked.
  


  
    “Yes.” She grinned. This was really great.
  


  
    She stepped in with a punch.
  


  
    Alex felt a sour pain in his belly, a churning, twisted feeling. He had felt it before and he knew it for what it was: jealousy. He had watched them together in the workout room, Toni and the English silat instructor, seen them glued together, the man’s hand on her ass. Yeah, sure, it was part of the deal, he knew enough of the art to know that, but still it bothered him as he hurried down the hall toward their room. She hadn’t seen him, and he didn’t want her to know he’d been there. Normally, he’d have been asleep at this hour, but he’d woken up as she shut the door on her way out and couldn’t drift back off. So he’d gotten up, thrown on some clothes, and gone to watch them work out. Maybe he could learn something, he’d figured.
  


  
    Yeah, right. He’d learned how to feel up somebody’s butt.
  


  
    He knew he was being unreasonable. It wasn’t the man’s hands on Toni that bothered him as much as how much she was obviously enjoying herself. Probably it was just the silat, being able to work out with a guy as good as Stewart was. Probably. But he couldn’t get rid of a nagging worry: What if it was more? He and Toni hadn’t been getting along that well in the last couple of weeks, that business about not sending her on assignment and all. Maybe she was interested in the big Englishman in some way other than as a sparring partner?
  


  
    Yeah, okay, she said she loved him. But Michaels’s ex-wife had said that, too. Her reasons for the divorce had to do with his career, with him being gone all the time, not there for her or their daughter, but she had once loved him and now she didn’t. Maybe she even hated him, after he punched out her new boyfriend.
  


  
    He reached his room, carded the lock, stepped inside.
  


  
    He didn’t need this, no way, no how, not given the other crap falling from the sky right now. Why couldn’t life be simple? Why was it that every time things seemed to be rolling along smoothly, something always popped up in the road ahead, puncturing tires, sending his happy trip skidding and slewing off the pavement?
  


  
    And why did it always have to be so damned emotional?
  


  
    The way he’d been raised, a man didn’t walk around with his heart on his sleeve, whining and blubbering about his problems. His father had been career Army, and Michaels had never once seen the old man cry, not even when his dog had been run over. The old man hadn’t had a lot of deep conversations with his son, but one of the deepest had been about what men did and did not do: You took a hit, you sucked it up and you kept going. You never let anybody know they’d gotten to you. If it’s killing you, you smile. That keeps your enemy off balance.
  


  
    As an educated man raised in a society where emotions other than laughter or anger were now okay for men, Michaels knew he didn’t need to hold himself so tight, that it was no sin to feel things, but those old tapes from his childhood were hard to get past. Knowing it was okay to let go intellectually was not the same as being able to actually do it.
  


  
    It wasn’t just his career that had killed his marriage. That don’t-show-emotions lesson had been part of the problem with his ex-wife, he knew. And now it seemed to be part of the problem with Toni.
  


  
    What to do about it?
  


  
    He shook his head. He couldn’t deal with this now. He had a job, a nut with some magical computer gear killing people, bringing the world more grief. He had to deal with his problems the way the samurai warrior Musashi had spoken of it: When faced with ten thousand, you fight them one at a time—the most dangerous ones first.
  


  
    Of course you need to be pretty damned quick to beat ten thousand, and best he get back to it right now. His emotional life would just have to wait.
  


  
    He left a note for Toni, then called for a cab to take him to MI-6.
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    Sunday, April 10th

    Washington, D.C.
  


  
    

  


  
    It was a beautiful, sunny morning, no wind, a perfect day to throw. Tyrone glanced at his watch. Ten A.M. Where was Nadine? She was supposed to meet him at the soccer field at—wait, there she was, coming around the gym, a backpack slung over one shoulder. She saw him, grinned, and waved.
  


  
    “Hey, Tyrone!”
  


  
    He waved back.
  


  
    There were a couple of guys practicing at the goal on the south end of the field, so they headed for the north goal, then unpacked their gear. Tyrone had brought four of his favorite ‘rangs, along with pixie dust and his timer; Nadine had three ’rangs, some finger dip wind-check, and a stopwatch.
  


  
    The watch was odd-looking. It was an analog, round, big, silvery.
  


  
    “Wow, where’d you get that?”
  


  
    “My dad bought it on a trip to Russia,” she said. “You hit this button to start it, same button to stop, the big sweep hand gives you seconds, the little inner dial gives you minutes. Doesn’t use batteries.”
  


  
    She handed it to him and he looked at it.
  


  
    “Solar-powered?” He didn’t see a cell.
  


  
    “No, an internal wind-up spring. Good for, like, hours, then you wind it again.”
  


  
    “Exemplary. I got a radio like that, you crank it, it plays for an hour, never needs to be charged.”
  


  
    “My dad says we could save a lot of dump space for batteries if we used more springs and gravity-powered devices,” she said.
  


  
    “Yeah. It’s the next surge.”
  


  
    They warmed up, rolled their shoulders and waved their arms back and forth, shook out their hands, something Tyrone had learned from watching the older throwers. There were special stretching exercises, too, to keep the muscles of the shoulders and back limber. He’d seen articles on the net about serious boomerangers who had torn ligaments and stuff by throwing too hard without warming up first, and he didn’t want to put himself out of commission that way. Of course, most of the guys who hurt themselves were old—in their twenties and thirties.
  


  
    Nadine went to take a few practice throws, and he watched her carefully. She was in good shape—you could see that vein in her upper arm—and she had excellent form when she threw, she used her whole body and not just her arm, what you were supposed to do. You could learn a lot watching somebody good work.
  


  
    They’d been throwing for about half an hour, getting to the point where they could do some serious MTA stuff, when Tyrone saw three or four people watching them from across the field, standing in the shade of a sycamore tree by the fence. That happened a lot when he was throwing, and usually he didn’t pay much attention, since if you took your gaze off your ’rang for a second, it might disappear. He knew too many guys who had lost a bright orange boomerang on a newly trimmed field, poof, just vanished. Sometimes they angled in and somehow managed to bury themselves in the grass just enough so you couldn’t see them; sometimes they just ... vanished. He had lost a red quad-blade once on a golf course where the grass was like half a centimeter high, no way, but there it was.
  


  
    It took only one quick look to see that one of the watchers was Belladonna Wright.
  


  
    He jerked his gaze back to his ‘rang, found it floating toward him about thirty meters out, and stayed with it until it came close enough to catch. He managed to trap the ’rang without dropping it, but he was rattled.
  


  
    Though he was trying hard not to look at Bella, Nadine picked up on it.
  


  
    “Well, well. Looks like that old fire might not be out after all, hey, Ty?”
  


  
    “What?”
  


  
    “You and sweetie pie over there under the tree. You kinda acted like you didn’t know her real well, but from what I hear, you and she spent some quality time together.”
  


  
    “So what if we did?”
  


  
    “Nothing, nothing, not my business. I just hate to see you get cooked, is all.”
  


  
    “What do you mean?”
  


  
    “Come on, Tyrone, gimme a bye here. Pretties like that go through guys like toilet paper. Use ‘em, flush ’em, there’s plenty more where the last one came from.
  


  
    She’s got a string of guys waiting to run around behind her and kiss the ground she walks on, just to enjoy the view from there.”
  


  
    “Yeah? How would you know that?”
  


  
    Nadine stared at the ground. “You hear stuff.”
  


  
    “Anything else you hear?”
  


  
    “I’m not trying to start a fight.”
  


  
    “Could have fooled me.”
  


  
    She looked up, hefted her MTA. “I came to practice. You interested in that? Or you want to wait for Miss America to crook her finger so you can go running?”
  


  
    “I don’t go running. For your information, it was my idea to break up with Bella.” Well, that wasn’t strictly true, but he had opened the conversation that led to it. And when given the choice of being one of her string, he had told her he wasn’t interested. Sort of.
  


  
    “Good for you. You gonna throw?”
  


  
    Tyrone glanced at Bella, then back at Nadine. “Yeah, I’m gonna throw. Get ready to start your watch, I’m gonna hang you out to dry.”
  


  
    “In your dreams.”
  


  
    She flashed him a small grin, and he returned it, but even as he did, he wondered about what she had said. What if Bella crooked her finger? If she waved him over, told him she wanted him to drop by and sit on her couch and kiss him like she had kissed him before, would he go running?
  


  
    No way. No. Fucking. Way.
  


  
    Easy enough to say that when he was pretty sure it wasn’t gonna happen. But if it actually did, would he drop everything and trot over?
  


  
    That was a hard one. He didn’t want to think too much about that one.
  


  
    He gathered himself for the throw. Three steps: one, two, three!
  


  
    The boomerang soared high into the air, an artificial bird climbing for the sun. And it was gonna be a long hang time, too. He could tell. That ought to shut Nadine up about whether he’d come to throw.
  


  
    
  


  
    

  


  
    Sunday, April 10th

    Somewhere over the Atlantic Ocean
  


  
    

  


  
    Flying the big jet wasn’t a problem for the Net Force pilot, and landing it manually wasn’t, either, assuming the weather in England wasn’t so foul they needed a ground beacon to locate the airport. The 747’s self-contained instruments weren’t affected by the international snafu that had ensnarled the major computer systems. But trying to land in heavy traffic at Heathrow or Gatwick without some help from the ATCs on the ground was not at the top of any pilot’s list.
  


  
    “No way in hell, sir,” the pilot had put it to Howard.
  


  
    Fortunately, there were military bases that were self-contained in the U.K., at least insofar as flight operations went, and they could put the big bird down at one of these, even though the wait would be fairly long. Most of the still-operational bases had been hauling in civilian planes affected by the snafu, or allowing takeoffs and landings by those nonmilitary aircraft that simply had to fly: hospital planes, those moving organs for transplants, or assorted heads of state. They might be stacked up a while, waiting to land.
  


  
    Fine, he had been stacked up before.
  


  
    Fortunately, most military organizations were, by their nature, paranoid, and few of them put all their eggs in one basket. That half the planet’s computer systems had been screwed up was bad, but not so bad that it totally paralyzed the world’s armies and navies. Good soldiers always worried about such things, and good soldiers could usually convince the bad ones to have some kind of backup plan. Looked as if that chore might get easier after this, too.
  


  
    They could have turned the 747 back and landed in the States, but Howard wasn’t interested in letting his quarry get away again, not if they could help it. The good thing was, if they were having problems traveling, so would Ruzhyó. And he didn’t think the assassin would get far on foot. Although tracking him without computers might be something of a problem itself, it would be easier if he sat still for a while.
  


  
    Julio drifted down the aisle and stopped next to his seat.
  


  
    “Colonel.”
  


  
    “Sergeant.”
  


  
    “You still think we can collect this boy?”
  


  
    “Oh, we’ll get him.” Howard mentioned his reasoning.
  


  
    Fernandez laughed. “Begging the colonel’s pardon, but bullshit. If the guy’s IQ didn’t drop by fifty points when he landed, he’s plenty smart enough to figure out how to rent a car or boat or even a plane from somebody and get out of England. He waves a handful of that funny Euro money at some college kid or poor fisherman or broke pilot with an ultralight, and he’s got wheels or floats or wings. I’d guess the Frogs or the Spanish or anybody else across a body of water from Jolly Olde are gonna be busy trying to stop opportunistic crooks trying to smuggle trains or steamships past ’em while the computers are whacked out. His chances of getting nailed in all the hubbub are probably so close to zero as to practically be zero.”
  


  
    “You’re assuming he wants to leave England that bad,” Howard said. “Why should he? He doesn’t know we’re on his tail. He probably thinks he’s gotten away clean.”
  


  
    “Would you assume that, were you in his shoes?”
  


  
    Howard grinned. “Hell, no.”
  


  
    “Me, neither.”
  


  
    “Maybe he won’t want to risk it,” Howard said.
  


  
    “I don’t think this guy worries an awful lot about risk, given what we’ve seen out of him so far, John.”
  


  
    Howard nodded. That was true enough. And there was nothing to be done about it.
  


  
    Julio said, “But, shoot, we could get lucky. He might step off a curb and get hit by a double-decker bus or something. Be waiting for us in a hospital somewhere, nothing but a tongue depressor to fight us with when we show up. Course, with our luck so far, he’d kill a couple of us with it, and wouldn’t that look good on the obituary page? ‘Assassin Kills Net Force Personnel! It was depressing, Sergeant Julio Fernandez said.’ ”
  


  
    “I can always count on you to cheer me up, Sergeant.”
  


  
    “I do what I can, sir.”
  


  
    
  


  
    

  


  
    Sunday, April 10th

    MI-6, London, England
  


  
    

  


  
    Michaels sat hunched over a stack of hardcopy, reading that instead of using the computer. It was slow going. Toni had arrived, but left again to go collect some material from a satellite recon site that still had a viable uplink. They didn’t want to risk sending the stuff from there to here, even with protected landlines. It was more reliable for somebody to collect it physically.
  


  
    His neck and upper back were stiff and sore. Part of that was probably from being stuck in a chair reading for hours; part of it was tension from all the other crap going on in his head. Megan and the private eye, Toni, the whole ugly situation with this madman screwing with the world.
  


  
    “Knock, knock?”
  


  
    Angela Cooper came in, tapping at the door frame as she did so. She wore a dark blue blazer and a matching short skirt, with a paler blue blouse. She closed the door behind her. “How goes the war, Alex?”
  


  
    “Our side is still losing.”
  


  
    “We’ve gotten a bunch of systems back on-line,” she said. “We’re recovering. So far, no permanent damage to sensitive material.”
  


  
    “That’s something.”
  


  
    She moved to stand behind him and looked over his shoulder.
  


  
    “Statistical analysis of transcontinental telephonic transmissions? My. This must be fascinating reading.”
  


  
    “Oh, yeah, right up there with freshman philosophy papers on German existentialists written in Chinese by Bantu bushmen.”
  


  
    She laid on hand on his shoulder. “Oh, dear. You’re like a rock.”
  


  
    “I’ve been more relaxed,” he admitted.
  


  
    “You should let me work on you.” She put her other hand on his other shoulder and started to knead the muscles. He had a moment of alarm. He should not allow this. But—mmm, it felt good. Her hands were much stronger than he would have thought.
  


  
    “You don’t have to do that.” Weak. Not the same as telling her to quit.
  


  
    “I don’t mind. It’s one of my few talents. My mother was a therapist for a time. She knew some of the more esoteric elements of massage: reiki, shiatsu, Aston-Patterning. I picked up some of it along the way.”
  


  
    God, but that felt good. He could feel the knots in his traps. It also felt as if his head might just nod forward and fall off his neck if she kept this up. It was not sexual, but it was certainly sensual.
  


  
    “You really ought to lie down to get the full benefit,” she said. She continued to work her fingers into his neck and upper back, digging in with her thumbs, working in elliptical spirals.
  


  
    “However, the couch is too soft, the desk too short. But the carpet is clean. Lie on the floor, on your stomach, next to the desk there.”
  


  
    Like a man in a trance, Michaels obeyed. He hadn’t realized just how tight he was. She was finding spots in his muscles so hard they felt like ball bearings.
  


  
    Facedown, he felt her straddle him, and he opened his eyes enough to see her short skirt riding up as her knees pressed into his sides. Her butt was only lightly touching his, she wasn’t putting very much weight onto him.
  


  
    Oh, yes ...
  


  
    “It would be better with your shirt off, but perhaps we ought to wait on a more private setting for that. Wouldn’t want tongues to wag.”
  


  
    The way Michaels felt with her working on his back, he didn’t care if all the tongues in MI-6 wagged like a pack of starving dogs being offered liver treats. An involuntary moan escaped, pressed out of him when she dug the heel of one spiraling hand into the flesh over his right scapula.
  


  
    It hurt, but it was a good hurt, he could feel himself loosening under the hard pressure.
  


  
    She slid backward, hovered over his hamstrings, and leaned onto her hands against the small of his back. She pressed her thumbs into his buttocks, slid her fingers over his hips, circled to his back again.
  


  
    Oh, man. He could get used to this.
  


  
    Used to it? It could become an addiction.
  


  
    It occurred to him after ten minutes or so that this would be the worst time in the world for Toni to come back. This would be difficult to explain. He should make her stop. Now.
  


  
    But he didn’t.
  


  
    And Toni didn’t come back, and after twenty minutes, Angela slid back up his body, did some stuff to his scalp, then climbed off him and stood.
  


  
    He could barely move. He somehow managed to get to his feet.
  


  
    She was flushed, had worked up a sweat, was glowing.
  


  
    “Thank you. You just saved my life.”
  


  
    “It wasn’t much, really. To do it right takes an hour, an hour and a half, and you have to work both sides, back and front. I have a massage table at home. Maybe you can drop by and let me give you the full treatment sometime.”
  


  
    A warning flash strobed his brain: Danger! Bad idea!
  


  
    Then he thought about Toni and her silat workout. Stewart had put his hands all over Toni, hadn’t he? What was the difference? It wasn’t sex, it was harmless. It was ... therapeutic.
  


  
    “Yeah, maybe we could do that,” he heard himself say.
  


  
    She smiled at him and he smiled back.
  


  
    “I must look awful, like an old sweaty cow,” she said. “I must go and repair myself. See you later.”
  


  
    After she had gone, he found that a small bit of tension quickly returned, despite the skilled rubdown he had just gotten. It had nothing to do with work.
  


  
    What, he wondered, are you getting yourself into here, Alex?
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    Sunday, April 10th

    The Yews, Sussex, England
  


  
    

  


  
    Goswell sat in his study, in the good leather chair, and sipped at his iced gin. He sighed, and looked at the photographs for perhaps the tenth time. In this age of computer miracles, it was certainly possible to fake such things, he knew. An expert could easily put one man’s face on another’s body, could erase or add elements that never existed. He recalled seeing a movie once of Sir Winston Churchill—a damned fine PM, according to his father—seated next to the American President Abraham Lincoln, chatting away, when, in truth, the latter had been assassinated eight or ten years before Churchill had been born.
  


  
    He shuffled the pictures. Yes, certainly it could be done, but in this case, he was just as certain that it had not been done. These were genuine enough, for the man who had taken them had not had a reason to fake them. There sat Peel, talking to Bascomb-Coombs, right there in a public eatery. Of course, Goswell thought, Peel was his security chief and Bascomb-Coombs one of his employees, and a valuable one, as well, so one could easily argue that such a meeting was well within the normal scope of Peel’s duties. It was his job, after all, to keep tabs on such people, and talking to them directly was not out of the question.
  


  
    Goswell took another swallow of his drink and looked at the grandfather clock. Nearly seven; supper would be ready soon.
  


  
    No, Peel could certainly justify speaking with Bascomb-Coombs easily enough. The damning thing was, he had not done so. Nowhere in his reports was there any mention of such a meeting. Nor of the subsequent meetings. While not all such instances had been edited from the tally of his observations and actions, some of them certainly had been. There were other photographs.
  


  
    Goswell shook his head. Damned bad show, this. Was he to believe that Peel’s formerly faultless memory had begun to malfunction? And only in instances concerning Bascomb-Coombs? What a terrible world it had become when one had to have a trusted watcher himself being watched.
  


  
    The question was, of course, what were these two about? That they were in league together certainly meant something.
  


  
    Well. He had not gotten to be a general of industry without learning how to figure such things out.
  


  
    He rattled the cubes in his nearly empty glass rather loudly.
  


  
    “Milord? Another drink?”
  


  
    “Yes, please. Oh, and Applewhite? See if you can find Major Peel, would you, and have him drop round after dinner?”
  


  
    “Certainly, milord.”
  


  
    Goswell stared into the depths of the melting ice in his glass as Applewhite went to fetch more gin. He would take the quisling Peel’s measure, one way or another. A damned shame, really. Good thing the boy’s father was gone. It would break his heart to know his son had betrayed a trust.
  


  
    
  


  
    

  


  
    Sunday, April 10th

    London, England
  


  
    

  


  
    A light rain had begun falling, and Ruzhyó figured this would be a perfect excuse.
  


  
    It was Sunday, and in some cities that meant much of the commerce would be shut down, but not here in London. He caught a cab near the British Museum and gave the driver the address he wanted. It was not far from a shop on a side street near Regent’s Park, a tiny slot of a storefront, long and narrow, that specialized in handcrafted umbrellas and canes. You could easily drop a couple of hundred in such a place on a handmade walking stick or bumbershoot, considerably more if you so wished. They were big on such things here, the accoutrements of a gentleman, and likely the shop could make ends meet just with such sales alone; however, there were other items to be had by a knowledgeable buyer.
  


  
    The cab arrived a block from the destination. Ruzhyó paid the fare, reflexively gave enough of a tip so the hack wouldn’t remember him as being either cheap or extravagant, and alighted from the taxi. The rain was coming down a little harder, and Ruzhyó made certain he didn’t appear to notice the man following him as he walked. Not that his shadow was totally inept, but it would take somebody far better to tail him unnoticed once he was looking for such a thing.
  


  
    When he arrived at the shop he wanted, he made a show of looking irritated at the weather, shook the water from his windbreaker, and offered what he hoped would seem a spur-of-the-moment decision to duck into the place.
  


  
    It would all be for nothing if Peel knew what the shop’s merchandise included, but unless things had changed recently, the Brits did not have a clue about the umbrella store.
  


  
    The meeting with Peel had been interesting. His claim that he had spotted Ruzhyó by having every passport picture of every foreigner entering the country compared to a list of known agents seemed far-fetched, but Peel had managed to spot him somehow. And he had managed to put a watcher on him. Perhaps it was just luck. Or perhaps Peel’s claim was true. Either way, the offer of employment had been forthcoming. Ruzhyó hadn’t been all that interested in work, but then again, it wasn’t as if he was in a hurry, and Peel could make it easier for him to travel, especially given all the computer problems of late. A short stopover might be to his benefit. The assignment, to stand by for a possible elimination of an English lord who just happened to be Peel’s employer was intriguing, although Ruzhyó doubted he would actually attempt the deletion.
  


  
    Peel’s flimsy explanation as to why he couldn’t do the job himself or have one of his men do it wasn’t fooling anybody. It was obvious that he needed a scapegoat, a foreign agent who could be blamed for the assassination, and who better than a sneaky CIS former Spezsnaz killer? One who might well be shot full of holes himself in the aftermath of the killing while trying to escape, thus tying up all loose ends?
  


  
    Ruzhyó allowed himself a small smile as the umbrella shop clerk took notice of him and nodded. Were he Peel, that’s how he might set it up. Hire an expendable shooter, then delete him once the job was done; all very neat, if not terribly smart. Sooner or later, somebody would get around to asking why a man on the run from U.S. authorities would bother to stop off for a bit of murder in the U.K., motive being a necessary part of such a thing. And even the plodding British authorities would turn over every rock in sight investigating the murder of such a highly regarded man. They were still very class-conscious here. But the Brits were short-sighted about some things, always had been. Had they been paying attention, they’d probably still rule most of the world. Hubris did awful things to an empire. Likely it was that Peel had a touch of that himself.
  


  
    “May I help you, sir?”
  


  
    “I need a special umbrella. One with more ... heft than the ordinary.”
  


  
    The clerk’s smile never wavered. “Ah, yes. I’ll have the manager, Mr. O’Donnell, right out.”
  


  
    The clerk disappeared into a door behind the counter. Ruzhyó pretended to browse. There were fantastic handles on some of the canes and umbrellas, made of ivory or exotic woods, carved in fanciful shapes. Here was a tiger, there a snake, over here, a nude woman arched backward in a graceful half circle.
  


  
    “Good afternoon, sir. I’m Mr. O’Donnell. I understand you need a special umbrella?”
  


  
    Ruzhyó nodded at the tall, sandy-haired man in the dark suit. “Yes.”
  


  
    “Might I ask who recommended our shop to you?”
  


  
    “That would be Colonel Webley-Scott.”
  


  
    “Ah, I see. And how is the colonel these days?”
  


  
    The identity code was the same. Ruzhyó said, “Still dead, last I heard.”
  


  
    The manager smiled and nodded. “If you will step this way, sir?”
  


  
    “I have a tail. No connection to you.”
  


  
    “Not to worry. He won’t see through the window unless he has X-ray vision. Is he likely to come in?”
  


  
    “I doubt that he is that stupid.”
  


  
    “Well, if he does, he’ll see you come out of the door to the WC.”
  


  
    Ruzhyó followed O’Donnell through the water closet and through a hidden door to a small private room. There was a tall, green, antique safe on claw feet in one corner. As the manager opened the safe, he said, “Would you be wanting something edged or projectile, sir?”
  


  
    “Do you have a multiple-projectile model?”
  


  
    “We have. A five-shooter. Small-caliber, I’m afraid, only .22.”
  


  
    “That will do.”
  


  
    “Here we are, then.”
  


  
    He offered what appeared to be a standard umbrella to Ruzhyó, with the J-shaped wooden handle perhaps a hair thicker and heavier than normal.
  


  
    “Handle unscrews here.... Inside, you’ll notice the back of the cylinder. It’s a revolver, you see.”
  


  
    Ruzhyó looked at the five small holes in the tiny cylinder inside the umbrella shaft. The firing pin and rest of the action was in the removed J-section. Ingenious.
  


  
    “One puts the shells in like so, threads the handle back on until it locks, thus. Trigger unfolds from the handle, thus, use this little notch, much like a penknife blade.”
  


  
    He used his thumbnail to bring the flush-mounted lever out.
  


  
    “It is double-action only, of course, and there aren’t any sights, but a man proficient with firearms can point-shoot it rather well. Barrel is rifled steel, as good as most commercial long arms. The end cap is a soft, rubbery material, no impediment to the bullet if you don’t have time to remove it, and actually offers a bit of sound-damping, though it must be replaced after several shots. The weapon comes with spare end caps, of course.”
  


  
    Ruzhyó took the disguised carbine, hefted it. Normally, he did not like to go about armed if he did not specifically need a weapon. This was not a normal time.
  


  
    “You have fired it?”
  


  
    “I have.”
  


  
    “And is there a place where I can test it?”
  


  
    O’Donnell nodded, approving. “That box over there. It’s full of baffles and has a steel backstop.” He wasn’t offended. Only a fool would trust his life to a weapon he had not personally tested to see if it would work.
  


  
    “Ammunition?”
  


  
    “I have some Stingers, solids and hollow-points.”
  


  
    “Excellent,” he said. “How much?”
  


  
    “Two thousand.”
  


  
    “Done.”
  


  
    O’Donnell smiled.
  


  
    The tail was across the street in a sandwich shop, watching through the somewhat foggy window. A young man, hair cut short, who could have been Huard’s brother from his general look. The rain was still coming down, so Ruzhyó held his newly acquired and fully loaded short carbine up and utilized the secondary function. The black silk canopy expanded crisply on its titanium struts and locked into place. The thing had fired five rounds without any problem. It worked fine as an umbrella, too. A wonderful and deadly toy. Most people did not realize that an ultra-high-velocity .22 solid bullet fired from a long barrel would punch right through standard police-issue class II Kevlar body armor. Police agencies understandably did not like to talk about such things.
  


  
    Ruzhyó smiled to himself as he walked away from the shop.
  


  
    Peel would get him weapons, of course, but it was much better to have a hidden trump, just in case.
  


  
    Better to have it and not need it than to need it and not have it.
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    Sunday, April 10th

    Somewhere in the British Raj, India
  


  
    

  


  
    The heat and dampness were oppressive, and the sour odor of the tiger’s spoor permeated the leaden air. He was close; the tiger and the scent of his scat were mixed in with the stink of Jay’s own fear.
  


  
    Jay and his native guide followed the footprints across an open stretch of ground, easily seen now in the soft dirt. No doubt of it, no way to mistake the trail. It led across the open stretch into a dense patch of brush: fatboled trees, short, thick bushes, a bordering stand of big bamboo.
  


  
    Jay shifted his sweaty grip on the Streetsweeper, took a long and ragged deep breath, and exhaled slowly. The tiger had gone into that thicket, and if Jay wanted it, he was going to have to go in after it. The prospect filled him with a dread as cold as a bucket of liquid nitrogen, a fright bordering on the edge of stark, gibbering terror.
  


  
    Jay stopped walking. What he wanted to do was bail from this scenario, pull off his gear, and shut down his computer. He wanted to find a South Sea island somewhere in Real Time, to go there and lie in the sunshine on an empty beach for a month, to do nothing but bake and drink something cold with rum and coconut in it. The last thing on earth he wanted to do was traipse into that fecund wall of jungle ahead, stalking the thing that had crashed his wetware and put the fear of death into his mind. And if he did it, it might well be the last thing he ever did.
  


  
    But he had to go. If he didn’t, he might as well hang it up as a player; if he didn’t find and destroy this beast, he was as good as brain-dead.
  


  
    He took another deep breath and let it out. “Let’s go,” he said.
  


  
    They were almost to the wood when his native guide said, “Sahib! Behind us!”
  


  
    Jay spun and saw the tiger charging them, impossibly fast.
  


  
    He had maybe half a second, and he knew it wouldn’t be enough. “Bail!” he screamed.
  


  
    
  


  
    

  


  
    Sunday, April 10th

    Washington, D.C.
  


  
    

  


  
    Jay fell out of VR into his apartment, heart pounding, the panic filling him. The tiger! The tiger! He couldn’t even breathe.
  


  
    At his core, he knew he had to go back before it got away. He had to go back. He wanted to scream, to cry, to run, anything but what he had to do.
  


  
    Instead, he said, “Resume!”
  


  
    
  


  
    

  


  
    Sunday, April 10th

    Somewhere in the British Raj, India
  


  
    

  


  
    Jay arrived in time to see the huge tiger sinking its terrible fangs into his detection program—the native guide—mangling it into a bloody ruin.
  


  
    Poor Mowgli.
  


  
    Jay snapped the shotgun up as the tiger realized he had returned. The great beast coughed, roared, and spun to face him. No hesitation, it charged—
  


  
    —Jay stood his ground, aimed—
  


  
    —fifty feet away, forty feet, thirty—
  


  
    —he squeezed the trigger. The shotgun bucked against his shoulder, lifted from the recoil. He fired again, too fast, too high—
  


  
    —but the first blast hit the charging monster. It screamed in surprise and pain, sheared off, and ran for the forest. Jay saw blood on one of the tiger’s shoulders as it wheeled around and ran.
  


  
    He had hit it! It was fleeing! It wasn’t invincible!
  


  
    A surge of triumph washed his fear away. Jay had faced it down, shot it, driven it off!
  


  
    The victory was short-lived, though.
  


  
    Now what he had was a wounded man-eater hiding in the bush. That wasn’t going to make things any easier.
  


  
    That didn’t matter. He had to go after it, and he didn’t have time to call up another warning program. He had to go now!
  


  
    Jay ran for the jungle.
  


  
    
  


  
    

  


  
    Sunday, April 10th

    The Yews, Sussex, England
  


  
    

  


  
    Peel stood by the greenhouse, wishing he had a cigarette. He had quit smoking years ago, a matter of discipline more than anything, a test of his will. Everybody knew it was bad for you, but as a soldier, he had always expected he would die in the field somewhere; he didn’t expect to live long enough for the fags to get him. Besides, his grandfather on his mother’s side had smoked two packs a day for almost seventy years, and had died at ninety-four from injuries sustained in a fall, so a lot of it was genetics. Drank whiskey every day right until the end, too. No, Peel had stopped because he wanted to prove to himself that he could. What was the old joke? Quitting smoking is easy, hell, I’ve done it a dozen times.
  


  
    The rain had stopped; there was a patch of clear sky directly overhead, and the gathering darkness sported a few stars. It was quiet, calm, with no signs of any problems from his troops around the estate. Goswell had called him in for a visit; they’d had a pleasant drink. There was all that money sitting in a bank. Bascomb-Coombs was about his business, and if it went as well as it had gone thus far, Peel would be rich and powerful beyond belief in the not-too-distant future. Especially since, once the scientist’s plans came to fruition, Peel planned to take him out and take over himself.
  


  
    On the face of it, Peel didn’t see how things could be much better. However ...
  


  
    Something was wrong.
  


  
    There was nothing to point a finger at, no focus for his unease, but on some instinctual level, he felt it. There was a danger lurking here somewhere. Perhaps a cigarette wouldn’t help him figure out what it was, but smoking had always settled his thoughts, had given him time to ponder problems. Like Sherlock Holmes with his pipe, perhaps.
  


  
    Well. He wasn’t about to fire up again because of some vague disquiet. A walk around the grounds might serve as well, and he was trying that, but so far, nothing concrete had loomed. It would present itself, if indeed it existed, in due time. It always did. The only question about that was, would he figure it out in time to marshal his defenses against it?
  


  
    Whatever it was. There was the question.
  


  
    
  


  
    

  


  
    Monday, April 11 th

    Washington, D.C.
  


  
    

  


  
    Tyrone walked down the hall toward his first class, threading his way through the other students, each hurrying toward his or her own rendezvous with education.
  


  
    “Hey, Ty.”
  


  
    He stopped and turned, recognizing the voice from those two words.
  


  
    Belladonna Wright.
  


  
    “Hey, Bella.”
  


  
    She wore a tightly wrapped blue dress that fit like spray paint and stopped a foot above her knees, matching thick-soled sandals that added four inches to her height, and she had her long hair up in some kind of curly do that made her look taller still. Two steps and he could touch her.
  


  
    “How you doin’?”
  


  
    He shrugged. “Okay. How about you?”
  


  
    “Okay. I saw you out with your boomerang the other day.”
  


  
    “Yeah.” Why was she talking to him? After he had seen her kissing that slackbrain at the mall and called her on it, she had dumped him flatter than two-dee. They hadn’t spoken since. And here she was, passing the time of day like nothing had happened.
  


  
    “Haven’t seen you at the mall lately,” she said. She smiled.
  


  
    “Haven’t been there much.”
  


  
    “You should check out the new food court. It’s terrifaboo.”
  


  
    “Yeah, maybe I will.”
  


  
    She flashed another of her perfect smiles at him. Took a breath deep enough to push her chest out a little. A wonderful, beautiful, fabulous chest. He swallowed dryly.
  


  
    “Well. See you around,” she said.
  


  
    “Yeah,” was all he could manage.
  


  
    She walked off, queen of all she passed. From the back, she was just as gorgeous.
  


  
    Tyrone’s brain hurt. What was that all about? She smiled at him, practically invited him to the mall, acted like she was glad to see him! Last time they had talked, months ago, she had verbally kicked him in the nuts when he’d called her on having other boyfriends, told him to lose her number! What the hell was going on?
  


  
    The bell went off, and Tyrone jerked himself out of his trance and hustled his butt to his class. He wished his dad was in town. Maybe he would know what this meant.
  


  
    
  


  
    

  


  
    Monday, April 11th

    MI-6, London, England
  


  
    

  


  
    Michaels suddenly realized how quiet things had gotten at the office, and he looked at the computer’s clock. Lord, it was almost midnight.
  


  
    He was bushed. Sitting hunched over the computer all day had knotted him up again, and his mind was foggy. Most of the British computer systems had come back on-line, but other European nations were still having big problems. Toni had taken the Chunnel train to Paris to coordinate infoflow with the French authorities. She wouldn’t be back until Tuesday evening.
  


  
    He had been making stupid mistakes for the last hour, words on the holoproj running together and not making sense. Time to shut it down and get back to his hotel.
  


  
    He slipped his windbreaker on—what was it somebody had called it here, a windcheater?—and left the office. Probably wouldn’t be a lot of taxis standing out front. He pulled his virgil to call for one as he headed for the building’s exit.
  


  
    “You work late hours,” Angela said from behind him.
  


  
    Michaels turned. “Yeah, well, you’re still here, aren’t you?”
  


  
    “Just leaving. You need a ride?”
  


  
    “I was just calling a cab.” He waved the virgil. “I wouldn’t want to put you out.”
  


  
    “No trouble, really,” she said. “It’s practically on the way to my flat.”
  


  
    “In that case, okay, sure.”
  


  
    London was a big city, it never shut down, and even at midnight the streets were still clogged with traffic. There were twelve? fifteen million people here? Too many in too small a space.
  


  
    “Making much progress?” she asked as they wound their way past a pub that spilled laughing patrons onto the sidewalk.
  


  
    “Not much.”
  


  
    “Us, either,” she said. “Much of the British grid seems to be back up, but the rest of the world is still putting pieces back together.” She waved at the happy-looking people coming out of the pub. “Fancy a pint and some late supper?”
  


  
    As she asked, Michaels realized that he was hungry; he’d had a sandwich at his desk at noon, nothing since. “I could eat.”
  


  
    “There’s a nice quiet place not far from my flat. They serve decent fish and chips.”
  


  
    Again, the little danger signal cheeped in his mind, but he was tired and hungry and he didn’t feel like bothering with it. What harm could there be in a beer and a little fried food?
  


  
    “Sure, why not?”
  


  
    The pub was moderately full, but as she’d said, fairly quiet. They ordered fish and French fries—chips—and took pint glasses of beer to their table to wait for the food.
  


  
    He took a couple of swallows of his beer, dark brew called Terminator Stout. She nodded at his glass. “Came from America originally, that,” she said.
  


  
    He looked at the beer. “Really?”
  


  
    “Indeed. Some microbrewery on the West Coast. Chap from London passing through tasted it, liked it, started importing it. Only taken a couple hundred years for you Americans to produce decent beer. Another hundred years or so, you might make a decent roadster.”
  


  
    “I beg your pardon,” he said. “Chevrolet did that with the Corvette in the 1950s.”
  


  
    “Know about cars, do you?”
  


  
    “A little.”
  


  
    “Well, it didn’t take them long to muck it up, the Corvette, did it? It might have started out okay, but after a few years, it ballooned into a monster, didn’t it? Bigger body, bigger engine, electronic this and that, until it was as huge as a town car and cost more than a Cadillac sedan.”
  


  
    He grinned. “Well, yes, that’s true.”
  


  
    “Now, you take a classic ‘50s or ’70s MG,” she began.
  


  
    He snorted, cutting her off. “Please. Take it to the dump. They should have offered the thing with a mechanic as standard equipment. Your average vintage MG spent more time in the shop being tuned than it ever did on the road.”
  


  
    “Well, all right, some of them were a bit finicky, but that’s a small price to pay for the driving experience.”
  


  
    “Ha! You mean the towing experience. You tell the Automobile Club you own an MG, they won’t even take your phone calls.”
  


  
    She smiled at him.
  


  
    The food arrived, and the smell of the batter-fried halibut and potatoes enveloped them in a wonderful aroma. He wasn’t just hungry, he was starving!
  


  
    After ten minutes of chowing down and a second round of beers, Michaels felt much better. This was nice, having a late dinner and enjoying a conversation not connected to work. They talked about Japanese and Korean roadsters, the new South African Trekker, and he told her about the Prowler and Miata he had restored.
  


  
    Next thing he knew, it was two A.M.
  


  
    “We probably should get going,” he said. “Work and all.”
  


  
    “How is the muscle tension?” she asked.
  


  
    “Not as bad as it was.”
  


  
    She put her hand on his neck, slid it lightly down to his shoulder. “You’re still tight as a violin string. She paused. Said, softly, ”My flat is just up the road and around the corner. Would you like me to give you a massage?”
  


  
    Maybe it was because he was so tired. Or maybe it was the two pints of beer and the good food. Or maybe it was because she was really a handsome and intelligent woman who obviously enjoyed his company.
  


  
    Whatever the reason, Michaels nodded at her. “Yes. I’d like that.”
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    Tuesday, April 12th

    Somewhere in the British Raj, India
  


  
    

  


  
    Jay moved with all the stealth he could manage, which wasn’t very much, considering how rattled he was and the terrain through which he moved. Tracking the beast was not a problem; the brush was trampled and smeared with blood, and the trail led Jay in a straight line, a sign of animal panic. The tiger ran straight away, making no attempt at stealth.
  


  
    Or so it seemed. It had sneaked up behind him once before, and Jay wasn’t going to get caught unaware again. He kept a constant watch, head swiveling as if he were watching a tennis match in the round.
  


  
    At the base of what looked to be a huge boablike tree, the blood trail disappeared.
  


  
    Jay looked up.
  


  
    Thirty feet above the ground, the tiger coughed and charged down the tree trunk, ran against gravity as if he was on level terrain!
  


  
    Jay didn’t think. He whipped the shotgun up, spot-welded his cheek to the weapon, and fired. He recovered from the recoil using his whole body and fired again.
  


  
    The tiger fell off the tree. Jay dodged to his right, swung the gun around at waist level, and pulled the trigger as the thing hit the ground hard, five feet away, hard enough to shake Jay where he crouched, gun blasting.
  


  
    He lost count of how many times he shot. It seemed like one continuous roar—boomboomboomboomboom—! The coppery smell of tiger’s blood rose and joined the stink of burned gunpowder, and when he stopped shooting, the ground was littered with green and red plastic shotgun shells, at least a dozen of them, maybe more.
  


  
    Now, the tiger wasn’t even twitching.
  


  
    Now, Jay drew a shuddery, deep breath, his first in a while.
  


  
    The animal that had clawed his brain apart was dead. He had killed it.
  


  
    Even as he bent to examine it, though, he knew it wasn’t the thing he sought. Oh, yeah, it had attacked and damaged him, but now that he had killed it, he knew this was but a security program, not the creature that had ripped open the unbreakable cages of the world’s most advanced computer systems with impossible strength. It was the most dangerous thing Jay had ever faced in VR, but this was just a watchbeast, put in the jungle to take care of snoopers, nowhere near the power of what had casually left it behind.
  


  
    The real monster was still out there. And Jay knew this shotgun wouldn’t slow it down if it spotted him.
  


  
    Jesus.
  


  
    
  


  
    

  


  
    Tuesday, April 12th

    Paris, France
  


  
    

  


  
    It was three A.M., and Toni couldn’t sleep. The big bed in the French hotel was comfortable enough, the room insulated and high enough above the city streets so the traffic noise was but a quiet drone. She’d had a fairly quiet day, gotten a lot of material collected and assembled, and had a delicious, fattening supper. She’d even gotten a workout in the hotel’s gym and spent half an hour in the spa, letting the roiling hot water bubble and relax her. She should be conked out like a baby.
  


  
    Her mind was buzzing, and the sense of disquiet she felt might be due to the work, but it wasn’t that. No, it was Alex. Something was wrong between them, and she didn’t know what it was. He was upset with her, she could feel it, even though he denied it, and she didn’t know what to do about it.
  


  
    Oh, she had tried to find out: Alex ? Is everything okay?
  


  
    Yep, everything is fine.
  


  
    You sure? Have I said or done anything to upset you?
  


  
    No, Toni, everything is okay. I’m just tired, is all.
  


  
    Then he’d flashed her a tight smile that looked sincere but was hollow.
  


  
    How could you get past that? How many times could you ask without being a nag? Once you’d asked and been answered, how much could you harp on it? Wasn’t it his responsibility? If he said everything was all right, didn’t she have to accept that?
  


  
    Well, with men, no. Not in her experience. They weren’t wired the same way as women. They’d say one thing and mean something else entirely.
  


  
    Who could she talk to about this? She had girlfriends who would listen and offer advice, back in the States. Or maybe she could call her mother. What was the time difference between Paris and the Bronx? Six hours? It would be nine o’clock at night there, Mama would probably be dozing out in front of the flatscreen TV by now. Besides, this wasn’t really the kind of thing you talked about with Mama. She’d been dealing with Papa for so long there was only one way to do such things in her mind, and besides that, Toni doubted if Papa had ever voiced a complex emotional thought to anybody in his whole life: Whaddya, some kinda sissy goes around whining about your feelings? Geddoutta here.
  


  
    No, she’d just have to deal with this on her own, somehow. When she got back to London, she’d find some time—would make some time—to sit down with Alex and get him to open up. They’d get it worked out. She loved him, he loved her. How hard could it be as long as they had that?
  


  
    
  


  
    

  


  
    Tuesday, April 12th

    London, England
  


  
    

  


  
    Angela’s flat was one of a row on Denbigh Street, a small place, but very neat and clean: a sitting room, kitchen, bedroom, and bathroom. And she did have a massage table set up in the small sitting room. Michaels remarked on that: Did she do so much massage that she left the table out all the time?
  


  
    No, she’d said. She’d gotten it out and put it up just today.
  


  
    A small alarm went off in his head. Uh-oh.
  


  
    She handed him a bedsheet. “Take off your clothes and lie facedown,” she said. “Cover up with this. I’ll get out of my work clothes and put on something less constricting.”
  


  
    She moved off into the bedroom, and Michaels found himself standing in the apartment of an attractive women he barely knew, holding a folded sheet, contemplating the removal of his clothes.
  


  
    This was a bad idea.
  


  
    Then again, she did have a real massage table, and she did seem to know a lot about bodywork.
  


  
    He blew out a deep breath. What the hell.
  


  
    He stripped to his underwear—a pair of black silk bikini briefs Toni had bought for him—stretched out on the table facedown, and pulled the sheet over himself.
  


  
    When Angela came back into the room, she wore a pair of gray sweatpants and a tank top.
  


  
    Sweatpants. Sweatpants were good.
  


  
    “Ready?”
  


  
    “Sure.”
  


  
    She started by digging her elbow into his upper back, and after a couple of minutes, he relaxed into it. Some tiny part of him was maybe a little bit disappointed—it was going to be a massage—but the larger part of him felt relief. She was bright and beautiful, but his life was already complicated enough. A back rub wasn’t something he had to lose any sleep over.
  


  
    She spent about thirty minutes working on his back. She moved to his legs, and he felt himself tense a little, but Angela was matter-of-fact about it, pummeling his hamstrings hard enough to be slightly painful, uncovering one leg at a time and folding the sheet so that the rest of him was under the thin cloth.
  


  
    She worked on his feet and calves, then moved to his butt, hands under the sheet. “This won’t do,” she said, and she peeled his briefs off, slid them quickly over his legs and his feet.
  


  
    “Uh ... Angela ... ?”
  


  
    “Relax, Alex. I can’t work the muscle properly if it’s covered up.”
  


  
    He tried to relax, but with her fingers stroking his ass that was hard.
  


  
    And, unfortunately, that soon wasn’t the only thing hard about him.
  


  
    But at least he was facedown, so that wasn’t embarrassing, just a little uncomfortable.
  


  
    After five minutes of kneading his buttocks, he was beginning to relax again when she said, “Okay, turn over.”
  


  
    “Excuse me?”
  


  
    “The back is only half of you. I need to work the front.”
  


  
    Crap. How could he say this? About his, ah, current condition? “Uh, well, I, uh, well, turning over might be kind of, that is—”
  


  
    “Got a bit excited? Don’t worry about that, Alex. I’ve done this before. It happens all the time.”
  


  
    She lifted up the sheet. “Turn, I’ll hold this.”
  


  
    He wasn’t thrilled with the idea of rolling onto his back and showing her where his mind had gone. When she let go of the sheet, it was going to look like a tent. But all right, fine. He kept his eyes closed and rolled over.
  


  
    “My. How lovely,” she said.
  


  
    He opened his eyes as Angela dropped the sheet to the floor and climbed onto the table to straddle him.
  


  
    Her sweatpants were gone—how had she done that?—and she wasn’t wearing anything under them. In another second, he was going to be wearing her, and he knew if that happened, his mind would shut down completely. He would be lost.
  


  
    “Hey, Angela?”
  


  
    “Mmm?”
  


  
    “Look, I really can’t do this.”
  


  
    “You obviously can. And certainly you want to. I can tell.” She pointed at him.
  


  
    “Yes. But the thing is, I can’t. I’m involved.”
  


  
    “She’ll never find out from me. Nobody will ever know.”
  


  
    He shook his head. “I’ll know.”
  


  
    She leaned back, looked down at him. “You sure about this?”
  


  
    He sighed. “Yeah.”
  


  


  
    Michaels came out of a troubled doze back in his room with the sound of his virgil playing “Bad to the Bone.” Man, was that ever true.
  


  
    Toni!
  


  
    Oh, man!
  


  
    He was in deep shit now.
  


  
    The virgil kept telling him it was b-b-b-bad, and he got up and went to find it. Yeah, okay, he hadn’t actually done anything, but he should never have gone to Angela’s flat, he knew at the time it was wrong, and he had done it anyway. And if they could hang you for thinking, he’d be swinging by now. The last thing he wanted to do now was talk to anybody, and especially he did not want to talk to Toni.
  


  
    He left the visual off. “Hello?”
  


  
    “Hey, boss.”
  


  
    Jay Gridley. Thank God. “Jay. How are you?”
  


  
    “Doing a lot better. I tracked down the security program that thumped my head and wrecked it.”
  


  
    “Congratulations.”
  


  
    “This is the easy part, boss. I still have to find the guy who created it. But it ought to be easier with this out of the way.”
  


  
    “Good.”
  


  
    “Uh, is, uh, Toni around?”
  


  
    Michaels felt a cold hand squeeze his guts. “Ah, no. She’s in Paris. Be back this afternoon.”
  


  
    “I’ll give her a call, there’s some stuff in her files here I need to access.”
  


  
    “Fine.”
  


  
    “How’s London? You having a good time?”
  


  
    Was he having a good time? Well, no, not exactly. He was busy becoming the biggest, unfaithful, lying turd in all the world. All right, technically he wasn’t unfaithful, but it sure felt as if he had been. He’d been inches away from it.
  


  
    “Yeah,” he said. “I’m having a great time. Talk to you later, Jay. Keep me advised.”
  


  
    He shut off his virgil. Jesus Christ. How could he have been so fucking stupid? A few drinks, some good food, and a massage didn’t sound so awful. His neck had been sore, right? Taking off your clothes in front of a doctor or a massage therapist, there wasn’t any harm in that. But the thought that it might continue into something had rattled around in his head, he had to admit it. It was only by the slimmest margin that he could claim any kind of victory, and it felt more like a loss.
  


  
    He was going to have to tell Toni about it, of course.
  


  
    The question was: How was he going to tell Toni? Oh, by the way, while you were in Paris? I dropped round Angela’s place, took off my clothes, let her rub my back, and almost let her rub my front?
  


  
    When was that going to come up in conversation?
  


  
    Man.
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    Tuesday, April 12th

    London, England
  


  
    

  


  
    Goswell glanced over the top of his Times at Sir Harold Bellworth, who sat brooding at his cigar, which had gone out from lack of attention. The old boy had called for Paddington to fetch him another match, and Goswell figured this was a good time to broach the subject he had in mind.
  


  
    “I say, Harry?”
  


  
    Bellworth looked up from his dead cigar. “What? Eh?”
  


  
    “You recall that business you had with that ... Armenian fellow a few months ago?”
  


  
    Bellworth snorted. “I could hardly forget that! Blasted damned rogue, the man was, mucking about in my business!”
  


  
    “I heard he met with an ... unfortunate accident, the Armenian.”
  


  
    “I should say he did. Fell off of a platform in the tube station and was squashed by a train. Served him right, and no loss to the world at all, damned foreigner!”
  


  
    Goswell waited as Paddington returned. Paddington struck a match against the box, let it flare, then bent and held it so Bellworth could rekindle his Cuban torpedo. A cloud of fragrant smoke billowed as the old boy puffed the cigar back to life.
  


  
    “Decent of you, Paddington,” Bellworth said.
  


  
    Paddington moved the ash tray a hair closer—Bellworth was notorious for flicking the cigar residue onto the rug. “Not at all, sir. Will there be anything else?”
  


  
    “No, no, this will do it.”
  


  
    “Very good, sir.”
  


  
    Paddington ghosted away.
  


  
    Bellworth looked back to Goswell. “Why on earth are you bringing up such a distasteful subject, Gossie?”
  


  
    “Well, I’m embarrassed to admit it, but I have a somewhat similar problem myself. I do believe I need someone ... discreet to handle it for me.”
  


  
    Bellworth took another puff, held the cigar away, peered at the lit end, and nodded through the gray cloud. “You have your own people to attend to such things, surely?”
  


  
    “I’m afraid one of my own people is the problem. Having one of his underlings take care of him wouldn’t do at all, would it?”
  


  
    “Heavens, no, bad for morale and all that, I understand completely. Well, then, shall I put in a call to my fellow, have him ring you up?”
  


  
    “If it wouldn’t be too much trouble, Harry.”
  


  
    “Not at all, not at all, consider it done. Now, what do you make of Lord Cleese’s proposal about bringing back the poorhouses? I thought it was rather a clever idea myself.”
  


  
    Goswell smiled. Here was a subject on which they could certainly agree. Putting the poor to work instead of carrying them on the dole. Bloody Socialists would be the death of the country, if somebody didn’t stop them, and such suggestions were, for Goswell’s money, right on the mark. It would never happen, of course. The bloody Socialists would have bloody conniptions if anybody tried, but still and all, it would shake people if Parliament actually considered such a thing. Indeed it would.
  


  
    It would seem he was going to have to take direct control of his own personal war on the world’s foolishness, given as how his primary tools had somehow gotten bent. He sighed. One should expect such things in this day and age, but they still came as rather a surprise. You simply could not get dependable help these days, not of the caliber that once was. Such a pity.
  


  
    
  


  
    

  


  
    Tuesday, April 12th

    London, England
  


  
    

  


  
    Toni didn’t expect to see Alex waiting for her when she got through the throng at the Chunnel train station, but there he was. She was tired after the ride from Paris, and the air in the tiny tunnel under the English Channel had seemed particularly stuffy, though that was probably just psychological. All that unseen water weighed heavily upon you. Good thing she wasn’t claustrophobic. She was beat, but her spirits lifted immediately when she saw him.
  


  
    “Alex! What are you doing here?”
  


  
    They hugged, he took her bag, and said, “I missed you. Welcome back, sweetie. How’d it go?”
  


  
    “Okay. They really are well-mannered, most of the French. It’s only the few who give them such a bad reputation. Well, okay, more than a few, but it wasn’t so bad. As long as you don’t pretend to understand the language and try to speak it, even the waiters aren’t too nasty.”
  


  
    “You always liked anybody who liked Jerry Lewis,” he said.
  


  
    “He was a comic genius. Good slapstick isn’t easy, you know.”
  


  
    He laughed. It was an old joke between them. But Jerry Lewis was funny; he had created that monkey character, built from it, and some of his later dramatic roles were as good as any actor working. He was underrated.
  


  
    “Anything happening here?”
  


  
    “No ... not really. Well, except that I got a call from John Howard. He’s landed at an Air Force base north of here.”
  


  
    “The colonel? Why?”
  


  
    “Plekhanov’s hired gun, Ruzhyó. They traced him to England.”
  


  
    “Great. One more brick on the load.”
  


  
    He didn’t say anything to that.
  


  
    “You look tired,” she said.
  


  
    “I didn’t sleep well.”
  


  
    “I bet I can help you fall asleep tonight.”
  


  
    “I bet so.”
  


  
    She squeezed his arm. He smiled at her. They’d been passing each other in the dark lately. It was time to get back on the same track. She said, “You talked to Jay? He called me. He’s doing better.”
  


  
    “Yeah. I’m glad to hear that.”
  


  
    “And he says he is making progress toward finding our hacker.”
  


  
    “About time we had some good news on that front.”
  


  
    He seemed a little bit stiff, but just look at him, he was obviously tired. A nice hot shower and crawling under the covers together would do wonders for both of them. She had missed lovemaking with him. And, truth be known, she was getting horny from all the working out with Carl. Best drain that tension and be done with it.
  


  
    
  


  
    

  


  
    Tuesday, April 12th

    Cambridge, England
  


  
    

  


  
    Howard sat in the backseat of the Ford behind Julio and the driver loaned to them by the RAF. They were on the M11, heading south, toward London. He passed signs for Bishop’s Stortford and Sawbridgeworth, and except for the colors and shapes of the signs, it could have been an American freeway in the countryside of New York or Northern California. The greenery was similar, the look of civilization not all that different.
  


  
    Well, except for being on the wrong side of the road.
  


  
    Julio sat where an American would be at the steering wheel back home, and he seemed a bit more relaxed on the motorway than he had been on the surface streets. Leaving the base, every time they’d rounded a corner and seen cars coming from the opposite direction, Howard had seen Julio tense, his foot going for an imaginary brake. He understood the feeling, since he had put his own braking foot against the back of the seat a few times.
  


  
    Why on earth had the British chosen to drive on the wrong side of the road?
  


  
    It was maybe a little easier because the driver’s controls were on the right, but it would take some getting used to before Howard wanted to do his own driving here.
  


  
    They were still thirty miles from downtown London, the driver told them, but they were also zipping along at about seventy-five, and Howard knew that was miles per hour and not kilometers. They were going to MI-6 to meet Commander Michaels and fill him in on the hunt for the Rine—which was what Ruzhyó meant in Russian. The guy had a warped sense of humor to go along with everything else.
  


  
    “You doing okay up there, Sergeant?”
  


  
    “Just fine, sir. Enjoying the lovely countryside.”
  


  
    The driver, a British airman, grinned. “I went to visit my uncle in New York City once,” he said. “I thought I’d go mad first time I got out on the road in his car. Why’d you Yanks decide to drive on the wrong side of the road that way?”
  


  
    “You are in error, Limey,” Fernandez said. “What’s the brand name on this beast? F-O-R-D, isn’t it? We invented cars, so we got to pick which side of the road first.”
  


  
    “Begging your pardon, Sergeant, but where did you get that notion? Henry Ford was a Johnny-come-lately, now wasn’t he? Making a lot of them is not the same as making them first, is it?”
  


  
    “You’re not gonna sit there and try to tell me with a straight face that the English invented the automobile, are you?”
  


  
    “It’s the king’s truth, Sergeant.”
  


  
    “Bullshit it is.”
  


  
    The driver grinned wider. “Well, everybody knows it was the Frogs what made the first steam carts, Nicolas-Joseph Cugnot, with his tricycle steamer in 1769. By the 1830s everybody and the king’s nephew had steamers up and running, in England as well as half of Europe. Even had those in the States by the end of your Civil War. But we’re not talking about scaled-down steam trains that ran on dirt roads now, are we? We’re talking about automobiles.
  


  
    “The first real car with an internal combustion engine? Well, that was built and driven up Shooter’s Hill in London by Sam Brown round 1823 or 1826, if you believe old Sam himself, who was admittedly a bit hazy on dates. Ran on carbureted hydrogen, it did. I make that a bit sooner than John Lambert, who put the first one together in the U.S. in 1891. He beat the Duryea brothers by almost two years, though they usually get credit for the first ’un, but that’s only a drop in the bucket compared to sixty years, innit?”
  


  
    “Great,” Fernandez said. “Just my luck to sit next to the fucking Royal Historian slumming as an airman driver.”
  


  
    The driver laughed. “Man ought to know his tools, right? I drive ‘em, I might as well learn a little something about ’em, eh?”
  


  
    Fernandez laughed. “Score one for the home team. Which side of the road do they drive on in France?”
  


  
    “Who cares?” the airman said. “They’re the bloody French, aren’t they?”
  


  
    Even Howard laughed at that one.
  


  
    
  


  
    

  


  
    Tuesday, April 12th

    London, England
  


  
    

  


  
    Ruzhyó met Peel at a corner in front of a giant Coke sign that flashed thousands of lights overhead. They were to discuss his assignment, but when he asked about it, Peel shook his head. “Let’s leave off on that for a moment,” he said. “I’ve got something else I need you to do.”
  


  
    Ruzhyó raised one eyebrow. “Yes?”
  


  
    Tourists bustled along the sidewalks. A group of schoolchildren in uniforms, holding hands in pairs, snaked past like a blue and white caterpillar.
  


  
    Peel looked nervous. He checked his surroundings constantly, if unobtrusively, as if he was being watched. “I need somebody to cover my back,” Peel said. “I think maybe I stepped on somebody’s toes.”
  


  
    Ruzhyó nodded. “All right. Do we know whose?”
  


  
    “Not for certain. I have an idea, but I’ll have to check further.”
  


  
    “Why me?”
  


  
    What he was really asking was more involved than that: Why trust me? We don’t know each other that well. Surely you have your own men?
  


  
    Peel answered the unasked part of the question: “Because you don’t have any reason to want me dead.”
  


  
    Ruzhyó kept his face deadpan. “Not that you know of.”
  


  
    Peel smiled, short and tight. “Have you gotten a gun?”
  


  
    “Not yet,” he lied. He kept his voice bland.
  


  
    Peel produced a small, zippered, dark blue nylon pouch from his inside jacket pocket and handed it over. “Beretta, model 21A, .22 caliber, Italian, but this model was American-made. Six in the magazine, one in the chamber, double-action first round if you wish, tip-up barrel.”
  


  
    “I am familiar with the weapon.”
  


  
    Peel nodded. “There are two extra magazines, already loaded as well. CCI Minimags, solids. I could have gotten you a bigger gun, but I understand that Spetsnaz ops have a fondness for the smaller calibers.”
  


  
    “It will do. And it shoots how?”
  


  
    Peel nodded, as if he expected the question, but nonetheless pleased to hear it. “I didn’t have time to have the armorer smooth it out, so the double-action pull is a bit stiff, probably twelve or fourteen pounds. Single-action is fairly tight, five pounds or so, but with a little creep. Shoots dead on at seven yards, two inches high and slightly right at twenty-five yards.”
  


  
    “I understand.”
  


  
    “I would appreciate it if you would keep it handy, then. And if you should happen to see somebody sneak up behind me with a gun or a knife, shoot them for me, would you?”
  


  
    Ruzhyó gave him a choppy, military nod, slipped the pouch into his pocket, and unzipped it. He removed the pistol, and thumbed the safety off. Given the stubby barrel, the Beretta would not be as accurate as the umbrella gun, but it was added firepower. And the little weapon would also be the devil that Peel knew about.
  


  


  
    The Russian faded into the background, just another foreign tourist with an umbrella, to keep potential trouble off of Peel’s arse. Peel felt a little better, a little safer. Maybe it was all in his mind, a figment of his imagination, being stalked, but he hadn’t kept his body and soul together by ignoring his inner alarms. Now and again he was wrong, and nothing amiss ever turned up, but why take the chance?
  


  
    Once, he had been on a bivouac with a drop squad doing training in the middle of some woods in NSW, Australia. They had backpacked in more than fifteen miles off the beaten track, into the foothills. They were only a couple thousand feet up, in a dry area where the dust was red and thick on everything, raising in clouds every time they took a step outside the tents. They were camped in a small clearing amid trees and scrub so thick it was like there were solid walls all around them.
  


  
    Just before dark, as the men were settling down to cook the evening meal, Peel got spooked. A sudden, overwhelming fear rose in him, so fast and so powerful that he wanted to run, to get away from the area as fast as he could move.
  


  
    It was totally irrational. There was nothing threatening around, no other people for miles, as far as they knew. He tried to reason with himself. God, he was a trained officer, a battle-tested lieutenant, young, brave, armed to the teeth, with six veteran men who could chew nails and pee needles, likewise armed, and there wasn’t anything in the bloody woods that could seriously bother them. But that didn’t matter. His sense of imminent doom was undeniable. Without explaining, and making it seem as if it was some part of their training, he ordered his men to pack up and be ready to move out in five minutes. It took them almost seven, but as soon as they were ready, they force-marched six miles before Peel’s sense of danger faded. They reestablished camp, posted a guard, and turned in.
  


  
    Early in the morning hours before dawn, the sentry woke Peel and pointed out the orange glow in the sky. A forest fire.
  


  
    Later, when he checked, Peel found that the fire had begun just below their original campsite. It had swept up the hills so fast that fleeing deer had been caught in the deadly flames, and had he and his men stayed above, where the fire raged, none of them would have survived.
  


  
    His men had been impressed.
  


  
    How had he known? Some faint hint of smoke in the air nobody had caught? Some frightened animals in the woods whose fear had been powerful enough so that he could somehow sense it? He had pondered it but never came up with an answer that satisfied him. More important than how was that he had done it. Some intuition had told him Death was near, and he had had enough sense to go with it.
  


  
    Similar things had happened in various firefights and patrols since, though nothing quite as dramatic as the Australian event, and when he had felt the cold touch of it on his shoulder, he had harkened to it. More times than not, such actions had saved his life.
  


  
    There was no enemy in sight here, but he felt the fear. The only cause he could figure was the scientist. Nobody else knew what he was doing, and the man certainly had something to hide. It didn’t make sense, not with Bascomb-Coombs giving him a bloody million and making him a kind of partner in the scheme, but who else could it be? And in truth, he hadn’t seen the money stacked up neatly on a table somewhere, had he? It was all electronically vouched for by the Indonesian bank, and normally that would have been enough, but Bascomb-Coombs was owner and operator of the world’s nastiest computer, wasn’t he? Surely he could fool somebody not computer-savvy enough to know the difference, if that was his wish.
  


  
    Why would he wish to do that?
  


  
    Peel did not have a clue, but something was lurking out there, and he did not wish to become its victim. Best he take steps to find out, and best to be quick about it, too. And if it was Bascomb-Coombs, well, all his genius wouldn’t stand up to a knife between the ribs or a bullet to the back of the skull. When push came to shove, the sword was a much better weapon than the pen, no question.
  


  
    Peel walked toward the train station, feeling a bit better now that he was taking action.
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    Tuesday, April 12th

    Washington, D.C.
  


  
    

  


  
    Sojan Rinpoche was coming to see Jay. He was coming here, to his apartment, in the flesh, and Jay was more than a little nervous.
  


  
    The advantage of VR was that you could craft your image into anything you wanted. True, Jay tended to look like himself in a lot of scenarios because it was more trouble than it was worth to create a persona to impress somebody. Well, okay, so he touched himself up at the edges, maybe, he looked a little taller, more muscular, had lines that were a teeny bit sharper, but not so much you couldn’t recognize him in RW if you met him. After you had been a player for years, you more or less disregarded what you saw when it came to other players in VR, anyhow. You’d meet them off-line in some RW conference or whatever, and you couldn’t quite reconcile the real person with the net persona. A lot of times, they would build an image that looked totally different but not bother to change their voice, and hearing them speak from a completely unrecognizable body was weird. Or they’d change the voice but not the face, and that was strange, too.
  


  
    Truth was a very subjective thing in virtual reality. The term itself was almost an oxymoron.
  


  
    Saji had told Jay on the net that he was going to be in D.C. for a couple of weeks and asked Jay if he wanted to meet in real time. Jay had agreed, though he had a few reservations. Saji had saved his butt, no doubt about that, and he owed him BTDS—big-time-damn-sure—but there was that little gnawing worry that the real Saji might not jibe with the virtual version. Buddhists had dealt with illusion a long time before computers had been invented, and maybe he’d look like Saji and maybe he wouldn’t. Sometimes, you hated to meet somebody for whom you had great respect, for fear the reality wouldn’t live up to your imagination. Once, when he’d been a kid, Jay had happened across the host of a television show he’d loved. On the air, the guy had been smiling, avuncular, the kind of man kids wanted for a father. He’d been Jay’s hero. The show host had spotted Jay, and the first words from his sweet lips had been, “Jesus, who let that little dickhead in here?”
  


  
    So much for childhood heroes.
  


  
    Jay had killed the tiger, but compared to what he still had to do, that was the easy part. Now he was hunting tyrannosaur, he was stalking a dragon, and he was gonna need a bigger gun. And more nerve. Saji was going to make him spill his guts about it, about how he felt, and that wasn’t gonna be fun, either. In some ways, that was scarier than the thunder lizard. Who was it said the unexamined life wasn’t worth living? Plato? Aristotle? Yeah, maybe so, but if you spent too much time digging into your own psyche, it got spooky. Maybe the over-examined life wasn’t worth living, either.
  


  
    In Betty Bacall’s throaty, sexy tone, the house computer said, “Jay, you have a visitor.”
  


  
    Saji was here.
  


  
    He was ready for anything. Jay took a deep breath and went to the door. Opened it.
  


  
    A petite, short-haired brunette woman in blue jeans, a black T-shirt, and cowboy boots stood there. She looked to be about twenty-five, maybe five feet tall even in the boots, and had big dimples around a beautiful smile. She could have been Tibetan, he supposed, but there didn’t seem to be any Oriental cast to her features.
  


  
    “Hello, Jay,” she said.
  


  
    Well ... shit. He realized he wasn’t ready for anything after all.
  


  
    “Saji,” he said. It was not a question. Son of a bitch. Not only was Saji a woman, she was young and beautiful. This was not fair!
  


  
    Son of a bitch.
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    The Yews, Sussex, England
  


  
    

  


  
    “Telephone call for you, sir,” Applewhite said. He came into the room carrying the instrument. “A gentleman by the name of ... Pound-Sand, milord. He says you were expecting his call.”
  


  
    Goswell paused and looked through the tubes of the shotgun he had been cleaning. Pound-Sand? He didn’t know anybody named that, did he? Did anyone? Someone was pulling Applewhite’s leg, surely? He blew hard through one of the barrels, causing a hollow, hooting sound, and lint from the cotton cleaning patch to float out into the room and drift downward in the rays of the afternoon sun.
  


  
    “He says he was told to call by an old gentleman fond of Cuban cigars.”
  


  
    Ah. That’s who it was. He reached for the phone and waved Applewhite out.
  


  
    “Hello?”
  


  
    “Lord Goswell?”
  


  
    “Yes, it is I.”
  


  
    “A moment, please, sir.” The voice seemed cultured enough, some education and decent background in it. There came an electronic tone from the other end of the connection. “Excuse the delay,” the man said. “One cannot be too careful, can one?”
  


  
    “You just did a voice analysis?”
  


  
    “Yes, my lord. And the line is secure, our conversation is quite scrambled. I trust no one is listening in on an extension on your end?”
  


  
    Goswell nodded to himself. Good show. He said, “No, we’re alone, Mr.—ah, Pound-Sand.”
  


  
    The man chuckled. “I hope you’ll forgive me the little joke, my lord. Sir Harold has indicated that you have something of a delicate problem?”
  


  
    “I’m afraid so, yes.”
  


  
    “Would you like this problem resolved temporarily or permanently?”
  


  
    “Permanently, I’m unhappy to say.”
  


  
    “I shall attend to it immediately.”
  


  
    “You’ll need particulars.”
  


  
    “Just the name will be sufficient, my lord. I can determine the rest.”
  


  
    Goswell grinned. Capital!
  


  
    He gave the killer Peel’s name.
  


  
    “Thank you, my lord, I’ll take care of it. Good-bye, then.”
  


  
    Goswell hung up the phone. No discussion of money or tawdry details. How wonderful. He felt better. At least there were still a few good men out there.
  


  
    
  


  
    

  


  
    Tuesday, April 12th

    London, England
  


  
    

  


  
    Alex Michaels walked along the bank of the Thames near the Jubilee Gardens, watching tourist boats cruise by and wishing he could turn back time. His life had become a fucking soap opera. His investigation was stalled. His ex-wife wanted sole custody of their daughter. He was having a relationship with his second-in-command. Worse, he had damned near slept with someone else, which would have been only the third woman he had been with in a dozen years. How could he tell Toni that? What could he say? Oh, yes, while you were out of town? I came that close to rolling around and breaking furniture all night with the gorgeous British secret agent Angela Cooper. Sorry about that.
  


  
    Yeah. Now, he had a monkey riding his back, clawed fingers dug into his neck and shoulders, legs wrapped around his torso like a vise, and it was so heavy he could barely stand. He had never felt so guilty in his life. He had never done anything like this before, ever. How could he have been so stupid? How the hell was he going to make this right?
  


  
    Was it even possible to make it right?
  


  
    He couldn’t stand the idea that he might lose Toni. But if he told her—no, when he told her—that could happen. She could slap his face and stalk out. She could also break his bones and stalk out, though that didn’t scare him as much as the hurt he’d see in her face.
  


  
    What the hell had he been thinking about?
  


  
    Sure, he could try to blame it all on Angela, she had worked pretty hard to get him to her place, had set it up with the massage and all, but he wasn’t fooling himself with that rationalization. She hadn’t held a gun to his head. It took two to tango. He could have politely declined the offer and gone home.
  


  
    You can’t spike paper without a paper spike.
  


  
    Okay, fine, so you didn’t actually spike anything, but like horseshoes and hand grenades, close counts here. Ah, Jesus.
  


  
    Some Japanese tourists on a bargelike boat with a brightly colored canopy over it smiled and waved at him. Probably thought he was a local; not much difference between an Englishman and an American to look at, was there?
  


  
    The tourists didn’t have a clue that the idea of throwing himself into the Thames and diving to the bottom and staying there held a certain morbid appeal just at the moment.
  


  
    He waved back. “Eat shit and die,” he said, smiling falsely.
  


  
    How could men do such things, cheat on their wives or significant others as he had done? Almost done. Once, he’d had drinks with a lawyer he’d met on the job, a tall, handsome, rich guy who was married to a beautiful woman. They had three children, a great home in Virginia, money, dogs, cats, every measure of happiness you could want. They started talking. The lawyer had a couple of drinks, then confided in Michaels. Once, not long ago, the lawyer said, he’d been to a fund-raising breakfast in D.C. Aside from his wife, there were four very attractive women at the table, some married, some not, ranging in age from twenty-two to forty. He had, the lawyer said, slept with all of them during the past year and looked forward to doing it again with each of them. None of them knew about the others. It was a peak moment for him, he’d said.
  


  
    Michaels had nearly choked on his drink. The man must be mad. The idea of sitting at table with five women, all of whom he had been to bed with, filled him with terror. In such a situation, he would have dropped dead of fright, no doubt about it. The tension would have been unbearable. He could see his head just ... exploding, like a cherry bomb on New Year’s Eve.
  


  
    His experience was small, but he believed that women could tell these things somehow. A wrong look or word from Angela, and Toni would know. That was the last thing he wanted to happen, that she find out from somebody other than him.
  


  
    The second to last thing he wanted to happen was that she find out from him.
  


  
    Oh, man! What was he going to do now? No matter how he looked at it, this was a no-win situation.
  


  
    Should have thought about that when you shucked your clothes and rolled over on that massage table, pal. Should have put your brain in gear before you put your hydraulics in motion ...
  


  


  
    Ruzhyó followed Peel, keeping his rented car one or two vehicles back in the traffic. He did not consider himself an expert in surveillance—he had known men who could follow a damned soul through Hell’s Main Gate without the Devil knowing it—but it was much easier when the subject knew you were tailing him and wanted you to be there. It was true he had shadowed people before, usually just before he killed them. And it was true he knew the basics of moving surveillance, how to use cover, how to blend into the background, when to back off and let somebody go to keep from burning them. Such skills were part of his trade, and he was adept, if not a master.
  


  
    Ruzhyó glanced at a street sign as they drove past. Old Kent Road. And there, off to one side, was something called the South East Gas Works. He made a mental note of these.
  


  
    One of the tricks that beginning operatives learning how to tail somebody often missed was to pay attention to where you were. There was a tendency to concentrate on your subject to the exclusion of all else. You might not see his friend, laying and watching for just such as you. Or you could stay with a subject through various twists and turns, sometimes even when he got cute and tried to see if he was being followed, but if you were not paying proper attention when the subject stopped, you looked up and did not have any idea as to where you were. In a familiar city, this was not a problem, perhaps, but in a strange town, it could cause difficulty. If you did not have a good local map or a GPS, finding your way back to your base might be a chore. And there were worse things. There were areas in every city where you simply could not park a vehicle and sit in it for several hours waiting for a subject to return to his vehicle and depart. A residential street in a well-to-do neighborhood was a bad place to stay. Rich people had things they wanted protected, and they also felt that the law and its officers should offer them priority. It might be a public street, and you might have the right to park there legally, but if the local captain of industry glanced out his mansion window and saw you sitting in your automobile in front of his property, he would call the police and they would come and check you out. If the private security patrol didn’t get to you first.
  


  
    Parking and sitting for long periods in front of a bank was also an unwise action.
  


  
    If you drove into a strange area and found yourself near a primary school, close enough to view the children playing, you could safely bet everything you owned against a plugged ruble that police would be arriving shortly to see if you were some kind of molester waiting for a chance to expose yourself—or do worse—to the children. If you did not have an excellent reason for being there—and there were no reasons excellent enough to convince the police that a man should be perched and watching children, except possibly that you were one of them laying in wait for someone like they thought you were—you would be directed to move along.
  


  
    In such a situation, it would be to your advantage to have some knowledge of where else you might go to watch for your man leaving.
  


  
    Peel turned into a parking lot in front of a small, gray, two-story building.
  


  
    Ruzhyó drove past the lot and spotted a parking place on the street only a few meters ahead, and under the overhang of a smallish oaklike tree. He grinned. The first rule of automobile surveillance, as taught to him by Serge, the old Russian Spetsnaz operative who had trained him in the basics, was: Always park in the shade. The warmer the day, the more important this becomes.
  


  
    Ruzhyó pulled the car into the slot, killed the engine, and looked to make certain nobody followed Peel into the parking lot. Nobody did.
  


  
    Peel alighted from his car and headed for the building, giving no sign that he saw Ruzhyó. Peel had already told him the building to which he was going was secure, there was no need to follow him inside.
  


  
    Ruzhyó shifted in the seat and looked for signs of anybody who might either be there already or arriving to position himself so as to watch Peel’s departure. Should he see anything he considered threatening, he would call Peel, using his mobile telephone, and they would decide how to proceed from there.
  


  
    Seated in the car with nothing to do but watch, Ruzhyó thought again about going home. The travel problems had mostly resolved, and he could easily figure out a way onto the European mainland. There had been another case in the newspaper just yesterday of some fool who had managed to bypass the fences and security cameras and guards to get into the Chunnel on foot. It had taken him all day to walk from England to France, and it was a wonder the slipstream of the trains, barreling along at 160 kilometers per hour, hadn’t sucked him off the narrow ledge to his death. Several others had died thus in the last few years.
  


  
    Such a thing just proved that if a man wanted to get somewhere bad enough, he could find a way.
  


  
    He owed no allegiance to Peel, and the money he was being paid meant nothing; he had plenty of money. But he would give this a few more days. It was mildly interesting, and Peel had managed to spot and surprise him. That meant something in his business. A few more days wouldn’t hurt.
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    Tyrone stood more or less hidden inside the sporting goods store, looking out at the food court. He’d cut classes to come to the mall. Bella was there, seated at a table in front of the Tor-tee-ah Mah-ree-aa, surrounded by half a dozen girlfriends and a couple of boys. The males weren’t anybody Tyrone recognized as belonging to Bella, just some small moons orbiting her bright star. Bella laughed and they all laughed. When she talked, they listened. She was something.
  


  
    He had mixed feelings about her. On the one hand, he hated her guts for how she had dropped him. No warning, blam! Right between the eyes, and hasta la vista Ty-rone-ee! She wasn’t used to having guys tell her they didn’t like how she was behaving, and he had sure done that. Just like that, it was end game, and don’t bother to put another coin in, because you don’t get a replay.
  


  
    On the other hand, just look at her. She was so beautiful, the center of every room she entered, guys would line up just to kiss the ground she walked on. And, once upon a time, she had bestowed her favors on him. Kissed him, touched him, let him touch her, and the thought of being able to do that again, to walk around knowing he had her attention, well, that was something magic, no question, no Q. He’d once had his hand on that perfect breast, tangled tongues inside that perfect mouth. It was exciting to think about it, and lucky he was between two racks of ski clothes so nobody could see just how exciting it was.
  


  
    She had practically invited him to the mall. He could walk out of this store, kinda amble over to where she sat, and see what was what. Would she smile and welcome him into the fold, have him sit next to her? Because, in the end, she respected him for telling her how it was? Or was it some kind of sicko-sticko where she’d dry ice him in front of her friends, embarrass the hell out of him, make him look like a total fool? He didn’t think she’d do that. She could have done it a lot of times before now and why wait so long? But he wasn’t sure.
  


  
    Once upon a time not too long ago, he’d have run as fast as he could move and never worry about it for a nanosec. He had loved her. He thought she loved him, too. But that was then. Life changes a lot in a few months, no feek.
  


  
    When he thought about Bella, he felt like he was a washcloth, twisted, wrung out, tossed onto the edge of the tub still in a knot without even being hung out to dry. This could be the time to find out where he stood, to know for sure.
  


  
    Thing was, did he really want to know? Being dumped once was awful. Being humiliated in public on top of that would be zero cubed. He could hear Jimmy Joe and the rest of the geek patrol now: “Whoa, slip, I hear you got driced by The Belladonna (donna-donna-donna-wah-wah-wah-whaah) right in the middle of the mall! Count Zero, cold cut, got your card maxed. How you feel about that?”
  


  
    Tyrone shook his head. He didn’t want to play that scenario in RW or VR, thank you very fucking much.
  


  
    Nothing ventured, nothing gained. But nothing lost, either, right?
  


  
    But if it got Bella back, got you to her house on the couch, got you another chance at putting your hands on that perfect body, those lips against yours, wouldn’t that be worth the risk?
  


  
    Oh, yeah.
  


  
    He took a deep breath, let it out slowly. Took another. Worst-case scenario, he’d look like a big fool. Best case?
  


  
    He had an imaginary flash of Bella, naked, hair spread out on a pillow. It was vivid enough that he forgot to breathe. He was fourteen, and that was an image to die for—never mind that it was also to go to jail for, even if she was older than he was. Bella. Naked ...
  


  
    Jesus Christ!
  


  
    When he remembered how to breathe again, Tyrone headed for the door. Do or die, slip. Do or die.
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    John Howard stood outside the MI-6 building, watching his boss walk across the street and head toward him. He waved and saw Michaels see him and wave back.
  


  
    “Colonel. How are you?”
  


  
    “Pretty good, sir. All things considered.”
  


  
    “Anything new on the search for the assassin?”
  


  
    “Yes and no,” Howard said. “We know he was on a flight out of Seattle on Wednesday. We know he came here. We have confirmation via a scan of passengers going through customs. Fiorella pulled up arrivals from the U.S. early Thursday morning. We got a photographic match.”
  


  
    He tendered a hardcopy color print of a man strolling through the airport. A grid of fine lines had been superimposed over the photograph.
  


  
    “You sure this is him?”
  


  
    “It looks like him. Right place at the right time. Computer says the ears and hands match our reference. Unless he has a twin brother, it’s him, all right.”
  


  
    Michaels nodded at the building. “Shall we go inside ?”
  


  
    As they passed the guards and headed along the hallway, Michaels said, “It’s been almost a week. He could be anywhere by now.”
  


  
    “Yes, sir, that’s true. He could have moved on before the travel computer systems all went south. We’ve got mainframe time on Baby Huey, and with British cooperation, Lieutenant Winthrop is back home using it to crunch flight and train and auto rental information, even boat rentals from London to anywhere else. Even a fake passport picture will have to look something like him.”
  


  
    “He could get one with a phony beard and a wig,” Michaels said.
  


  
    “We’re redballing any male traveling alone who is anywhere close to the right height, weight, and age.”
  


  
    “He could hire an escort and travel with her.”
  


  
    “Yes, sir, and he might find a witch doctor who could turn him into a gorilla, too, sir. We’ve got to start somewhere.”
  


  
    Michaels smiled at that.
  


  
    They arrived at the office where Howard had left Toni Fiorella.
  


  
    Inside, Fiorella and a tall, striking, short-haired blonde stood and looked at an enlarged holoproj image of dozens of faces lined up in rows.
  


  
    “Got the first run of photos from Jo Winthrop, Colonel,” Toni said. “All with either ears that match our size specs or are covered by hair so we can’t see them clearly. Hi, Alex. Have a good walk?”
  


  
    “Yeah, thanks,” Michaels said. He looked uncomfortable. Pale.
  


  
    “Oh, excuse my manners,” Toni said. “Colonel John Howard? This is Angela Cooper. She is our liaison to MI-6. Colonel Howard is the head of the Net Force Strike Teams.”
  


  
    The blonde extended her hand and smiled at Howard. “How do you do, Colonel. Pleased to meet you.”
  


  
    He shook her hand, returning the smile. He caught a glimpse of Michaels peripherally. The man had a sickly grin pasted in place, but he looked to Howard as if he was about to throw up.
  


  
    Cooper released Howard’s hand, and he caught her flick a quick gaze at Michaels. He followed it, and saw Michaels glance away, refusing to meet her look. It was nothing, no more than half a second’s worth of what might be his imagination. But—
  


  
    Oh, my.
  


  
    Howard usually went to church on Sundays with his wife and son, but he didn’t consider himself any kind of prophet, able to see more than everybody else could see. Then again, he’d been around the block a time or two, and he liked to think he was not too bad at reading people.
  


  
    Something was there. Something in the glance that the good-looking dishwater blonde had thrown at Michaels, the way he had refused to engage her, something was going on here.
  


  
    Howard, like most men away from home a lot, had been tempted by the possibility of extramarital liaisons from time to time. There had been more than a few women interested in getting to know him horizontally, and a couple of them had been attractive enough so the thought had started to cross his mind. Who would know? Who would be hurt by it? How did the old song go? If you couldn’t be with the one you loved, couldn’t you love the one you were with?
  


  
    No harm, no foul, right?
  


  
    Fortunately, in all the years he’d been married, all such thoughts had died before they had gotten more than a few steps from wonder toward action. He didn’t think of himself as particularly righteous—he’d sowed a fair number of wild oats as a young soldier before he got married—but he’d put all that aside when he’d said “I do.” Maybe he was luckier than most; he hadn’t slipped since. But he had known a lot of men who had chosen to go and sin some more. He’d seen plenty of these men standing next to women they pretended not to know as well as they did know them.
  


  
    He couldn’t have sworn to it on a Bible in a court of law, but that little exchange between Michaels and Cooper told Howard something he’d just as soon not know, too: These two had something going on together. And more than that, from how she acted, Toni Fiorella didn’t know it.
  


  
    Oh, boy. All of a sudden, Howard was very glad he was not Alex Michaels. Very glad.
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    Ruzhyó saw the shooter the second he opened his car door.
  


  
    It was good luck, really; he’d just happened to be right next to the car and looking that way as he walked along twelve or thirteen meters behind Peel. If he hadn’t looked at just that instant, it might have been too late, but he had seen the glint of sunlight on stainless steel as the man pulled his jacket shut to hide the handgun tucked into his waistband on his right side. Half a second later, he’d have missed that and not known for sure the shooter was anything other than just another pedestrian hurrying to a late appointment or to pick up something before the shops closed.
  


  
    The shooter came out only a meter or so behind Ruzhyó, who just kept walking, drifting to his right slightly, as if window-shopping at a hat store. The shooter, a tallish man with thinning, sandy hair, dressed in a windbreaker over a tan polo shirt, khaki slacks, and running shoes, walked past, intent on his target.
  


  
    Ruzhyó glanced around. He didn’t see a backup man. He moved away from the window and onto the shooter’s tail, hurrying his pace. He reached down to where his mobile phone was clipped to his belt and tapped the “send” button.
  


  
    The number was preprogrammed, one of two Peel had given him, and the mobile phone on Peel’s belt would now be vibrating with the call. Nobody else had the number, Peel had told him, and if it vibrated, that meant Ruzhyó had spotted a deadly threat too close to use the other number to call and talk about it.
  


  
    Peel made an immediate right turn and into the door of the closest shop. A bookstore.
  


  
    The shooter angled that way to follow.
  


  
    Ruzhyó speeded up so that he reached the bookstore’s door half a meter behind the shooter. It would be easy enough to blast the shooter and put him down and out, but they wanted to keep him alive long enough to find out who had sent him. That might be a little trickier on the street, but inside a shop, with fewer witnesses, it should be easier.
  


  
    Peel knew what was needed, and he quickly led his would-be assassin down an empty aisle bounded by tall shelves of musty books. Before the shooter could get to his weapon, Ruzhyó got to him. He shoved the little Beretta into the shooter’s spine and said, “Move and you die.”
  


  
    The shooter was a pro. He froze.
  


  
    “Clear,” Ruzhyó said.
  


  
    Peel turned around, his hand under his sport coat at the right hip. He smiled. “Henry? I thought you retired ? ”
  


  
    The sandy-haired man said, “I should have, so it seems.”
  


  
    “Bit late now,” Peel said. “Let’s go somewhere and have a little chat, shall we?”
  


  
    “That won’t do, Terry, you know that.”
  


  
    “You can’t win, Henry. My man there is ex-Spetsnaz. He can make you a paraplegic and we still get to have our talk. Why don’t we keep it civilized? We might even be able to work something out so that nobody has to feed the worms.”
  


  
    “Really, Terry, I hoped you’d think better of me than that—
  


  
    With that, Henry leaped to the side, a move unexpected enough so that Ruzhyó’s shot missed his spine and punched a small hole over the man’s left kidney. The blast was loud, channeled by the books and shelves so that it lapped back over the three men. They had a few seconds left to finish this at most.
  


  
    “Alive!” Peel shouted, pulling his own gun.
  


  
    Ruzhyó tracked Henry’s right hand, knowing that was the one closest to his hidden pistol. He would shoot for the hand, and if he missed, an abdominal shot with a .22 wouldn’t be immediately fatal.
  


  
    Maybe Henry realized he couldn’t get his own pistol out fast enough to outshoot them. He didn’t even try. Instead, he shoved his left wrist to his mouth and bit down on his watch band. Ruzhyó knew what the move meant, and apparently, so did Peel, who said, “Bugger all!”
  


  
    Ruzhyó put his pistol back into his pocket, turned, and headed for the exit at a fast walk. Peel was right behind him. People, even bookworms, would come to see what the noise was about.
  


  
    Whatever poison pill Henry had just bitten into was undoubtedly fast-acting, and there was no way to torture information from a man who would rather kill himself than reveal it. A pro, all right. Henry would probably be dead before any medical help could reach him, and beyond help in any event. Ruzhyó respected a man who died well. If you knew your time was up, it was better go out the way you elected to leave. You lost the war, but if you could cheat your enemy of anything at that point, you could carry some small satisfaction with you to your grave.
  


  
    Outside, on the sidewalk again and moving moderately fast but not running, Peel gained past Ruzhyó and headed for his car. He said, “I rather liked old Henry. A shame.”
  


  
    As he followed him, Ruzhyó considered how he was going to rid himself of the Beretta. He would have to lose it somewhere as soon as possible. A man was dead in a bookstore, and it would be poison that caused his demise, but even a hollowpoint sometimes retained enough of itself to be matched ballistically to the gun that had fired it. And a gun that could be connected to a dead man was a bad talisman to have around.
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    Jay brought Saji a glass of water, shook his head, and said, “You’re really enjoying this, aren’t you?”
  


  
    Seated in the overstuffed chair, she smiled. “More than I should, yes.”
  


  
    He went to sit on the beat-up gray leather couch he’d bought at a garage sale. There was a faint smell of patchouli in the air. Her perfume? Residue from incense clinging to her hair? God, she was gorgeous. “I should know better after all my years on the net, but I didn’t expect this.”
  


  
    “Does it bother you that much?”
  


  
    He thought about it for a second. “No. Not really. It’s the mind that matters, not the body.”
  


  
    “That’s to your credit, Jay. You really believe it. If I had known that when we met, I wouldn’t have bothered with the disguise.”
  


  
    “So satisfy my curiosity—why did you?”
  


  
    She swirled the ice cubes in her glass. “You want the quick answer or the lecture?”
  


  
    “Oh, go for the lecture. Condensed books are usually boring.”
  


  
    She smiled. “All right. Buddhism is like a lot of traditional religions in that, for a long time, virtually all of the ranking practitioners were men. Oh, there have always been nuns and women laity who walked the path as well as any man, but for a lot of folks even now, there is a gender bias. And in most traditional holy books—the Bible, the Koran, the Upanishads, and most Buddhist literature—when women are referred to at all, it is with a paternalistic and condescending tone, even while supposedly singing their praises: Women are the keepers of life, the bearers of children, the weaker, needs-to-be-protected-from-the-harsh-world sex. Blah, blah, blah. Most old-style religions see women more as property than as people. A man has a farm, goats, cattle, and a wife. Women have had the vote in this country for less than a hundred years. You still with me?”
  


  
    “Flow on, I’m here.”
  


  
    “Okay. So, the philosophies want to keep the girls barefoot and pregnant, tending the home fires while serious business is conducted by the boys. With few exceptions—various kinds of Goddess worship and Wicca and the like—until very recently, women were not really considered major players when it came to doctrine or practice, even in the more “neutral” religions. There still aren’t any Catholic priests who are women. In some of the Moslem countries, women still can’t show their faces in public. It isn’t as bad in Buddhism as some of the other religions, and great strides have been made in the last hundred years, but there is still a kind of unspoken belief among serious students that women aren’t quite as good at it as men. Physicality discounted, women don’t think the same way as men. Female chess players at the highest levels don’t beat the male champions. Most men are better in spatial tests, in pure left-brain thinking, than women. Men—and some women—see this as reason that they should be in charge. Equality has been a long time coming, and in most places it still does not truly exist.”
  


  
    Jay nodded. He knew this. And he could see where it was going, but he said, “Still here.”
  


  
    “In a lot of circles, if they think you’re an old man, you get a lot more respect than if they think you’re a young woman. Truth is truth, but a lot of people look to see who delivers it before they accept it. You know the old Hollywood joke about the producer and the writer? The writer sends in a script to the producer who is in a hurry for it. Weeks pass, the producer doesn’t call back. Finally, the writer calls him. Says, ‘Well, did you read the script?’ ‘Yeah, I read it.’ ‘So, what did you think?’ The producer says, ‘I dunno what I think. Nobody else has read it yet.’ ”
  


  
    She shook her head. “That’s how it works in religion sometimes. If you have a choice between a seventy-year-old man and a twenty-something girl offering nuggets of wisdom, when push comes to shove, you pick the old guy. Old and wise are better than young and stupid.”
  


  
    “That’s dumb,” Jay said. “If you can walk the walk as good as an old guy, it shouldn’t matter. It’s what you say, not who says it that counts.”
  


  
    She rewarded him with a big smile. “I love you. Marry me,” she said.
  


  
    He blinked. “Huh?”
  


  
    She laughed, a deep and melodious sound. “We’ll get back to that part of the Dharma later. How goes the monster hunt?”
  


  
    He sighed. “About to get really scary.”
  


  
    “That’s why I’m here. I think I should go with you.”
  


  
    
  


  
    

  


  
    Wednesday, April 13th

    London, England
  


  
    

  


  
    Stephens drove the Bentley along at a proper pace toward the computerworks. Goswell reclined in back, the scent of fresh mink oil hand rubbed into the leather a familiar and pleasing smell. Traffic was, as usual, awful, but Stephens was quite capable of dealing with anything London could throw at him. Goswell leaned back and enjoyed the ride.
  


  
    A short while later, Stephens said, “Milord. There is a telephone call for you. Sir Harold.”
  


  
    “Yes, I’ll take it.”
  


  
    Stephens passed over a mobile phone. “Hallo, Harry.”
  


  
    “Hallo, Gossie. Out and about, are we?”
  


  
    “In the car, yes. Off for a bit of an inspection tour of one of the facilities. Can’t let the help get too complacent, can we?”
  


  
    “Certainly not. Er ... I say, Gossie ... that is, hmm.”
  


  
    “Something bothering you, Harry?”
  


  
    “Well, yes. You had a conversation with a man by the name of, er ... Pound-Sand recently? Regarding a matter of some delicacy of which we spoke at the club?”
  


  
    “I do recall that, yes.”
  


  
    “Er, well, it seems that Mr. Pound-Sand has ... passed away.”
  


  
    “Oh, dear.”
  


  
    “Yes. Quite unexpectedly.”
  


  
    “A sudden illness?”
  


  
    “Very sudden, I’m afraid. I am given to understand that it happened even as he was attending to that very matter of delicacy. That, er, it was a more or less direct result of that very thing.”
  


  
    “How unfortunate.”
  


  
    “Isn’t it just.”
  


  
    “Well, these things happen.”
  


  
    “Yes. Would you like for me to give Mr. Pound-Sand’s associates a jingle? See if one of them might be interested in continuing the matter?”
  


  
    Goswell thought about it for a second. “That’s decent of you, Harry, but perhaps we should wait a bit on that.”
  


  
    “As you feel best, Gossie. I’m awfully sorry about this.”
  


  
    “Tut, tut, not your fault at all, Harry. It’s obvious I underestimated the difficulty of the problem, myself. Think no more about it.”
  


  
    As Goswell handed the mobile back to Stephens, however, he thought about it. So, Mr. Pound-Sand was now Mr. Pushing-up-the-Daisies. Which meant that Peel was either lucky or good, or perhaps both. On the one hand, that gave Goswell a certain feeling of pride, that his man was adept enough to thwart an assassination by another professional. On the other hand, that also meant Peel would now be on his guard more than ever, and if he had been difficult to remove before, he would be doubly so now.
  


  
    Hmm. That was certainly food for thought, wasn’t it?
  


  
    “We’re very nearly there, milord.”
  


  
    “What? Oh, yes. Quite.”
  


  
    Well. One thing at a time. First he would be certain that Bascomb-Coombs was out of the loop. Then he would figure out a way to deal with the turncoat Peel.
  


  
    
  


  
    

  


  
    Wednesday, April 13th

    MI-6, London, England
  


  
    

  


  
    “We got a break, Colonel,” Fernandez said.
  


  
    Howard looked up from the stack of reports he was reading. They were in Michaels’s temporary office, and the commander and his second were down the hall talking to one of the MI-6 higher-ups.
  


  
    “How so?”
  


  
    “Miz Cooper just came up with this.” He passed a hardcopy wax-laser drum photograph over.
  


  
    Howard looked at the wazer image. “Ruzhyó!”
  


  
    “Yes, sir.” There was a long pause.
  


  
    “All right, Sergeant, get off the dime. Where and when?”
  


  
    “Sir.” He grinned. “Yesterday the London police were called to an incident at a small bookstore near Piccadilly Circus. They found a body on the floor, shot. The dead man is one Henry Wyndham, a former MI-5 agent who ran a ‘security service.’ Cooper says that the local authorities suspect Wyndham was a high-priced and very discreet ice man for rich clients, but nobody has ever been able to pin him down. Turns out the bullet didn’t kill him, he apparently croaked from a fast-acting poison. This picture was from the store’s occult door cam, one of two men who left about the time patrons heard the shot. Here’s the other man.”
  


  
    Fernandez offered another picture.
  


  
    “Anybody we know?”
  


  
    “Not us. Cooper is working on an ID.”
  


  
    Howard nodded. “So, he’s still in London. And he just killed somebody. I wonder why.”
  


  
    “Why he’s here? Or why he killed somebody?”
  


  
    “Both.”
  


  
    “Well, it could be a coincidence, he just happened to be browsing for a nice Agatha Christie novel to while away the hours when somebody got capped the next aisle over.”
  


  
    “Right. Can we backtrack the dead man?”
  


  
    “Cooper is working on that, too, sir.”
  


  
    Howard nodded again. “Good. Would it do us any good to go and talk to the bookstore employees?”
  


  
    “Cooper is sending over the police reports, says we can access ’em on the computer in a couple of minutes. But she says nobody saw the two men come in or leave.”
  


  
    “I bet the late Mr. Wyndham saw them come in.”
  


  
    “But not leave. The cops haven’t seen anything like this before. The dead guy was armed. The guess is, somebody shoved a gun into his back, he tried to get out of the way. He took a small-caliber round at contact range, probably a .22, and it wouldn’t have killed him, the examiner said. But he musta figured he was gonna lose, so he erased himself. The poison was one of the new explosive-pellet neurotoxins. Guy had ninety seconds once he bit the capsule and it spewed.”
  


  
    “Interesting.”
  


  
    “Yeah, ain’t it?”
  


  
    “Well, don’t just stand there, go see if Ms. Cooper can find some use for you. He’s close, Julio. We’re going to get him. I can feel it.”
  


  
    “Yeah.”
  


  
    
  


  
    

  


  
    Wednesday, April 13th

    Washington, D.C.
  


  
    

  


  
    It was sunny, no wind, a perfect day for working the ’rangs, and Tyrone headed for the soccer field, full of himself. Bella had given her smile back to him, she wanted him around, wanted to see him, had invited him to her house this very evening! Life was better than good; life was great.
  


  
    When he arrived at the field there, Tyrone saw Nadine. Dee-eff-eff!
  


  
    But when he got to where Nadine was, she was already packing up.
  


  
    “Hey, Nadine.”
  


  
    “Hey, Tyrone.”
  


  
    “Where you going?”
  


  
    “My arm’s a little sore. I don’t want to overtrain.”
  


  
    “I’ve got some ibuprofen gel.”
  


  
    “That’s okay. I got some at home. See you.”
  


  
    Something was wrong, he could feel it, but he couldn’t see what it was. “You okay?”
  


  
    She looked him straight in the eyes. “I told you my arm was sore. You forget to turn on your implant?” There was a definite hard edge in her voice.
  


  
    “Whoa, dial it down, I wasn’t calling you a preva, I was just asking, that’s all.”
  


  
    She went back to loading her backpack. “Why do you care? You don’t need to be skulking with people like me. You got Belladonna.”
  


  
    “What’s that got to do with anything?”
  


  
    She jammed the pack shut, lifted it, swung it over her shoulder. “C’mon, Tyrone, you know what it means. You sweat with the jocks, you don’t hunch chair with the gamers. You breakfast with the dressers, you don’t eat lunch at the scuzz table.”
  


  
    “What are you talking about?”
  


  
    “You gonna make me say it, aren’t you? You skulk beautiful, you don’t skulk ugly.”
  


  
    “Who is ugly?”
  


  
    She gave him a sad smile, a little one. “You telling me I’m in Bella’s league, Ty? You’d rather be seen with me than with her?”
  


  
    He was stunned. He couldn’t get his mind on-line. Why was Nadine babbling on about this? Of course Bella was prettier. She was prettier than everybody in the school! What was the point?
  


  
    He was trying to figure out what Nadine meant, and what he should say, when she shook her head. “Yeah, I hear the dial tone. Copy you later, Ty.”
  


  
    She slipped her other arm into the backpack and walked away.
  


  
    He watched her go, and while he hadn’t done anything wrong he could think of, he felt guilty. Somehow, he had just failed some kind of test, and he didn’t even know what it was.
  


  
    Damn. He wished his father was home. Dad knew about stuff like this. He needed to talk to him.
  


  


  
    32
  


  
    
  


  
    

  


  
    Wednesday, April 13th

    MI-6, London, England
  


  
    

  


  
    Something was wrong, Toni knew. The small cracks in Alex’s facade had been plugged up, spackled over, leaving a solid wall in front of his emotions. It wasn’t so much what he said or did, but an unseen but somehow detectable shift in his posture. From her years of martial arts training, she had a tendency to view things in terms of physical engagements. What it felt like was, all of a sudden, Alex stood in a defensive stance. When they’d met, his guard had been up, but he had relaxed it when they’d gotten together, begun to allow her to get closer. Now he was hunched over, face covered, backing away.
  


  
    Sitting in a strange office halfway around the world from her roots, Toni worried about it. What had happened? Sure, he had a lot on his mind, the looming custody battle, the mad hacker, and their relationship had a few bumps in the road, but none of that seemed to be enough to account for this sudden distance between them.
  


  
    “Ms. Fiorella?”
  


  
    She looked up. Cooper. “Yes?”
  


  
    “Your Colonel Howard has some information on his assassin. He’d like your opinion on it. He’s in the small conference room.”
  


  
    “Okay. Be right there.”
  


  
    Cooper left, and Toni shook the worry about Alex. She did have a job to do, and while Alex certainly was a complicating factor in it, she couldn’t sit here worry-warting about her love life all day. She picked up her flatscreen and headed for the conference room and John Howard.
  


  


  
    Howard glanced away from the holoproj as Toni Fiorella entered the room. Julio was there, but Angela Cooper and Alex Michaels were meeting with one of the MI-6 higher-ups and would be a few minutes.
  


  
    “John. What’s up?”
  


  
    “Toni. The commander will be along in a little while, Ms. Cooper went to collect him, but I wanted to bring you up to speed on the Ruzhyó matter.”
  


  
    “Sure, fire away.”
  


  
    He laid it out for her, using the holoproj images to punctuate the briefing. He did a fast sitrep through the stuff she already knew, then got to the new information.
  


  
    The holoproj image shifted to the occult cam view from the bookstore. “This man left the store after the incident, at almost the same time as Ruzhyó. According to what Ms. Cooper and her people have found, this is Terrance Arthur Peel, a retired British Army major. Julio, would you lay out the rest?”
  


  
    “Sir. Ma’am. Peel had a fairly decent career until he was posted to Ireland a couple years back as part of the standing British force at one of the permanent treaty bases. The peace there is fairly fragile, oddball groups still agitating, and from what we’re able to gather, Peel was responsible for an incident that might have threatened it. Caught some of the locals doing things they shouldn’t have and beat confessions out of them. Apparently, he and his people were ... overzealous. There were some serious injuries, even deaths, as a result.”
  


  
    Toni nodded. “Uh-huh.”
  


  
    Fernandez continued: “The British Army is relatively tight-lipped about all this, but Peel was apparently given the choice of falling on his own sword or being drummed out, so he retired, and the incident was swept under the rug. Next time he surfaced, he was providing security for a local bigwig, Lord Geoffrey Goswell. Peel’s new boss is not only a nobleman, he is also richer than Midas, a crusty old billionaire who owns half a dozen companies producing everything from computers to catsup.”
  


  
    Toni considered the information for a moment. She had an idea where this was going, but she wanted to hear Howard’s take on it. She looked from Fernandez to the colonel. “I see. And this leads you to believe ... ?”
  


  
    Howard shrugged. “We really don’t have enough information to make a conclusion yet. But it seems awfully coincidental that a former intelligence operative gets shot and poisoned and dead in a bookstore, and a few seconds later, a known killer and a disgraced army major busted for killing prisoners both saunter out the door. If I was a gambling man, I’d be willing to bet these two had something to do with the death. And with each other.”
  


  
    “You think Ruzhyó is working for Peel? Hired to catch or kill the guy in the bookstore?”
  


  
    “Like I said, it’s too soon to make that stretch for sure, but it certainly seems as if we ought to have a chat with this guy Peel. Even if he is totally innocent, at the very least he was there when the trouble went down, and he had to have seen Ruzhyó when he left. If Ruzhyó had been a second slower leaving, Peel would have stepped on his heels.”
  


  
    Toni nodded again. “All right. How do we go about it?”
  


  
    “Cooper will set it up. We can go along as observers. No guns needed. Apparently, Lord Whatshisname is quite well-connected and beyond reproach.”
  


  
    Fernandez said, “Right. We knock on the door, have a spot of tea, then politely ask the major, ‘I say, old bean, did you shoot somebody in a bookstore recently?’ and he says, ‘Happens I did, old boy. Is there a problem?’ They are all very civilized here, pip, pip, eh, whot?”
  


  
    Toni laughed.
  


  
    From the sound of her laugh, Howard figured she still hadn’t gotten around to discussing Angela Cooper with the commander. Well. It sure as hell wasn’t his business, and he wasn’t going to—
  


  
    His virgil peeped, the tone indicating it was a personal call. He frowned. He wasn’t really in the field, so he hadn’t shut off everything but tactical reach yet; still, it was unusual for his wife to call. “Excuse me a moment,” he said. He walked away from the table and pulled the virgil from his belt. Mindful of where he was, he kept his visual transmission off.
  


  
    “Hello?”
  


  
    “Hey, Dad.”
  


  
    “Tyrone. Everything okay? Your mother—?”
  


  
    “Mom’s fine, we’re three by three and go ahead here, Dad.”
  


  
    Howard relaxed. Nobody had gotten into a car accident or anything. “What’s sailing, son?”
  


  
    “I don’t want to bother you if you’re busy.”
  


  
    “I’m not that busy. Shoot.”
  


  
    There was a pause. It stretched.
  


  
    “We are talking transcontinental rates here, Tyrone.”
  


  
    “Sorry. Well, there’s this girl at school ...”
  


  
    Howard listened to his son pour out his problem, and he felt himself grinning. Whenever anybody asked him if he’d like to go back and live his life over, he’d always told them no, not a chance. He hadn’t made so many mistakes that he would go through puberty again to make up for them. No, sir.
  


  
    Fiorella and Fernandez ignored him, looking at the computer visuals, and after a little while, Cooper and Michaels arrived.
  


  
    Finally, his son ran down. “So, whaddya you think, Pop?”
  


  
    “Well, I could be wrong, but I think your boomerang girl likes you. And she’s maybe a little jealous of Bella.”
  


  
    “Oh, yeah?”
  


  
    “Yeah. And she might have a point, too. Why do you like hanging around with Nadine?”
  


  
    “She can throw, Dad. She’s smart, she’s funny, and she’s got an arm to sell your comic collection for.”
  


  
    “But she’s not much of a looker?”
  


  
    “Not really.”
  


  
    “And Bella?”
  


  
    “Jeez, Dad, she’s gorgeous!”
  


  
    “And if my memory serves, she’s also got a mean streak. You remember talking to me about her when she cut you loose before?”
  


  
    “Yeah.”
  


  
    “She thumped you pretty good once before. You got any reason to believe she won’t do it again if it suits her?”
  


  
    “Uh ... no. But maybe she realized she made a mistake.”
  


  
    “And maybe you’re more desirable because somebody else wants you.”
  


  
    “Nadine? No offense, but I can’t see that Bella would be the least bit worried about Nadine, Dad. She’s fun and all, but she’s not somebody you’d cross the street to get a better look at.”
  


  
    “If Nadine is athletic, smart, and funny, some people might find that intimidating, especially if they aren’t.”
  


  
    “You mean Bella is jealous of Nadine?”
  


  
    Howard chuckled. Tyrone spoke in the same tone of voice he might use if he’d just heard his father say he was going to fly home by jumping into the air and flapping his arms real fast.
  


  
    “What else changed, son, since she dropped you?”
  


  
    “Nothing.” Another silence. Then, “Man.”
  


  
    “It’s nice to be wanted,” Howard said. “But you have to ask yourself who wants you, and why. You can’t blame anybody for the face and form God gives them, but they can’t take any credit for those looks, either. Unless maybe they’ve paid for a lot of expensive plastic surgery.”
  


  
    “What are you saying here, Dad?”
  


  
    “If Bella wasn’t beautiful, if she was plain or even ugly, would you want to spend time with her? Has she got something going for her other than what she looks like? Would you cross the street to talk to her if you couldn’t look at her when you did it?”
  


  
    This dead air was getting real expensive.
  


  
    “Uh ...”
  


  
    “Think about it. Let it perk for a while and see what comes out.”
  


  
    “Oh, man. I guess I better go. Uh, thanks, Dad.”
  


  
    “Say hello to Mom for me.”
  


  
    “I will. Discom.”
  


  
    “Bye, son.”
  


  
    Howard hooked the virgil back to his belt. He was a soldier, and he was going to be gone a lot, that was the nature of soldiering, but he worried about not being there for his son. A man had to do his job, but a man also had responsibilities to his family. Whatever else was going on, he had a son who needed a father’s help. There were values that needed to be passed on, lessons to be taught. He had to remember that. It was important.
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    Ferns as tall as pine trees loomed in the sweltering heat, and dragonflies the size of hawks flitted among the lush greenery, hunting mosquitoes that could pass for skinny sparrows. This was primeval, primordial, hot, wet, and dank in ways far beyond a tropical rain forest.
  


  
    The wide-base Humvee hit a dip and a mound of humus that might grow up to be part of an oil field in twenty or thirty million years. The front wheel on the passenger side bounced into the air and clawed at nothing, but the other three studded tires had enough traction to clear the decaying lump before dropping the vehicle back on all fours.
  


  
    Jay’s teeth clacked together, hard.
  


  
    Belted into the passenger seat, Saji said, “Damn, Jay! You want me to drive?”
  


  
    Jay gunned the powerful engine. The Humvee lurched forward. “Like you could do any better.”
  


  
    “I don’t see how I could do any worse. Unless maybe I drove off a cliff.”
  


  
    The damp ground leveled out a little, and the tire studs dug in and pushed the wide-track along a little faster. “It’s not as easy as it looks.”
  


  
    “Well, the way you do it, easy isn’t the word that leaps to mind.”
  


  
    He was trying to come up with a killer comeback when he spotted the smashed ferns. He slowed, crept a few feet closer to the downed plants, then pulled the UV over and put it into neutral. He glanced at Saji. “You can stay here while I go look. Stand by the gun, if you want.”
  


  
    There was a .50-caliber water-cooled belt-fed Browning machine gun mounted on the uncovered rear deck of the Humvee. Clipped to the deck was also a shoulder-operated, laser-guided antitank rocket launcher and half a dozen rockets. Jay had considered bringing rifles and shotguns but decided not to bother. Anything smaller wouldn’t do the job. He would have preferred a tank and spent-uranium armor-piercing rounds to shoot from it, but, relatively speaking, the rocket launcher was the biggest thing he could carry in this scenario. Anything more powerful simply wouldn’t work. Unfortunately.
  


  
    “I’d rather not,” Saji said. She wore a set of bush khaki shorts and shirt, with Nike waffle-stompers and knee socks rolled down. She was gorgeous in the tropical clothing. He wondered what she looked like without any clothes.
  


  
    “All right. Slide over and take the wheel, then. Leave the engine running. We might need to take off in a hurry.”
  


  
    He alighted and walked toward the smashed fern boles over fairly springy ground covered with what looked like green moss.
  


  
    He could hardly have missed the footprint: three toes and a pad, no heel. A little water had seeped into the bottom of the print, which was big enough that, if you completely filled it, you could sit down and take a bath.
  


  
    Jay swallowed dryly. Jesus, look at that thing. He followed the direction of the toes. Twenty-five feet ahead was another footprint, and there was a definite path through the brush ahead of that, as if somebody had driven a big diesel tractor-trailer through the forest, knocking down anything that got in its way.
  


  
    Jay stared at the trail of destruction. It wasn’t a truck. Nope. It was Rex Regum, the king of kings, Carnosaur Supreme, the ultimate predator. Made your average tyrannosaur look like somebody’s pet iguana. The thing could run from one end of a football field to the other end in a dozen steps. Probably was fifty feet tall, not even counting the tail.
  


  
    Following its trail wasn’t gonna be a problem. But like a dog chasing a car, the question was, what would he do if he caught it? That machine gun might not be enough to accomplish the job, and if he got close enough to use the rocket launcher and he missed, he wasn’t gonna get a second shot.
  


  
    He turned and headed back to the car. “Move over,” he told Saji.
  


  
    “Doesn’t look as if cutting sign is going to be a problem,” she said.
  


  
    “No, I don’t think so.” He put the car in gear and started following the monster’s trail.
  


  
    Since his brain had more or less started working again, albeit somewhat slowly, Jay had turned the problem over and over, trying to come up with an explanation—any explanation—as to how such a brute could exist. What could have created it? And with technology as he knew it, there wasn’t any answer. But as they drove down the VR path looking for the beast, he thought again about the old Sherlock Holmes dictum about eliminating the impossible and dealing with the unlikely remainder. Nothing he knew about had this kind of power, and he knew a lot about computers. But, given that the thing existed, what could be responsible? What would it take? There weren’t too many possibilities, only one that made any sense, and it was theoretical; the hardware didn’t exist to make it work.
  


  
    But what if, by some miracle, it did exist?
  


  
    “Better go left here,” Saji said.
  


  
    “Really? I thought I’d just drive into that big tree instead.”
  


  
    “Just trying to be helpful.”
  


  
    He shook his head. “Sorry. I’m distracted.”
  


  
    “Something on your mind?”
  


  
    “A theory.”
  


  
    “Want to bounce it off me?”
  


  
    Jay looked at the swatch of destruction that ran through the VR jungle. He had to catch up with Godzilla’s nasty brother, but the more he knew about him, the better. Anything to clarify his thoughts was good. “Sure,” he said.
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    His lordship had gone off to his club, escorts fore and aft, and Peel was in the little church, on the telephone, currently on hold. Outside, along with Peel’s regular crew, the man from Chetsnya waited in a rental car, watching for potential enemies. He should be safe here, Peel figured, but he couldn’t bet his life on that.
  


  
    What was he going to do about the bloody scientist? Should he kill him now?
  


  
    Naturally, the first thing Peel had tried to do when he started worrying that maybe Bascomb-Coombs wasn’t on the level with him was to try to withdraw the million from the Indonesian bank. Had he been able to transfer the money into England, he would have felt a lot better, and that would also have gone a long way toward assuaging his fears. Unfortunately, all kinds of electronic transactions had been disrupted, courtesy of Bascomb-Coombs’s infernal computer. All Peel had been able to get from his computer log-in was a “transfer pending” notation, awaiting some final clearance that never happened.
  


  
    Given the computer problems worldwide, this could have been a legitimate response. It was possible.
  


  
    But it was also possible that this might be a clever ruse by Bascomb-Coombs, one easily hidden by the chaos he had himself caused. By the time things cleared up, Peel might be dead.
  


  
    “This is Vice-President Imandihardjo,” came a man’s voice. “How may I help you?”
  


  
    Peel turned his attention back to the phone. At last, the bloody Indonesian banker. “Right. I need to check the status of my account.”
  


  
    He could almost hear the man frown. Check an account? For this you needed a vice-president? “Your name and password, please?”
  


  
    Peel gave it to him.
  


  
    There was a long pause. “Ah, Mr. Bellsong, yes, I see it.”
  


  
    Peel shook his head. Bellsong. The song of a bell, and thus Bascomb-Coombs’s little joke: peal. Same sound, different spelling as Peel.
  


  
    “You have my account information?”
  


  
    “Yes, sir, I certainly do.” The VP’s voice shifted; it now had that obsequious tone that big chunks of money sometimes brought from those who weren’t rich. This was good.
  


  
    “I should like to transfer part of the account into another bank.”
  


  
    “Certainly, certainly. If you will give me the particulars?”
  


  
    Peel rattled off his English account number and password. He would move it, and once he was sure it had cleared, he would breathe a lot easier.
  


  
    A moment later, the banker said, “Ah, Mr. Bellsong, there appears to be a problem with our system.”
  


  
    “Really?”
  


  
    “Yes, sir, I’m sure it’s nothing major, but I’m afraid I can’t access anything but the balance. The computer won’t let me make a transfer.”
  


  
    Peel nodded to himself. Well, well.
  


  
    “Hmm. It seems that there are several dozen accounts affected. I’m sure it’s only a temporary aberration.”
  


  
    “You mean I can’t get my money out until it’s fixed?”
  


  
    “Ah, well, I’m afraid so, yes.”
  


  
    “I see.” That was all Peel needed to hear. His bowels clenched and went cold. He had a sudden, deep suspicion that what the Indonesian bank would find on closer examination would be electron money: demon dollars that glittered brightly if you looked at them peripherally, but that would turn to smoke and vanish if you tried to lay your hands on them. Bascomb-Coombs was having him on.
  


  
    “I’m sure this will be cleared up very soon. If you will give me a number where I can reach you, I shall call as soon as we’ve resolved the problem.”
  


  
    Right.
  


  
    He gave them his number, but Peel wasn’t going to hold his breath waiting for that money to clear. He’d been skewered, and he knew who was holding the shaft, too.
  


  
    Time to go and have a chat with Mr. Bascomb-Coombs. Yes, indeed.
  


  
    But almost as he thought this, his phone buzzed. The private line.
  


  
    “Yes?”
  


  
    “Hello, Terrance.” Well, well. Speak of the devil.
  


  
    “Hello.”
  


  
    “I’m afraid we have something of problem. It seems his lordship has given orders cutting my access to my—ah—toy. He has shut down all the apparent external lines and posted a guard to keep me from physically entering the building.”
  


  
    “Really? Why is that?”
  


  
    “I suspect the old boy doesn’t trust me.”
  


  
    Good bloody reason for that, Peel thought. Then another thought popped up. “ ‘Apparent external lines,’ you said?”
  


  
    Bascomb-Coombs had his visual mode off, but Peel could almost see him smile. “Very good, Terrance. Naturally, I have a few digital and microwave transceiver links carefully hidden around the hardware. Even a landline wired into the power supply, if anybody thinks to use jammers. They’d have to take it down to the floor-boards to cut off my connection, and since they don’t know it’s there, they won’t. If they shut it off, they know they might not ever be able to get it up and running again.”
  


  
    “I see. And what does this mean?”
  


  
    “I believe we shall have to deal with the old boy. Using your area of expertise.”
  


  
    “You think so?”
  


  
    “I’m afraid I do. I must ring off now, but I’ll call you back shortly. Give it some thought, would you?”
  


  
    The scientist broke the connection. Peel stared at the wall of his office.
  


  
    God, the man had brass balls. Here he was, trying to have Peel himself iced and pretending as if nothing had happened as he ordered him to kill their mutual employer. Bloody nerve, all right.
  


  
    He would, Peel realized, be better off with both of them gone. Bascomb-Coombs had to depart this mortal coil, of course; a man who tried to have you assassinated could hardly be allowed to live. And Goswell might be in his dotage, but he wasn’t completely senile. Sooner or later, he might tumble to the fact that his security chief had sold him out to the mad scientist, and that would be extremely bad. He doubted the old man would reach for his black powder shotgun to blast him, but certainly he would be able to see to it that Peel never worked in the U.K. again. With a million in the bank, such a thing hadn’t worried him, but if the money was no more than a ruse by Bascomb-Coombs, then Peel would be, in a word, screwed.
  


  
    If Bascomb-Coombs went missing and his lordship fell over with a stroke or heart attack, then Peel would be in the clear, nobody to tell tales. He might not be rich, but he would still be marketable. With a spotless record under his lordship, some other rich fool would find him worthy.
  


  
    Victory was better than defeat, but there were times when you had to cut your losses and retreat, to survive long enough to try another tack. He had pulled in Ruzhyó because he needed a goat for taking out the old man; but now, given the change of situation, it was better that Goswell die of natural causes, so his security chief wouldn’t look bad.
  


  
    Bascomb-Coombs would simply disappear in such a way that nobody would ever find him.
  


  
    Peel smiled. Yes, this was all unfortunate but not beyond repair. Time to fix things and get on with it. Kill them all—God will know his own. One of the early Popes had said that, hadn’t he? Better them than me.
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    Wednesday, April 13th

    London, England
  


  
    

  


  
    During a lull in the increasingly frantic activity at MI-6, Toni got on the com to call Carl Stewart.
  


  
    “Hello?”
  


  
    “Carl?”
  


  
    “Ah, Toni. How are you?”
  


  
    “Fine. Look, I’m up to my eyebrows in work, and I can’t see any way to get out of it for class tonight. Sorry.”
  


  
    “Not a problem. We’ll miss you, but I understand.”
  


  
    “Thanks.”
  


  
    After a short pause, he said, “Well, you do have to eat, though, don’t you? Perhaps we can have lunch or dinner later this week?”
  


  
    Toni’s stomach did a small lurch. It wasn’t the words but the tone of them that raised the alarm. Was he asking her out on a date? That would have been her most direct question, but Toni wasn’t quite ready to ask it. Should she follow that up? Or brush it off? It was moot if she said she was too busy. But, no. She had been doing more waffling lately than she liked. It was time to start facing these things head-on.
  


  
    “Are we talking about two silat students getting together for a bite, Carl? Or are we talking about something else?”
  


  
    “Well, I was thinking along the lines of two people who found each other’s company interesting and who had a deep interest—pentjak silat—in common.”
  


  
    A date.
  


  
    Toni’s knee-jerk response was to tell him she was involved with somebody and decline politely. The window for her comment opened ... and stayed open. He was a vital man, attractive, and he had a skill she much admired. If she and Stewart went to the gelanggang—the fighting floor—for a serious match, he would win; she did not doubt it. She couldn’t say that about many people she knew. She was sure that even her own guru, now in her eighties, was no longer up to her level, and she was pretty confident she could keep up with most martial artists, men or women, when it came to one-on-one, however egotistical that might be. But she knew she couldn’t defeat Carl. And that was, in its way, a large part of the attraction. She had a momentary vision of what it might be like to lie naked on a bed with this powerful and skilled man, and it was not an unattractive daydream. Not at all unattractive.
  


  
    She felt a shard of guilt stab her. “I’m pretty much involved with Alex, Carl, and I appreciate it, but I think maybe we ought to keep things strictly professional.”
  


  
    “Ah, too bad. But certainly I understand. I appreciate your candor. Do let me know when you can come back to class.”
  


  
    “I will. Thanks.”
  


  
    After she hung up, Toni had a sick feeling, a cold stirring in her gut. It had, for a moment, been tempting. More so than she wanted to admit. She could have gone down that path, and it bothered her that she had even considered it. She admired Carl, maybe even had a bit of lust for him, but she loved Alex, and there was a world of difference between those two things. For just a moment there, however, she had wondered, had felt indecision, had considered it.
  


  
    “Can’t hang you for thinking” was an old saying that was true because nobody could know what was in your mind, but you couldn’t fool yourself for very long. How could it have even crossed her mind? This was bad. Bad.
  


  
    
  


  
    

  


  
    Wednesday, April 13th

    The Yews, Sussex, England
  


  
    

  


  
    Ruzhyó adjusted the 9mm Firestar pistol in the clip-on holster on his hip under his windbreaker, canting the butt forward slightly to make it more comfortable. The previous handgun Peel had furnished him, the American-made Italian .22, was at the bottom of the Thames, wiped clean and broken into pieces, the frame and the barrel of which were separated by more than two miles. If anybody happened to dredge the parts up before they rusted out, assembled them, and if they ran ballistic tests and determined that the bullet in the dead man in the bookstore had come from the pistol, it wouldn’t matter, since there was nothing to connect Ruzhyó to it. But if you left nothing to chance, then chance would not be so likely to sneak up behind you and fasten its teeth in your back.
  


  
    He did not much care for the new weapon, but he could use it. It was solid, well-made, a single-action, chrome-plated steel semiautomatic that operated much like the old Colt .45 military models, a reliable, small, if somewhat heavy, piece. The gun carried seven jacketed hollowpoints in the magazine and one more in the chamber with special, scored noses that would expand in a human, causing much damage. The thing had not been designed to punch paper at a range or to plink old cans in the woods but to shoot soft targets and seriously damage or kill them.
  


  
    Ruzhyó smiled. For the last several years, especially in the U.S., gun makers had been under legal attacks by antigun forces. The more recent tactic had been to sue the manufacturers for not providing adequate safety devices or warnings of danger. He could not believe how foolish this was. Carried to its extreme, there would be similar warnings necessary for automobiles, knives, even matches: Caution! You might be killed if you collide with a big truck while driving this small car! Warning! This knife has a sharp edge. Do not press it against your throat! Danger! Matches can create fire that can burn you!
  


  
    This gun labeling scheme seemed to him monumentally stupid to anyone with half a working brain. It was one thing to require a lock that children could not easily open, another thing to stamp on the barrel of a gun: Caution! Do not point at someone and pull the trigger! Anybody who did not understand what a gun was and what it did would not be able to read such a warning anyhow. It reminded him of the old advertisement that used to be on the electric buses in Chetsnya when he’d been young: “Are you illiterate? If so, please contact ...”
  


  
    The 9mm would do the job for Ruzhyó, and there was the umbrella to back it up. In addition, he had bought a Benchmade tactical folder, a knife that could be flicked open with a thumb, to lock its four-inch tanto-point blade rigidly into place. Given the local laws, with two guns and a knife, he was probably armed better than almost anybody walking around in this country, including most police officers. As he had in the Nevada desert, Ruzhyó felt the need to have the weapons. Things were about to go bad here; he could feel it.
  


  
    He considered leaving. Simply catching a boat or train or plane for a short hop out of the country, then heading home, staying on the round to avoid directional tracking. He could do it, and Peel wouldn’t miss him in time to stop him, even if he wanted to.
  


  
    Ruzhyó, however, was tired. And looking over his shoulder made him more tired. He had the Americans back there somewhere, and eventually they might figure out how to track him. He did not need another enemy dogging his trail. No, he would finish this business with Peel first, and when he left, it would be on his own terms. One way or another, he would resolve things. Once he was home, then what came, came, and he would deal with it.
  


  
    Peel came out of the converted church and nodded in his direction before setting off for his own car. Ruzhyó nodded in return and started his car’s engine. They were going back to see the computer scientist where Ruzhyó had spotted the surveillance that had ended with a dead man in a bookstore. Apparently, Major Peel had plans for the man in that building that Mr. Bascomb-Coombs would not in the least enjoy.
  


  
    Ruzhyó didn’t care about the scientist. He would stay with Peel until the right opportunity came up, and then he would take his leave. And it would be soon, he reflected as they pulled out of the estate. Soon.
  


  
    
  


  
    

  


  
    Wednesday, April 13th

    Washington, D.C.
  


  
    

  


  
    There had been an all-hours assembly at school, and when it was done, Tyrone drifted down the hall, waving at Jimmy Joe in passing. The hall-monster, Essay, had indeed been expelled, for at least two weeks, and while there were other denizens to be avoided in the corridors, they weren’t in the big idiot’s league.
  


  
    As he headed for the bus queue, he saw Bella, book reader in hand, walking and laughing with three girlfriends. She spotted him and smiled. “Ty, hey, over here.”
  


  
    He felt that rush of belly-clenching cold energy that radiated excitement all the way to his groin. He started toward her, holding his steps slow so as not to seem in a hurry. He tried to look sparse, matter-of-fact, and AF—almost frozen, he was so cool. Bella wanted to see him? That was DFF and all, but no huge kluge, hey? Amble. That was the look he wanted; he wanted to amble her way. But he moved maybe a little too fast to pull it off. Kind of a twelve-frames-per-second amble that would look a lot better at twenty-four.
  


  
    “Hey, Bella.”
  


  
    “We’re going to the mall. You want to come along?”
  


  
    He smiled. And at that second, just when he was about to deliver a liquid-oxy AF “Sure, why not?” he glanced past Bella and saw Nadine walking down the hall.
  


  
    Nadine saw him, then looked away.
  


  
    Bella caught his look and flicked her own gaze in that direction. It was quick, her peek, and she pretended not to notice, but Tyrone got it. Nadine had been inspected, stamped failed, and dismissed, all in a half-second glance, and thank you very much.
  


  
    And all of a sudden, Tyrone Howard, pushing fourteen, found himself at the crossroads of the rest of his life. Looming here were two paths at right angles to each other, and not likely he would be able to switch from one to the other once he made his choice.
  


  
    You got the com in your hand, Tyrone. Who are you gonna call?
  


  
    Maybe he could still do both. He said, “Why don’t I meet you at the bus? I got something I have to take care of first.”
  


  
    Bella might not be the brightest diode on the board, but she wasn’t so dim she couldn’t see immediately what he was doing. She let him know she knew, too: “We’re going to the mall now, Ty.” What was left unsaid, was Now or never, Tyrone. Your call.
  


  
    Well ... shit. It would be great to be able to have his cake and eat it, too, but that wasn’t gonna happen, no way, no how, DSS—data scrambled, stupid.
  


  
    The moment stretched for a couple million years. He felt like he was going to explode. Damn, damn, damn!
  


  
    You could skulk one or you could skulk the other, but you didn’t get both.
  


  
    Hell with it. He made his decision. “Nadine! Hey, Nadine! Hold up a second!”
  


  
    Nadine turned, surprised, he could see. He didn’t dare look back at Bella, though he wanted to see her face. He’d been given a second chance to get into paradise, and he’d just put it in the trash and emptied that sucker. He wanted to run and hide.
  


  
    Nadine smiled, and her face didn’t seem so plain. When he got there, she said, “Your girlfriend just left without you. Didn’t look real happy, either.”
  


  
    He shrugged. “So what?” He felt bad, but he also felt good at the same time. “How’s the arm? You want to go throw some?”
  


  
    “You sure about this?”
  


  
    “I’m sure.”
  


  
    The smile got bigger. “My arm is a lot better now. Yeah. Let’s go throw.”
  


  
    As he walked along next to her, Tyrone felt his own smile begin. Something his dad had told him. When you do the right thing, it almost always feels better than when you don’t.
  


  
    Score another one for the old man.
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    Thursday, April 14th Upper Cretaceous

    What will be Western France
  


  
    

  


  
    “Looks as if it can swim,” Saji said.
  


  
    Jay pulled the Humvee to a halt and shut the engine off. The monster’s tracks led to the edge of a sea and disappeared into the water. Small, silky waves with pristine whitecaps rolled machinelike tubes onto the shore. “Looks like,” he said.
  


  
    “What now?”
  


  
    “We change vehicles. Boat or helicopter. I’m favoring the copter.”
  


  
    “I can understand that. Better to be a few hundred feet above it than sailing along and having it come up under us like Moby-Dick.”
  


  
    Jay nodded. “The disadvantage is that we can arm the boat better than we can the helicopter. We’re limited to weapons we can physically carry, so if we see it from the air, one of us has to lean out and shoot at it. You don’t want a rocket launcher going off inside a copter. The exhaust gases would cook us as dead as if we got hit by the rocket itself.”
  


  
    “There’s a pleasant image. Why the limits on weaponry?”
  


  
    “Well. Even in sim, you have to think about what the real situation is like. This thing is bigger and stronger and faster than we are, and we can’t just lob a nuke at it, ’cause we don’t have one vis a vis the hardware and software we are up against.” He stepped out of the car and looked at the shore. He pulled a GPS handheld from his jacket and consulted it. “This is a cheat in this scenario,” he said. “I should be looking at a paper map, since there are no global positioning satellites in this time. But we can get away with this. Not with a Seawolf-class sub, though. Too bad. And I’m not really sure this body of water would be here, either. My knowledge of geological history is not that great.”
  


  
    Saji climbed out of the car, stretched, and said, “Where is here?”
  


  
    “Coast of France. What will be Great Britain is over the horizon thataway.”
  


  
    “So in RW, that’s where the trail leads?”
  


  
    “That’s what it looks like, yeah.”
  


  
    “Is that any help to your theory?”
  


  
    Jay nodded. “Yeah. Maybe.”
  


  
    “Are we going after it?”
  


  
    “Oh, yeah. I want to drop out of VR for a while to check some stuff and give the boss a call, first. I think it would be a good idea to run my theory past him. Just in case.”
  


  
    
  


  
    

  


  
    Thursday, April 14th

    MI-6, London, England
  


  
    

  


  
    In the MI-6 conference room, Michaels sat waiting for Jay’s visual to appear on the call-waiting holoproj that floated bluely over the table. With him were Toni, Howard, Fernandez, and Angela Cooper.
  


  
    Michaels said, “I wanted you all to hear this, so I had them route Jay’s com in here. We’ll get to him in a minute. Any other business in the meanwhile?”
  


  
    Howard said, “We’ve got an appointment to see the retired major out at his employer’s estate in ...” he looked down at his flatscreen. “... in Sussex this afternoon.”
  


  
    “A lovely drive,” Angela said. “Beautiful country, if somewhat narrow roads.”
  


  
    “No more attacks on major webs or military systems to note,” Toni said. “Looks as if our hacker has backed off, at least for the time being.”
  


  
    “I’ll take any good news I can get,” Michaels said. “Let’s get Jay off hold.”
  


  
    The holoproj flickered, and Jay Gridley’s face appeared in the air. “Hey, boss.” His voice sounded almost normal, just a trace of a slur. He was recovering fast.
  


  
    “Jay. This is Angela Cooper, of MI-6. You know everybody else.”
  


  
    Jay murmured greetings.
  


  
    “Okay, tell us what you’ve got.”
  


  
    Jay sighed. “Well, it’s not much. We—I have been on the program’s track, and it looks as if it’s leading in your direction. Could be passing through, could be it lives there, I dunno. I’ll get back after it as soon as we discom.
  


  
    “I’ve been thinking about the problem. No working computers we know about could brute force prime number encoding the way this thing has, even working in multiple-series-parallel, so it’s got to be something else. The first thing that comes to mind when you ask yourself what kind of computer could do it is, of course, a QC—a quantum computer. We talked about that before. The thing is, none of those are past the small experimental stages, so none of them would have the power needed to pull off what has happened.”
  


  
    “I’m dense,” Fernandez said. “What is a quantum computer?”
  


  
    Jay gave them a short lecture, explaining about Qubits and multiple quantum states. Michaels was familiar with the concept, but, as Jay had pointed out, nobody had come up with a full-size working QC, so it wasn’t something they had seriously considered.
  


  
    “But what if somebody had one?” Jay continued. “A fully operational model? Something with a hundred or two hundred Qubits? It would blow through prime-number encryptions like a tornado through a straw house.”
  


  
    “Big if,” Toni said.
  


  
    “Yeah, but I’ve done a little poking around. None of the various militaries and corps who have gone to the new AMPD standard—that’s abstract multidimensional point-distance encryption—were bothered by these attacks. Could be coincidence, but a QC wouldn’t be able to crack those. It wouldn’t matter how fast it could crunch numbers, AMPD standard would be immune. Of course, only a handful of people have shifted to the new method.”
  


  
    “All right,” Michaels said. “But if somebody had created such a thing, wouldn’t we know about it?”
  


  
    “Eventually. You couldn’t keep it hidden forever, but maybe you could for a while. The technology and gear necessary wouldn’t be something you could cook up in a high school computer lab or in the corner of your Uncle Albert’s electronics hobby shop. We’re talking a multimillion-dollar operation, custom-made hardware, lots of bells and whistles, a support staff, programmers, all like that. Sooner or later, somebody will stumble into this from outside; it’s not something you can hide with a piece of camo net. But even if you knew where it was, as long as it was the only one out there, it’d sure be a big damned wolf among the sheep.”
  


  
    “A QC seems kind of slim,” Toni said. “Any corroborative information?”
  


  
    “Nothing I can lay on a table and prove,” Jay said. “Then again, if such a thing existed, it would perfectly fit the parameters.”
  


  
    “And in your expert opinion, this is what you think it is?” That from Howard.
  


  
    “Yes, sir. Nothing else comes close. I’ve searched the web and found everybody serious who’s ever published anything in the field. On the list are a couple of guys in the U.K. One of whom—a man named Peter Bascomb-Coombs—did some flat-out brilliant theoretical work a couple of years back. He’s head and shoulders above most, and I can’t begin to stay with him. I don’t even know anybody who can stay with him. He used to be in London, but he’s dropped out of sight.”
  


  
    Howard said, “Are we looking at him as somebody to help us out? Or as a suspect?”
  


  
    “Either way, I’d talk to him if I was there. I can’t find a public e-address for him. It seems odd a guy that sharp would just disappear. He was too young to retire, and if he’d croaked, there would have been something about it in the news.”
  


  
    “Give us what you have on him, and we’ll check it out locally,” Michaels said.
  


  
    “Already uploaded,” Jay said. There was a short pause, then he said, “I’ve got to get back to the hunt. I think I’m gonna be able to run this beast down. I’m close.”
  


  
    “Be careful, Jay,” Toni said. There was no need to remind him why. If anybody knew, he did.
  


  
    “Yeah. Thanks. I’ll keep you posted.”
  


  
    Angela had been tapping commands into her flatscreen, and she looked up as Jay discommed. “Got the information about Mr. Bascomb-Coombs. I’m running a search... hello?”
  


  
    “What?” Michaels said.
  


  
    “Here’s our man,” she said. “Employed by ComCo U.K. They are a privately held computer company that produces, among other things, high-end workstation motherboards.”
  


  
    “He’s a computer geek working for a computer company,” Fernandez said. “Is this a big surprise?”
  


  
    “Not in itself, no,” she said. “But ComCo U.K. is owned by Lord Geoffrey Goswell.”
  


  
    Where had he heard that name before? Michaels wondered. Then he remembered.
  


  
    Howard beat him to saying it. “Is that the same guy whose security chief is the one in the store with our assassin and the dead guy?”
  


  
    “Yes,” Angela said.
  


  
    “Well, well.” Howard said. “Small world.”
  


  
    “Probably doesn’t mean anything,” Angela continued. “Goswell owns several companies and has thousands of employees scattered all over the country. Anywhere you go in England, Scotland, Wales, or Ireland, you are apt to run into somebody who works for him or who knows somebody who works for him.”
  


  
    Michaels shook his head. He didn’t like coincidences. Stranger things had surely happened, but this had a fishy smell all of a sudden. “Tell you what, put off that interview with Peel for now. Pretend it was nothing, tell him you’ve gotten things resolved, you’ll call him back later if you need to see him. I think we need to know a little more about his boss before we go blundering into his den.”
  


  
    Howard nodded, as did Fernandez and Toni. Angela gave him a small smile, and he felt his heart stumble and bang into the wall of his chest. He did not look at Toni. He couldn’t take the risk.
  


  
    
  


  
    

  


  
    Thursday, April 14th

    London, England
  


  
    

  


  
    As he drove away along Old Kent Road, passing the gasworks, Peel was royally pissed. Bascomb-Coombs had taken the day off yesterday, and when he’d gone to find the man, he’d missed him. According to his operatives, Bascomb-Coombs was not in evidence at his flat nor did he have his automobile, which was parked at his garage where it had been all day. He was not answering his phone, either.
  


  
    Another pass by the office suite was also a waste of time.
  


  
    Where the devil was he?
  


  
    It was his own fault, Peel knew. He had pulled his men off because he wanted to deal with Bascomb-Coombs himself. He did not want them around when he did it, and so when the bastard went missing, he had no one to blame save himself. Where had the bugger gone? And why?
  


  
    His phone chimed at him.
  


  
    “Hello, Peel here.”
  


  
    “Major Peel? Angela Cooper here.”
  


  
    The woman from Intelligence. Another brick on his already overloaded lorry. They called him from time to time about all that Irish business. Whenever some flaming shanty potato-eater blew something up, they always called, as if Peel were somehow responsible for those lunatics. “Ms. Cooper. I haven’t forgotten our appointment this afternoon.”
  


  
    “As it happens, sir, we won’t be needing to speak to you after all. The, ah, matter at hand has resolved itself. Sorry to have bothered you.”
  


  
    Thank God for tiny favors. At least he wouldn’t have to deal with these bloody idiots again. “Quite all right.”
  


  
    “I’ll ring off now. Thank you for your cooperation.”
  


  
    After the disconnect, Peel looked in his rearview mirror to make certain he had not lost Ruzhyó. He had not.
  


  
    Well, where to now, Peel, old man? Our rogue scientist seems to have flown the coop. He’s not at his digs or usual haunts, and surely that only confirms it. He’s lied to you, tried to have you offed, and cheated you out of a million EUs as well. Best you find him and take care of the problem before it gets worse.
  


  
    Easier said, however, than done.
  


  
    It was a warm and sunny day, and Howard, in civilian clothes, strolled along the sidewalks a few blocks from MI-6’s HQ, enjoying the weather and city. London was quite a cosmopolitan place. People walked past in strange outfits, speaking foreign languages, looking very much at home in the English city.
  


  
    Next to him, also dressed in civvies, Julio smiled at a pair of teenage girls wearing microskirts and platform shoes with soles as thick as a Washington, D.C., phone book. The girls smiled back at Julio and gave Howard a long and appraising look. Christ, both men were old enough to be their fathers. And if they fell off those monster shoes, they’d surely break an ankle or worse. Howard raised an eyebrow at his sergeant.
  


  
    “Hey, you know what they say, a thing of beauty is a joy forever.”
  


  
    “And jailbait is jailbait no matter where you go. Aren’t you getting a son and a wife soon?”
  


  
    “You need to loosen up, John. Looking isn’t the same as doing.”
  


  
    “You’ve been a bachelor for a long time, Julio. You sure you are going to be able to make the transition?”
  


  
    “To be absolutely honest, I don’t know. I think so. I’m gonna give it my best shot. But you know as well as I do that no battle plan survives first contact with the enemy.”
  


  
    “You looking at marriage like a war, Sergeant?”
  


  
    “Not exactly a war, but certainly unfamiliar territory. I mean, I love Jo, I want to wake up next to her every morning, and she’s gonna be the mother of my child, but I’m not some eighteen-year-old recruit fresh off the farm and never been to town.”
  


  
    “That’s for sure.” He let that sit for a while, then said, “So what do you think about this business?”
  


  
    He shrugged. “This Goswell guy being part of the old boy network and above reproach and all that doesn’t sound all that different from home. Maybe he doesn’t have anything to do with anything. But every rich and famous businessman or politician I ever heard of who got a bright light shined into his closet showed some skeletons hanging in the back. And it seems real odd to me that our ice man Ruzhyó is hooked up with this major who works for Mr. High and Mighty.”
  


  
    “That’s how I see it, too.”
  


  
    A gorgeous, café-au-lait woman in a black and red silk dress strode along the sidewalk toward them. With the heels she was wearing, she was a couple of inches over six feet, easy. A model, maybe. She went past them in a subtle cloud of expensive perfume. Julio turned to watch her, and Howard glanced over his shoulder, trying to be unobtrusive about it.
  


  
    “Looks good from the back,” Julio said. “Wouldn’t you say, Colonel?”
  


  
    He’d noticed Howard’s quick glance.
  


  
    He smiled, caught. “I have to admit she does.”
  


  
    “Married as you are and all?”
  


  
    Howard just grinned.
  


  
    “So, what now, John?”
  


  
    “We let British Intelligence gather everything they think we ought to know, and then we see what’s what. Then we take care of it and go home. All these women make me miss my wife.”
  


  
    Fernandez laughed. “I hear that.”
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    Thursday, April 14th

    MI-6, London, England
  


  
    

  


  
    When Toni came back from the loo into the conference room, Alex and Cooper stood at the end of the conference table, talking. They almost literally had their heads together, close enough to be breathing each other’s air.
  


  
    Toni felt a pang of jealousy. They looked up, saw her, but didn’t move. That was good. If they had jumped apart when they saw her, that would have been something to worry about. Still, she didn’t have any reason to be uneasy. She knew Alex.
  


  
    “Anything new?” she asked.
  


  
    “We’ve got the intel on Goswell and Peel,” Alex said. “And some interesting developments. Colonel Howard and Sergeant Fernandez are on their way here.”
  


  
    Even as he said it, the two men arrived.
  


  
    “Angela, if you would?”
  


  
    Cooper stood as the others took their seats. She touched her flatscreen and a projection lit over the conference table.
  


  
    “Lord Geoffrey Goswell’s estate in Sussex,” she began. “It’s called The Yews. He spends most of his time there. The place sits on several hundred acres that include the main house, smaller cottages, and various out-buildings.”
  


  
    More images flashed into view.
  


  
    “Except for staff, his lordship—he’s a widower—lives there alone. He has places in London, Brighton, Manchester, a villa in the south of France, and various houses or condominiums in Wales, Scotland, Ireland, Spain, Portugal, India, and the United States. Here is a list of the companies he owns all or part of. His personal fortune is estimated at just under two billion.”
  


  
    “Must be hard,” Fernandez allowed.
  


  
    Cooper continued: “Peel, whom we’ve discussed at some length before, heads Goswell’s personal security. He’s got anywhere from half a dozen to ten men, all ex-military, all heavily armed, patrolling the estate at any given time.”
  


  
    “I thought guns were more or less illegal here,” Howard said.
  


  
    Cooper said, “For ordinary citizens, yes. No handguns, and all rifles and shotguns must be locked up except when actually in use for target shooting or hunting. No military-style assault weapons allowed in any case.”
  


  
    Fernandez said, “Let me guess: When you have a couple billion in the old piggy bank, the rules are different, right?”
  


  
    Cooper gave him a tight smile. “Just so.”
  


  
    “Please continue,” Alex said. “Let’s keep the editorial comments down, shall we?”
  


  
    “We’ve put a couple of teams on the roads leading to the estate, and less than an hour ago, a rental car arrived there. A check of the car agency records indicate it was rented yesterday in Southampton by Peter Bascomb-Coombs. Our operatives managed to get a blurry picture of the driver, and it appears to be the computer scientist.”
  


  
    That got a nice reaction.
  


  
    “Major Peel, also under surveillance, is currently en route to Sussex on his way from London. It will take him another hour or so to get there.”
  


  
    “No sign of Ruzhyó?” Howard asked.
  


  
    “No.”
  


  
    “Could he be at the estate?” “It is possible,” Cooper allowed. “We won’t have any spysats in position to footprint the area for another ninety minutes. Even so, and even if he is strolling on the grounds, we would be hard-pressed to identify him from that alone. We have, under the aegis of national security, tapped the landlines into the estate, as well as having scanners recording wireless activity.”
  


  
    “Must be nice to be able to get a wiretap that easy,” Alex said.
  


  
    “It was not exactly easy,” Cooper said. “But so far, nothing of importance has been forthcoming. And essentially, that is the situation as we now know it.”
  


  
    “Sounds like most of the eggs are in the basket to me. We need to take a little run out there and have a chat with some folks,” Fernandez said.
  


  
    Cooper stared at the holoproj image, then down at the table. She looked uncomfortable, a thing that didn’t bother Toni much. Cooper said, “Well, yes, that would be the logical next step.”
  


  
    “But ... ?” Howard said.
  


  
    “This is a bit awkward,” she said. “We can’t just pop out and do that.”
  


  
    “Why not?” Toni asked. “We have a suspect in the computer crime that has rattled half the planet, and we know where he is. I can’t believe you don’t want to have a few words with him. And with the guy who he works for, too.”
  


  
    Toni saw Julio and John Howard nod in agreement, and Alex also looked ready to hear her answer.
  


  
    Cooper said, “This is true. However, things aren’t done that way here. What if you were in the States and you suddenly had to question a billionaire who was also a powerful political figure? A senator or even the President? You couldn’t just knock on his door and demand to come in, could you?”
  


  
    “No,” Alex said. “But if we had enough reason to suspect he was involved in a major crime, in which hundreds of people were killed as a result of something he did or had done, we could get a judge to issue a search or an arrest warrant. We’ve had our President testify when he didn’t want to. Even impeached.”
  


  
    “After weeks of consultation with his lawyers,” Cooper said. “And the impeachment was a wrist slap—he wasn’t tried and found guilty, was he?”
  


  
    “The effort was made,” Alex said. “No man is above the law.”
  


  
    “Men are not above the law here, either, Alex, but this is a small country, and despite our attempts to bring it into the twenty-first century, still very caste-conscious. Lord Goswell is at the acme of power here. He went to school with the senior members of the House of Lords. He knows the blue blood wealthy, he knows the most powerful barristers and solicitors, and he knows the judges, the high police officials. Every couple of weeks he has tea with the head of the Conservative government. He can get more done with a wave of his hand than Parliament can do in a week. He plays bridge with the king. Getting the wire-and wavetaps were small miracles and were managed only because Goswell didn’t know about them. This is not a man upon whose door you knock and demand anything. If you want to go and beard this lion in his den, you need to enter into negotiations with a delicate touch, your hat in hand. It’s one thing to call up and tell his head of security you are going to drop round for a chat; it is quite another to demand the same of one of the richest and most powerful men in the country.”
  


  
    Nobody had anything to say about that for a moment.
  


  
    “Bullshit,” Julio said.
  


  
    Toni suppressed her smile. She had to agree with that one.
  


  
    “That may be, Sergeant, but I am here to say that His Majesty’s government will not be approaching Lord Goswell, save through his attorneys, and cautiously, at that.”
  


  
    “Even if we suspect he’s involved in the computer assaults?” Toni said.
  


  
    Cooper turned to face Toni. “Even if we knew for sure he was responsible and could prove it, Ms. Fiorella. Which we do not. We have no real evidence other than some very thin circumstantial material: Bascomb-Coombs, who might or might not be involved himself, works for Lord Goswell and is there visiting him. That doesn’t prove much of anything, now does it?”
  


  
    Toni knew that Cooper was right. But she also knew in her gut that Bascomb-Coombs was tied into this, and Peel and Ruzhyó were somehow connected to it. But what could they do if the local authorities wouldn’t let them even talk to the parties?
  


  
    Alex said, “We can’t barge into his lordship’s house without an engraved invitation. All right. Can we short-stop Peel?”
  


  
    “I beg your pardon?”
  


  
    “Can you have your field ops pull Peel over and keep him from getting back to the safety of Goswell’s estate?”
  


  
    Cooper stared at him. “Why would we want to do that?”
  


  
    Alex said, “Okay, follow my logic here. Let’s suppose that Bascomb-Coombs is responsible for the computer disruptions.”
  


  
    “All right, for the moment let’s assume that.”
  


  
    “If he is, he has to be doing it with help. According to Jay Gridley, this isn’t something you can do cheaply, so somebody substantial has to be backing him.”
  


  
    “Yes. So?”
  


  
    “Occam’s razor. He’s working for Goswell. He’s at Goswell’s house. How many people can fund a multimillion-dollar project and keep it secret? Wouldn’t that have to be somebody with a lot of clout? Like somebody who owns lock, stock, and barrel a high-end computer company? That gives us Goswell. And wouldn’t Goswell’s chief of personal security have to have some idea who Bascomb-Coombs was? Any op worth his pay-check would surely run background checks on people who cozied up to his boss. If it was me watching over a rich man’s health, I’d want to know everything about everybody who walked in the door. I’d make it my business to know what visitors had for breakfast, where they ate it, and how big a tip they left.”
  


  
    “You’re saying that Bascomb-Coombs is the mad hacker, that Goswell knows about it, and that Peel also knows. Your logical chain is weak, even assuming the first link in it is as solid as steel.”
  


  
    “Stands to reason if they are all sitting around having tea together, doesn’t it?”
  


  
    Cooper gave him a small smile. “Come now, Alex, people who have tea together don’t share all their secrets, do they?”
  


  
    Alex flushed. John Howard turned and suddenly found a fascinating spot on the empty wall to stare at. Cooper’s smile grew bigger and warmer. These actions didn’t prove anything, but taken together, on a sudden, deeply intuitional level, an icicle of solid nitrogen formed and stabbed Toni in the heart:
  


  
    My God. Had Alex slept with this bitch?
  


  
    How? When?
  


  
    God in heaven—why?
  


  
    Alex cleared his throat and said, “Look, we know Peel is connected to Ruzhyó and the death of a suspected ice man.”
  


  
    “The fellow in the bookstore was, according to the coroner, a suicide.”
  


  
    “After Ruzhyó or Peel shot him! Peel knows something about all this. You know I’m right. Pull him in and let’s sweat him before more people die and millions of lives are disrupted.”
  


  
    There was a long pause. Toni stared at Cooper with the new suspicion still piercing her to her soul. All of the rest of this was nothing. It didn’t matter about Peel or Goswell or Ruzhyó. None of that was important.
  


  
    Had Alex betrayed her? Surely not. He couldn’t have. Could he?
  


  
    She felt sick.
  


  
    Cooper said, “All right. I’ll have to get DG Hamilton to sign off on it, but I suspect we can do that much in the interests of national security.”
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    Thursday, April 14th

    M23, South of Gatwick
  


  
    

  


  
    Ruzhyó took a couple of deep breaths and blew them out, trying to relax. He had been growing more tight as he drove, gripping the wheel harder, hunching forward, and that wouldn’t do, to be tense when he needed to be loose. A tight man could not move properly. Even knowing that, it always happened. You had to work to overcome it, despite all the years and bodies.
  


  
    Ahead of him and one lane over, the gray Neon with the two men in it who had been following Peel since London cruised fifty meters behind the major’s car, using traffic as cover. So intent on tailing Peel had they been, they had not noticed Ruzhyó.
  


  
    As soon as he had spotted them, Ruzhyó had made the call and had spoken but one word: “Company.” That had been enough to alert Peel.
  


  
    He’d replied. “Got it. I’ll call back later.”
  


  
    They had passed Gatwick Airport a few miles back, still heading south on the big motorway as if going to the Sussex estate. The mobile phone on the car seat next to him rang. Ruzhyó picked it up. “Go ahead.”
  


  
    “Have they made you?”
  


  
    “No.”
  


  
    “Good. We’re getting off at the next exit, about two miles ahead, heading east. Down that road three miles, there is a large oak tree at an intersection with a narrow road to the right. Two miles down that road, on the left is a big sheering barn. We’ll have a chat with our company there. Why don’t you go on ahead and get set up?”
  


  
    “Yes.”
  


  
    Ruzhyó thumbed the connection off. He accelerated and pulled smoothly ahead of the surveillance car, passed Peel, and was half a mile ahead of them when he turned off the highway at the next exit. The shadowers paid him no attention.
  


  
    The oak tree was where it was supposed to be—Ruzhyó measured the distance with his odometer—and the barn, in front of a field of grazing sheep, sat alone and quiet in the middle of a long stretch of nowhere. A perfect place to have a chat you didn’t want anyone to overhear.
  


  
    Ruzhyó pulled his car into the barn and shut the door behind it. The place was dusty and smelled of dry hay, wool, and something like hot candle wax. Farm smells, bringing with them quick lances of memory from his days with Anna. He checked out the exits. There were two more at ground level besides the one he’d pulled the car into, and two openings on the upper level, with hoists and ropes and pulleys dangling from them. Peel was a professional; he would pull his car in and get out in such a way as to allow somebody hiding in the barn a clear shot at his followers when they left their car. Probably in front of the smaller door on the building’s southeast side, he figured.
  


  
    Ruzhyó checked the magazine in the Firestar, making certain that a round was chambered. He cocked the hammer and put the safety back on. There might not be any shooting at all; if it became necessary, he had eight shots, and seven more rounds in a second magazine, if he had to reload. No semi auto was jam-proof, but he had adjusted the magazines and polished the feed ramp, and the bullet ogive was clean and rounded enough so there shouldn’t be a problem. After firing a few rounds when he’d gotten the piece, he had hand-cycled a hundred cartridges through the action without a misfeed. At this range, if he had to shoot, he’d only need a few to work, and the first one was already there.
  


  
    He heard the sound of an approaching engine, easily discerned in the quiet pastures. He took another deep breath and let it out, stretched his neck, and rolled his shoulders. He was ready. He would follow Peel’s lead.
  


  


  
    Peel pulled his car onto the hard-packed dirt next to the barn and circled to his left to force the following car to pull in between him and the building. He stopped, loosened his pistol in its holster, and alighted from his car. He kept the door open and stood partially covered by it. He didn’t see Ruzhyó, but he had noticed the fresh tire prints leading to the barn, so he knew the man was in there. If it was him, Peel would set up behind that door right across from his car, and he bet that the ex-Spetsnaz shooter was already there. He felt a lot better having an old pro watching his arse.
  


  
    The Neon pulled off the road and right into perfect position. The car stopped in a light cloud of dust, and as the reddish gray powder settled, two men got out. They wore windbreakers, and they had the moves of somebody carrying firearms, which they certainly had hidden under their jackets. But they didn’t look like coppers, at least not civilian ones. One was a medium-tall brunette, the other a shorter, stockier man with mouse-brown hair cropped short. Were they military? Or Intelligence? What the bloody hell?
  


  
    “Good afternoon, gentlemen. May I help you with something?”
  


  
    Mouse-brown said, “Major Peel. We wonder if you would come along with us, sir.” Not a question.
  


  
    “If you’ll explain who you are and what you want, maybe we can keep this civilized.”
  


  
    “We didn’t come to answer questions. We’ll send somebody for your car. You’ll be riding with us.”
  


  
    “I shouldn’t think I’d want to do that,” he said.
  


  
    “Then we must insist,” Medium-tall said. “Please step over here, sir. And keep your hands in plain sight.”
  


  
    “Insist all you want. I’m minding my own business, and I don’t believe it is any of yours.”
  


  
    The two exchanged glances, and without speaking, split up and drifted away from each other. This was standard procedure if you were facing a man you considered armed and dangerous. Even if he was very fast on the draw, he would have to swing his weapon from one to another with two opponents, and the farther apart they were, the harder that would be—especially if both opponents were prepared to shoot back. They still had not pulled their own weapons, and that was to his advantage.
  


  
    “Let’s not make this difficult, Major,” Mouse-brown said.
  


  
    “Gentlemen, I advise you to stand still and keep your hands away from your weapons.”
  


  
    Medium-tall grinned and said, “Begging your pardon, Major, but either one of us is ten years younger and ten years faster than you. You don’t really think you’re good enough to take us both?”
  


  
    “Maybe. Maybe not. It would be more risky if I were alone.”
  


  
    Mouse-brown said, “There’s no one else in your car, Peel. How stupid do you think we are?”
  


  
    “Fairly stupid, I should say. Why do you think I stopped here, sonny? At this particular quiet spot in the country?”
  


  
    Mouse-brown paused in his sideways drift and shot his partner a quick glance.
  


  
    “He’s having us on,” Medium-tall said. “A bluff.”
  


  
    “You think so?” Peel said. He smiled. “You’ve been behind me since we left London. You think I didn’t know that? I’ve had plenty of time to have a colleague arrive here. You seem like decent lads. Tell me who sent you and what you know, and perhaps you get to walk out of this. Otherwise ...” he gave them a broad, theatrical shrug.
  


  
    “Forget it,” Medium-tall said. “We weren’t born bloody yesterday!”
  


  
    Peel raised his voice. “Mr. Ruzhyó! Are you there?”
  


  
    The barn door swung up with a creak of rusted hinges and Ruzhyó appeared in the doorway, though he did not step out from his cover. “I am here,” he said. He held the silvery pistol in both hands, pointed at Medium-tall.
  


  
    The two men started, surprised.
  


  
    Men who had been under the gun, under fire, would have known they didn’t have a chance. You could be faster than Billy the Bloody Kid from the holster but that wouldn’t be nearly quick enough to outdraw a gun already aimed at you.
  


  
    The two panicked and went for their guns.
  


  
    Ruzhyó had Medium-tall, so Mouse-brown was Peel’s. But before he could clear his weapon, Ruzhyó fired—pow! pow! pow! the tiniest hesitation, then pow! pow! pow! again. Six rounds at maybe five meters, and it was so quick it sounded like two bursts of fully automatic submachine gun fire. Damn, he was fast!
  


  
    Medium-tall and Mouse-brown went down like sick-led wheat.
  


  
    “Shit!” Peel yelled. He finished his draw and hurried toward the downed men. Both were wearing body armor under their jackets, he could see that as he got close. The vests had stopped two rounds each, just as they were supposed to. But the armor had not stopped the rest of Ruzhyó’s Mozambique drill: two to the chest and one to the head. Both men had been shot between the eyes, and they were effectively dead before they hit the ground. Peel had never seen the drill performed better, not even in practice, much less in a hot scenario. Ruzhyó was a master shooter.
  


  
    “Damn, how am I supposed to find out anything if you don’t leave one alive to question?”
  


  
    Ruzhyó gave him a Slavic shrug. He popped the magazine from the pistol, let it fall to the ground, reloaded the handgun with a second magazine from his pocket, then bent to pick up the fallen magazine. When he straightened, he reached up with one hand and pried a silicone ear plug from one ear, then the other, and dropped those into his pocket along with the nearly empty magazine.
  


  
    Good God. Ruzhyó was so cool as to think about bloody ear protection before he had calmly blasted two armed men as neat and quick as you could possibly please. The man must have ice water in his veins.
  


  
    Well, there was not any help for it now. Best find out who these two were, if he could. Peel fished in Medium-tall’s pocket until he found a wallet. He opened it, then stared at the ID card behind the clear plastic window. “Oh, Lord! These blokes are MI-6! We’ve just killed two of his majesty’s SIS agents!”
  


  
    Ruzhyó shrugged again, scanning the countryside for witnesses.
  


  
    Aside from the sheep, who seemed unaffected by the gunshots, there weren’t any prying eyes.
  


  
    Peel shook his head. “Come on, help me move the bodies,” Peel said. “We’ve only got a few minutes before they are missed.”
  


  
    They were in the crapper now, weren’t they?
  


  
    
  


  
    

  


  
    Thursday, April 14th

    MI-6, London, England
  


  
    

  


  
    “We have a problem,” Cooper told Michaels. “We’ve lost contact with the team following Peel.”
  


  
    Howard, Fernandez, and Toni had gone to the cafeteria to grab a quick bite, and Michaels was once again alone with Cooper in the conference room. “Lost contact with them?”
  


  
    “More than half an hour ago. Their last report was that they had pulled off the M23 near Balcombe and were about to detain Peel. We’ve been unsuccessful in our attempts to reach them since.”
  


  
    “Do you have a way to find them?”
  


  
    “Not exactly. The location transponder in their car stopped sending its signal a few minutes after their last transmission. We know where they were. We’ve sent a military strike team via helicopter to check it out.”
  


  
    “They’re either taken or dead,” he said flatly.
  


  
    “We don’t know that.”
  


  
    “You wouldn’t have scrambled an air strike team if you didn’t think it was likely.”
  


  
    She sighed. Put one hand on his forearm. Her touch was warm. “We do fear something has gone awry.”
  


  
    He stared at her hand. After a beat, she broke the contact. “No chance for us, is there?”
  


  
    “I—it wouldn’t be a good idea. I’m sorry.”
  


  
    “But you did enjoy yourself? As far as it went?”
  


  
    “Ah ... yes. I did.”
  


  
    She smiled, but it was hollow. “The good ones always get away. A pity. Your Ms. Fiorella is lucky, you know.”
  


  
    “I think I’m the lucky one.”
  


  
    She stepped back, out of his space, and glanced at her watch. “Should be hearing from the strike team shortly.”
  


  
    “Can we still stop Peel? If he is on his way to Goswell’s estate?”
  


  
    “Given the current situation, I doubt that DG Hamilton would want to risk another team. It would be safer to bottle him up at The Yews, if that’s where he’s going, and deal with him later.
  


  


  
    In the MI-6 cafeteria, Fernandez swallowed a bite of what looked like Salisbury steak and mashed potatoes drenched by a half gallon of brown gravy and said, “What’s with the sub-commander?”
  


  
    Fiorella had come to the cafeteria with Howard and Fernandez, but had quickly excused herself and left, looking pale.
  


  
    Howard glanced down at his Thai chicken salad. He wasn’t a gossip, but he had known Julio all of his adult life; the two of them didn’t have many secrets from each other. And from Toni’s face, the nickel had dropped. She had figured out about Michaels’ extracurricular activities. Howard didn’t need to get that specific, though, so he said, “I think she and the commander might be having some personal problems.”
  


  
    Julio washed another bite down with a glass of water and nodded. “Cooper,” he said. “Boss got biblical with her?”
  


  
    Howard raised an eyebrow.
  


  
    “She’s gorgeous, smart, and she’s been giving him looks,” Julio went on. “And the boss stares at his shoes every time Cooper gets too close. She looks possessive and he looks guilty. And that looks like a done deal to me. Not that I’m telling you anything you don’t already know. You picked it up.”
  


  
    Howard nodded. “Yes.”
  


  
    Julio took another mouthful of the brown and steaming goop. “I don’t understand what all the fuss about how bad British cooking is about. Nothing wrong with it far as I can tell,” he said.
  


  
    “Spoken like a true meat and potatoes man.”
  


  
    “Yeah, well, Br’er Rabbit, why don’t you have some more of that grass and twigs you got.”
  


  
    A young man approached the table. “Colonel Howard? Commander Michaels would like to see you, sir, as soon as possible.”
  


  
    Julio shoveled another mouthful in, hurrying, as Howard nodded once and got to his feet. Now what?
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    Thursday, April 14th

    Near Balcombe, England
  


  
    

  


  
    MI-6 had sprung for a second copter, and it landed with Alex, Howard, Fernandez, Cooper, and Toni. The strike force copter was still on the ground, and a dozen soldiers in Brit camo and berets, weapons at the ready, moved around the big old barn as the Net Force team piled out of the second bird into the dusty prop wash.
  


  
    Toni had tucked her personal pain away into the box of professionalism and locked it tight. Even so, she hadn’t been able to look directly at Alex during the short flight.
  


  
    A British captain approached and spoke with Cooper. Toni walked around, bent to examine the ground in a couple of spots, then drifted toward the barn. There was a new car parked inside, and it hadn’t been there long enough to get dusty. The floor was earth, under a light layer of dry hay. She walked back out and circled the area again. The ground was soft and chalky enough in places to take footprints, but the military force had obliterated a lot of them, their combat boots leaving a distinctive tread. She thought about what might have happened here, given what she knew and what she had seen.
  


  
    Alex said, “Toni?” He stood next to Cooper and the British captain.
  


  
    She could do this. She could keep her feelings at bay and do her job.
  


  
    “This is Captain Ward,” Alex said.
  


  
    Cooper said, “Why don’t you bring Sub-Commander Fiorella up to speed on what you think might have happened here, Captain?”
  


  
    A flash of anger enveloped Toni. Bring her up to fucking speed? Yeah, right. She wanted to smash Cooper’s smug face. Instead, she tamped it down and said, “It’s pretty obvious, isn’t it?”
  


  
    Cooper blinked. Did she hear the challenge in Toni’s voice? “Oh, really? Why don’t you tell us, then?” Yeah, she heard it.
  


  
    “Sure. Peel had a backup man. That’s his car in the barn. It will be a rental and won’t have a backtrail. Probably some dummy corporation post office box and phony ID used to get it.
  


  
    “Your agents must have missed the backup. Odds are it was Mikhayl Ruzhyó, who must have some kind of link to Peel. Maybe they were old college buddies or they met in some police action in Africa or SA somewhere. They have history. Otherwise, it’s too coincidental.
  


  
    “Peel led your men here, right into a trap. Ruzhyó sneaked up on them—no, strike that, you couldn’t really sneak up on this barn from the road in a car, and it’s too far from anywhere to walk, so probably he was already hiding when Peel arrived. How am I doing so far?” She looked at Alex and his face was frozen into a half-grin. He felt her anger, she knew. She nodded at him. I know, you bastard. And now you know I know.
  


  
    Cooper didn’t speak, nor did Alex or the captain, so Toni continued: “There are two small spots of blood on the ground, still visible, though somebody kicked dirt over them, there and over there.” She pointed. “Were your men armed? And wearing body armor?”
  


  
    Cooper just glared at her, and it was the captain who said, “They carried sidearms, and as for the vests, yes, they should have worn them. It’s standard for this kind of operation.”
  


  
    “Right. So Peel or Ruzhyó shot them, most likely in the heads. That’s where they fell. Then they shoved the bodies into their own car and left here driving that and Peel’s. I imagine if your troops haven’t stomped all over them, you’ll find his tire tracks and those of your men’s car leaving. By now, I’d guess they’ve driven the car with the bodies in it somewhere it won’t be found for a while. Two missing agents are a concern, but not as high-profile as two dead ones. If I were in charge, I’d have the local constables drag any big ponds or lakes within a few miles of here. Deep water is a good place to hide a car.”
  


  
    The captain shook his head. “Overall, it’s a bit of a stretch, isn’t it? Aside from the blood, we found no other evidence. There weren’t any shell casings.”
  


  
    “Ruzhyó would have picked his up, and I’m assuming Peel is smart enough to have done the same. By the time we catch up to them, the guns used will be long gone, anyway. I don’t know much about your Major Peel, but Ruzhyó is very much a professional. He doesn’t leave you much to work with.”
  


  
    Ward nodded, as if confirming that he wasn’t as concerned with her explanation as that he wanted to hear her reasoning for it. “The scenario you postulate is not impossible. As soon as he figured out with whom he was dealing, Peel would have known about the transponder in their car and disabled it. We’ve set up road blocks, but we may be behind the curve here.”
  


  
    We’re behind the curve, all right. Toni gathered herself and gave Cooper the sweetest smile she could form. “Anything else you need to know, Ms. Cooper?”
  


  
    “Not at the moment, Ms. Fiorella.” Cooper gave Alex a quick look, and in it Toni saw a measure of what she thought might be concern. Pity, even.
  


  
    So, Cooper had figured out that Toni knew, too. And the British tart was feeling sympathy for Alex because of it. Great. Now we’re all just one big, unhappy fucking family.
  


  


  
    Michaels pulled his virgil and put in a priority call to Jay Gridley.
  


  
    “Yeah, boss, what’s up?”
  


  
    “If I gave you an address, a physical address for where this QC hardware might be, would that help you search?”
  


  
    “Couldn’t hurt. Might be able to spot a trail if I’m close enough to it, though there’s no guarantee.”
  


  
    “Stand by, I’m uploading it now. We found Bascomb-Coombs and where he works. We can’t lay our hands on him just at the moment, but maybe you can figure out something from your end.”
  


  
    “Thanks, boss.”
  


  
    “Be careful, Jay.”
  


  
    “I copy that, decibel and crystal. Discom.”
  


  
    Michaels walked to where Cooper stood. “Does this change things? Can we go to Goswell’s and grab Peel?”
  


  
    “I can check with the DG, but I’m afraid it won’t matter. We have missing agents, but not much to tie them to his lordship or even to Peel. For all we know, Peel drove off before they could speak to him, and our men were coincidentally attacked by sheep rustlers.”
  


  
    “Yeah, right.”
  


  
    “Sorry, Alex, but that’s how it is. Our hands are tied.”
  


  
    On their way back to the helicopter, Michaels lagged behind. “Hold up a second, Colonel.”
  


  
    Howard slowed.
  


  
    “Cooper says MI-6’s hands are tied. They can’t go traipsing into Lord Goswell’s estate without an engraved invitation.”
  


  
    “Wonderful,” Howard said. His voice dripped sarcasm.
  


  
    “Colonel, I don’t know how good your grapevine is, but I’ve put you up for a promotion.”
  


  
    Howard hesitated a second, then said, “I had heard the rumor, Commander. Thank you, I appreciate it.”
  


  
    “I mention this only because an international diplomatic incident might squash your chances. Probably would.”
  


  
    Howard grinned. “If that would let me catch Ruzhyó and this mad hacker, I could live with it.”
  


  
    Michaels smiled back at him. “Somehow I knew you’d feel that way. When we get back to MI-6, I think our crew needs to take a break. Go for a ride in the country or something.”
  


  
    “Yes, sir.”
  


  
    Michaels looked at the copter, squinting against the dust blown up by the prop wash. Most of the time, he colored between the lines. Now and then, he had to go outside the boundaries. There was a difference between justice and the law, and sometimes the end did justify the means. Generally, in his line of work, if you took a risk out in territory where your ass was bare and you pulled it off, you could rationalize it afterward. If you failed, you got skewered. They were hunting terrorists, killers both by remote means and with their own hands. The worst that could happen to Michaels if he screwed this up was that they’d fire him in disgrace and put him in jail for twenty or thirty years.
  


  
    As he watched Toni climb into the helicopter, pointedly not looking at him, he knew there were heavier prices to pay for screwing up—or, in this case, almost screwing somebody.
  


  
    Maybe, if he was lucky, he’d get killed in this clandestine operation.
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    On foot, the rocket launcher slung over his shoulder, Jay sniffed the air. The usual jungle odors were there, and there was another smell that washed over the others, insistent in its demand to be noticed. Impossible to ignore, actually.
  


  
    Next to him, Saji wrinkled her nose and said, “Lord, what is that stench?”
  


  
    “Not to put too fine a point on it, it’s monster shit.”
  


  
    He pointed.
  


  
    Ahead of them was another thicket of prehistoric jungle, representing reams of coded packets, an electronic locus, a nexus that, in RW, corresponded to a computer company in London. Upon the path that led to that jungle, forming a rough triangle with two huge footprints, was a mound of scat, a pile of reeking excrement, brown, the size of a dumpster, and beset by a flock of busy flies.
  


  
    Off to the sides of the path were a dozen or so other mounds, dried and hardened into the beginnings of giant coprolites. Welcome to Feek City.
  


  
    The two of them circled around the fresh deposit. This close, they could see undigested bits of bone stuck in the pile, could feel the heat coming off it. The stink was so thick you could almost lean against it.
  


  
    Jay said, “Not to pretend I’m any better at cutting sign or anything, but I’m pretty sure it went this way. And I’d bet it came out here to do its business because it lives in there.”
  


  
    Saji stared at the mound. She shook her head. “I don’t much like the idea of going in there after it,” she said.
  


  
    Jay unshipped the rocket launcher. “Me, neither. Stand to the side there,” he said. He shouldered the weapon, aimed it at the jungle, and squeezed the trigger. The rocket whooshed away on a flaming tail, arced into the woods, and blew apart in a fiery kaboom that spewed leaves and other bits of trees every which way.
  


  
    “Couple more of those ought to get its attention,” Jay said.
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    Peel alighted from his car and slammed the door shut a bit harder than necessary. He got a grip on his irritation, nodded at Huard, who was standing watch at the rear of the main house, then turned to watch as Ruzhyó got out of the passenger side. The car with the two dead agents in it, along with the gun that killed them, was at the bottom of a thirty-foot-deep sinkhole in a stock pond on one of his lordship’s farms in East Sussex, not far from where they’d shot the pair. Well, where Ruzhyó had shot them. The SIS or local police would likely get around to finding the car and its cargo eventually, but probably not immediately. He should have plenty of time to clean up the loose ends and get the hell out of the country. A pity, that, but it was going to be too hot to stay, that was for certain. And while he wouldn’t be getting that phantom fortune from the Indonesian bank, Goswell had a safe in his house that would surely yield running-away money. His plan was to ice Goswell, that bastard Bascomb-Coombs, and Ruzhyó—this last with great care, from behind, when he wasn’t expecting it. Some artful arranging of the bodies so that it would seem as if the ex-Spetsnaz agent had killed the other two, then been shot by one of his men—Huard, say, who’d have to be iced as well—and Peel would be off. His situation was bad but not fatal, and while he would have preferred that things turned out differently, he could survive it. He was a trained soldier, an officer with command experience in the field. There was always a market for his services somewhere in the third world. He could train an army in one of the CIS countries, or command a battalion in central Africa, or work security for an Arab prince. War dogs were never completely out of fashion, no matter how peaceful things might be. You never knew but that your neighbor was eyeing your territory, and you had to be prepared to protect it, regardless of how wide his smile was or how open his hand seemed.
  


  
    Not his first choice, but better than the options.
  


  
    “Stay here and keep your eyes open,” Peel told Ruzhyó.
  


  
    Ruzhyó saluted with his rolled-up umbrella. He’d likely need that soon: The sky threatened rain, dark clouds rolling in from the North Atlantic in a cool front. Perfect, a storm to make things even gloomier.
  


  
    Peel walked over to Huard. “Tell the boys to move out to the perimeter,” he said. “We might have company. You watch the back door.”
  


  
    “Yes, sir.”
  


  
    Peel headed into the house. He would get it all done. And he’d wait until well after dark, so that he could take off on foot across the fields, just in case anybody was watching the estate. He had to figure that if they knew who he was, at least enough to have an SIS team on him, they knew who he worked for. They wouldn’t storm the bloody gates at the Yews, oh, no, but they might be waiting for him to leave. If he hiked out on foot far enough, he could boost a car from one of the neighbors, drive to the south coast, and take one of Goswell’s boats across the channel. There was no shame in retreating from a superior force. You could always regroup and come back later. A lost battle was not necessarily a lost war.
  


  
    Goswell was having a drink in the sitting room. “Hello, Major.”
  


  
    “Your Lordship. Where is Mr. Bascomb-Coombs?”
  


  
    “Down the hall, in the study, I believe. Playing with his portable computer. I had his access shut off to the special unit, but he has his way around that, I am sure. His portable computer peeped at him, he got quite agitated, and excused himself to go deal with whatever it was. A drink?”
  


  
    “Splendid idea,” he said. Applewhite materialized—too bad he would have to die as well, he liked old Applewhite—and Peel held up two fingers, to indicate the depth of his scotch. Oh, what the hell—he added a third finger. He had to last until dark, didn’t he? And it had been a long and trying day. Nobody could blame him for needing a stiff drink.
  


  
    A sudden breeze rattled the window casement, and the first drops of rain spattered on the glass. Well, it was going to be a stormy evening, to be sure, in more ways than one.
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    The Net Force team rode in what Howard called his Mobile On-Scene Command Center—essentially a large RV he had hurriedly rented—with Julio Fernandez driving, and cursing as he did so: “Why don’t you stupid bastards drive on the right side of the road!”
  


  
    The rest of the Strike Team had already piled into cars and trucks at the military base and were on their way to the meeting place—in this case, a fire station in Sussex.
  


  
    Howard had a computer set up on a small table, and Michaels and Toni sat next to it, watching. Howard brought up an image, an augmented aerial view of a big house and some smaller structures. “This is Goswell’s place,” he said.
  


  
    “You get this from MI-6?” Michaels asked.
  


  
    “No, sir. I had Big Squint—USAT—footprint it this morning.”
  


  
    “Before we knew we were going to do this?” Toni asked.
  


  
    “Yes, ma’am. Never hurts to keep the six-P principle in mind.”
  


  
    Michaels nodded to himself. Everybody here knew what that meant: Proper planning prevents piss-poor performance. Howard was just doing his job.
  


  
    Howard continued, “We’d be a lot better off if we had a couple of days to study things, to run tactical scenarios, and to play with alternative plans, but since we don’t, we KISS it and hope for the best.”
  


  
    Another acronym: Keep it simple, stupid.
  


  
    “Here’s how I see it,” Howard said. “We wait until after dark before we hit the place. My men do the tango with the estate’s guards while Sergeant Fernandez and I and a couple of others hop the fence and head for the house. We set off some flash-bangs and some puke lights and take out any guards there, go in and round up everybody, haul the ones we want out, and hightail it for the border. Ruzhyó, Peel, and Bascomb-Coombs will do, and we can feed any incriminating information about Goswell back to our hosts later and let them deal with him if he’s involved. With any luck, by the time the locals figure it out, we’re on our plane and halfway across the ocean.”
  


  
    “One small addition,” Michaels said. “I’ll be going in with you. And yes, I know, it isn’t the wisest course of action, but we’ve had this discussion before, and since I get the heat, I get to make that choice.” He glanced at Toni, about to say that she’d be staying at the command center.
  


  
    The look in Toni’s eyes was reptilian. She knew what he was going to say. And he suddenly knew if he said it, whatever chance he might have of patching things up between them was going to die right here and now. So instead, he said, “And Toni will be going in, too.”
  


  
    She gave him a short nod. “Thank you.” Her words were cool and crisp—you could use them to frost beer steins—but at least she was still talking to him. Better than nothing.
  


  
    When they got to the fire station, near a little town called Cuckfield, the Net Force Strike Team was already there. But when Toni stepped out into the rainy evening, there was a surprise waiting under the overhang of a carport next to the main building: Angela Cooper was there, too. She wore combat camo, pants, shirt, and boots.
  


  
    “Oh, shit,” Fernandez said quietly. “Looks like the game is about to be canceled.”
  


  
    They moved to the carport, out of the weather. Alex stepped forward, but before he could speak, Cooper raised one hand to his objections. “If I wanted to stop you, Alex, I wouldn’t be here alone.”
  


  
    “What do you want?” he asked.
  


  
    “Officially, His Majesty’s government cannot condone any action against Lord Goswell without much more evidence than we currently have. However, the DG and our MP know what we’ve found out and, unofficially, they believe what we all do—that Bascomb-Coombs is very likely responsible for the computer terrorism, and that Major Peel and Goswell are privy and part of it as well.”
  


  
    “So you’ve decided to look the other way?” Alex said.
  


  
    “Yes. Provided we have an unofficial observer to make certain our unofficial position is kept, well, unofficial.”
  


  
    Toni said, “So we get to do the dirty work, take care of your problem, and if it all blows up in our faces, you get to keep your hands clean.”
  


  
    “Can’t put anything past you, can we, Ms. Fiorella? Well, that’s probably not strictly true, is it, Alex?”
  


  
    Years of martial arts practice gave you a certain amount of physical self-control. If you knew you could seriously injure or kill somebody with your hands, elbows, knees, or feet, it tended to make you think before you made any sudden moves. You had to be able to move almost reflexively fast once the action started, but you also had to know when it was appropriate. Once, in college, a dorm mate had sneaked up behind Toni and grabbed her in the hallway, intending to tickle her. His practical joke had cost him a visit to the campus clinic and a concussion. It had taken her a few more years to get past the reactive stage, so she could usually assess the situation before decking somebody who didn’t really mean her any harm.
  


  
    That hard-won self-control was all that kept Toni from stepping forward and destroying Angela Cooper. She really wanted to do it, bad. Instead, she managed a smile. She said, “Oh, I’m a bit slow sometimes, but I eventually catch on.”
  


  
    “All right,” Alex said. “Colonel Howard will run it down again. We’ve got a couple of hours until we go.” He looked at Toni, shook his head a little, then gave her an open-handed “Sorry” shrug. He looked pale, almost gray, and she hoped he felt bad. He should.
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    Ruzhyó leaned against the stone wall of the big house under the substantial roof overhang. The wind had died pretty much as the rain began, and the gutters piped the water away to drain chains at the house’s corners, so he was dry enough even in the damp evening. And he had his umbrella, of course, and a feeling he would be needing its hidden functions before the night was over. Intelligence services of every country he knew of took a dim view of anybody who killed any of their operatives. It was bad for business. Spetsnaz had always been notorious for its vengeance. Once, in one of the ever-troubled mideastern countries, one of their ops had been caught by a group of zealots, and slain. A week later, sixteen of those zealots were found lined up neatly in a ditch, their severed penises stuffed into their dead mouths, their eyes plucked out.
  


  
    Kill one of ours, and we destroy a village of yours. It made even zealots think.
  


  
    The British were more polite and less savage, but they would by now assume their men were dead, and they would know who was responsible. At least they would know of Peel, and if they knew enough to find and follow him, they doubtless knew for whom he worked and where his employer lived. Peel would realize this, and he would have a plan in place by now, a way to escape being captured.
  


  
    Huard, dressed in rain gear, walked a circuit around the back of the house, looking at Ruzhyó but not speaking as he moved from sight. Huard didn’t like him, but Huard was a child.
  


  
    So, in Peel’s shoes, what would he do? Flight was the only real option; even Goswell could not protect him if he stayed here. And timing was critical. Peel would have to disappear before things grew too warm. Were he Peel, he would already be gone. Certainly before morning light offered his pursuers too much help in spotting him. And he would wish to depart without any telltales left behind. Peel had sent his men to the property’s borders, leaving only Huard and Ruzhyó here. They, along with everybody inside the house, were expendable. That’s how Ruzhyó would see it in Peel’s place.
  


  
    So, sometime during the night, Peel would call him inside. Or perhaps use the com to tell Huard to do it, to kill him? No. He wouldn’t trust Huard. And if the boy failed, his master would know that Ruzhyó would have to come for him.
  


  
    Ruzhyó could simply disappear into the rainy darkness in a few more minutes. None of Peel’s men would find him or stop him if they did find him. He could trek away, catch a ride, steal a car, and be in France tomorrow. This game was nearly over, and what was the point in waiting around for the expected end?
  


  
    He mentally shrugged. No point at all, actually. And perhaps that was the reason. There was nowhere he had to be. One place was as good as another. Did it matter where the sands of one’s hourglass ran out? In the end, did anything matter at all?
  


  
    Next to the parked lorry, Howard slipped his helmet on, and checked the LOSIR com. “Perimeter team, sound off, by the numbers.”
  


  
    The Strike Team obediently replied. All ahead functions there.
  


  
    “Entry team, sound off.”
  


  
    “This is E1, Cooper.”
  


  
    “E2, Michaels.
  


  
    “E3, Fiorella.”
  


  
    “E4, Fernandez.”
  


  
    And he was E5. Five of them should be enough, if everybody did what they were supposed to do. He and Fernandez would work the heavy shots, and while Michaels and Fiorella weren’t trained assault troopers, he’d seen them in action enough to know they had balls. The only unknown was Cooper, and if she was a field agent for MI-6, she ought to have at least some basic moves. It was hurried, it was slapdash, it was hung together with string and bubble gum, but it was what he had to work with, and it was about to be a go. They all wore the light SIPEsuit configuration, mostly just armor, corns, and the tactical comp to run the helmet. They all carried the simple but reliable H&K 9mm subguns and tactical pistols, save for Howard and his .357 revolver. And as soon as he’d brought that out, Julio had howled.
  


  
    “Why, Katie Mae, I must be going blind,” he’d said. “My tired old eyes completely shot. What is that ugly lump on top of the colonel’s antique good luck charm? Is that a dot scope? It can’t be!”
  


  
    “Julio ...
  


  
    “No, I must be on drugs, or maybe just out of my mind. The Colonel John Howard I know would never in a million years upgrade to hardware just because it was state-of-the-art and useful!” He started looking up at the rainy sky.
  


  
    “What are you looking for, Sergeant?”
  


  
    “I dunno, sir. Some sign or portent. A big meteor about to fall on us, a gathering of angels, a rain of fire, something to let us know the end is near.”
  


  
    “Never let it be said that your commander is a total Luddite,” Howard said. He smiled.
  


  
    Now, they were on their way. They would split into two groups a couple of miles from here, the perimeter team would hit the gate, and they would go over the fence. Howard took a deep breath and let it out slowly.
  


  
    “All aboard,” he said.
  


  


  
    Peel glanced at his watch. Almost nine. Still raining, but not as hard as it had been, to judge from the sound on the slate roof. Bascomb-Coombs hadn’t come out of the study; he was hunched over his computer, wearing a headset and finger bands, deep in some VR scenario. Well, fine. He could die never knowing what had hit him for all Peel cared, and good riddance.
  


  
    Goswell had tottered off into the dining room for a late supper, and Peel had the sitting room to himself, working on his third scotch, a small one this time. He didn’t want to drink too much. There was Ruzhyó to consider.
  


  
    He’d have to get started soon, but he was stalling. Had to be done, of course, but there was a certain reluctance to get to it. Another page turning in the book of his life, and a big one. Ah, well. That’s how it went. Win some, lose some, but the important thing was to live to fight another day.
  


  
    He took another sip of his scotch.
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    The monster, which looked like a cross between Godzilla and a giant Spielbergian raptor, stomped out into the clearing that served as his toilet and let loose a bellow that shook fronds off the ferns. It was still pretty far away, a couple of hundred meters. Probably could cover that in maybe four or five seconds once he got moving good. One shot, maybe two.
  


  
    “There he is,” Jay said redundantly.
  


  
    Saji looked up. “No shit.”
  


  
    Jay swallowed dryly, put the laser sight crosshair onto the monster’s chest. The cross bounced around a little, but finally the holographic image blinked red, indicating that he had a lock. He jerked the trigger—and had a moment of panic as he feared he’d pulled it too hard.
  


  
    The rocket streaked away, smacked into the monster’s chest, and exploded.
  


  
    When the fire and smoke cleared, the monster was knocked down.
  


  
    “All right, Jay!” Saji yelled.
  


  
    The triumph was short-lived. As they watched, the monster rolled, used its tail as a prop, and got back to its feet. It looked around for the source of the attack.
  


  
    Ohhhh, shit!
  


  
    Saji was already shoving another rocket into the bazooka-style launcher before Jay could speak. She slapped him on the shoulder. “Loaded!”
  


  
    The rocket lanced into the beast again. Boom! Again, it knocked the thing asprawl.
  


  
    Then it climbed back to its feet again, and roared loudly enough to wake everything that had died since the beginning of time. It leaned forward, stuck its big tail straight out behind it, and spotted Jay and Saji. It looked like a giant hunting dog on point at a covey of quail.
  


  
    Man! At least it was having an effect. Thing was, they had one more rocket and then the party was over. They could bail from VR if it got too close, and they’d sure as hell have to do that. Given what the little tiger had done to Jay’s brain, he had a feeling that if this beastie got its claws on them, VR image or not, they would be in real physical jeopardy. If they had to bail, the thing would win, and Jay did not want to let it do that. More than anything he had ever wanted in his life, he wanted to beat this thing. Not just beat it, but to kick its ass seven ways from Sunday, to stomp the crap out of it big time.
  


  
    But it didn’t look good for the home team, no sir.
  


  
    “Reloaded!”
  


  
    Jay took a deep breath and readied his last shot.
  


  


  
    Sure enough, Bascomb-Coombs was still there in the study, waving his hands around, wiggling his fingers, and directing some unseen computer wizardry. Peel glanced up and down the hall. No one around. He slipped into the room. He pulled the small Cold Steel Culloden boot knife from the sheath on his belt. The knife was short, pointed like a stiletto, with a hard, rubbery handle that gripped well. He stepped up behind the computer scientist, reached out, caught his forehead with his left hand, then drove the knife into the base of his skull with his right. Bascomb-Coombs stiffened.
  


  


  
    The monster opened its toothy mouth, flashed fangs the length of a man’s forearm, and screamed that terrible scream again. Then it froze in that position, jaws agape.
  


  
    “What is it doing?”
  


  
    Jay shook his head. “Hell if I know. But there’s my target.” He lined the crosshairs up on the thing’s open gullet, held his breath, and pulled the trigger.
  


  


  
    Bascomb-Coombs jittered a few times, then collapsed, his suddenly dead weight more than Peel could hold up. He bent and pulled the knife out of the man’s hindbrain, wiped it on the dead man’s shirt, and put the blade back into the sheath.
  


  
    “Sorry, old man, but you mess with the bull and sometimes you get the horn.”
  


  
    The knife was the way to go, all right. He didn’t want to attract any attention. Once he was done in here, he would use his gun to do Ruzhyó. He didn’t want to get too close to that one.
  


  
    Now, let’s see. There was Goswell, the maid, the cook, and old Applewhite left inside, then Ruzhyó. Huard he could save until last, the boy would never have a clue. Then pop the safe—whose combination he’d had for months—take whatever cash and baubles were there, and a lively stroll through the rainy fields and away. A long and hard day, and it wasn’t over yet, but there it was: You did what you had to do, and God save the king.
  


  
    He went down the hall toward the dining room to have a word with his lordship.
  


  


  
    This time, when the rocket exploded, so did the monster’s head. Ersatz brain and bone and blood sleeted in all directions, some of it hitting Jay and Saji, but neither of them cared.
  


  
    “You got it! You got it!”
  


  
    “You seem awfully joyful for a Buddhist, under the circumstances.”
  


  
    Saji hugged him. “What, for shutting down a computer program? That’s all you really did, isn’t it?”
  


  
    “All I did? Hey, this was no ordinary computer program, woman!” But he hugged her back. He had done it. He had redeemed himself. And it felt better than pretty damned good, it felt absolutely great.
  


  
    Jay Gridley was back!
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    The entry team made it to within a few hundred meters of the house without any trouble. Michaels had expected to hear shooting from the perimeter team when it got to the gate, but either they were too far away, or things had gone better there than expected.
  


  
    In the headset, Howard said, “See anything, E4?”
  


  
    Fernandez was on point. “Negative, I—wait. There’s one just passed under the light by the back door. Looks as if he is walking patrol.”
  


  
    “Copy. Let’s move in.”
  


  
    Michaels waited until Howard passed him before he got up from the wet ground where he’d been prone and started moving in a low crouch. Stay low, move slow, that’s what Howard had emphasized.
  


  
    Toni and Cooper followed him, and the tight feeling in his bowels was not altogether from his worry about being shot.
  


  
    Ruzhyó caught the movement in the field during a lull in the rain. It wasn’t much, just a dark shape outlined against the distant outdoor light from a neighboring farm, but it was enough to gain his attention.
  


  
    A few seconds later, he caught another glimpse of something. Could be a lost sheep, maybe. A calf that had wandered away from its mother. But he didn’t believe that. Dark shapes coming across the field in the rain? British assault team was more likely. And sooner than he—and Peel—had expected. Since he hadn’t heard any gunfire, Ruzhyó had to assume they had gotten past the guards. Not a real surprise. Peel’s men were good soldiers, but the estate was too big for them to cover properly.
  


  
    Ruzhyó moved deeper into the overhang’s shadows, circled away from the house, and headed toward the building that Peel used for an office. He could use that for cover until he saw how many of them had come. Then, if he was lucky, he could still slip away. There could be a dozen or a hundred of them, and without knowing where the gaps were, it would be risky to try to run.
  


  


  
    Goswell wiped his lips as Peel came into the room, wearing a rather smug smile. Ah, well. Here we go.
  


  
    He had sent Applewhite upstairs with the maid and Cook and told them to lock themselves in the upstairs office and stay there until he personally told them to come out. The office door was steel, with a stout lock and a policeman’s bar behind it, installed as part of a security room under Peel’s aegis. Rather ironic, that.
  


  
    Now he could finish this unpleasant business. He put his napkin back into his lap and left his hands there with it.
  


  
    “Do have a seat, Major.”
  


  
    “I think I’d rather stand, if it’s all the same to you, Geoffrey.”
  


  
    Ceoffrey? Good God, Peel has gone round the bend. Somewhat flustered at the overly familiar tone, Goswell sought to collect himself. “Did you see Bascomb-Coombs, then?”
  


  
    “Ah, yes, that I did. I just left him in the study. Quite dead.”
  


  
    “Dead, you say?”
  


  
    “Yes. A sudden attack of brain fever. Brought on by this.” Peel pulled a wicked-looking little dagger from under his jacket and held it up. The bright steel glittered under the lamps of the electric chandelier.
  


  
    Goswell considered that. “Killed him, did you?”
  


  
    “I’m afraid so.”
  


  
    “A pity. He was quite brilliant.”
  


  
    “And he was also a psychotic willing to do your bidding and who also tried to have me killed.” Peel turned the knife this way and that, looking at the steel almost as if hypnotized.
  


  
    “Did he? Well, apparently his assassins fared no better than mine, then.”
  


  
    Peel frowned. “Yours?”
  


  
    “Yes, of course. I’m afraid perhaps you’ve made a mistake and poor Bascomb-Coombs has been made to suffer for it. It was I who had people trying to kill you, sir.”
  


  
    “But—why?” He seemed genuinely perplexed.
  


  
    “Really, Peel. For conspiring with that very same Bascomb-Coombs you have slain in my study. Did you think me such a fool that I wouldn’t remember that someone must watch the watchers?”
  


  
    “Ah, so it was you having me followed. And that fellow in the bookstore.”
  


  
    “I am sad that it was necessary. Your father would be most unhappy with you. I thought you were made of better stuff, Major.”
  


  
    Peel laughed. “Well, I’ve got to hand it to you, Your Lordship, I never tumbled to it being your doing. I stand corrected. And it’s not as if Bascomb-Coombs was some innocent who didn’t deserve his fate. Though I must say, you are awfully calm for man who is about to have his throat cut. A gentleman to the end, eh?”
  


  
    “I should hope so. Although I confess that I don’t expect that end to occur this evening.”
  


  
    With that, Goswell brought his Rigby double up from his lap and pointed it right at Peel’s heart.
  


  


  
    The old man was slow and half-blind, and there was a moment there if Peel had moved quickly that he could have gotten around the point-blank line of sight and stabbed Goswell. But such was his shock at seeing the gun come up, so unexpected was it, that he froze. By the time he recovered, Goswell had him covered. He might not be able to hit a rabbit hopping about in his garden fifty feet away, but at ten feet, he’d play hell missing a man-sized target. And a load of even birdshot would be fatal in the right spot.
  


  
    “Are you going to shoot me?”
  


  
    “I’d rather not get blood all over the dining room, but if you bat an eyelash crooked, certainly I will. Applewhite would hate the cleaning, but he is very discreet.”
  


  
    “What, then?” “I was rather hoping we could step outside, you could have a final cigar and a brandy or whatnot, and we’d ... part company there.”
  


  
    He was serious. Goswell was going kill him. After cigars and brandy.
  


  
    Not while he had a knife in one hand and a pistol inches from the other hand, the old fool wasn’t. He would distract him and bet on his younger reflexes. It was the only way.
  


  
    “Well, all right. If that’s how it is to be. I think I’d like one of the Cubans and maybe a snifter of the Napoleon—”
  


  
    With that, Peel lunged.
  


  


  
    “All I see is the one,” Fernandez said. “You want me to put a couple of rounds in him? Pick a spot and say when.”
  


  
    Howard considered his options. The guard had a submachine gun slung and ready, and he might cut loose if he heard a twig snap. Subgun pistol ammo wouldn’t pierce their SIPEsuit armor, but it would surely make enough noise to warn people in the house they had company. So would a flash-bang or puke lights. Howard had been expecting a firefight, and in that case, you did what you had to do to control the situation; but so far, with no shooting, it seemed possible they could pull this off without anybody getting blasted. He’d rather do it that way, considering how delicate the politics were. Michaels had gone out on a limb a few times for Howard, the least he could do was return the favor.
  


  
    “I’m moving up,” Howard said. “I’ll get his attention. While he’s focused on me, you take him out. Nonlethally, if possible.”
  


  
    “Copy nonlethal, E5.”
  


  
    Howard crawled to within twenty yards of the house, then fifteen. The guard was turning and heading in his direction, and he had to attract and keep his attention long enough for Julio to get to him and choke him out.
  


  
    He needed a noise that would make the guard curious but not afraid. A cat’s meow might do it. He did a pretty good imitation of a kitten looking for its mama. Even if the guard was some kind of pervert who liked stomping kittens, he’d have to see it before he did that. Should be enough time for Julio.
  


  
    “Meow. Mew. Mew. Mew!”
  


  
    Sure enough, the guard started heading his way.
  


  
    “Mew! Mew!”
  


  
    The man grinned. “Kitty! Here, kitty, kitty. Aw, you lost in the rain? C’mere, I’ll dry you off.”
  


  
    Good, he was a cat lover.
  


  
    It was going to work. And it might have, if somebody hadn’t fired a shotgun inside the house just then.
  


  
    The guard spun toward the door, saw Julio coming at him at a dead run, and whipped his gun up.
  


  
    Well, shit, Howard thought. Then he opened up with his own subgun, a triplet into the guard’s back. The guard wasn’t wearing armor. He went down.
  


  
    “Go!” Howard yelled into his comset. “Back to Plan Able!”
  


  


  
    Peel looked at the bloody hole in his belly, felt the burn of the lead, and knew he was not going to recover from this gut shot. Thick smoke clouded the lights, the burned-powder smell was awful, and from the floor, he wanted only one thing: to take fucking Goswell with him. He grabbed at his pistol, pulled it free—
  


  
    Goswell stepped closer and aimed the shotgun at Peel’s face.
  


  
    “Sorry,” Goswell said.
  


  
    The next explosion blew out Peel’s lights forever.
  


  


  
    Howard rolled through the door and into the kitchen. He came up ready but, save for Julio, already on guard, they were alone. He pointed down the hall, and Julio nodded.
  


  
    They cleared rooms. When they got to the study, there was a body on the floor next to a portable computer. The dead man wore portable VR gear. They rolled him over and saw his face.
  


  
    “Bascomb-Coombs,” Julio said. “Deader than last week’s liberty.”
  


  
    “Yes.”
  


  
    Over the headset, Howard heard somebody outside suck in a harsh breath.
  


  
    When they got to the dining room, they found the second corpse, a messy one with half its face blasted away, and an old man sitting at the dining room table with an open double-barreled shotgun in front of him. White smoke hung like dense fog in the room.
  


  
    “You shooting black powder in that thing?” Julio asked.
  


  
    The old man was Lord Goswell. Howard recognized him from his pictures.
  


  
    “You don’t look like any of the security boys I know. Americans, are you?”
  


  
    “Yeah, we’re new,” Julio said. “What happened here?”
  


  
    “Major Peel went mad, I think. He killed Bascomb-Coombs and came for me. I had to shoot him, I’m afraid. A terrible business.”
  


  
    Peel and Bascomb-Coombs, both dead. Howard shook his head. “Jesus.”
  


  
    Over his com, he heard Cooper echo that word. Or maybe it was Fiorella.
  


  
    Julio said, “Where is Ruzhyó?”
  


  
    The old man frowned. “Who? Oh, you mean the new Russian fellow Peel hired? I expect he’s around somewhere. He was here earlier.”
  


  
    “Stay here,” Howard said. “We’ll be back. Heads up out there people, Ruzhyó is still loose.”
  


  
    They headed out. Michaels, Fiorella, and Cooper were covering the back, and Julio said into his com, “E4 and E5 are coming out the back door. Nobody shoot us.”
  


  
    As they stepped out into the yard, the rain stopped. The heads up in Howard’s helmet lit with a flash on channel tac-2. He toggled the second com unit on.
  


  
    “E5, this is P1 . We have secured the perimeter.”
  


  
    “Copy, PI. Keep half your unit there, and send a squad our way. We have one unfriendly loose and running around, armed and the worst of the bunch. Stay awake.”
  


  
    “Copy awake, E5.”
  


  
    Howard said, “Split up. Commander, you are with me. Cooper and Fiorella, you are with Fernandez. Do what he says. Let’s go find him.”
  


  


  
    From where he stood, hidden by the outbuilding’s corner, maybe five meters away, Ruzhyó could hear the American’s voice, though he could not quite make out the words. Five of them, and more out in the fields and doubtlessly on the way. They were wearing body armor impervious to his weapon, and it was unlikely they would flip up their visors or remove their helmets, knowing what had happened to their men who did that the last time they had tried to take him. He was outnumbered, outgunned, and outflanked. Once upon a time, he would have considered those things a personal challenge. Not tonight.
  


  
    He might bank a shot under a visor with jacketed bullets, but the .22s were soft lead and wouldn’t bounce well, though they would spatter if they hit a hard surface. Possibly he could blind one, but that wouldn’t do him much good.
  


  
    The only other weak points were the gloves, which were of thin Kevlar so they could have relatively unimpeded use of their hands. But a broken bone in the hands would hardly be fatal.
  


  
    No, if he wanted to live, best he take his chances in the fields. Run, and with luck get past the line and away.
  


  
    He sighed. He could have run a long time ago. He could be back in Chetsnya by now. But that wasn’t really home without Anna. Wherever she had been had been his home. With her death, he had been cut loose, adrift, a sere leaf blown by the winds of fate.
  


  
    He sighed again. Enough of this.
  


  
    He unfolded the trigger from the umbrella’s handle and stepped out from behind the cover of the building and into a cone of light. The five were only a few meters away, backs to him.
  


  
    “Save yourselves the trouble,” he said.
  


  
    They turned almost as one, all of their guns leveled at him.
  


  
    “Drop it!” one of yelled. “Drop the—the umbrella?”
  


  
    He saw them relax slightly. He had given up. They had him.
  


  
    He snapped the umbrella up and started point shooting.
  


  


  
    Howard felt the impact of the bullet on his weapon, and when he tried to return fire, the subgun fired one round, which was way low, then jammed. He let it go and snatched at his revolver.
  


  
    He heard the others yelling, though he couldn’t separate the voices in the LOSIR from each other or the people standing close to him.
  


  
    “Shit!”
  


  
    “Fuck”
  


  
    “Ow!”
  


  
    The S&W came out of his holster, the cover to the sight popped off, tethered to the holster as it was. He jerked the revolver up, too high, found the glowing red dot and brought it back down.
  


  
    Why the hell wasn’t anybody else shooting at him? He brought the dot down, centered it on the man’s chest, and cooked off two rounds—boom! boom!—and watched him fall, crumpling in slomo.
  


  
    The son of a bitch was smiling as he fell!
  


  
    Howard ran to the fallen man, stood over him. Both .357 rounds had hit him square in the middle of the chest, heart shots, both, he was out of it, and even if the medics were here, they couldn’t fix that.
  


  
    The dying man looked up at Howard. “Anna,” he said. That was all.
  


  


  
    It was just about wrapped up. Fernandez came over, carrying the umbrella Ruzhyó had used. He held it so Michaels could see the gun mechanism inside. “Five-shot revolver, see? Ingenious little thing.”
  


  
    Michaels nodded. He also saw the bandage on Fernandez’s right hand where the small-caliber bullet had hit it. It hadn’t penetrated the glove, but it had smashed against it hard enough to keep him from shooting. Michaels’ own weapon had been disabled by a bullet that hit the magazine. Toni had a small wound on her right hand like Fernandez’s, and Angela’s glove had failed to stop the bullet and it had broken her thumb. Howard’s subgun had taken a round against the bolt.
  


  
    The man called Ruzhyó had hit all five of them hard enough to keep them from shooting back, and it was only Howard’s handgun that had finally put an end to it. It was amazing. Nobody here had ever seen anybody shoot so well. If he had had an armor-piercing weapon, he could have killed them all.
  


  
    “Too bad he wasn’t on our side,” Fernandez said. “He’d have made a helluva small-arms instructor.”
  


  
    “You sorry he’s dead?”
  


  
    “No. And, well, yeah. Kinda.”
  


  
    Michaels understood that.
  


  
    “All right. Let’s get out of here,” Howard said. “The party is over.”
  


  


  
    EPILOGUE
  


  
    

  


  
    Friday, April 15th

    London, England
  


  
    

  


  
    Toni had taken another room, without discussing the situation with Michaels. As he headed to the lobby of the hotel to meet her, he wondered what she was going to say. They were supposed to go home today. The flight was booked. It would be a long trip if she didn’t want to talk to him.
  


  
    He took the stairs, wanting to be alone.
  


  
    The case was over. The Brits had cleaned up the mess at Goswell’s. There was nothing to tie the old man directly to anything. The witnesses who could have implicated him were all dead.
  


  
    Bascomb-Coombs’s miracle computer was also dead. Some kind of timed destruct code that didn’t get turned off when he wasn’t there to disarm it. The Brits had the machine, but they didn’t know what it was they had. Maybe someday they could puzzle it out.
  


  
    So, no international incident. Bad guys mostly dead. It could have been worse.
  


  
    But there was Toni, standing near the big potted plant in the lobby. She hadn’t talked to him about Cooper, had refused to listen to him say anything about it.
  


  
    She looked at him, and her face was so sad he thought she might cry. So sad it wanted to make him cry. He had to fix this somehow.
  


  
    “Toni, I’m sorry, I—”
  


  
    “No,” she said, cutting him off. “Not today. Your flight leaves in a couple of hours.”
  


  
    “My flight?”
  


  
    “Yes. I’m staying here for a while.”
  


  
    “But—”
  


  
    “No. I have a lot to think about, Alex, and so do you.” She looked at him, and he saw the tears forming, starting to spill.
  


  
    “Toni, you don’t understand—”
  


  
    “No. Not now. Don’t say another word about it.”
  


  
    Tears streamed freely down her face now.
  


  
    She didn’t know he hadn’t actually slept with Cooper. She must believe that he had. And when it got right down to it, did it really make that much difference? He had wanted Cooper. He had damned near had her. Lying naked on a table with a woman who was naked, did it really matter that they hadn’t consummated things? He had to tell her, but the look she gave him froze the words in this throat. Would it make things better? Or worse?
  


  
    Would she even believe him?
  


  
    “Okay, sure, take some time, whatever you need. We can ... deal with this when you get back to work.”
  


  
    “No, we can’t. I’m not coming back to work. It’s too much for us to have professional and private lives mixed together. I quit, Alex. As of today, right now, this minute, I’m no longer working for Net Force.”
  


  
    “What? You can’t!”
  


  
    “You aren’t going to tell me I can’t do anything right now, maybe not ever. Good-bye, Alex. I—I’ll miss you.”
  


  
    With that, she walked away.
  


  
    Michaels watched her leave, unable to speak, to move, even to breathe.
  


  
    Oh, God, Toni! What had he done?
  


  
    He stood that way for a long time, as if in a trance, and when he came out of it, she was gone.
  


  
    Gone.
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    PART ONE
  


  


  
    All Politics Are Local
  


  


  


  
    PROLOGUE
  


  


  
    Wednesday, June 1st, 2011

    Daru, China
  


  
    

  


  
    The sun rose from the gray sea and cast a fitful light upon the wrinkled features of Old Zang where he sat on the weathered bench outside the house, leaning forward slightly on his cane. He was often up with the sun these days to enjoy the dawn, knowing he would not have so many more he could afford to waste them. But instead of making him sad, the thought made him angry.
  


  
    This day seemed somehow sharper than normal. His clouded sight was clearer, his hearing keener, and even the wan rays upon his skin felt somehow more intense than usual.
  


  
    Old Zang had but recently moved to the village of Daru. A mere dozen years or so ago, a blink of an eye for a man his age, he had been forced to leave his real home, which was flooded by the monstrous dam project that forever altered the face of China’s rivers. At ninety-four, he had outlived his wife, several of his children, and even a few of his grandchildren, and he did not like it here, staying with one of the grandchildren he had not outlived. Oh, his room was comfortable enough, the bed soft—not an inconsequential thing when one’s bones were as old as his—but the village was a mud hole of a place and not where one wished to depart from the Earth to join one’s ancestors.
  


  
    On the mainland across the stormy Formosa Strait from Taiwan, on the coast just north of Quanzhou, Daru was peopled with many elderly residents, some victims of the cursed dam, such as himself, some who had actually lived and grown old here. Save for a few younger souls, fishermen mostly, it was a place of old men and women waiting to die.
  


  
    Thinking about his forced relocation brought Zang to anger again, and this time, the rage seemed to fill him with a hot glow, from his feet to his face, staining red even his thoughts. How dare they do such a thing? The foolish communists who saw everything in terms of their immoral philosophy had ruined the country in but half a lifetime. He had hoped to live long enough to see the children of Mao plowed under, but he was beginning to realize it was not to be. And this angered him even more. He was old, old! He had worked hard all his long life, and what was his reward? To be shunted to a half-wit grandson’s home in a mud hole village unfit for pigs? It was not right.
  


  
    Zang gripped the heavy cane tightly, and the veins in his hands stood out to join the tendons and gnarled arthritic joints under paper-thin and brown-spotted skin. His rage enveloped him like a silkworm’s cocoon, warming his chilly flesh. No, it was not right!
  


  
    His sow of a granddaughter, only thirty-four and already so fat she could hardly waddle, lumbered up the graveled path to stand in front of him, her doughy hands on her massive hips, blocking the sun. She said, “Why are you out here again, Grandfather Zang? You will catch pneumonia! I would be happy if you did and died, but Ming-Yang would be distressed, and I will not have it! Get up and come inside, right now!”
  


  
    The sow seemed fairly angry herself, which was unlike her. Usually she was merely torpid. Dense as a post and twice as stupid, Zang reflected, and the best his idiot grandson Ming could do for himself. A shame.
  


  
    “You are blocking the sun,” Zang said. “Stand aside.”
  


  
    “Are you grown deaf as well as stupid, you ancient fart-maker? I said, ‘Get up!’ ” And with that, she reached out, as if to grab him and physically drag him into the house.
  


  
    This was a mistake. With a speed and strength that surprised him, Zang snapped the cane up and jabbed it into the sow’s belly.
  


  
    “Oof!” she said, as she leaned forward, grabbing at her stomach.
  


  
    Zang stood, pulled the cane back as if it were an axe, and delivered a mighty blow to the side of her head. The bone made a wet, but satisfying crack! and the sow went down in a heap.
  


  
    Ha-ha!
  


  
    Zang leaned over and smashed the cane into the sow’s body with all the strength he possessed. Ah, this was good. He hit her again. Better. And again. Better still!
  


  
    He was not the man he had been, but there were still a few moves left in him, and the sense of rage he felt continued to burn as he beat upon the prostrate and unresponsive sow. Block his sun, would she? He would show her!
  


  
    He grew tired after a while, and decided to rest before resuming his chore. As he stood there contemplating the sow, he chanced to look up, and thus saw his idiot grandson charging toward him, a three-tined pitchfork in hand.
  


  
    Amazing, since his grandson was the meekest of men, who would step around a beetle to avoid crushing it, who let others prepare his chum for him because he could not stand to hurt the bait fish, and who had never in Zang’s memory uttered even a harsh word in anger at another human being.
  


  
    “Old fool! I will kill you!” Ming-Yang screamed.
  


  
    Old Zang smiled wolfishly. “Yes? Come and try, wiper of asses!” He raised his cane to meet the charge.
  


  
    Zang was paying attention to how he planned to dance around the fork’s tines to strike Ming, but even so, with his heightened senses, he was aware of his great-grandson Cheng, aged thirteen, rushing up behind his father, a gleaming fish gaff lifted over his head.
  


  
    Now, who was Cheng planning to skewer?
  


  
    Well. It did not matter, did it? Zang would deal with him in due course, just as he would deal with every other person in this mud hole of a village.
  


  
    He would kill them all.
  


  
    Finally, a happy thought. He laughed aloud.
  


  


  
    1
  


  


  
    

  


  
    Thursday, June 2nd

    Quantico, Virginia
  


  


  
    Alex Michaels pedaled his recumbent trike along the wide bike path between Net Force HQ and the Chinese restaurant where he sometimes had lunch, pumping hard. The day was hot and muggy, despite a cloudy overcast, and sweat had already drenched his T-shirt and spandex shorts. He shifted up another gear as he zipped past a trio of Marine officers from the base, jogging along at a pretty good clip themselves. Ordinarily, he enjoyed riding the trike, feeling the burn in his legs and lungs, knowing he was working his muscles and cooking off that half carton of Häagen-Dazs he’d eaten the night before. Ordinarily, the commander of Net Force enjoyed a lot of things, but like his feet toe-clipped into the pedals, a lot of what he had been doing lately had been no more than going through the motions.
  


  
    Work was pretty good. Aside from the ten thousand usual small fish Net Force had to school and round up, there weren’t any major problems in the world of computer crime just at the moment. Nothing like the mad Russian who’d wanted to take over the planet, or the senator’s aide who wanted to buy up the world bit by bit, or even the dotty English lord who’d wanted to bring back the glory days of the Empire. Congress hadn’t cut him off at the knees lately, and his boss, the new FBI director, was sometimes hardheaded, but basically not too bad, and she mostly left him alone.
  


  
    Work was fine. It was his personal life that was an absolute wreck.
  


  
    He guided the trike to the right, to make sure the two bicyclers coming from the other direction side-by-side had plenty of room to get by. The couple, an older man and woman, waved as he went by. He gave them a quick lift of his hand in return.
  


  
    His ex-wife, Megan, had gotten engaged, and was petitioning the courts in Idaho for sole custody of their daughter, Susie. Her new love wanted to adopt the girl. Susie liked her mom’s new friend, which was more than Michaels could say. That he had decked the man at a family Christmas gathering had not helped the situation any—even though it had felt pretty good at the time.
  


  
    Michaels could fight it. His lawyer said he had a pretty good chance of winning in court, and Michaels’s knee-jerk reaction at first had been to do just that, fight it until his last breath, if need be. But he loved his daughter, and she was at a tender age, still years away from being a teenager. What would a nasty court battle do to her? The last thing he wanted to do was traumatize his only child.
  


  
    Would it be better for her to have a mother and father— even a stepfather—there with her all the time? Washington, D.C., was a long way from Boise, and Michaels didn’t see his daughter as much as he wished. Had shuffling out to see him in the summers done some kind of irreparable harm to Susie? Would it make her life worse in the long run?
  


  
    The big banked curve on the bike trail was just ahead, and rather than slow down, Michaels decided he was going to power his way through it. He upshifted and pumped even harder. But as he started into the curve, he saw a group of walkers ahead, residents of a local nursing home. They were spread almost all the way across the path. He didn’t have a warning horn on the trike, and he had a sudden fear that if he yelled for them to get out of the way, one of the old folks might well keel over from a heart attack.
  


  
    He stopped pedaling and squeezed the handbrakes. The heavy-duty disk brakes on all three wheels squeaked from the sudden pressure, and there came the smell of burning circuit boards as the trike slowed dramatically. On a two-wheeler, he’d probably be going sideways now, but the trike just wobbled the rear end back and forth a little as it came almost to a stop.
  


  
    None of the geriatric crowd, most of whom looked to be in their eighties, even noticed him until he crept around them at walking speed.
  


  
    That would have been all he needed, to plow into Grandma and Granddaddy on his trike at full tilt. One more brick on the load.
  


  
    And, of course, there was the big problem in his life: Toni.
  


  
    She was still in England, practicing pentjak silat, the Indonesian martial art in which she was an adept, studying with that Carl somebody. There hadn’t been anything personal between Carl and Toni when Michaels had left the U.K., but—who knew about now? It had been more than a month. A lot could happen in a month.
  


  
    Toni Fiorella was smart, beautiful, and could kill you with her hands if she felt so inclined. She’d been his deputy commander until she’d quit. And she’d been his lover—until she’d found out about his indiscretion with the blond MI-6 agent Angela Cooper.
  


  
    Near indiscretion, Alex, his little voice said. We didn’t actually do anything, remember?
  


  
    Yeah, we did. It never should have gotten to the point where I even thought about it.
  


  
    We were tired, half-drunk, and Cooper was working at it—the massage and all—
  


  
    No excuse.
  


  
    It was an argument he’d had with himself a thousand times in the last six weeks. With a thousand variations. If only Toni hadn’t gone under the channel to France. If only he hadn’t agreed to a beer and fish and chips with Angela. If only he hadn’t agreed to go to her place to let her massage his back. If, if, if.
  


  
    It was all pointless speculation now. And he couldn’t lie to himself about it, no matter how much he wished it.
  


  
    He thought about bringing the trike back up to speed, but it suddenly didn’t seem worth the effort. The Chinese place was not that far away. It wasn’t as if he was in any kind of hurry now, was it? Or was hungry. Or gave a rat’s ass about getting back to work on time.
  


  
    Even the thought of getting a new project car hadn’t given him any great joy. He’d done a Plymouth Prowler and a Mazda MX-5, a Miata, but the garage at his condo sat empty now. The Miata had been the car in which he’d first kissed Toni. He couldn’t keep it after she’d quit on him and stayed in England.
  


  
    He blew out a sigh.
  


  
    You sure are a sorry, self-pitying bastard, aren’t you? Snap out of it! Suck it up! Be a man!
  


  
    “Fuck you,” he told his inner voice. But that part of him was right. He wasn’t a sensitive New Age kinda guy who got all weepy in sad movies. In his world, men took care of business and soldiered on. That was the way his father had taught him, and that was how he’d lived his life. Wailing and wringing your hands was not what a man did. You screwed up, then you took the heat, and you got on with your life, period, end of story. What was that old saying: You can’t do the time, don’t do the crime? That was pretty much it.
  


  
    In theory, anyway.
  


  


  


  
    Thursday

    Sperryville, Virginia
  


  


  
    “Ow,” Jay Gridley said. He slapped at his bare arm, and when he pulled his hand away, there was a splotch of liquid red surrounding the crushed body of a mosquito. At least he thought it was a mosquito—it was hard to tell.
  


  
    “Murderer,” Soji said. She smiled.
  


  
    “Self-defense,” he said. “If I’d known I was gonna be attacked by all these itty-bitty vampires, I’d have thought twice about going for a walk in the woods with you. Or maybe brought a bunch of matches I could carve into wooden stakes. This would be so much more pleasant in VR.”
  


  
    “My father used to say that God made two mistakes,” she said. “Mosquitoes and politicians. Of course, he was an alderman, so he could say that. But he was wrong—both mosquitoes and politicians have their places.”
  


  
    Jay shook his head. “Sounds like more Buddhistic smoke and mirrors to me. You got to go some to justify mosquitoes.”
  


  
    “Really? Tell that to the bats who eat them.”
  


  
    “They could eat something else. Plenty of bugs that don’t bite people. They could double up on gnats or something.”
  


  
    “Come on, Jay. If you take away everything that causes you discomfort, there’s no way to measure your pleasure.”
  


  
    They were on a narrow dirt trail that wound through a section of mostly hardwood forest. There was enough shade so the day’s heat didn’t lay too heavy a hand on them, and the air was rich in oxygen, the smells of warm summer vegetation, and decades of damp humus. The backpack was a lot heavier than anything Jay was used to carrying, but since Soji’s was every bit as heavy, he could hardly complain. He had the tent, but she had the cooking gear.
  


  
    He shook his head. He couldn’t successfully argue philosophy or religion with Sojan Rinpoche. She could talk circles around him. Though only in her twenties, she was much more educated in such things than he was. They had met after the on-line injury he’d got stalking the creator of a quantum computer that had caused Net Force all kinds of problems. Since they had come together initially in VR—virtual reality—via the internet, they had been in persona, and hers had been that of an aged Tibetan monk. She was a lot better looking as a young woman than she had been as an old man. And she had been instrumental in helping him recover from a brain injury that theoretically wasn’t even possible.
  


  
    “See, that’s the problem with you, Jay. You spend too much time on-line. You need to get out more.”
  


  
    “I could put mosquitoes in a scenario if I wanted.”
  


  
    “You could. But have you ever?”
  


  
    “Well, no.”
  


  
    “And without experiencing real bugs sucking your blood and going splat when you slap them, you wouldn’t be able to do it accurately. And even then, it would only be an imitation, and not the real thing.”
  


  
    “But isn’t this all just an illusion?” He waved one hand to encompass the wooded hillside.
  


  
    “Wrong religion, white boy. Try the Hindus or the existentialists. Buddhists aren’t into denying reality. We like to get down and roll around in it.”
  


  
    “What about that old man persona of yours on the net?”
  


  
    “A tool, that’s all. Got me past a lot of preconceptions, and made my patients relax. Besides, an illusion is by definition not real, so altering it one way or the other doesn’t make it any more or less real, now does it?”
  


  
    He chuckled. Boy, he liked being with her.
  


  
    “So how much farther is it to this secret place of yours?”
  


  
    “Not far. Couple more miles.”
  


  
    He gave out a theatrical groan. “You didn’t tell me I was going to have to hike halfway around the planet carrying a house on my back. This better be worth the walk.”
  


  
    “Oh, it will be. Guaranteed satisfaction or your money back.”
  


  
    Well, that sounded promising. He slapped at another mosquito, and was inclined to agree with Soji’s father on at least one point, despite what she’d said.
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    Quantico, Virginia
  


  


  
    When John Howard walked into the range, he heard, “Tens-hut! General in the house! Morning, Brigadier.”
  


  
    Howard fought the grin, but lost. Amid the familiar tang of burned gunpowder, Sergeant Julio Fernandez stood at ramrod attention, a perfect salute in place. Any crisper and he would have crinkled.
  


  
    “No such thing as a brigadier anymore, you know that.”
  


  
    “It has a nice ring, sir!”
  


  
    “At ease, Lieutenant,” Howard said. He returned the salute.
  


  
    “Not funny, John.”
  


  
    “Hey, I can do it, you know. Me being a general now instead of a colonel. What do you think, Gunny?”
  


  
    Behind Julio, the rangemaster grinned. “Oh, yes, sir, I believe Sergeant Fernandez is excellent officer material, sir. Never has earned his money.”
  


  
    “I get promoted, first thing I’ll do is fire your sorry ass,” Fernandez said. “You’ll be out whitewashing rocks on the parade ground eighteen hours a day.”
  


  
    Gunny laughed. “Long arms or sidearms today, sir?”
  


  
    Howard said, “I believe the sergeant needs a lesson in how to shoot his pistol.”
  


  
    Gunny nodded and set two plastic boxes of ammo on the counter. The blue box contained .357 cartridges, the orange box 9mm. Howard grabbed the blue box, Fernandez the orange.
  


  
    “Lanes eight and nine,” the rangemaster said.
  


  
    Howard put his earplugs in as he headed for the entrance to the gallery, Fernandez hurrying to beat him to the door so he could hold it open. “Let me, General. I wouldn’t want you complaining you hurt your hand or anything after I shoot the pants off of you. I never got to beat a general before.”
  


  
    “And not likely you’ll start today, Sergeant.”
  


  
    In their respective lanes, the two Net Force military men set their ammo down and started up the holoprojectors. They used identical scenarios when they went for scores against each other, so there would be no doubt who had outshot whom.
  


  
    Howard slipped the Fist paddle holster with his Smith & Wesson .357 Model 66 revolver nestled in it into his waistband and adjusted things. The S&W was an antique, stainless steel and not nearly as efficient as the polymer tactical pistols Net Force issued. The H&Ks and the Walthers carried almost three times as much ammo, and had all kinds of bells and whistles—lasers, suppressors, flashlights, all very modular. Until recently, the Smith had been pretty much stock, unmodified. Howard had allowed Gunny to talk him into trying a red dot scope, a tiny one that mounted where the iron sights were, which had improved his shooting immediately. Even so, it felt like sacrilege—the old wheel gun was as much talisman as anything, his good luck piece, and in the same category as the tommy gun he had gotten from his grandfather. It worked, but it couldn’t really run with the newer hardware out there, even with the Tasco scope.
  


  
    Julio was still smiling every time he saw the scope, too.
  


  
    “You ready, John?”
  


  
    “Crank it up.”
  


  
    Fernandez was using his blued Beretta Model 92, not as ancient as the Smith, but certainly not in the same class as the tactical pistols, either. Two old and grizzled types they were, set in their ways. If they weren’t careful, the future was going to blow right past them.
  


  
    The mugger, armed with a crowbar, materialized thirty feet away and ran toward Howard. He snatched his piece out of the holster, brought it up, and did a fast double tap, aiming at the chest. The mugger stopped and fell down. The holographics on the range were pretty good, and the computer registered the hits and kept track of everything.
  


  
    “Got me by a quarter second,” Fernandez said from the other side of the bullet-resistant barrier. “General’s luck.”
  


  
    “Right,” Howard said. “Rack ’em up and I’ll show you how lucky I really am.”
  


  
    The second mugger had a long knife, and Howard’s first round caught him a hair high, just at the base of the throat. Good enough, since the second round didn’t go off. Instead, there was a metallic pop! and the cylinder jammed.
  


  
    “Got a mechanical malfunction here!” Howard yelled. He kept the weapon pointed downrange, waiting.
  


  
    Julio came around the barrier, an eyebrow raised in question.
  


  
    “Something broke. Cylinder won’t turn.”
  


  
    “I’ll get Gunny out here to take a look. So much for your six-for-sure theory.”
  


  


  
    The rangemaster said, “Sorry, sir, but sooner or later, everything wears out. You probably put thirty or forty thousand rounds through this thing over the years, you got to expect it to metal fatigue and start nickel-and-diming you to death. I can fix it, but it’s gonna take a few days to get the parts and get ’em installed.”
  


  
    “General will need a loaner,” Julio said. “Can’t have him walking around naked. Why don’t you show him the Medusa?”
  


  
    Gunny smiled and went to the gun safe. He came back with a Styrofoam box. On top of it was a little pamphlet. It said “Phillips & Rodgers, Inc.,” over a little logo with a reversed “P” and an “R” separated by a big “I.” The words “Owners Manual” were under that. Gunny handed Howard the pamphlet. Howard flipped it open to the first page and saw “Firearms Are Dangerous Weapons” in bold print at the top of the page.
  


  
    He shook his head. That’s what came of too many lawyers without enough to do. A maker had to warn you that a gun was dangerous. What was the duh-factor there?
  


  
    Gunny opened the box. Inside was a flat-black revolver with what looked like ivory grips. It had an unfluted cylinder, and seemed like a K-frame S&W with a funny-looking squared-off and grooved barrel.
  


  
    Fernandez took the revolver from the rangemaster. “General, this here is a P&R Model 47, aka Medusa. Three-inch, match-grade, one-in-nine twist barrel, 8620 steel, heat-treated to 28 Rockwell, with a vanadium cylinder at 36 Rockwell. Got a neat little red fiber-optic front sight, and fully adjustable rear sight. Coated with black Teflon, so it won’t rust.”
  


  
    He handed the piece to Howard. It felt good, familiar, if it looked a little squarish for his tastes. “You getting a commission from these people, Julio? And why would I like this more than my Smith?”
  


  
    Fernandez grinned widely. “Well, sir, if we can’t get you to use a semiauto, at least we can get you closer to the current century. These first came out in 1996, I believe, and they have a big advantage over your antique Smith. They will chamber and fire everything from an anemic .380 ACP to the hottest .357 Magnum rounds, and a whole bunch of stuff in between. You can load it up with any variation of 9mm you can think of—Kurz, Largo, Long, Luger, Mauser, Parabellum, Steyr, whatever, as well as .38 ACP, .38 auto, .38 Super, or .38 Special. Bunch of other calibers will work, too, but the manufacturer doesn’t recommend ’em.”
  


  
    “And how many cylinder changes do I have to carry to accomplish this miracle? Three? Five?”
  


  
    “No, sir, not a one. Pop the cylinder and push back on the extractor rod.”
  


  
    Howard did so. The extractor looked very odd.
  


  
    “Those are springs, those little things in the chambers. Anything that’ll fit, they’ll hold in place, and it’ll cook ’em off just fine.”
  


  
    “Really?”
  


  
    “Yes, sir. You happen to find yourself on a battlefield somewhere and you run out of .357, you can always find 9mm somewhere, it still being the most popular military caliber worldwide. It’ll shoot the stuff we use in our subguns.”
  


  
    Howard looked at the gun. “What’s the catch?”
  


  
    “Well, sir, there are three. It doesn’t much like speed-loaders, because of the springs. You can make them work, but there’s a little trick to it. Speed strips would be better, and they are easier to carry anyhow. Second, if you are going to mix calibers, you should shoot the longer stuff first, so as not to gunk up the chambers. And third, if you are mixing calibers, the sights won’t be dead-on for the different ones, so you have to adjust the rear sights. But that’s the same with mixing bullet weights, and most of the time, you’ll be shooting the same ammo. Still, you can put a different caliber in every chamber and fire them off just fine. At close range, you don’t need to worry about the sights, anyhow.”
  


  
    Howard hefted the revolver. “Interesting.”
  


  
    Gunny said, “Only thing I got in .357, General. I have a snubnose Smith M60 in .38 Special if you want to try that, but even with plus-P, it ain’t much gun, and it only holds five.”
  


  
    Julio nodded at the Medusa. “Why don’t you put a few through it, long as we are here? Unless you want to, uh, forfeit the match?”
  


  
    “You wish.”
  


  
    Gunny said, “Lemme see your ring, sir.”
  


  
    Howard nodded and slipped the Net Force signet ring from his right third finger. It looked ordinary enough, but inside the mounting was a tiny computer chip powered by a capacitor whose stored electricity came from a small kinetic generator, basically a little weight that shifted back and forth. As of a month ago, all Net Force who carry and field-issue sidearms, subguns, and rifles were equipped with smart technology. The guns had an internal chip that kept the actions from operating unless they received a coded signal. The rings sent the signal, and had a range of a few centimeters, no more. The Net Force guns were all tuned to the same signal, so if needed, they could shoot each other’s weapons, but if anybody not wearing the transmitting signet ring tried to fire a Net Force small arm, it would simply refuse to go off.
  


  
    Howard was not happy with the things, but he had been made to understand that there was no choice in accepting them. All federal agencies would eventually be using smart guns, and the FBI was taking the lead.
  


  
    So far, the new guns had operated at 100 percent, no failures. So far.
  


  
    Gunny put the ring into a slot on the coder and checked the program, then did the same for the new gun. “All set, sir.” He passed the ring and revolver back to Howard.
  


  
    Howard looked at the gun as he slipped the ring back on. The theory was fine. If your kid found your weapon and hadn’t been taught properly, at least he wouldn’t shoot himself or one of the neighbors. It wasn’t foolproof—somebody could snatch one of the rings and use it—but it was supposed to keep Net Force people from being shot if they lost a gun in the heat of battle. And once a month, you were to run your ring through a coder that reset the command signal, so any lost rings would no longer work after thirty days. He didn’t like it, but that was how it was going to be. End of story.
  


  
    Back at the lane, Howard loaded the revolver using his .357 ammo. The shells were a little harder to put into the chambers than they were in the Smith, but not that much harder.
  


  
    He set a stationary bull’s-eye at fifteen meters, lined the sights up. The front sight had a red dot on it, easy to see under the overhead lane lights. He squeezed off a round. He was surprised. Even though it fired the same cartridge, the recoil seemed considerably less than the Smith. Probably because it was a heavier piece, plus the barrel was a half-inch longer. He looked at the counter. A centimeter below dead center. Probably zeroed at twenty-five meters.
  


  
    He cooked off the rest of the cylinder, and managed a grouping that went maybe four or five centimeters, all in the X ring. Damn. This was great for a gun he’d never fired before. Hell, it was great for a gun he’d been shooting for years. Pointed fine, too; it felt very ergonomic in his grip.
  


  
    “Not bad for an old guy,” Julio said. “Want to get back to it?” He waved at the target.
  


  
    “You and the Beretta you sleep with against a gun I’ve just picked up? Right.”
  


  
    “Tell you what, to make it fair, I’ll go and borrow that snub .38 Special Gunny has. Ten bucks says I can beat you with that.”
  


  
    “If you are determined to give up your money, Sergeant, I will take it.”
  


  
    Fernandez grinned. “Be right back.”
  


  


  
    London, England
  


  


  
    Toni Fiorella deflected Carl Stewart’s right punch to her throat with her own strike at his face—
  


  
    Because he had his punch backed up with his left hand, the wipe was there, and he took it, and fired a backup elbow at her temple—
  


  
    Because her strike was also covered with her off hand, she had the parry for his elbow and she rolled it aside—
  


  
    Carl switched tactics, twisted, went with her move, looped his parried hand across her chest and stepped in for a throw behind her leg, the kenjit—
  


  
    Toni dropped her weight, knees bent deeply, leaned forward, and reversed the move, snapped her own foot back, caught his leg for a beset takedown—
  


  
    Carl leaned in, put his head on her shoulder, stole her base, and switched feet—fast!—and did the inside sweep, sapu dalam—
  


  
    She wasn’t quick enough with the counter, and she went down, dived and tried to make it into a roll, but he was there, tapping her on the floating ribs with the heel of his wrestling shoe, just hard enough to let her know he had the shot.
  


  
    Toni grinned, took his offered hand, and got back to her feet. The entire sequence had taken maybe three seconds.
  


  
    “Good series,” he said.
  


  
    “Yes.” They were alone in the school where he taught his classes, a version of the Indonesian martial art of pentjak silat that was similar to her own system. Toni had been training since the age of thirteen; she knew the eight djurus of the entry-level style called Bukti Negara, plus the eighteen djurus of the more complex parent art, Serak, and until she had met Carl Stewart, had never sparred with anybody who could beat her. Well, except for her teacher, Guru DeBeers. Guru was in her eighties now, still shaped like a brick and dangerous to anybody who might be stupid enough to think she was a helpless old lady, but if push came to shove, Toni knew she could best her teacher in a fight. Barely.
  


  
    That was the thing about silat; it didn’t depend on strength or speed, but more on principles. In theory, a player always expected to go up against bigger, stronger, and multiple opponents, who were probably armed, and at least as well trained. Being able to survive and even prevail under such circumstances meant your technique had to be very good, and your system absolutely scientific. There were no perfect arts that would handle every possible attack—when Toni talked to martial artists who claimed their ancient systems were complete, she’d always ask them which form taught them how to defend against a twelve-gauge shotgun at thirty feet—but some arts were more effective than others. In her opinion, silat was better than most. Of course, she would think that, given her years of training in it.
  


  
    Carl glanced at the wall clock. “Got an hour before the beginning class gets here. You want to get a cup of tea? Or coffee?”
  


  
    Toni hesitated a second, then said, “Sure.”
  


  
    There was no reason not to. Alex was back in Washington, and she was still not happy with him. She had programmed her com to bounce his calls, though he still tried to get through at least once every day. They were officially broken up, and she didn’t work for Net Force anymore. She had enough money to stay in London through the summer, if she felt like it, then she was going to have to find a job, and that would have to be back in the U.S. Meanwhile, she was learning a lot from Carl, who was easily the best silat player she had ever seen in person. He was a good twenty years older than she was, but there was an attraction that went beyond martial arts. He was in good shape, good-looking, and, she had found out by accident, rich. He hadn’t pushed it, but Carl knew she and Alex had split, and he was interested in her as a woman.
  


  
    So far, she hadn’t pursued a relationship beyond exchanging ways to beat attackers to various kinds of pulp. So far. It was tempting—Alex had done so with Angela Cooper, the MI-6 operative they had worked with on the Goswell operation, and Toni was still very much pissed off at him for that. Yeah, sure, she had stumbled with Rusty that one time, but that was before she and Alex had become lovers. That didn’t really count.
  


  
    The thing was, as angry as she was at Alex, as much as she wanted to break things and yell herself hoarse at him, she still loved him.
  


  
    It was kind of hard to get around that, loving him.
  


  
    Still, Carl was here, he wanted to get to know her better, and there were no strings on her. She had an idea that Carl would probably be a caring and considerate lover, and she and Alex hadn’t spent much time making love the last few weeks they had been together, and that had been more than a month ago. It was a thought.
  


  
    Carl was halfway to the door before Toni realized she was lost in her thoughts.
  


  
    She hurried to catch up with him.
  


  
    “I’ve been thinking, there’s a place you might like to see,” he said. “You busy Saturday morning?”
  


  
    “Not at all,” she said.
  


  
    “Fine. I’ll pick you up at your flat. Around eight A.M.?”
  


  
    “Great.”
  


  
    

  


  
    Quantico, Virginia
  


  


  
    Howard had to admit that the P&R had some advantages over the Smith. He recovered the sight picture for his second shot quicker, and the slightly longer sight radius made him more accurate. He was doing better than he usually did with the Smith, and for a new gun, that was fairly amazing. The trigger was crisp, maybe four pounds single-action, ten or so double-action. These people did good work on their hardware. Made in Plano, Texas, according to the information stamped into the black steel. Who would have guessed that? Texas.
  


  
    Even so, Julio was beating him, just barely. And using a snubnose Chief’s Special he had never shot before, that ought to be impossible.
  


  
    After the last go-round, Howard put the Medusa down. He liked it. He could use it for a few days until the Smith was repaired.
  


  
    “Sergeant Fernandez, bring that little revolver here, I want to take a look at it.”
  


  
    “God hates a sore loser, John.”
  


  
    “Let me see it.”
  


  
    Fernandez came around the barrier, holding the .38 Special snubbie on his palm, cylinder latch up.
  


  
    Howard looked at the weapon. Stainless steel, two-inch barrel, plain ramp-and-notch sight, nonadjustable. The grips were black plastic, boot-style, cut small so as not to reveal a concealed weapon under a thin jacket. The Chief was basically a smaller version of his revolver, a J-frame to his K-frame, a five-shooter instead of a six-honker. In the hands of an expert, this gun could certainly put the bullets on target, but the short barrel and minimal sights made such a thing difficult on a good day without a lot of practice. Julio shouldn’t be able to do it right out of the box.
  


  
    “Satisfied?” He started to pull his hand away.
  


  
    Howard grabbed the revolver and turned it over. When he did, he noticed the little bulge at the top of the other grip panel. At the same time, he felt the small button on the inside of the grip, under his middle finger. “And just what is this?” He pointed the gun downrange and squeezed the grips.
  


  
    A hundred meters away, a bright red spot appeared all the way out on the back wall.
  


  
    There was a laser built into the grips.
  


  
    “You cheating bastard. You set me up.”
  


  
    Julio laughed. “Gunny showed it to me before you got here. It’s from somebody called Crimson Trace—cool, ain’t it? You adjust it with a tiny little Allen wrench, right there, and up there, and it fits inside a regular holster. Doesn’t add any appreciable mass or weight, and unlike a dot scope, you don’t even have to bring the weapon up to eye level, you can hip-shoot. Gets a couple thousand rounds per set of batteries, and you can carry a spare set in the other grip panel. They make ’em for K-frames, too, so you could get them for the Medusa or the Smith.”
  


  
    “You work for these people, too, Julio?”
  


  
    Julio laughed again and pointed at the dancing dot. “Old guys like us, we need some advantages. You can see that sucker a couple hundred meters away in the dark and, according to Gunny, it shows up okay at handgun combat range even in daylight. Wherever the red spot is, that’s where the bullet hits. If it’s foggy or you’re worried about giving away your position, you can use the regular sights, ’cause the laser don’t get in the way. Gunny says they make these for a whole bunch of guns, including my Beretta. I’m gonna get one before Joanna has our kid and we have to start putting away every penny for his college education.”
  


  
    “God hates a cheater more than he does a sore loser.”
  


  
    “No second-place winner in a gunfight, John. You know that. What do you think about the Medusa?”
  


  
    It wouldn’t do to admit to Julio how much he liked it, so he said, “I can force myself to use it until Gunny gets the Smith back on-line.”
  


  
    Julio gave him a knowing grin. “Ah. I see.”
  


  
    They’d been serving together too long for Howard to get much past his old friend. He grinned. “Okay, so it’s a great piece, you happy?”
  


  
    “You working for these people, John? Getting a commission on sales?”
  


  
    It was Howard’s turn to laugh, and he did.
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    Seattle, Washington
  


  


  
    Sitting in his Dodge Caravan, Patrick Morrison rode the ferry from Seattle toward Bainbridge Island. This was the first leg of a journey that would involve driving north after the boat ride, another ferry, then another short stint in the car, to finally arrive back at Port Townsend. The picturesque little town on the little peninsula where the Straits of Juan de Fuca turned south into Puget Sound was only about forty miles away from downtown Seattle as the crow flew, but a two-hour trip by car and boat, if you were lucky enough to make the ferry connections just right.
  


  
    Morrison owned a house on the hill in Port Townsend, where Shannon, his bride of four months, was doubtless still in bed asleep at this hour. She was twenty-five, gorgeous, a trophy wife half his age. Shannon was his second marriage, the first one having gone bad after almost twenty years. Marian had also been beautiful when he’d met her, and brilliant, which he’d always thought was the bigger attraction. But she’d let herself go, had gotten fat and lazy, and, it turned out, had been too smart—especially with her mouth. He liked intelligent women, but he found that he liked them at a distance. Too close, and they were like fire, you got burned by their brilliance. Marian had turned that heat onto him too many times, and she knew all the spots where it would hurt him the most.
  


  
    Shannon, on the other hand, was not the sharpest knife in the drawer. She wasn’t really stupid, probably about average intelligence; she thought he was a genius, being a scientist and all. Actually, he just missed the cut for genius by an IQ point or two, but he was pretty sure she would never throw that in his face. Nor would she stab him with the pointed question that, if he was so smart, why hadn’t he won a Nobel?
  


  
    Besides, Shannon knew tricks with her hands and her body that Morrison had never dreamed of doing in nineteen years of marriage to Marian. Her mouth was smart—but in an entirely different way ...
  


  
    He shifted a bit, suddenly excited by the idea of being home and in bed with Shannon. Easy, big fella, he told himself. It’s a ways yet.
  


  
    The big ferry blasted its warning horn at a sailboat that ventured too near. Sail craft generally had the right of way over powerboats, all things being equal, but a ferry hauling scores of cars and hundreds of passengers was more equal than a thirty-foot sailboat foolish enough to tack in front of it. A sailor and a retired airline pilot that Morrison knew liked to say, “If you fly your plane into a mountain, you don’t get to blame the mountain.” Nobody had any sympathy for a day sailor who cut in front of a ferry—or plowed into one, which also happened from time to time.
  


  
    Morrison opened the Dodge’s door and stepped out. The van was six years old, but a Dodge, so it was good for years if he took care of it. Not that he intended to keep it that long. Pretty soon, he’d be able to buy a new car. A fleet of new cars, if he wanted, with a ship upon which to transport the fleet, and a navy to escort it, if he so wished.
  


  
    He smiled at the thought.
  


  
    The air had that salty, seaweed tang to it, and even though it was early and there was the passage wind blowing, the day was already warm, and promised to be hot before it was done.
  


  
    He worked his way across the hard rubber gratings toward the railing—he was parked forward and on the deck under the sky, outside of the superstructure enclosure where all the foot passengers rode.
  


  
    Gulls flew past. It was a great morning.
  


  
    Of course it was a great morning. The test had gone so well he couldn’t believe it. The Chinese had clamped down on it fast, squelching the incident into official silence deeper than that in a tomb, so there hadn’t been any reports in the media, even in China. Maybe especially in China.
  


  
    Morrison had his sources, though, and he found out quickly enough. The test had replicated the experiments with animals even better than anticipated. Well within the cutoff that separated “chronic” from “acute.” It might not work on a battlefield with shifting troops, but the device would definitely work on a permanent settlement.
  


  
    He’d known that it would. Well, to be absolutely honest, he had been almost certain. There was always the worry about field testing versus the lab. One never got over that. It took only a few failures to keep that anxiety alive forever, rather like Frankenstein’s monster, shambling around in the dark looking for a friend.
  


  
    Failure, unfortunately, had no friends. Which was how Dr. Patrick Reilly Morrison, with his Ph.D. in physics from MIT, had come to be involved with the project in the first place. He’d had a spectacular failure in his extremely low frequency experiments involving chimpanzees, and he’d lost his grant and funding big-time and damned fast. It was as if he had developed a sudden case of pneumonic plague—the first sneeze, and every professional contact he knew scattered as if they were parts of a bomb—ka-blamm!—leaving him stinking of smoke and failure and very much alone. No rat leaving a sinking ship had ever moved as fast as his grad students and research assistants had bailed on him, bastards and bitches, each and every one of them ...
  


  
    He smiled at his own bitterness. Well, it really was an ill wind that blew no good, wasn’t it? If the ELF simian protocols hadn’t gone south on him, he’d never have gotten the job in Alaska, would he? And look where that had taken him. He could hardly be positioned better, could he?
  


  
    Well, yes, he supposed, academically he could be. And certainly in pure scientific circles, with major universities begging him to come and present papers? Well, he was not at the top of that list. Ah, but if somebody just up and gave you five or six hundred million dollars, maybe more, to fund whatever research your heart desired, no strings, no oversight? Well, that would go a long, long way to assuage one’s wounded ego, wouldn’t it? People would kill for that kind of funding, and rightly so.
  


  
    Money would get you through times of no Nobel better than a Nobel would get you through times of no money, that was the cold truth.
  


  
    With half a billion in his pocket, he could thumb his nose at the journals, take his time to do whatever he damned well pleased, and when he was ready, then they’d come begging, by God! Because his theories did work after all, didn’t they?
  


  
    True, he didn’t want to take the credit for it just now, given the mode and manner in which he had finally proved himself correct, but someday it would be his to claim. Perhaps he would hire the Goodyear blimp and have it fly back and forth across the country with lights flashing and blazing it out for all to see:
  


  
    “I told you so!”
  


  
    He looked at his watch. He would go home, spend the day with Shannon, then catch a plane back to SeaTac for the flight to Washington, D.C. After the second and third tests, the events would surely be public, and it was of primary importance that he be prepared for that. He was one of the sharper knives in the drawer, and he knew that it was not enough to be smart, you had to be clever as well. Smart, clever, a beautiful young wife who thought the sun rose and set in his shadow, and rich—he had it all but the last, and that was coming, a mere matter of a few weeks or months. When you got right down to it, how important was academic recognition compared to those? He could fund research if he wanted! Be a foundation unto himself!
  


  
    Hah! Life was good—and it was about to get better.
  


  
    

  


  
    Washington, D.C.
  


  


  
    “We’re going to Oregon,” Tyrone Howard said. He grinned.
  


  
    Nadine Harris, who at thirteen was the same age as Tyrone, returned his smile in a larger, white-against-chocolate version. “Exemplary, Tyrone. Congratulations!”
  


  
    They were at the soccer field at their school, where they had gone to practice throwing boomerangs.
  


  
    “No,” he said, “we are going to Oregon. My dad, my mom, me, and you.”
  


  
    She blinked at him. “What?”
  


  
    “I asked if you could go. My parents said it was okay. We can both enter the tourney. I might even let you win.”
  


  
    She laughed. “Let me win? In your dreams, funny boy. Last I looked, my best hang time was seventeen seconds better than your best. Your ’rang comes down, you’re packed up and halfway home before mine even apexes.”
  


  
    “That was then, honey chile, this is now.” He waved his backpack.
  


  
    “It came?” She knew right away what he was talking about. That was one of the things he liked about her. She wasn’t the most beautiful girl in the world, but she was athletic, and she was very quick.
  


  
    He nodded. “Yep. In this morning’s mail.”
  


  
    “Lemme see, lemme see!” She reached for his backpack, and he quickly jerked it back.
  


  
    “Hey, easy! I don’t want you to damage it.”
  


  
    “I’ll damage your head if you don’t give it up right now!”
  


  
    He laughed. From inside the backpack, he produced the object in question—a new boomerang.
  


  
    And not just any boomerang, but a Larry Takahashi KinuHa—a Silk Leaf—a paxolin MTA L-Hook identical to the one that Jerry Prince had used to win maximum time aloft at the Internationals last year. It had cost him sixty-five dollars, plus insured shipping, and it came pre-tuned and ready to throw. Prince had spiraled his up at the Internationals in Sydney last summer and hung it for five minutes and sixteen seconds—with a thirty-klick-per-hour wind blowing. On a calm day, word was he could keep it in the air a whole lot longer, in practice anyway.
  


  
    The boomerang was lightweight, thin, and flexible, made from layers of linen and glue, and colored a psychedelic electric blue with a black leaf stenciled on the long arm. The blue made it easier to spot if you missed a catch and it augered into the grass.
  


  
    “Wow,” Nadine said.
  


  
    “So, are you going to come with us?”
  


  
    She looked up from the ’rang. “I dunno. My mom planned to have me doing yard work this summer. Mowing the lawn, helping the old lady across the street with her garden, like that.”
  


  
    “It’s not the whole summer, it’s only three weeks. My mom said she’d talk to yours. C’mon, Nadine, how often are you going to get a chance to enter the Junior Nationals, if they aren’t here in town?”
  


  
    “Oh, I’ll ask, ’cause I’d love to go. Oregon.” She pronounced it “Ory-gone.”
  


  
    “My dad is borrowing an RV from somebody he knows,” he said. “It’ll be cheaper than staying in motels and eating out. It’ll sleep like eight, and there’s only four of us. Dad says we’ll take five or six days to drive out, spend a week there, then a leisurely drive home. We’ll get there like two days before the JN, have time to practice.”
  


  
    “It sounds great. Doesn’t it rain all the time out there, though?”
  


  
    “Nope. My dad goes out there in the winter sometimes for survival training. It’s desert and snow and all on the eastern side of the state in the winter, but pretty green and sunny in Portland in the summer.”
  


  
    “They still have Indians out there, don’t they?”
  


  
    “Yeah, they own casinos. And the cowboys herd cattle in helicopters or riding on ATVs. It’s the northwest, dummy, not Bali.”
  


  
    “You talk too much. Show me what you got.” She waved at the new ’rang.
  


  
    “No, you get to throw it first,” he said.
  


  
    “Really? No, I couldn’t.”
  


  
    “Yeah, you can. Then I can beat you and make you feel bad.”
  


  
    “Hah. Gimme it.”
  


  
    He smiled as she took the new boomerang and headed out to where they had chalked a throwing circle. He sure did like her. She wasn’t gorgeous like Belladonna Wright, and Nadine didn’t make his heart race as Bella had done with a touch or a look, but he enjoyed being around her. She was somebody he could hang with, not exactly like a sister, but not somebody who stirred up his hormones too much, either. Outside of his pal Jimmy-Joe Hatfield, he didn’t have any other close friends. And boy, she could throw.
  


  
    He watched her limber up her arm and shoulder, drop some pixie dust to check the wind direction, then set herself for the throw.
  


  
    The new boomerang whirled from her hand and soared, climbed steeply, twirling into the morning sunshine. Man. Look at it go.
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    Friday, June 3rd

    Quantico, Virginia
  


  


  


  
    As he usually did when things got dicey in his personal life, Alex Michaels buried himself in work. Which was why he was at the office at nine P.M. on a Friday night, keeping busy. He scanned computer files, logged into reports annotated by his staff, and tried not to think about anything else.
  


  
    Somebody was scamming old people by selling phantom retirement property from a website that appeared to be located in some kind of moving vehicle in south Florida.
  


  
    Another third world country had joined the net, peddling drugs you couldn’t buy without a prescription in the U.S., and for a third the cost.
  


  
    Some hacker had broken into the Sears mainframe and was threatening to wipe all the memory clean if they didn’t pay him half a million dollars.
  


  
    It was the usual kind of thing that Net Force handled, and there seemed to be more and more of it coming their way every day.
  


  
    It had been a long day. He noticed he was getting very stiff in his chair, hunched over the keyboard. He could operate his computer with his voice, of course, and voxax was as fast as he could do it manually—faster, even—but he’d never quite gotten used to dictating reports. He’d speak, the words would appear on the screen, and he could do it leaning back and comfortable, but it somehow didn’t feel the same. Maybe they used different parts of the brain, keyboarding and speaking.
  


  
    Or maybe he was just getting old and the future was passing him by ...
  


  
    He thought about going down the hall to the gym and doing his djurus. Toni had been teaching him pentjak silat for six months, since after he’d almost been assassinated, and he officially knew four of the short forms. She’d started him with the simple ones from Bukti, but after he’d gotten two of those, she decided to skip over the rest and go right into the more complex Serak system. Bukti was pretty much a filter, she’d said, a perfectly good system of self-defense, but used to strain out casual students from the really serious ones. After you learned the eight Bukti Negara forms, then you were allowed to proceed—if you were lucky—into the parent art, Serak. Toni had decided he was serious enough, apparently. So he had already learned the first two from the mother art and had bagged practicing the others. This was pretty quick, she’d told him. Some teachers only showed students two or three djurus a year, and he had twice that in six months.
  


  
    And Michaels already knew the third one, pretty much. He’d watched Toni enough to pick up the moves, though he didn’t tell her that. So he was way ahead of the learning curve here.
  


  
    Probably helped if you were working out every day. Not to mention sleeping with the teacher, Michaels thought.
  


  
    Though that wasn’t happening anymore.
  


  
    Shit. Let’s not even go down this road again, okay? Either work out or get back to the computer, but don’t sit here whining!
  


  
    Yeah. I hear that. The computer. He could practice his silat later.
  


  
    He looked around. Most of his regular crew was gone, only the night shift was on. Gridley and Howard were on vacation, and Toni was in England.
  


  
    Very quiet around here.
  


  


  


  
    Saturday, June 4th

    London
  


  


  


  
    “Why all the secrecy?” Toni asked.
  


  
    Carl smiled. “Come on, everybody likes pleasant surprises, don’t they?”
  


  
    “Well, not really. I know some people who wouldn’t answer the door if somebody showed up on their porch with a check for a million dollars—not unless they had called first.”
  


  
    They were in a section of London that Toni didn’t recognize, a fairly well-to-do neighborhood. They had passed Elephant’s Castle, and she thought they were heading north and west, but she had gotten turned around during Carl’s tour of interesting places.
  


  
    He laughed as he downshifted the Morgan’s manual transmission. He’d told her that the car, a classic from the fifties, spent most of its time in the shop, but that when it was running properly, he much enjoyed driving it. The problem with old British cars was that they only worked if they liked you. If you accidentally insulted one, it would pout, he said, and simply refuse to go until you had suffered enough.
  


  
    They passed a big building off to the left. “Imperial War Museum,” Carl said. “We’re not far now.”
  


  
    She had to admit, she had been enjoying her time with the silat instructor. Enough so that she considered getting to know him better than just as a teacher and friend. But despite having quit her job, and the breakup with Alex, she wasn’t ready to get into another relationship just yet. The wounds were still too raw.
  


  
    “Here we go, then.”
  


  
    He pulled the two-seater to the curb.
  


  
    “This is a no-parking zone,” she said.
  


  
    “Right. And the meter maid who usually works this stretch is one of my students. Orinda? Short, built like a fireplug? Be hell to pay in class if she had my motorcar towed.” He smiled.
  


  
    The building they parked in front of was another of those sixteenth-or seventeenth-century things with columns and dormered windows and all, not particularly large or imposing, but stately enough.
  


  
    They walked up to the front. A uniformed, but unarmed, guard saw them, tipped his hat, and said, “Morning, Mr. Stewart.”
  


  
    “Hello, Bryce. Lovely day.”
  


  
    Toni looked at him. “Come here a lot, do you?”
  


  
    “Now and then.”
  


  
    There was a brass plate on the wall next to a pair of tall wooden doors, and Toni saw that they were about to enter the London Museum of Indonesian Art.
  


  
    Ah.
  


  
    She happened to notice a list of the board of directors for the museum posted just inside the door, and prominent on the list was the name “Carl Stewart.”
  


  
    She looked at her companion. “You’re on the board of directors here?”
  


  
    He shrugged. “My family contributes to various foundations and such. Give enough money, they put your name up somewhere. It’s nothing, really.”
  


  
    “Place seems to be empty except for us,” she said.
  


  
    “Well, that is one of the perks of having your name on the wall. They’ll open a bit early for you.”
  


  
    When she’d first met Stewart, just after going to his silat school in a bad section of town, she’d used her access to the local computer nets to check him out. His family was more than well-off, a thing he had not mentioned. The rich were different, and not just because they had more money.
  


  
    “This way.”
  


  
    She followed him down a corridor with shadow puppets mounted on the walls, and into a room at the end.
  


  
    “Wow,” she said.
  


  
    All around here, in freestanding glass cases, or in clear-fronted cabinets against the walls, were scores—hundreds—of krises. Some were in wooden sheathes, some out, revealing a multitude of shapes and patterns of whorled steel in the blades.
  


  
    “Wow,” she said again.
  


  
    “Impressive, isn’t it? The largest collection of such daggers outside of Indonesia.”
  


  
    Toni nodded absently, looking at a seven-waved black steel blade with inlaid lines of gold outlining the body of a dragon whose tail undulated all the way up to the weapon’s point. The dragon’s head was at the base of the blade, opposite the longer side of the asymmetrical hilt.
  


  
    “Raja naga,” Carl said. “Royal dragon. It was made for a Javanese sultan around 1700. Both of those sheathes there belong to it—that one is the formal ladrang, the one shaped like a ship, the other one, with the rounded ends, that’s the gayaman, for informal wear.”
  


  
    The sheathes were made of carved wood, with embossed metal sleeves over the long shaft in which the dagger rode.
  


  
    “What’s the pamor?” Toni asked.
  


  
    He looked away from the exquisite blade to her. “You know about these things?”
  


  
    “Not really,” she said. “My guru presented me with one a few months back. I know just enough to ask questions.”
  


  
    “Ah. Well, the pamor on this one is bulu ayam, cock feather. I don’t know enough about them to be sure about the dapur.”
  


  
    Toni nodded. Pamor was an Indonesian word that described the pattern found in the steel. Genuine krises—sometimes spelled k-e-r-i-s—were generally made of hammered, welded steel mixed with nickel. When the final grinding and staining was done to finish the weapon, the iron in it would turn black, but the nickel would tend to stay shiny, thus creating designs in the metal. According to her guru, the staining process usually involved soaking the metal in a mixture of lime juice and arsenic, which probably accounted for the kris’s reputation as a poisoned blade.
  


  
    Dapur was the overall shape, the proportions and esthetics of the blade combined with the handle and guard. Krises could be straight or curved, the latter ranging from a few undulations to more than thirty, but always, she had been told, an odd number of waves.
  


  
    For hundreds of years, especially on the larger islands, no Indonesian boy could officially become a man until an elder, usually his father or uncle, presented him with a kris. More than a few were given to young women, too. They were not only weapons, but imbued with magic as part of their construction. The size, shape, pattern, time it was made, and desires of the potential owner were all taken into account by the smith, called an empu, who forged the weapon. Some krises were reputed to draw fire away from a house, protect the owner against black magic, or to rattle in the sheath to warn of approaching danger.
  


  
    Toni’s heirloom, a gift from her silat teacher, was in a safety-deposit box back in New York City. Her guru had given it to her so that its magic might help her get Alex. It had apparently worked.
  


  
    Too bad it hadn’t worked to keep him.
  


  
    Carl led her around, pointing out the various configurations of the daggers. They were beautiful, if you could take the time to look at them properly.
  


  
    “This is my favorite, right here,” he said. He opened the glass case, which was not locked. The British were a lot more trusting about such things, Toni had noticed. In some of the Royal museums, you could literally touch priceless works of art with your nose, if you were that stupid. They just hung unprotected on the walls.
  


  
    Carl took the kris and its sheath out. He gave it a quick nod, a kind of military bow, then held it up so she could see the designs in the steel. “This is a five-wave dwi warna—a two-colored, or double-pamor—blade. By the guard, it’s beras wutah, rice grains. From here to the point, it’s buntel mayit—the twisted pattern called death shroud. A very powerful pamor, this latter, particularly suitable for a warrior.
  


  
    “It’s a Balinese blade, they are generally longer and heavier than the Javanese make, though it has been stained and dressed in the Javanese style. Solo seven-plane ukiran handle, of kemuning wood. Look how intricate the carved cecekan is on the inside, here and here.”
  


  
    He pointed at the tiny stylized faces, said to represent kala, or protective spirits.
  


  
    “According to the history, this probably belonged to a mercenary who moved to the area of Solo, Java, from Bali, sometime in the mid-1800s. As a mercenary, he would likely have been employed by the local ruler.”
  


  
    He handed her the blade, and she took it and touched it to her forehead, a gesture of respect her guru had taught her. She noticed him nod in approval at her gesture.
  


  
    The sheath was an informal one, the comers rounded, the wood a light color with a couple of darker splotches, and the shaft was covered with a plain tube of reddish copper.
  


  
    “This is your favorite? Out of all these? Why?”
  


  
    He nodded, as if expecting the question. “Because it’s a working weapon. It was never worn in the sash of a maharaja, but belonged to a professional warrior. It probably saw duty on the field of battle, and as such, it is full of fighting spirit. Might just be my imagination, but I can feel its power every time I touch it.”
  


  
    “Too bad it’s in the museum’s collection,” she said. He glanced away from her. “Actually, it’s on loan to them.” He grinned.
  


  
    She shook her head and returned his smile. Of course.
  


  
    It did have the feel of a fighting instrument in her hand. Krises were stabbing weapons, with a pistol-shaped grip, this one angled slightly inward, pointed where a thrust, if it hit a torso, would drive it into the body’s center, where it would likely find a major organ. The waves would gouge a wider cut as it went in, and allow more blood to flow when it came back out. They were ceremonial weapons and cultural artifacts these days, but you could skewer an enemy just as well with one now as you could two hundred years ago, human anatomy not having changed much in the past couple million years.
  


  
    Her own weapon had been used at least once that way that she knew of—she had seen John Howard take down a gunman who would have killed him, had she not thrown him the kris in time.
  


  
    Remembering John reminded her of her days at Net Force, though, and she did not want to travel that path right now.
  


  
    “I have trained with knives, but not the kris proper,” she said.
  


  
    “I know some of the methods,” he said. “I’ll show you, if you want.”
  


  
    “Yes. I’d like that.”
  


  
    “Over here, look at these, a matched pair ...”
  


  
    She went along to see. She was enjoying herself here, despite all that had happened. Yes, sooner or later, she was going to have to go home. But, like Scarlett O’Hara, she could worry about that another day ...
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    Saturday, June 4th

    Seattle, Washington
  


  


  


  
    Luther Ventura sat in the Koffee Me! store in the mall near the new entrance to Underground Seattle, holding a triple espresso. The textured cardboard sleeve around the paper cup allowed just enough heat to warm his hands slightly as he inhaled the fragrant vapor wafting up from the fluid. The brew smelled bitter, and it was as dark as a pedophile’s sins.
  


  
    He inhaled the scent, connecting to it as a wine expert might enjoy the aroma of a great vintage.
  


  
    When he was ready, Ventura sipped the espresso, let the hot liquid swirl around his mouth a bit, then swallowed it.
  


  
    Ah.
  


  
    When he drank or ate, that was what he did. He didn’t read the paper, he didn’t watch television, he didn’t split his attention—well, save for the basic Condition Orange he always maintained in public, but he had been doing that for so long it was almost a reflex. After twenty-five years of practice, you didn’t have to think about that consciously. You automatically sat with your back to the wall. You checked the entrances and exits of any building into which you went. You knew what kind of construction the building was, which walls you could smash through, which ones would likely stop a bullet. You were always aware of what was going on around you, tuned into the currents of who came and who left, alert for any small sign that danger might be casting a glare in your direction. You expanded your consciousness, relied on all your senses, including your hunches, tuned out nothing, but allowed yourself enough quiet that you could experience the total reality of the place where you were. Zanshin, the swordplayers called it. The Zen of being in the moment, no matter where you were and what you were doing, of being and not merely doing. To Ventura’s mind, this was all unthinking and basic, absolutely necessary to a man who wanted to stay alive in the business he’d been in.
  


  
    Once upon a time, Luther Ventura had been an assassin. And, once upon a time, he had been the best in the business. He had worked for governments, he had worked for corporations, and he had worked freelance. Twenty-three years he had done it. Seventy-six major assignments, ninety-one people taken down in the doing of them, and he had never failed to complete a job.
  


  
    Not any longer. He hadn’t assassinated anybody in a while, and if you didn’t sharpen your edge regularly, you got dull. Oh, he could still run with most of the elite; his skills had been considerable and they had not deserted him completely—but his time had passed. Somewhere out there was a man for whom hunting and taking human prey was a total focus. A man who was faster, stronger, younger, whose entire being was wrapped around what he did, and that made him better than Ventura. His ego didn’t want to hear that, but he wasn’t going to lie to himself. Experience could balance many things, but no fighter stayed champion forever. Those who tried to hang on too long always lost. Always.
  


  
    He could still do twenty chins, he could run five miles in half an hour, and he could hit any target his weapon was capable of hitting, but he was pushing fifty, and his reflexes weren’t what they had once been. He wore glasses to read and, these days, he missed some of the high notes he knew were there when he listened to a Mozart concerto or a Bach fugue.
  


  
    He could have tried to fool himself into thinking he still had all the moves, but that was the road to hell, sure enough.
  


  
    Three years ago, he had taken out a Brazilian drug dealer protected by a hundred troops and a dozen skilled bodyguards. The tap had been extremely difficult and it had been perfect in every way.
  


  
    Perfect.
  


  
    Even if your talents never wavered, you couldn’t improve on perfection. The best you could ever do was match it, and there was no joy in that. It was not worth the risk. He was on the downhill slope, and the lean and hungry days were long gone. There weren’t any old assassins, not at the level he’d played on. So he’d folded his cards and walked away from the game a winner.
  


  
    Sure, he had killed people recently, but those didn’t count, those had been defensive, more or less. Once, he had gone forth and stalked. Now he made his money protectiny people from other assassins. It was, in many ways, more difficult. There were still challenges to be met. That was his focus, and while it did not have the same level of excitement, it had some advantages. It was legal. It was less risky. And although he didn’t need the money, it was lucrative.
  


  
    He put the espresso down, finished. All he needed was the first sip. He didn’t need the caffeine, didn’t want the artificial mind-set that came with it. One sip was enough. It was the essence of the experience, no more was necessary.
  


  
    Finished with the coffee, he looked at his watch. It was one minute past eight A.M. He had a new client, though he was not to start officially working for the man for several days. But as soon as Ventura took on a job, it occupied his attention, and he did what it took to get into the proper mind-set.
  


  
    Although he was out of town for a few days, at around seven-thirty A.M. on Saturdays his client usually arrived in Seattle via ferry and came to this coffee shop, where he had a cup of triple espresso. For the next several days, Ventura would walk in his client’s shoes, go where he went and do what he did, as much as possible. He would get to know the man’s routine, just as he had gotten to know the routines of those he had sought out and killed. And when he knew what he needed to know, then he would notice anything that did not belong.
  


  
    He pulled a small phone from the pocket of his gray silk sport coat. He pressed a button on it, waited for a moment, then said, “All right. Let’s move.”
  


  
    The rest of his primary team—two men and two women—were in the coffee shop or covering the street outside. He watched the man and woman pretending to be a married couple stand and walk arm in arm toward the door. Both kept their gun hands clear—the woman was dexter, the man a sinister, so the man walked on the left, the woman the right.
  


  
    Ventura tucked the phone away and surreptitiously adjusted the hidden pistol on his hip as he stood. The leather was a custom pancake holster from Ted Blocker, the gun a Coonan Cadet, a stainless .357 Magnum. The pistol had been attended to by Ventura himself, the feed ramp throated and polished, the action slicked, custom springs installed, with the magazines hand-tuned so there would be no failures to feed..357s and .40s had the best record of one-shot stops in street shootings. A one-shot stop meant that one round to the body put a man out of the play. The Coonan held seven cartridges, six in the magazine and one in the chamber, and he carried it in condition one—cocked and locked. All he had to do was draw, wipe the safety, and fire. Using handloads he built himself, Ventura’s one-shot stops should be right at 97 percent. Practically speaking, you couldn’t get any better than that with a handgun. A subgun was better, a shotgun more so, and a good rifle best of all, but such things were hard to carry around in public settings, so one made do with what was available.
  


  
    He had three other pistols identical to it. If he had to shoot somebody, the gun had to go away, and since he liked the design and action, he had bought several, through a dummy dealer. Three years ago, he’d had eight of the pistols. They were good hardware.
  


  
    Of course, the mark of a good bodyguard was not having to use the hardware. He allowed himself a small smile as he headed for the exit. Like a perfect crime, the best bodyguard was one you never knew about.
  


  
    He might not be the best yet, but there was still time for improvement.
  


  


  
    Quantico, Virginia
  


  


  
    “Sir? Somebody to see you. A Dr. Morrison, from Washington State?”
  


  
    Michaels looked up from his computer, blinking away the reading trance he’d been in. Morrison, Morrison ... ? Ah, yes, he remembered. Morrison had called yesterday, said he was in town, and needed to speak to somebody at Net Force about a problem with something called HAARP. Michaels had done a fast scan of the archives to find out that this was short for High Altitude Auroral Research Project, a joint endeavor that involved the Air Force, Navy, and several universities. Something to do with microwaves or some such. Sounded like a snorer to him.
  


  
    “Show him in.”
  


  
    The man who followed Michaels’s secretary into the office was tall, thin, nearly bald, and looked to be about fifty. He wore a plain black business suit and a dark tie, and carried a battered aluminum briefcase. He could have passed for a professor just about anywhere.
  


  
    “Dr. Morrison. I’m Alex Michaels.”
  


  
    “Commander. I didn’t expect to be meeting with the head of the organization.”
  


  
    Michaels considered telling him that his assistant had quit and that his best computer guy was tromping around in the woods somewhere with his new girlfriend, but decided it wasn’t any of the man’s business, and he probably wouldn’t care anyhow.
  


  
    He smiled. “Have a seat. What can I do for you, sir?” Morrison sat, awkward in his movement. Not a jock, this one.
  


  
    “As you may recall, I am one of the project managers on the HAARP project.”
  


  
    “You’re a long way from Gakona, Alaska,” Michaels said.
  


  
    Morrison raised an eyebrow. “You know about the project?”
  


  
    “Only where it is located, and that it has to do with the ionosphere.”
  


  
    Morrison seemed to relax a little. He opened his briefcase and produced a mini-DVD disc. “Here is a rundown on HAARP-I know you have a higher security clearance than do I, but this is all pretty much public background material.”
  


  
    Michaels took the disc.
  


  
    “HAARP went on-line in the early nineties, has been operating on and off since. We are in summer hiatus just now, for repairs to equipment. Essentially, HAARP is the world’s most powerful shortwave transmitter. It was designed to beam high-energy radio waves into the ionosphere, and thereby to perform various experiments to learn about space weather—for our purposes, that’s basically the flow of particles from the sun and other sources into the Earth’s atmosphere. These things affect communications, satellites, like that.”
  


  
    Michaels nodded. Yep. A snorer. He tried to look interested.
  


  
    “The array, called the FIRI, consists of one hundred eighty antenna towers on a grid of fifteen columns and twelve rows, on a gravel pad of some thirty-three acres. Each tower consists of a pair of dipole antennas that run either in the 2.8-to-7 MHz, or the 7-to-10 MHz range. Each transmitter can generate some ten thousand watts of radio-frequency power, and the combined raw output of the three hundred and sixty transmitters is thus three point six million watts. When focused on a single spot in the sky, this is effectively multiplied a thousandfold, to three point six billion watts.”
  


  
    “Better than the old pirate Mexican radio stations,” Michaels said, smiling.
  


  
    “By a factor of about seventy thousand,” Morrison said, returning the smile.
  


  
    “So it’s a very powerful system. And ... ?”
  


  
    “And there are several things we’ve learned along the way. Research has been primarily in four areas: communications, such as with extremely low frequency waves, or ELF, for such things as contacting submarines in the depths; tomography—the ability to see great distances underground—and even the possibility of some rudimentary weather control. There have also been some experiments with pulse generation, EMP, to knock out enemy missile guidance systems, that sort of thing.”
  


  
    “Interesting.”
  


  
    “Yes, it is. And as a by-product of the ELF research, the possibility of affecting and altering biorhythms of plant and animal life has been ... explored.”
  


  
    Michaels frowned. “You want to clarify that last part for me?”
  


  
    “We’ve known for a long time that long-term radiowave exposure can affect people. Increased rates of cancer under power lines and the like. Civilized people live in a virtual bath of non-ionizing low-frequency waves— everything electrical produces them. At HAARP, certain areas of research involving the 0.5-to-40Hz frequencies, the same ones that the human brain uses, have been experimented with.”
  


  
    “Meaning?”
  


  
    “Meaning that the Navy and Air Force are very interested in the possibility that HAARP could give them a nondestructive weapon technology.”
  


  
    Michaels leaned back in his chair. “What, are we talking about mind control?”
  


  
    “It is a possibility, though not yet feasible.”
  


  
    This really was interesting. “It’s been a while since my last physics class, Dr. Morrison, but the difference between hertz radio waves and megahertz is considerable, isn’t it? How is it that a transmitter that produces frequencies in the—what was it? 2.8-to-10 MHz range—will do anything in the 0.5-to-40 Hz range?”
  


  
    Morrison gave him a smile as might a professor discovering a bright student who has picked up something the rest of the class missed. “Ah, very good, Commander. You are correct. A hertz is one cycle per second, a megahertz is a million cycles per second. So in order for such high-frequency broadcast energy to be, ah, stepped down by this magnitude requires a considerable change in the length of the broadcasting antenna. Generally speaking, an antenna must be as long as the wavelength it transmits. So 30 MHz waves would require a ten-meter antenna, and 30 Hz waves would need about a thousand-kilometer antenna.”
  


  
    “I wouldn’t think there are a lot of thousand-kilometer antennas lying around,” Michaels said. He kept his voice dry.
  


  
    “You’d be surprised. An antenna needn’t be made of steel girders—you can make one out of coils of wire, or transmitters linked electronically, or several other ways. For our purposes, we use the sky itself.
  


  
    “The Earth is essentially a giant magnet, surrounded by incoming cosmic and solar radiation. A certain number of these solar winds spiral in and down at the magnetic poles, in what is known as the electrojet. This is what causes the aurora—the northern and southern lights. With HAARP, we can, in effect, turn the length of the electrojet into a kind of antenna, and by certain electronic manipulations, make it as long as we want, within limits, of course.”
  


  
    “I see. And this means you can generate frequencies that might affect human mental processes with a lot of broadcast power behind them, over a long distance.”
  


  
    “It does.”
  


  
    “Are you here as a whistle-blower, Dr. Morrison? I’m the wrong guy, you want to be talking to the DOD—”
  


  
    “No, no, nothing like that. There’s nothing wrong with the military seeking out new weaponry; that’s part of their job, isn’t it? The Russians have been playing with this stuff for years, and it would be foolish for our government to ignore the potential. It would be much better to be able to tell an enemy to lay down his weapon and have him do it than have to shoot him, wouldn’t it?
  


  
    “No, I’m here because I am certain somebody has been sneaking into our computers and stealing the information about our experiments.”
  


  
    “Ah.”
  


  
    “Yes. And because I don’t know who might be doing it, I came to you rather than my superiors.”
  


  
    Michaels nodded. Now it made sense. “And how is it you came to believe somebody has been stealing information?”
  


  
    Morrison smiled and took another DVD disc from his briefcase. “They left footprints.”
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    Vermillion. River, Lafayette, Louisiana
  


  


  
    Michaels sat in the stern of a twelve-foot aluminum bateau, his hand on the control arm of the little electric trolling motor. The sluggish waters of the bayou flowed past, the motor just strong enough to hold the boat’s backward movement to a slow drift. The boat had been dark green once, but was rain-and sun-faded to a chalky, lighter shade. It was hot here, probably in the low nineties, even on the water, and the humidity of the air wasn’t much drier than the bayou itself. On the shores to either side, huge live oaks loomed, gray Spanish moss hanging down like ragged, organic curtains. A three-foot-long alligator gar broke the surface half a body length, fell back, and splashed the murky water next to a bobbing incandescent lightbulb somebody had thrown in somewhere upstream.
  


  
    Michaels pulled on the rubber handle of the Mercury outboard motor’s starter. The starter rope was nylon, and had once been white, but was now soaked with enough two-cycle oil and grease so it was nearly black. The fifteen-horsepower motor caught, burbled, and rumbled. He shut off the electric, geared the Mercury, and twisted the throttle. The smell of gasoline and lubricant enveloped him.
  


  
    The bateau surged against the slow flow. He angled toward the east bank to avoid a half-submerged log floating toward him. Or was that a gator?
  


  
    On the shore, a big snapping turtle sunned itself on a rock. The approaching boat made it nervous, and the turtle slid from the rock and vanished into the dark water.
  


  
    Michaels smiled. Jay had done a terrific job on this scenario. It felt so real.
  


  
    Ahead, the virtual reality construct that represented the HAARP facility’s computer system stood on the east bank of the bayou, the image of a backwoods bar, a juke joint. The building was wooden, painted white with a slanting, corrugated metal roof, and the exterior walls were hung with metal beer and soft-drink signs whose paint was flaking and peeling: Falstaff, Jax, Royal Crown Cola, Dr Pepper. A small mountain of rusting steel cans avalanched toward the riverbank to the side of the ramshackle building. Michaels was close enough to see that the empty cans had pairs of triangular-shaped holes punched into the tops—opened with what his father used to call a church key, long before pull-or pop-tops were invented.
  


  
    He guided the boat toward the shore.
  


  
    Virtual reality hadn’t turned out quite the way the early computer geeks had imagined. With the power and input devices available, virtual reality could be, well, virtually anything—it was up to the person who designed the scenario. The constructs were analogies, of course, but configured so that people could relate to them intuitively. Normal people didn’t want to push buttons or click on icons, no matter how cute these things were. What they really wanted was to be surrounded by a setting in which they could behave like people. Instead of tapping at a keyboard, they could hike a mountain trail, ride a horse through the Old West, or—like Michaels—take a small boat down a dark and slow-flowing bayou. There were no limits to what you could do in VR, save those of imagination. You could buy off-the-shelf software, have it custom designed by somebody who knew about such things, or do it yourself. Michaels was the head of Net Force, so he had to at least have a passing familiarity with doing it himself, and he did, but it was much easier to let Jay Gridley or one of the other hotshot ops build them. These guys were detail oriented, and they really got into it.
  


  
    You could go places, interact with other people, get into computer systems, and what you saw and did might have no relationship to what other people in the same location saw or did. It was personal, unless you opted for the default scenario, or agreed to a consensus reality. A lot of people did that, picked one setting, in order to have a common experience, but Michaels liked his or Jay’s imagery better. If you could do it, then why not?
  


  
    The bateau bumped against the pilings of the little dock, and Michaels killed the outboard and hopped up onto the creosoted wooden planks. He tied the boat up and started for the bar. From this angle, he could see the name of the place: The Dewdrop Inn.
  


  
    Oh, boy.
  


  
    In reality, he was sitting in his office more than fifty years away from this place, wearing ear and eye bands, hands in skeletal sensory gloves, seeing and feeling the computer’s imagery, and he was aware of that on some level, though he had learned to tune the “real” reality out, as had most people who spent any time in VR.
  


  
    Normally, he would have had Jay or one of the other serious players investigating this. But the truth was, he needed the diversion; otherwise, he’d have to pack up and go home, and while work wasn’t always a cure for what ailed you, sometimes it was better than nothing.
  


  
    He ambled toward the juke joint. A swarthy, bearded man wearing overalls, no shirt, and no shoes leaned against the wall next to the entrance. The man spat a stream of chewing tobacco juice at a little chameleon perched on a stump nearby, missed. The man smiled, showing gaps in his mostly rotten teeth.
  


  
    In VR, fire walls came in all kinds of configurations.
  


  
    Well, yeehaw, Michaels thought. Welcome to the shallow end of the gene pool, boy.
  


  
    “Ain’t open,” Overalls said.
  


  
    Michaels nodded. “Uh huh. Guess I’ll have to come back later.”
  


  
    “Reckon so.”
  


  
    Michaels smiled and walked away. He retreated to the small dock, got into his boat, cast off, and cranked the motor. Around the next bend in the bayou, maybe three hundred yards farther upstream, he put back into shore, tied the bateau to a low-hanging willow tree branch, and hiked back toward the Dewdrop Inn. He circled around behind it, being careful not to let Overalls see him.
  


  
    The back door was of unpainted wooden planks, crude, but solid. He fished around his pocket and pulled out a skeleton key. In reality, the key was a password provided by Dr. Morrison, but one couldn’t expect to have a coded keypad lock in this kind of scenario; it wouldn’t be appropriate.
  


  
    The spring lock clicked open. Michaels quickly stepped inside and closed the door behind him.
  


  
    The inside of the place was pretty much a match for the outside, a 1950s backwoods bar. There were scarred wooden tables, beat-up cane-bottomed bent back chairs, and a row of stools in front of a bar that had seen decades of spilled beers and misplaced cigarettes. Two big rectangular coolers marked with beer logos were behind the bar, and a single shelf under a long, cracked mirror held bottles of bourbon, gin, sloe gin, scotch, and vodka.
  


  
    It took only a minute or so for Michaels to find the built-in lockbox under the bar, a steel plate with a huge Master Lock padlock on a finger-thick brass hasp.
  


  
    Michaels had a key to the padlock, but since he didn’t know what was normally in the lockbox, it wouldn’t much matter what he’d find in it if he bothered to look. If something was missing, he wouldn’t be able to tell by looking.
  


  
    It was dim behind the bar, light shining through two grimy windows on the sides of the building, hardly enough to see by. He pulled a small flashlight from his back pocket and shined it at the lock.
  


  
    Sure enough, there were fresh scratches on the lock and on the hasp. Somebody had been at it, trying to pry or pick it open. No way to tell if they had managed it, but it confirmed Morrison’s story, at least in part.
  


  
    Michaels stood, brushed off his hands, and started for the back door. Morrison could have done it, of course. Somebody yelled “Fire!” a big part of the time he was the guy with the match. Then again, why bring it up? Nobody would have noticed without Morrison’s report, at least nobody in Net Force. And Morrison had access to the lockbox—which was, of course, nothing more than a protected set of files inside the HAARP computer system. He could open it whenever he wanted, there was no need for him to break into it.
  


  
    Well. At least it gave Michaels something to go on. He’d have to call Morrisoh back, get some more specific information. It didn’t seem particularly vital, whatever was in the box, no reason to break a leg hurrying to get to it. There were people he could pass it off to, or he could wait until Jay got back from his vacation; he was only going to be gone for a week.
  


  
    It had been a nice little exercise, maybe helped keep his VR muscles from atrophying completely, but nothing earthshaking.
  


  
    He could drop out of VR now and unplug, but what the hell, might as well finish the bateau ride, enjoy the sights a little more, hey?
  


  


  


  
    Monday, June 6th

    Mammoth Cave, Kentucky
  


  


  


  
    John Howard smiled as the guide turned the lights off and the inside of the cave went black, a darkness deeper than most people had ever seen. The only things visible were phosphorescent or tritium watch dials, and they seemed really bright against the inky jet so tangible you felt it hang on you like a damp coat.
  


  
    In the gloom, the guide said, “No sunlight ever gets down here, and yet people explored this cave much farther along than we are now using only candles and burning torches. Before the electric lights were wired in, everybody carried a lot of spare batteries and bulbs for their flashlights, believe it.”
  


  
    The tourists, unseen in the dark, chuckled nervously. Somebody punched a digital phone’s keypad and a green light went on; somebody else tapped a control on his or her wristwatch and lit the face up.
  


  
    The guide switched the lights back on, and there was a collective sigh of relief to be able to see again. She said, “We guides have a standing bet that anybody leading a tour group that doesn’t light a phone or watch or even a cigarette lighter or key ring flash during the thirty seconds of darkness here gets treated to lunches for a week. Nobody has won the pool in six months.”
  


  
    Again, the small crowd laughed, a little less nervously this time.
  


  
    Howard looked at his wife and son, saw Tyrone smile at his girlfriend, Nadine—who just happened to have the same name as Howard’s wife. Howard resisted the urge to smile at how cute they looked. Besides, early teens were dangerous, they were either a million miles—or a single step—away from adulthood at any given moment. Right now, Ty and his friend were boomerang-throwing buddies. A month from now they could be either indifferent or trying some entirely new game that Howard knew they were much too young to be trying. Not that it had stopped him from trying at their age.
  


  
    Nadine—his Nadine—slipped her hand under his arm. “Where’d you go? You just developed the long stare.”
  


  
    He did smile at his wife. “Just watching the kids.”
  


  
    “Feeling old?”
  


  
    “Oh, yeah. But that’s only half of it. Feeling helpless is the hard part. I have all this accumulated wisdom—”
  


  
    “You wish.”
  


  
    “—okay, experience, then, and Tyrone doesn’t want to take advantage of it.”
  


  
    “You still talk. He still listens.”
  


  
    “Mostly on autopilot. I don’t think he’s paying much attention to the actual content.”
  


  
    “Of course not. Did you pay much attention to what your parents had to say at his age? Every generation has to reinvent the wheel, hon.”
  


  
    “It seems like such a waste.”
  


  
    “But that’s how it is. Rain’s gonna come down no matter what you want, you can’t stop it. You can stay inside, go out and get wet, or take an umbrella, the rain doesn’t care.”
  


  
    “I knew there was a reason I married you,” he said. “Your mind.”
  


  
    “That’s not what you used to say.”
  


  
    “Well, I suppose you had a couple other attractions.”
  


  
    “You mean you used to think so before I got fat and ugly?”
  


  
    He turned and looked around behind him.
  


  
    “What are you looking for?”
  


  
    “For whoever you must be talking to. You sure ain’t talking to me. You better lookin’ than the day we met. Going senile and losing your mind, maybe, but fat and ugly? Sheeit, woman, gimme a break.”
  


  
    She smiled. He liked making her do that. Even after more than fifteen years, it still made him feel good.
  


  
    “It’s good for us to get away for a while,” she said. “I’m having a good time.”
  


  
    “Me, too,” he said. And he was. He hadn’t thought about Net Force for the better part of an hour, easy.
  


  
    

  


  
    Seattle, Washington
  


  


  
    Morrison pushed an electronic card across the table to Ventura. “Here is the retainer. A hundred thousand.” He’d had to drain his savings and take out a second mortgage on his house to get the money. Ventura’s services weren’t cheap—thirty thousand a month for the basic plan, and it went up from there—but he was supposedly the best there was, and Morrison knew he needed the best. He’d be broke by the end of July if the deal didn’t happen, but there wasn’t any real doubt that it would, only with whom and for how much. He needed to stay alive until then, of course.
  


  
    Ventura took the card with its embedded credit chip, turned it in his fingers, then tucked it into the inside pocket of his sport coat. “Beginning when?”
  


  
    “Immediately,” Morrison said.
  


  
    Ventura took a small phone from his pocket, touched a button, and said, “We’re on,” then put the phone away.
  


  
    Morrison couldn’t help but look around. The restaurant was not all that crowded, but he couldn’t see anybody who looked like a bodyguard lurking about.
  


  
    Ventura smiled. “You won’t see them.”
  


  
    “Them?”
  


  
    “There are two ops in here with us, two more outside. Now, I need some information if I am going to protect you properly. Let’s start with the level of threat and the reason. Who might be wanting to kidnap or kill you, and why?”
  


  
    Morrison nodded. Here’s where it got tricky. He could offer a good story and probably have the man buy it. Or he could tell the truth. Since his life was going to be on the line, he did not want to make a misstep here.
  


  
    “I’m not certain of the ‘who’ yet. Probably the Chinese, but it could be the Russians or maybe the Israelis. The ‘why’ is because I am in possession of certain, ah, highly useful information they would like to get their hands on.”
  


  
    “From HAARP?”
  


  
    Morrison blinked, taken aback for a moment. Well. Of course, the man would have checked him out. And it really wasn’t all that much of a leap to that assumption. Still, his estimate of Ventura’s abilities did go up a notch.
  


  
    Morrison considered his response, and while he was doing it, Ventura said, “Doctor, I don’t much care what it is you are doing, but if I am going to keep you alive, I want to know what I am apt to be dealing with. It makes a big difference in how we proceed, you understand? If you boinked somebody’s wife and he wants to beat you to a pulp, that’s one thing. If we are going to be dealing with the secret police of a major foreign country, that’s something else. I’ll take the job either way, but I need to know everything. We’re talking about your life, and the lives of my crew.”
  


  
    Morrison nodded. Yes. He understood. He took a deep breath. “All right.” And for the next fifteen minutes, he laid it out, answering questions as he did so. Ventura did not take notes. He also did not seem disturbed to hear what Morrison had to say.
  


  
    When he was done, Ventura said, “All right. I’ll need your itinerary. Anywhere you go, I will make the travel arrangements. In matters of security, I am God. If I think a situation is too risky, I will tell you, and you will follow my recommendations without question—is this a problem?”
  


  
    “No, no problem.”
  


  
    “Fine. The situation probably isn’t hot yet, but we have to assume that somebody might be able to figure out who you are, so from this point on, we’re on alert. What are your immediate plans?”
  


  
    “I have to go up to the project. We’re on hiatus, officially, but I am running some, ah, ‘calibrations.’ Over the next couple of weeks, I need to do at least two more of these. Possibly three.”
  


  
    “What is the situation with security at the facility? Can I bring my people in?”
  


  
    “No. I can get you in as an observer from one of the universities—we can fabricate enough background to pass the Navy and Air Force checks—but that’s it. There are armed guards patrolling the perimeter of the project, gates, guards at the door, and so forth. It’s not exactly a worry that somebody is going to drop by and steal the antennas or the generators.”
  


  
    Ventura nodded.
  


  
    “There is one complicating factor you should know about. The facility and its computers are being investigated by Net Force.”
  


  
    “Net Force. The FBI suspects what you’ve done?”
  


  
    “No. They are being guided down a path I’ve provided for them.”
  


  
    “Ah, I see. Smart. But they will suspect the messenger, you know, they always do. That’s standard procedure.”
  


  
    “I expected they would. I’m covered.”
  


  
    Ventura shrugged. “I hope so. I might be able to keep you from being shot by the Chinese, but I can’t keep you out of jail if you have the feds after you—unless you are willing to go completely underground—and leaving the country would be better.”
  


  
    “I understand.” Morrison felt a cold hand clutching his bowels. He had started down a dangerous road. He wasn’t some absentminded professor who thought about the universe only in abstract theory; he knew that the world was not always a nice place. He had taken this into account, had made the assumption that the people with whom he would be dealing would be treacherous, as trustworthy as foxes guarding a henhouse. Even at this point, he could scrap the whole deal and walk away without being caught, he was certain of it. But no risk, no gain—and the gain here was enormous. People would buy a lottery ticket when the odds were millions to one against them winning. How many people would buy the ticket if they could get their hands on the winning numbers before the drawing?
  


  
    No, he was committed. He was going to step very carefully, and when he left, it wouldn’t be walking, it would be in a solid gold limousine with diamonds for headlights.
  


  
    There was a price to be paid in human life, of course, but he was willing to pay it—well ... as long as it wasn’t his.
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    Tuesday, June 7th

    Sperryville, Virginia
  


  


  


  
    A light rain pattered tiny wet fingers on the tent, but the rip-stop Gortex was up to it—water beaded and ran down the roof sides in meandering rivulets.
  


  
    It was just after dawn. Jay Gridley lay on his back watching the drops. He was inside the two zipped-together sleeping bags next to Soji, his head propped on his rolled-up jacket. She’d been right—he hadn’t been the least bit disappointed in this camping trip, no sir, no way. This was the best vacation he had ever had, no two ways about it. He wasn’t a fan of the great outdoors, he was much more comfortable creating a VR version of it and plugging into that, but no matter how good a programmer you were, you couldn’t begin to approach the reality of sex.
  


  
    Nope, nossir, no way, no how.
  


  
    Jay glanced over at Soji, who was still asleep. He resisted the urge to reach over and stroke her dark hair. God, she was beautiful. Smart, wise, everything he could possibly want in a woman. The only question was, how could he make it permanent? Would she, he wondered, laugh at him if he asked her to marry him?
  


  
    Soji opened her eyes and smiled at him. “Thinking about asking for your money back, white boy?”
  


  
    “I’ll have you know I’m half Thai,” he said, “and that for your white boy.” He gave her a slapped biceps and raised fist. “And no, I wasn’t thinking about asking for my money back, thank you.”
  


  
    “Scenery was worth the trip?”
  


  
    “All the scenery I need is here in the tent.”
  


  
    She laughed. “Uh-oh, a flatterer trying to reattach me to my ego.”
  


  
    “Yes, ma’am, I’m a Buddhist’s worst nightmare. Listen to me, you will fall right off the edge of the eightfold path.”
  


  
    “Never happen,” she said. “We Buddhists are middle-of-the-roaders, remember?”
  


  
    Now he did reach out and softly run his hand through her hair.
  


  
    She caught his hand, brought it to her mouth, kissed the palm. “Hold that thought,” she said. “I’ll be right back.”
  


  
    “Going to go and meditate in the rain?”
  


  
    “No, I’m going to go pee behind the tent.”
  


  
    “You’re ruining my image of your holy nature.”
  


  
    “Sorry. You’ll just have to get used to me being a lowly human.”
  


  
    “Like the rest of us.”
  


  
    She unzipped the sleeping bag and rolled out, gloriously nude. “Well, not as lowly as some of you.”
  


  
    He watched her crawl out of the low-roofed tent, smiling at her tight backside as it vanished past the mosquito netting. They were in the middle of nowhere, hadn’t seen another soul for four days, not since they’d left the main trail. They could run around naked in the sunshine—as long as they slathered themselves in sunblock and bug dope, of course—and nobody would see them. If it stopped raining and there was any sunshine—and as far as he was concerned, he didn’t care if they ever left this tent except to go pee.
  


  
    Jay laughed. Boy, had he come a long way from being a dedicated computer op. Going back to work had no appeal whatsoever. This was what life was all about.
  


  
    Yes, sir.
  


  


  
    

  


  
    London
  


  
    

  


  
    Toni had rented a small place when Alex had gone back to the U.S.—she had some money in the bank, but hotel prices in London would eat that up in a big hurry, now that she wasn’t on an expense account. Carl had introduced her to one of his students who had a granny flat, and the cost was more than reasonable. In fact, Toni wondered if maybe Carl was somehow subsidizing it on the sly. So far, she hadn’t worked up enough nerve to ask him—if he wasn’t, he might be insulted by the thought. And if he was, then she’d have to move out, and that would be a pain in the butt.
  


  
    Either way, her money would be depleted by the time her visa ran out, and she’d have to leave the country by the end of the summer.
  


  
    She was sitting at the small table in the kitchen—a kitchenette, really—when the doorbell chimed. Who could that be? Save for Carl and her landlord, nobody knew she lived here. A salesman? Somebody come to the wrong address?
  


  
    When she opened the door, the last person she expected to see stood there:
  


  
    MI-6 agent Angela Cooper.
  


  
    Toni was stunned. The bitch! How dare she come here?
  


  
    Toni clamped a lid on the rush of anger that threatened to boil forth. Polite might be too much to ask for, but she kept her voice even: “What do you want?”
  


  
    Cooper flashed a weak smile. She was a beautiful woman, no doubt of that. Toni could see the attraction. “I need to speak to you. May I come inside?”
  


  
    “Why? We don’t have anything to talk about.”
  


  
    “I think we do. Please.”
  


  
    Toni offered as bored a shrug as she could. “Sure. Come in.”
  


  
    Once inside, Cooper looked nervous. She sure as hell should be, Toni thought. She might be a trained secret agent, but Toni’s martial abilities were a lot sharper than what the Royal secret service would be passing on to its operatives. If push came to shove, she could take Cooper—even if she had James Fucking Bond backing her up. And she would enjoy whacking Cooper. A lot.
  


  
    “What?”
  


  
    “I won’t be here but a moment or two. Listen, I’ve wrestled with this and I can’t come up with any clever way to say it, so here it is, flat out: I didn’t sleep with Alex Michaels.”
  


  
    “No, I expect you didn’t get much sleeping done.”
  


  
    Cooper shook her head. “You have it wrong. We did not have sex—is that clearer? Not in any way, shape, or form, not even by Clinton definition. I wanted to, but he turned me down.”
  


  
    It caught Toni flat-footed. “What?”
  


  
    “Yes, I know I made it seem as if we had, but—it didn’t happen. I wanted to, believe it, and I tried my best, but he wouldn’t go for it.”
  


  
    Toni waved at the table. This was astounding. “You want to sit down?” As it always did when she got flustered, her Bronx accent came back: Ya wanna siddown?
  


  
    Was she telling the truth? Had Alex put her up to this?
  


  
    Cooper read her mind: “In case you are wondering, no, Alex didn’t tell me to talk to you; I haven’t spoken to him since he left the country. I heard what happened between you two. I was going to let it pass. When he wouldn’t do me, I was, well, a bit put out, so I decided to sting you a little by letting on that he had. I suppose I wanted you to take him to task, make him squirm a bit. But despite his rejection, I did like Alex, and it isn’t really fair to make him suffer because he was doing right by you.”
  


  
    “Alex didn’t deny it when I brought it up,” Toni said.
  


  
    “I don’t understand why not. It had been a long day. We had supper in a pub. He had one beer too many, and I offered to give him a massage. But that was as far as it got. He was half-asleep facedown on the massage table when I stripped and tried to get him to have it off with me. I was ready—and it was obvious he was ready, too—but instead of his willie, he waved you in my face.”
  


  
    She paused, took a deep breath, and went on. “I was furious. And I resented you for having him, so that’s why I did what I did. I’m sorry. That’s it.”
  


  
    She turned and started for the door.
  


  
    Toni had trouble finding her voice, barely made it before the woman got the door open. “Angela?”
  


  
    “Yes?”
  


  
    “Thank you for telling me. It couldn’t have been easy.”
  


  
    Cooper smiled, more genuine this time. “I’d rather be having a bloody root canal. You’re lucky to have a man like that interested in you. Maybe you can patch things up.”
  


  
    When she was gone, Toni sat at the table, staring at the wall. Why hadn’t he just told her? He knew she thought he’d slept with Cooper; all he had to do was deny it, she would have believed him. At least she thought she would have believed him. Why hadn’t he spoken up?
  


  
    She replayed their last meeting, trying to remember exactly how it had gone. Had he ever actually said he’d been with Cooper?
  


  
    No...
  


  
    Well, shit! What the hell was wrong with him! Why had he let her think he’d done it!
  


  
    Abruptly, Toni felt the emotions well, and tears spill. Dammit, Alex!
  


  
    She was angry all over again, but this time for an entirely different reason. What on Earth could he have been thinking ?
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    Wednesday, June 8th

    Gakona, Alaska
  


  


  


  
    “Is that where we’re going?” Ventura had to raise his voice for Morrison to hear him. Normally, a plane like the Cessna Stationair was not that noisy while cruising, but this one had a slightly warped door edge on the passenger side that added a loud almost-whistle.
  


  
    “That’s the place,” Morrison said.
  


  
    Ventura looked down from what he guessed was about eight thousand feet. Most of what he saw looked like virgin evergreen forest. In the distance was a snowcapped mountain range with a few very tall peaks. The HAARP site itself was cut out of the forest—it was as if somebody had cleared a large area in woods in the rough shape of a skeleton key. Several buildings and a parking lot in a ragged circular area were connected by a straight road to the array itself—which looked as if somebody had planted seeds that grew up to be giant 1950s-style television antennas. Beyond that was a second rectangular array, as large as the first. Behind the control buildings and just coming into view was a long, straight paved strip a couple of thousand feet long.
  


  
    The pilot banked the plane slightly, then throttled back as he straightened the Cessna out.
  


  
    “We’ve got our own landing strip now,” Morrison said. “Better security. It wasn’t a problem when they built the place—anybody could just walk up to the front gate, they even had open house every now and then—but there was some ugly vandalism by eco-terrorists, so now there’s a big chainlink fence and armed military guards. The nearest town, such that it is, Gakona, is over that way. There’s a post office, a gas station, a motel and a couple of bed-and-breakfast places, a restaurant, a bar, like that. They get a lot of tourists, hunters, and fishermen up here. If you want, you can get a dogsled custom-made for you here, too, but if you are looking for nightlife, this isn’t the place. Forty-nine permanent residents.”
  


  
    Ventura nodded. He had been in backcountry towns so small and isolated that a big topic of conversation on a Sunday morning was the size of a particularly large icicle hanging from a bar awning. “Gets a little chilly for street dancing,” Ventura said.
  


  
    It was not a question, though Morrison treated it as such. “Yes, it drops to forty or fifty below in the dark of winter, and usually there are a couple feet of white fluffy powder on the flats, piled higher against the buildings. Sometimes the wind blows hard enough to scour the ground clean in places, though. Plays hell with the runners on your snow machine when you hit one of those.”
  


  
    Ventura smiled politely. He had done some background research before they’d flown into Anchorage. He probably knew more about the terrain and local country than Morrison did, but he didn’t let on. In almost every situation, knowledge was power, and because you worked for a man didn’t mean that you trusted him.
  


  
    From what he had learned, the HAARP site was a hundred and some odd miles northeast of Anchorage, almost to the Wrangell Mountains, the high range that divided Alaska from the Canadian Yukon.
  


  
    He already knew that the nearest town was Gakona, and that it was about fifteen miles north and west of the town of Glennallen, which wasn’t exactly a major metropolis itself. Up here, people gave directions differently than in a city—the Sourdough Motel, for instance, was at Milepost 147.5—you didn’t need to say which road, there weren’t so many you’d get confused. Gakona was on the Glenn Highway, though the locals called it the Tok CutOff, a couple of miles from the Richardson Highway intersection. The town, what there was of it, was near the confluence of the Copper and Gakona rivers. The original inhabitants were Ahtna Indians, though few of them lived here now. Few of anybody lived here now. During the busy season, there were more people working at the HAARP site than lived in town. People who chose to be up here enjoyed the great outdoors, and they were either hardy or they didn’t stay.
  


  
    The landing strip at the site was new, and according to his research, there wasn’t a commercial airport closer than Gulkana, a few miles south of Gakona. No railroad, and the roads called highways were more like state roads.
  


  
    A hundred years ago, somebody had built a roadhouse, the Gakona Lodge, and it was still there, now a restaurant.
  


  
    If you didn’t work for HAARP—or against it, and there were some who did that, work against it—you came up here to hunt, fish, hike, canoe, kayak, ski, or snowboard. There were a couple of paramedics with the volunteer fire department, but no hospitals, clinics, or doctors around, so if you chainsawed your foot off, you were shit out of luck.
  


  
    The pilot, who was a grizzled man of maybe fifty, lined up on the narrow runway and dropped his airspeed. A lot of these bush pilots were experts, and this one was better than most at flying this little bird, because after he’d left the Navy, where he’d flown jets off and onto an aircraft carrier, he had flown crop dusters for a living down in central California. Ventura had checked him out, too. When you took on a client, you didn’t take any chances—you examined everybody who got within rifle range of your charge if you could pull it off. It was easier up here in the middle of nowhere, at least insofar as the numbers went. And it wasn’t that hard to do, much easier than a lot of people realized.
  


  
    Ventura subscribed to a computer investigative service. You logged onto the site, gave them your password and the name of whoever or whatever you wanted to know about, and within a few minutes, usually, they came back with as extensive a report as was available. The service had access, however legally, to social security, state motor vehicle departments, credit bureaus, police computer nets, and a bunch of others they wouldn’t talk about. It was an expensive service, but they were pretty good. Not perfect—all they had on Ventura himself was what he allowed anybody to have on him—but as good as you were going to find outside of a serious spook shop. Good enough to track and define most honest people. Spotting the others was his job—if it took one to know one, he certainly ought to know a shooter.
  


  
    The pilot brought the plane in smoothly, didn’t even hop once when he touched down, and taxied toward a wind sock on a steel post next to a corrugated metal shed with a very steeply angled roof.
  


  
    Once they were out with their bags, the pilot headed from the apron back to the runway, never even killing his engine.
  


  
    It was warm—high seventies or low eighties, Ventura figured.
  


  
    Morrison said, “Didn’t think it would be so warm, eh?”
  


  
    “Actually, I was wondering where the mosquitoes were. They’re usually pretty bad this time of year in the lake valleys.”
  


  
    Morrison blinked, apparently surprised that Ventura wasn’t surprised by the temperature. “Um. Well, the DOD has a guy who comes out and fogs the site every now and then. The mosquitoes are worse away from here. So, you’ve been to Alaska before? Why didn’t you say so?”
  


  
    “It never came up,” Ventura said. He smiled.
  


  
    “Um. Come on, I’ll show you the setup. There’s a fuel-cell cart in the shed; it’s a mile or so to the front gate from here. We’ll ride.”
  


  
    Ventura nodded. He adjusted the pistol in his belt holster. It had been there since they’d left Seattle. There were half a dozen ways he knew of to avoid having to pack your weapon in your luggage. People who thought you couldn’t carry a gun onto a commercial jet were only fooling themselves.
  


  
    Fooling himself was not Ventura’s game.
  


  
    

  


  
    I-80, just northwest of Laramie, Wyoming
  


  


  
    “Wow, look how big they are!”
  


  
    Tyrone glanced away from the small herd of buffalo penned next to the truck stop, and at Nadine. “Yeah. I’ve seen vids, but you don’t get the reality of it. They stink, too.” In the heat of the early afternoon, the dry air carried the musky, dusty odor of the animals. It was kind of hard to say exactly what it smelled like, but it wasn’t something you smelled on a street in Washington, D.C. This was a fairly level spot, but they were into the northern Rocky Mountains now, and it was a lot slower going in the big RV than it had been on the flatlands of Kansas.
  


  
    He and Nadine stood next to the tall wooden rail fence bounded by a single wire plastered with warnings that it was electrified, and not to touch it, not more than twenty or thirty feet away from the nearest buffalo as it chewed on hay or something. As they watched, the creature let loose a big dump, clumps of brown and yellowish stuff plopping onto the ground under its tail. It never even lifted its head from its grazing. Poot and eat at the same time. Yuk.
  


  
    “Puuwee!” Nadine said.
  


  
    Before it had smelled kind of rank, but now it really stunk.
  


  
    “Yeah, well, I’m impressed. No wonder they wiped them out. Come on, let’s get upwind,” he said.
  


  
    Behind them, the thirty-foot-long RV Tyrone’s dad had borrowed from an admiral he knew was parked at the gas pumps, sucking up fuel. The thing would hold like fifty or sixty gallons in the tank, and it needed it, because it got only eight or ten miles to the gallon. On a round trip that was probably going to run almost six thousand miles, the RV was going to drink a lot of gasoline. Even with the new clean-burn technology and the solar-assist panels, the RV was a big old tank, big as a bus, and it lumbered along like a dinosaur. Of course, it was huge on the inside. There was a bedroom in the back with a queen-sized bed, where his mom and dad slept. A bathroom with a shower and toilet and sink, lots of closet space, and even a tiny bedroom up front that pulled out from one side of the main body like a drawer when they were stopped. Nadine slept in that little room behind one of those plastic accordion doors. Plus there was a dining area with a table, a kitchen with a stove, fridge, sink, microwave oven, and a pretty good-sized TV set and computer, with an automatic track-and-lock sat dish on the roof that caught narrowcast audio-vid, and telecom signals. You could sit there and eat a bowl of Häagen-Dazs pineapple-coconut ice cream and watch entcom stuff, or log onto the net, all while your dad was driving down the interstate at sixty. Pretty amazing. A lot more fun than being cooped up in the back of the family Dodge. Although being cooped up hip-to-hip with Nadine wouldn’t be so bad. She wasn’t gorgeous, but she was smart, athletic, and definitely female.
  


  
    There was a couch behind the passenger seat that pulled out into a bed, and that was where Tyrone slept. He’d gotten used to it after the days on the road, and it was almost as comfortable as his bed at home. His dad had said it ought to be, since the RV had cost the admiral as much as they’d paid for their house.
  


  
    He saw his mom and dad coming back from the direction of the truck stop. They had a couple of big paper bags and a cardboard carrier of soft drinks. This was a treat, since Mom usually cooked in the RV.
  


  
    “There’s a place to park around the side of the buffalo pen,” his dad said. “We can eat and watch the buffalo roam.” He rattled the bags.
  


  
    “Flawless,” Tyrone said. “As long as it’s not downwind.”
  


  
    The fries were good, the onion rings really good, and the burgers had a kind of smoky, odd flavor. Not bad, but different. Tyrone swallowed a bite of the burger and said, “They cook burgers kinda differently out here.”
  


  
    His father smiled. “It’s not how they cook them, it’s what they make them out of.”
  


  
    Tyrone looked at him. “Huh?”
  


  
    His father pointed out the window over the table and grinned real big.
  


  
    Tyrone looked at the buffalo. He looked at his burger.
  


  
    Ah...
  


  
    Both Nadines laughed.
  


  
    All of a sudden Tyrone wasn’t that hungry. Then again, he was going to eat this burger, and he would do it if it killed him. No way was he going to let his dad get this one, no ... way.
  


  
    He smiled, took a big bite, and smiled again, mouth full. “Good. I love it.”
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    Wednesday, June 8th

    Washington, D.C.
  


  


  


  
    Michaels felt as if he were a thousand years old and mostly turned to dust as he held the phone’s receiver in a death grip that threatened to break his hand or the instrument. He kept his voice as light as he could.
  


  
    “... really great, Dadster, and all the kids in my class love him.”
  


  
    His daughter was talking about Byron Baumgardner, a teacher at her school in Boise—and his ex-wife Megan’s boyfriend.
  


  
    No, not boyfriend—fiancé. They were getting married at the end of the month. And they wanted to have Byron the bearded wonder adopt his daughter, move in and take over as her father, and deny Michaels visitation—if he allowed it.
  


  
    Needless to say, Michaels had not been invited to the wedding.
  


  
    His initial inclination had been to fight it to the death—preferably Megan and Byron’s death. He didn’t like either of them right now, and at their first meeting had put the bearded wonder on his ass when the man had grabbed him. Megan had been doing her usual slash-and-burn number on him, and when he’d said something back in an angry retort, dear young Byron had taken it upon himself to defend her honor. Without thinking about it, Michaels had decked the man, thus proving that the silat he’d been learning actually worked.
  


  
    In retrospect, that had been a mistake, but boy, it sure felt good at the time.
  


  
    Well, Byron the bearded wonder would find out about how much honor his new love had the first time he crossed her—Megan fought dirty, always had. Michaels had overlooked that for a long time, blaming himself for a lot of their troubles, but eventually he realized it wasn’t all his fault. Yeah, he had spent too much time at the office, and yeah, he could withdraw into his own head and not engage even when he was home, but he had been a good father, and when Megan started throwing the lousy-dad crap in his face, it was hard to smile and shrug it off.
  


  
    But would taking his ex and her new love to the legal mat and trying to choke them out benefit Susie? How would an ugly custody battle affect her? Sure, kids were resilient, they could bounce back after really nasty trauma—mental, physical, whatever—but did he want to be the one who caused that trauma?
  


  
    No. Even if it was mostly Megan’s doing, she was going to be the person who got Susie out of bed every day, the person Susie would come crying to when she fell and skinned her knee, the person who could, with a few well-chosen words, plant a lot of lies about dear old dad that would slowly and surely turn his daughter against him. And he wouldn’t put it past Megan, not after what he’d learned about her after they had split up. She had a mean streak, and it was a lot wider and deeper than he’d ever imagined it could be.
  


  
    Getting into a tussle with her mother over Susie’s affections would be a losing proposition, no question. At least until she became a teenager and rebelled ...
  


  
    Susie, now eight, continued to talk about what a swell guy Byron was, and as much as he didn’t want to agree with that, Michaels didn’t say so. Poisoning a well was never a good idea in his mind, you never knew if somebody you loved might drink from it—or if you might have to drink from it yourself someday. Susie was going to be living with the man, and what good would it do her to be in the middle of a pissing match between her real father and the new stepdad?
  


  
    What harm might it do her?
  


  
    Truth was, Byron probably was a nice guy. If he’d met him away from Megan, he suspected he wouldn’t have had any problems with him. Yeah, he’d been out of line when he got between a divorced couple in a long-running fight he didn’t understand, but he would have done the same thing in Byron’s place. Michaels had been ragging on Megan—justifiably so, in his mind—but what kind of man were you if you didn’t step up to protect your woman? Even if she was in the wrong?
  


  
    Or even if she was somebody like Toni, who could protect herself better than you could?
  


  
    Michaels shook his head. Toni ¡sn’t your woman anymore. Don’t go there.
  


  
    “So when are you coming to see me, Dadster?”
  


  
    “Pretty soon, Li’1 Bit. Next month.”
  


  
    Yeah, next month. Friday, July 1. The day of the first round of the custody hearings. His lawyer, Phil Buchanan, was confident they could win, or at least stall things for a long time, or so he said. But the question was: Did he really want to do that?
  


  
    “Spiffy! Did Momster tell you that Scout caught a rat?”
  


  
    “A rat?” Scout was a toy poodle Michaels had come by when an assassin, a woman disguising herself as an old lady walking her dog, had used the little beast as part of her subterfuge. Fortunately for him, the dog had barked at just the right time, saving his life. He’d thought about keeping the pooch, but figured he needed more attention than he could give a pet, so now Scout was his daughter’s companion.
  


  
    “Oh, yeah, we heard them fighting under the porch last night and then Scout came out dragging it by the neck! It was a big rat, all brown and bloody, and it was dead, but he bit Scout on the leg, so we had to take Scout to the vet to get a shot so he wouldn’t get rat disease. He’s okay, though.”
  


  
    The idea of the toy poodle tangling with a wood rat and coming out the winner was amusing. When he’d lived there, Michaels had used D-Con or traps to keep the rat and mice population down. That was a long time ago, in a galaxy far away ...
  


  
    “I gotta go, Daddy. Daddy-B is coming over to take us to the new IMAX 3-D. I love you.”
  


  
    “I love you, too, honey. Bye.”
  


  
    Michaels stared at the phone. Daddy-B.
  


  
    Well, okay, sure, what was she going to call him? An eight-year-old using his first name somehow wasn’t right, but “Daddy-B”?
  


  
    Michaels sure as hell didn’t need to hear that, regardless of what was best for his child. That wasn’t right, either.
  


  
    So, what was he going to do about all this? He had only a few weeks to decide, and the decision would affect him and his daughter for the rest of their lives.
  


  
    Wasn’t that just one more straw his camel didn’t need. His life had become a damned soap opera.
  


  


  
    

  


  
    London
  


  
    

  


  
    “Are you sure?” Carl asked.
  


  
    Toni nodded and sighed. “Yes. I have to go.”
  


  
    They were in Carl’s silat school, which occupied the second floor of a four-story building between a tandoori restaurant and a boarded-up charity shop in a less-than-posh section of town called Clapham. The school was bare-bones, old wooden floors and a few mats, run-down, but kept spotlessly clean by students offering hormat and adat—basically honor and respect—to their instructor. The first evening class would be starting in about an hour, and the students who volunteered to sweep and mop the floors would be there soon.
  


  
    Carl nodded in return. “I understand.”
  


  
    Impulsively, Toni put her hand on his chest. Under the thin white T-shirt, the muscle was tight and warm. “Thank you. I appreciate all you’ve taught me.”
  


  
    He caught her hand with his, pressed it against his pectoral a bit harder. “It has been mutual. Listen, if things don’t go well with your Mr. Michaels, let me know soonest, would you?”
  


  
    “I will.”
  


  
    “I have occasion to visit the States now and then. I’d be pleased to see you there whether this works out with Alex or not.”
  


  
    “I’d like that,” she said.
  


  
    “Are you going to stay for class?”
  


  
    “No, I need to get packed. My flight leaves early in the morning.”
  


  
    He nodded again. “I’ll miss you.”
  


  
    “I’ll keep in touch, I promise.”
  


  
    He bent and kissed her gently on the lips, leaned back, and smiled. “Travel safely,” he said.
  


  
    Toni nodded and smiled. Carl was a path not taken, at least not fully, and she had a feeling she would always wonder how it would have been to travel that way.
  


  
    Back at her flat, Toni looked through the things she had gathered during her weeks in the country. Some of it would fit into her bag. Some of it she could have shipped if she wanted. Most of it would stay here. A coffeemaker, a blender, a small microwave oven—they would be useful for the next tenant. What she would mostly take would be her memories, and now they were jumbled in a way she had to reconsider. Alex hadn’t slept with Cooper, whatever his reasons for allowing her to think otherwise. It made a difference to her, and she had to resolve it.
  


  
    She could have had her com receive his daily call. Could make the connection herself and ask him about it from thousands of miles away. No risks to that. But no long-distance voice, even complete with a video image, was enough for such a conversation. She needed to be able to see into his eyes, watch him closely, pick up the little movements of his body language, to touch, smell, maybe even taste him. She didn’t kid herself that she could always tell if somebody was lying to her, but she thought she could tell if Alex was lying, if he was standing right in front of her and if she was looking for it. So if what Cooper had said was true, if he hadn’t cheated on her, then what would that mean? She had left him, quit her job, and if she had done it because she had made a mistake—it was a very big fucking mistake. If she had been that wrong, then what did that say about her?
  


  
    She had to know. One way or another. And if she had to swim across an ocean and then walk the rest of the way when she got to dry land, then that was what she was going to do.
  


  
    The doorbell chimed.
  


  
    A deliveryman dressed in blue shorts and a matching shirt and cap stood there, holding a small package. She signed for it, then went back inside. What could this be?
  


  
    Inside the box, enveloped in fat green plastic bubble-wrap, was an eight-inch-tall, dark blue glass bottle, about as big around as a cardboard toilet tissue tube.There was a small sheet of print rubber-banded to the cylinder, and a note in the box. The note said, “Toni—I thought you might be able to use this. It won’t do anything for your ego or your soul, but it might help with external aches and pains. Cheers, Carl.”
  


  
    The sheet of print turned out to be instructions for using what was inside the blue bottle: Balur Silat, also called Tjimande Silat, or if you liked the newer spelling, Cimande, where the “C” was pronounced the same way as the “Tj.”
  


  
    Toni grinned. Balur Silat was a training aid, coupled with conditioning devices like padded punching and kicking targets. Toni didn’t use it much anymore, but she still had a striking ball that Guru had made for her years ago. It was an old athletic sock with about three pounds of copper-coated steel BBs in it, the kind used by air guns. The BBs were tied off in the toe of the sock, which was then clipped to make a globe about the size of a baseball. This was then wrapped tightly with layers of duct tape. What you did with this was to punch it, or hold it in one hand to bang it against your forearms or elbows or shins, to help get them used to being hit.
  


  
    Balur Silat was a blend of coconut oil and different roots and herbs, a concoction that took about a month to make. You ground the herbs up, cooked and mixed them together, put the resulting goop into a dark glass bottle, and stored it in a dark cool place for months, or even years, to age.
  


  
    After a bruising session of bone-to-bone contact during a workout, battered shins and forearms were common. Like the Chinese herbal remedy Dit da jow, or “iron hit wine,” the classic Indonesian preparation was said to be a great help. Literally, balur means “to crystallize” or “to harden.” The stuff was solid at room temperature and had to be heated slightly to liquefy. The liniment thus created was used to help speed healing of bruises, and to help to condition and toughen the skin. There were practitioners of some fighting arts who had shins so hard and impervious to impact they could break baseball bats over them without apparent harm or pain. Toni had seen a picture of an old Serak stylist who could do that once, and she had no desire to have her shins scar and knot and wind up looking like his; still, a certain amount of conditioning was a good idea, and Balur Silat was a help, though finding the authentic stuff wasn’t easy—every other guru out there had his or her own recipe, and some were better than others. She was pretty sure that Carl Stewart’s stuff would be decent.
  


  
    She hefted the bottle. If it would work on bruised egos, the maker could name his price and retire rich in a few days. She smiled again, and went back to her packing.
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    Thursday, June 9th

    Gakona, Alaska
  


  


  


  
    Morrison had given Ventura the tour of the facility, but the man hadn’t seemed too awed or even interested by anything, other than the main power generators. Those were fairly impressive. The power building, more than twenty thousand square feet of it, was constructed originally to house a huge coal-fired steam generator that was to run an Air Force Over the Horizon Backscatter Radar installation originally sited here. At the termination of the OTH-B program and the shift to HAARP, the steam generation gear was hauled off, and the backup diesel generators were used instead. They had plenty of power to operate the transmitter and the ISR. Originally, HAARP had been tapped into the local power grid for lights and heating and like that, but interruptions during really bad weather were sometimes a problem—nobody much enjoyed sitting in the cold and dark even if the transmitter still worked, so the local grid was eventually switched over to their own generators. Power-wise, they were self-sufficient—as long as the monster fuel tank was kept filled.
  


  
    Morrison could understand why Ventura wasn’t all that impressed—a lot of the older buildings that were supposed to have been temporary were still there, and they weren’t anything to write home about. These were no more than trailers with cheap wood paneling and external conduits for switches and electrical plugs, beat-up old computers and monitors, steel desks and press-board filing cabinets. Not what you thought of as cutting edge.
  


  
    Still, impressing Ventura was not the point. Running the next test was.
  


  
    Which was what he was about to do. He had another target, and the conditions were as good as they were going to get this time of year, so he was ready to begin.
  


  
    Ventura stood behind him, wearing a disguise that ought to fool anybody here into thinking he belonged—black polyester slacks over brown loafers, a white shirt with a pen protector in the pocket, an ugly vest, uglier tie, and dark plastic rimmed glasses. A perfect geek.
  


  
    There was a gun tucked under the vest, Morrison was certain, but even though he knew it was there, he couldn’t see it.
  


  
    The controls in the auxiliary trailer worked as well as the main ones, but they were less likely to have unexpected visitors here, and unexpected they would be if any showed up.
  


  
    Morrison said, “With our computers up, and if the sun-spot activity isn’t too bad, we can hit the mark ninety-eight times out of a hundred.” He adjusted a control, and a liquid crystal display of numbers flashed new digits.
  


  
    He and Ventura were alone in the HAARP auxiliary control room. The ACR was where Morrison usually conducted his calibrations and, in this case, an unauthorized use of the equipment. The thing was, you couldn’t tell by looking where the energy generated by the array was going. Since the project was shut down for the summer, except for maintenance and calibrations, no real scientists would be looking over his shoulder—and the guards wouldn’t have a clue what he was really doing.
  


  
    In his guise as a geek scientist, Ventura chuckled.
  


  
    Morrison frowned. “Something funny about that?”
  


  
    Ventura said, “In some circles, ninety-eight percent accuracy is considered failure.”
  


  
    Morrison adjusted another dial, then turned to look at Ventura, the question apparent in his raised eyebrows.
  


  
    “In the late 1800s, there was a trick shooter named Adolph ‘Ad’ Topperwein. In December of 1906, he decided to try for a record. He had a sawmill in San Antonio, Texas, make up a bunch of wooden cubes, two-and-a-quarter-inches square.”
  


  
    “A bunch? There’s a scientific term.”
  


  
    “Give me a minute, I’ll get there.”
  


  
    Ventura held his thumb and forefinger apart, about the thickness of a modestly fat reference book. “Blocks were about so, a little bigger than a golf ball.”
  


  
    Morrison glanced at his control board, tapped a key. The computer screen scrolled more numbers. “Fine. So?”
  


  
    “So, Ad went to the San Antonio Fair Grounds with a couple of relays of throwers, some official witnesses, three Winchester M-03 self-loading .22 rifles, and a—here’s that word again—bunch of ammunition. He had his assistants stand about twenty-five feet in front of him. They tossed a block high into the air, and he snapped off a shot, only one, per block.
  


  
    “He shot more than fourteen hundred of the little blocks before he had a miss. After that, he went more than fourteen thousand straight, hit every one.”
  


  
    “Jesus. That’s a bunch, all right.”
  


  
    “Not yet it isn’t. He did this for a week, seven hours a day. At the end of that time, he had fired at fifty thousand blocks. Of fifty thousand tries, he missed exactly ... four.”
  


  
    “Good Lord,” Morrison said. “With a rifle? Not a shotgun ?” Morrison had done some target shooting as a boy with his father’s .22 rifle. The idea of hitting fifty thousand blocks sitting on a table at twenty-five feet and only missing four was amazing. To hit them flying through the air? That was astounding.
  


  
    Ventura smiled. “It gets better. He was averaging more than a thousand blocks an hour, one every three and a half seconds or so, and so he finished ahead of schedule—he had allowed himself ten days. He had the record and could have quit, but he didn’t. Instead, he had his assistants salvage some of the least-damaged blocks, got more ammo, and started shooting again. He was getting a bit tired after a week of constant shooting, so his tally fell off a little, but he shot for three more days.
  


  
    “All totaled, he fired at seventy-two thousand, five hundred blocks. His final score was seventy-two thousand, four hundred and ninety-one. He missed nine.
  


  
    “Sixty-eight and a half hours of point-and-shoot. Although there have been shooters who have actually potted more blocks since, none of them have done it under the same conditions, so the record still stands. I have a picture of Topperwein, in a black suit—with a tie—boots, and a campaign hat, sitting atop a mountain of shot-up blocks, his rifle cradled in his arm.”
  


  
    Morrison shook his head. “I can’t even imagine waggling my finger seventy thousand times, much less maintaining enough concentration to shoot accurately that many times.”
  


  
    “Frankly, neither can I. Topperwein was the best exhibition shooter who ever lived. But he was also a relatively uneducated man from a little town in Texas, using bare-bones .22 rifles, no laser sights, no shooting glasses, no electronic hearing protection, nothing. Not exactly what you’d call high tech, and his accuracy percentage was .99988. More than a hundred years later, with all of this”—he waved one hand to take in the computer gear—“at your command, you’d think you could improve on target shooting.”
  


  
    Morrison considered that. Yes, you’d think so. Then again, with a tap of a single finger, he could drive seventy thousand people mad in a few hours. No man with a rifle could begin to match that.
  


  
    Morrison powered up the system for his “test.” Warning buzzers started to sound, a red light flashed on and off on the control board. He reached for the control, a covered button. The buzzers continued their howl, the lights their strobe, as he raised the cover, then pressed the button.
  


  
    I got your blocks of wood right here, pal ...
  


  


  
    Multnomah Falls, Oregon
  


  


  
    John Howard stood by the stone restaurant watching his family look at the thin ribbon of water cascading down from a great height to splash into a cold pool at the base of the cliff. They were about twenty-five or so miles outside of Portland, in the Columbia River Gorge, looking at one of the highest waterfalls in the country, more than a six-hundred-foot drop in the second stage here. It was beautiful, though more impressive in the spring as the snowmelt fed the tributary a lot more water.
  


  
    Everything was damp here, lots of moss and mold, fed by the constant spray off the falls.
  


  
    Howard reached for the virgil—the virtual global interface link—hooked to his belt. This was a great toy, not much bigger than a standard pager or small cell phone, and it not only had a com, it was a working GPS, clock. radio, TV, modem, credit card, camera, scanner, and even a tiny fax that produced weavewire hardcopy. There were civilian models, but the military units were better—at least for now. Sharper Image was gaining, or so he had heard.
  


  
    Sergeant Julio Fernandez appeared on the virgil’s tiny screen, smiling.
  


  
    “Congratulations. General. I didn’t think you’d make it this long. I guess one of the others will win the pool.”
  


  
    “I am merely calling to check in, Sergeant.”
  


  
    “The country is getting along fine without you, sir. No wars, no terrorists taking over at Quantico—well, if you don’t count the new feeb recruits—and the Republic endures.”
  


  
    “I just wanted to let you know where I was.”
  


  
    “John, your GPS sends us a homing signal as long as it’s got power, remember? We know where you are. You want me to give you your longitude and latitude?”
  


  
    “Nobody likes a smart-ass NCO, Julio.”
  


  
    “C’mon, you’re on vacation. Relax. Enjoy yourself. I’ll call if the Swiss or the French decide to invade the country, I promise.”
  


  
    Howard made a suggestion that was anatomically impossible and unlikely for a heterosexual even if it had been possible.
  


  
    Fernandez laughed. “That’s a discom, General. Adios.”
  


  
    Howard smiled as he rehooked the virgil to his belt. Well, yes, he did sometimes think things would go to hell if he left town. So he was a worrier, what could he say?
  


  
    Nadine and the children were hot to climb up to the little bridge closer to the falls, and Howard went along. It was all part of the ambience, to get wet, wasn’t it?
  


  
    As they hiked up the damp macadam path, he recalled the first time he’d ever been to this part of the country. Back in ’99 or ’00, in the late fall or early winter. A friend of his from the army, Willie Kohler, had scored some two hundred buck tickets to a boxing match out on the coast. Not the best seats, but pretty good, only about fifty or sixty feet from the ring. It was in one of those Indian casinos that the local tribes had put up. Chinook something? Chinook Winds, that was it. In Lincoln City.
  


  
    He remembered the event better now that he thought about it. They had given it some silly name, like the Rumble in the Jungle or the Thrill in Mantilla, it was ... ah, yes, Commotion at the Ocean. He and Willie had gotten some funny mileage out of that one.
  


  
    He wasn’t the world’s biggest boxing fan, but he’d done a little in the service when he’d been younger, fighting camp matches as a light-heavyweight and giving about as good as he got. No future there for him, getting bashed in the face, but he didn’t mind watching somebody with real skill demonstrate it. As he remembered, there had been six or eight matches at the casino, all fairly low weight classes, and a couple of them were championship bouts. The most interesting fights had been on the under card. Some black kid from Washington, D.C., with sweet moves had put his man down in the second round. And there had been a couple of female fighters, one a little girl in red, a featherweight, all of a hundred and twenty-two or -three pounds, who had great hands—and great legs, too. Only her third pro fight, but she had real boxing skills. Of course, this was back when boxing wasn’t considered a brutal crime against humanity, and women were just getting into it. And when it still wasn’t too politically incorrect to admire a woman’s legs ...
  


  
    What he remembered most of all was that they played bad rap music—if that wasn’t redundant—between each fight, and it was way, way too loud. Earmuffs should have been mandatory; it was noisier than a shooting range, and probably less musical. After the second or third fight, he and Willie were ready to go and kick out the damned speakers to kill the noise. But like at gun shows, you needed to be polite at a big boxing match—you never knew but that guy you just sloshed your beer on might have been the number one contender for the cruiserweight title a few years back, and no matter what self-defense system you knew, a good pro boxer was going to get at least a couple of shots in if he smited—and then threw the first punch.
  


  
    Howard smiled as they climbed into the waterfall mist. There was a lot of green on the hillside now—moss, ferns, all kinds of water-loving plants.
  


  
    Julio was right, he needed to relax and enjoy his vacation. His son was growing up, and pretty soon he’d be a lot more interested in girls and cars than boomerangs and family trips. Might as well enjoy it while he could. He was out in the Wild West, nothing of any major military importance was apt to happen here, certainly nothing he needed to worry about.
  


  
    Nadine looked back at him and smiled. “Isn’t this fun?”
  


  
    “Yep,” he said, “it is.”
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    Thursday, June 9th

    Quantico, Virginia
  


  


  


  
    Jay Gridley wasn’t exactly thrilled about having to go back to work. Yeah, sure, it was what he did, and yeah, sure, he loved it, but rolling around with Soji, even in a drafty tent in the rainy woods? Well, that had work beat all hollow.
  


  
    He never thought he’d hear himself think that, but there it was.
  


  
    Truth was, even though he was dropping by the Net Force compound late Thursday afternoon, he didn’t really have to be back until Monday. But Soji had clients she had to counsel, and she refused to take a laptop or net-phone with her into the woods, so they had packed up the camping gear and came back to civilization. In her net persona of the old Tibetan priest Sojan Rinpoche, Soji taught basic Buddhism and also offered a kind of psycho-spiritual first aid to people who had suffered various forms of brain damage, usually secondary to drugs or stroke. That was how they’d met, on-line, when Jay had been zapped while chasing the guy with the quantum computer.
  


  
    Soji had an apartment in Los Angeles, but she was going to be working out of Jay’s place, at least for now. And he hoped he could convince her to make it permanent, though he hadn’t yet worked up the nerve to ask her to move in, much less to marry him. But he was gonna. Eventually.
  


  
    Commander Michaels was in his office when Jay got there. He waved at the receptionist. “He busy?”
  


  
    “No, go ahead in.”
  


  
    Jay tapped at the door, then opened it. “Hey, Boss.”
  


  
    “Jay? What you doing here? You’re not supposed to be back until Monday. How did it go?”
  


  
    “The mosquitoes got so bad we had to come back for a transfusion. Other than that, it went great. How’s business ?”
  


  
    “Slow. Nothing major. Usual net scams, viruses, illegal porno stuff. Nobody trying to topple the world that we’ve noticed, thank God.”
  


  
    Jay wanted to ask if Michaels had heard from Toni Fiorella—her quitting had hit the Net Force group hard—but he didn’t bring it up. Toni had called Jay from London and he had heard that she’d called a couple of other people in Net Force, too, but he still didn’t know what exactly had gone down between her and the boss. It must have been bad, though. Michaels had been pretty miserable about it, even if he tried to pretend otherwise.
  


  
    “Nothing interesting at all?”
  


  
    “Nope. Well, one little thing. You know about something called HAARP?”
  


  
    “Sure, the atmosphere burner up in Alaska. The guys in aluminum-foil hats love that one. What happen, it melt down?”
  


  
    “According to one of the scientists working on the thing, somebody sneaked in and stole something from their computer.”
  


  
    “Who would bother? The technology is moldy, goes back to Tesla, more than a hundred years ago.”
  


  
    Michaels shrugged. “Got me. I did a little web walking in VR, and it does look as if somebody got into their computer.”
  


  
    “Kid hacker, maybe,” Jay said.
  


  
    “Could be. You want to check it out, be my guest.”
  


  
    “Soji is gonna be busy for the next couple days. I’ll take a look at it, get a jump on work.”
  


  
    “Background and what I saw is in the work file under ‘HAARP.’ ”
  


  
    “Copy, Boss. See you Monday morning.”
  


  
    “My best to Soji,” he said.
  


  
    Jay went to his office and looked around, but there wasn’t much new to see. Some hardcopy reports was all. He had checked his e-mail and phone messages using a virgil he’d checked out and taken with him, so he was pretty much up to date.
  


  
    Just for grins, he lit his computer and read over the information on HAARP the boss had given him, including the hiddencam vid of the interview with the scientist, Morrison.
  


  
    Very interesting stuff. Mind control? That would be worth stealing, but that also didn’t seem likely. People had been playing with low-frequency stuff for a long time without much in the way of results. Still. it was intriguing.
  


  
    Jay logged off his computer. He’d been here for a couple of hours. Time to head home. Soji didn’t have to be on-line all the time ...
  


  
    But as he started for the door to leave, his com chirped, and the sexy, throaty female vox he’d programmed into his computer said, “Jay! Priority One com, Jay! Heads up! Answer the phone, you hunk of burning love!”
  


  


  


  
    Friday, June 10th

    Longhua, China
  


  


  


  
    When he had been a member of the Chinese Army twenty years before, Jing Lu Han had apparently at some point collected a Russian Makarov pistol, and kept it hidden away for two decades afterward. No one had ever seen him with it—at least no one alive who could testify to that. There seemed no other way he could have come by such a thing, there not having been any Russians in or about Longhua in anybody’s memory, and Jing having lived there all his life, save for his time in the army.
  


  
    However he came by it, it was with this pistol that Jing proceeded to shoot seventeen members of his home village in the wee hours of Friday morning. He walked calmly through the town, plinking at anybody who came out to see what the noise was about, and he did not discriminate as to sex, age, or familial relationships. By dawn, he had shot men, women, children, friends, and relatives. He had two dozen rounds of ammunition remaining for the pistol after he shot number seventeen—his butt-ugly and ignorant cousin Low Tang—but it was moot as to how many more he might have wounded or killed, given that he was overwhelmed at that point by half a dozen villagers and hacked to pieces by their sickles and scythes. The bloody tatters remaining of Jing were pounded into the hard ground under their sandals—before the six took their weapons to each other.
  


  
    The only apparent survivor of this melee had a short-lived triumph, as he was murdered shortly thereafter by a middle-aged schoolteacher wielding a pair of hedge-trimming shears, with which she deftly snipped his left carotid artery. He bled out in less than a minute, judging from the blood trail.
  


  
    The teacher then used the shears on herself, plunging them into her belly more than ten times before shock and loss of blood overcame her.
  


  
    A block away, four women were killed by a fifth when she drove a forty-eight-year-old Ford tractor into, and then back and forth over, the four until the tractor ran out of gasoline an hour later. She fell asleep sitting there.
  


  
    In the town’s only decent food market, nineteen people who had fled there to avoid the carnage were trapped inside when a teenaged girl set the place on fire. They were all cooked. The girl in turn was killed by an elderly woman who sneaked up behind her and smashed her skull with a shovel, and she in turn was slain by a very large naked man who grabbed and fell on her, suffocating her under his bulk as he lay there giggling.
  


  
    In a period of six hours, ninety-seven residents were killed, twenty-one others were wounded seriously enough so that they would later die from their injuries, and a hundred more were injured badly enough that they needed hospitalization. Nobody knew about this immediately, because the landline communication wires out of town had been cut and then burned by a man who used part of the wire to hang himself.
  


  
    The town of Longhua had seen better days.
  


  


  
    

  


  
    Thursday

    Quantico, Virginia
  


  


  


  
    Michaels looked up from his laptop and the hardcopy reports, photographs, and vids, at Jay. “How did we get this? It’s so detailed.”
  


  
    Jay said, “Some of the pictures and vids are retro-spysat and computer augs, some came from the Chinese investigating team, some from a bashed up and bloody camera found on the scene. The reports we got from my friend in the CIA, who got it like the CIA usually gets such things—they bought it from one of their Chinese computer spies set up to find such things. It’s all fresh stuff, really fresh.”
  


  
    Michaels looked back at the hardcopy picture of the women who had been murdered by tractor. They were mostly mush, and hardly recognizable as humans.
  


  
    “What do we know? And why do we at Net Force need to know it?”
  


  
    Jay said, “Longhua, China, a mountain town, a hundred and fifty kilometers or so north and east of Beijing, approaching old Mongolia. Nothing much happens in Longhua—or at least it didn’t use to.
  


  
    “According to my CIA mole, there’s another village, called, ah”—he looked at the laptop on the table in front of him—“Daru, which is a couple thousand kilometers south of Longhua, on the coast across from Formosa. Same thing happened there a few days ago. The Chinese, of course, are sweating buckets trying to keep the lid on, but our sources say it was another verse of this song. Group insanity coupled with murderous violence. Survivors in both towns tell the same tale. All of a sudden, everybody went bugfuck and started attacking everybody else, no reason. This includes those who lived to be interviewed. They were minding their own business and blap! they were enveloped in a killing rage that overwhelmed them. None of them can explain it. It just suddenly seemed like a good idea to fold, spindle, or mutilate their family and neighbors to death.”
  


  
    “What do the Chinese investigators think?”
  


  
    “They don’t have a clue. They’ve checked for drugs, poison, psychedelics in the water, diseases, the weather, earthquake activity, even bad feng shui, and they haven’t found anything. Whatever caused it came and went, and it didn’t leave any traces.”
  


  
    “And what does the CIA think?”
  


  
    “The CIA doesn’t think, Boss, it just collects data and passes it along. I have a standing order with my pal for anything weird, it comes in as a Priority One Call, which is why we got it.”
  


  
    “I’m sure your friend would be happy to hear you have such a high opinion of him. What do you think?”
  


  
    “Well, what this looks like to me is some kind of deliberate test.”
  


  
    Michaels stared into space. “And you think it is the Chinese doing it to their own people?”
  


  
    “Can’t say for sure, but why not? Take out a few, who’s gonna miss ’em? They got more than a billion more where those came from.”
  


  
    “Jay—”
  


  
    “Sorry, bad taste, I apologize.”
  


  
    “But the Chinese investigators seem surprised from these reports. Wouldn’t they know?”
  


  
    “Left hand not telling the right what it’s doing? Happens all the time, all over. State doesn’t tell the CIA. The spooks don’t tell the Army. We’re part of the FBI, and the feebs don’t tell us a whole lot of things. Why would things be any better in China? That’s assuming the investigators aren’t part of the cover-up.”
  


  
    “And why it is our problem, Jay? How does this end up floating in our punch bowl?”
  


  
    “When you asked me to poke around in that HAARP thing, this came in almost immediately. It rang a bell. You remember the guy you told me about who came by while I was camping. The scientist from HAARP?”
  


  
    “Morrison, right.”
  


  
    “Uh-huh. Well, he mentioned something about mind control and low-frequency radio waves.”
  


  
    “He said it wasn’t feasible.”
  


  
    “Maybe not. Or maybe it is. Maybe the Chinese were the ones poking around in the HAARP computers and maybe they swiped it. It just seemed awfully coincidental, given that this was exactly the kind of thing somebody would want to do if they could do it.”
  


  
    “The Chinese?”
  


  
    “Possible. They have some people who are pretty good hackers. Maybe the HAARP guys found some piece of the puzzle and the Chinese knew where to use it. Nothing for certain, and it’s kind of a stretch, but I’d check it out.”
  


  
    Michaels nodded. “I hope you are wrong. I hope nobody else makes the connection and thinks it is our problem to solve. All right. Find out what you can. If this thing in China is connected to it, I don’t want us to be caught flatfooted. At the very least, we need to be able to say we’re investigating it if somebody should ask.”
  


  
    “Gotcha, Boss. I’m on the case.”
  


  
    After Jay left, Michaels took several deep breaths. Let it be some virus they couldn’t find and not something they swiped from a U.S. computer. Please. I really don’t need this right now. Or ever ...
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    Thursday, June 9th

    Washington, D.C.
  


  


  


  
    It was well after dark when Toni’s plane landed at Dulles. She’d had to switch from the jumbo jet to a smaller craft in New York, and she knew she’d catch hell if her mother found out she had been at JFK and hadn’t called the Bronx to at least say hello, but she couldn’t deal with that yet. Her mother would want to know all about it, what had happened with Alex, and even Guru would need more details than Toni was ready to provide. She’d thought the story was over, but maybe it wasn’t, and until she had a better sense of things, she didn’t want to start downloading it into sympathetic ears. She needed a girlfriend for that, anyhow, somebody who could listen to the gory details—not her mother or her elderly teacher. Mama Fiorella had raised a houseful of children, mostly sons, and with six kids, she certainly knew about sex, but knowing it and talking about it were two different things. Toni remembered a discussion she’d had with one of her older brothers when she’d been about nineteen. He’d been asking about women, when their mother had wandered into the room. Mama heard the words “female orgasm” and disappeared faster than Houdini stoked on methamphetamines.
  


  
    No, the conversation about Alex and sex and love would have to wait until she could pay a visit to one of her college buds, Dirisha Mae, or Mary Louise, women she’d kept in touch with since school. Women who had been there and done it themselves, and had come back to cry on her shoulder about it. The Man War, they had dubbed it in the dorm when they’d lived there. Some battles you won, some you lost, but the war itself never ended.
  


  
    The cab ride through the sticky summer night to Alex’s was incredibly fast, as of course it would be, since she was suddenly not in a real hurry to get there. Back in London, thousands of miles away, this had seemed urgent and absolutely necessary. The closer she got, the less brilliant the idea seemed. Just showing up on Alex’s doorstep, no call, no warning? What if he wasn’t home? What if he didn’t want to talk to her?
  


  
    What if he wasn’t alone?
  


  
    That had just come to her for the first time. What if he had a woman in his bed and they were giggling and playing games under the sheets?
  


  
    The grinning, green-eyed monster popped up like magic in her mind and chortled its nasty laugh. This jealousy crap was really hard to take. It wasn’t like somebody coming straight at her she could elbow or throw, it was this sneaky, insidious beast that popped up unexpectedly, stabbed her with a long trident when she wasn’t expecting it, then ran like hell before she could gather herself to react. She hated the feeling, and she really hated not being able to prevent it. Toni wasn’t altogether dense about this kind of thing. You don’t spend more than half your life learning a martial art that would allow you to kick serious butt without recognizing that you have some ... control issues. She didn’t really think Alex would have found somebody else, given his track record—he hadn’t dated anybody to speak of for years after he and his ex-wife split—but you never knew. Having jumped back into the pool finally, maybe he would have found a new partner for synchronized swimming. And certainly that would screw things up, wouldn’t it?
  


  
    Toni shook her head at her thought. Okay, fine. Whatever. She wasn’t going there for some kind of tearful movie reconciliation, she was going there for some answers. Answers that Alex, by God, owed her.
  


  
    And thinking of there, all of a sudden, here they were.
  


  
    Alex’s condo was on a fairly quiet street in a solid upper-middle-class neighborhood filled with condos and houses much like his. Rich people wouldn’t stoop to live here, poor couldn’t afford to, but the residences were comfortable and in keeping with the kind of job Alex had. Nice place, nice neighborhood, and until that horrible moment in London, nice guy.
  


  
    She had to know what had happened to change that. It didn’t make any sense.
  


  
    Toni paid the cabbie, towed her single suitcase on its built-in wheels to the front door, and stood there.
  


  
    And stood there. And stood there some more.
  


  
    There were lights on inside, and it wasn’t that late. All she had to do was push the doorbell.
  


  
    She realized that she was breathing too fast, and that her hands were damp. It was a warm, humid night, but that wasn’t what was causing her to sweat. She was, she realized, afraid. And coming from a solid base of being able to protect herself, that was really scary.
  


  
    She took a deep breath, let half of it out, and gathered her resolve. She pushed the doorbell. She heard it ring. There was a space of time, how long she couldn’t say, but subjectively, about ten or fifteen thousand years.
  


  
    “Yes?”
  


  
    His voice over the intercom was the first time she’d heard him speak since he’d left London seven weeks ago. It was a sound she hadn’t realized how much she had missed until she heard it, and the simple question stunned her, so that all she could say was “Hi.”
  


  
    “Toni!? Don’t move, I’ll be right there!”
  


  
    And despite whatever she had felt, it warmed her to hear the joy in his voice.
  


  


  
    Gakona, Alaska
  


  


  
    Ventura made the rounds of his surveillance stations. He was running a basic six-person team, not counting himself, and that was not really enough, considering what his client was into, but as much as he was likely to get away with up here in the middle of nowhere. Disguised as a birdwatching club out looking for owls, it gave his people a reason to be out with binoculars and starlight scopes and cameras, but it was still something of a stretch to have them wandering around in the woods. The locals would surely notice his people, and while they had all the proper gear and had done enough quick research to fake it, they wouldn’t fool any real birders they might run into.
  


  
    Fortunately, there wasn’t much in the way of law enforcement up here, so even if somebody thought the birders were a bit odd, they weren’t likely to call the cops, and even if they did, it probably wouldn’t be the top priority for an overextended Alaskan police force. Weird-looking birdwatchers? Isn’t that redundant? What are they doing? Walking around in the woods looking through their binoculars? Oh, wow. How sinister! What, you think they’ve come to steal the trees? Smuggle Kodiak bears down into tlae lower forty-eight? C’mon!
  


  
    Ventura had installed them at the Two Moose Lodge, a relatively new fifteen-unit motel a few miles from the HAARP site, a place that looked like a bunch of log cabin condominiums. Aside from five ops tromping around outside where they could watch the comings and goings around the last room on the west end of the building where Ventura had put the client, there was an op in the room, a young woman. Armed with a short-barreled shotgun, a snub-nosed revolver, and a couple of knives, Missey White would surely be a big surprise for an unsuspecting assassin who assumed from her bubble butt and perky breasts, all of which were barely hidden under a miniskirt and halter top, that she was a piece of fluff and harmless. If the locals knew Morrison was married, they’d likely assume Missey was a girlfriend he’d brought up here into the woods for fun, where his wife wouldn’t be the wiser.
  


  
    And the wife wasn’t apt to drop by unannounced, because a pair of Ventura’s ops were parked in a rented house in Port Townsend on the Morrisons’ street, keeping an eye on Mrs. Morrison. You had to assume that if somebody came after the client, they’d probably consider a pass at his wife worthwhile, and while she wasn’t the primary client, it was just good business to watch her when she and the client were apart.
  


  
    It hadn’t taken the ops—another male and female team—but a few hours to figure out that Shannon Morrison, nee Shannon Bell, wasn’t the world’s most faithful spouse. Since they’d begun the surveillance on Monday, Mrs. Morrison had visited a young and well-built leatherworker, one Ray Duncan, and stayed in his shop behind a locked door three times, for more than an hour each visit. It was the opinion of Ventura’s ops that judging from the flushed face and big smile when she left, Mrs. Morrison was not being custom-fitted for moccasins—unless she was doing that with both feet in the air while lying on Duncan’s couch.
  


  
    Ventura saw no reason to mention this to his client. Ray Duncan, twenty-seven, had been a resident of the town for more than ten years, long before the Morrisons had moved there, and a background check of the man showed nothing more illegal than a couple of traffic tickets and a dismissed bust for a single marijuana joint in Seattle when he’d been eighteen.
  


  
    Mrs. Morrison’s extramarital activities weren’t relevant to protecting the client. Yet, anyway.
  


  
    “Situation?” Ventura asked.
  


  
    The man to whom he was speaking looked to be about sixty, gray and grizzled, wearing a fisherman’s vest and floppy-brimmed canvas hat, overalls, and boots, and a pair of binoculars and a digital cam dangling from around his neck. A battered copy of Peterson’s Guide to Birds of North America stuck out of a vest pocket next to a small flashlight.
  


  
    The older man laughed. “Well, let me see. About thirty minutes ago, something that looked like a big rat ran behind the garbage bin over there. Maybe it was a nutria or a possum—zoology is not my strong suit. And fifteen minutes ago, a light went on in the bathroom of unit number five, stayed on for two minutes, then went out. What else? Oh, yeah, a couple of real big mosquitoes buzzed me. That’s as good as it’s gotten.”
  


  
    Ventura gave him a tight professional grin in return. “You rather be shooting it out with the Mexican drug dealers again?”
  


  
    “No, but if they were all as exciting as this one, I’d have to start taking Viagra just to keep my attention up. This is going to be a cakewalk.”
  


  
    “You said that about the Mexicans at first.”
  


  
    The older man looked at him. “You expect things to warm?”
  


  
    “Highly likely, though probably not for a while yet. I’ll keep you apprised.”
  


  
    Ventura drifted away, a man out for a late night stroll, meandering toward the next station, a couple hundred yards away.
  


  
    As he walked, he considered the client and the situation again. He had no problems with what the client was doing, that was his business and not Ventura’s, save how it affected the job. Ventura didn’t think much about morality. He had his own ethical system, and it didn’t match that of most citizens when it came to what they did, or why they did it. From his viewpoint, he was mostly, well ... amoral about most things—when you had killed as many people as he had, the rules just didn’t seem to apply to you in quite the same way as they did to normal people. He knew what sociopaths were, and he wasn’t one. He had loved, had hated, had felt the usual emotions. He had been engaged once, but she had broken it off because she wasn’t ready to settle down. He had fathered a child in South America, and though it had been twenty years ago, he still sent support to the woman and his daughter, whom he had seen several times secretly, but never officially met. There were a couple of people he had deleted that he’d felt sorry for, and wished he hadn’t had to do them. So he wasn’t mentally disturbed or unstable, he had just gotten into a line of work that involved terminal violence, and had happened to be very good at it.
  


  
    Of course, he had been in business long enough to realize that most governments operated with the same kind of amorality he did in many—if not most—areas. Certainly in those areas where public scrutiny wasn’t likely. He had known federal prosecutors who had let multiple murderers go free so that they could make a case against major drug dealers. He had known intelligence officers who had looked the other way and allowed whole villages of innocent civilians to be killed because to do otherwise would have jeopardized some covert operation. He had known boy-soldiers who had cranked up their assault rifles and hosed grandmothers and babies into bloody pulp—for no other reason than because they had been having a real bad day. All of these people had convinced themselves they had been working for a greater good, that the end justified the means. That what they had done was, in fact, moral.
  


  
    Ventura did not try to fool himself that way.
  


  
    Protecting a man who had created some kind of mind-control device he wanted to sell to a foreign power for a lot of money was not much in the grand cosmic scheme of things. Ventura wasn’t going to get any piece of the man’s action, nor did he want it. He was hired to do a job, and he would do that. Money was not even a way to keep score, it didn’t mean anything, especially if you had enough of it tucked away to live the rest of your life without ever lifting a finger. No, it was the personal challenge, the achievement of goals you set for yourself, that mattered. When he was hired to kill somebody, he killed them. When he was hired to keep somebody alive, he kept them alive. Simple.
  


  
    Up here in the woods where he could command the lines of fire around his client, keeping him alive would be fairly easy. If another birdwatching group showed up, Ventura wouldn’t make any assumptions, but he certainly would consider them a potential threat.
  


  
    Outright assassination wasn’t likely, not yet, anyway. No, the worry would be kidnapping, torture, then execution. And it would be a lot harder to protect the man once they went back to civilization.
  


  
    Well. Worry about that later. A man with his mind too far into tomorrow was more likely to get blindsided by somebody today. You had to consider the future, of course, but you didn’t live there. Be in the moment, that was the way of it.
  


  
    Always.
  


  
    The second man in the surveillance unit watched Ventura approach him across the parking lot, lit by the yellow bug lights mounted on tall wooden posts. Some of the bugs were apparently too stupid to realize they couldn’t see the yellow light, for dozens of them swarmed the lamps, flitting around in ragged orbits, banging against the glass that covered the bulbs.
  


  
    The op disguised as a birder kept one hand under the untucked tails of an unbuttoned, oversized, short-sleeved shirt until he was sure it was Ventura heading toward him. Good. You never let your guard down when you were working. Never.
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    Thursday, June 9th

    Washington, D.C.
  


  


  


  
    Michaels could hardly believe it. “Toni! I’m glad to see you.”
  


  
    She nodded. “Can I come in?”
  


  
    “Oh, yeah, yeah, come in, come in.” He reached for her bag.
  


  
    “I got it,” she said.
  


  
    Inside, there was an awkward silence.
  


  
    “You want something to drink? Eat?” God, she looked great. It was all he could do to keep the baboonlike grin from taking over his face.
  


  
    “We need to talk,” she said.
  


  
    His stomach twisted and churned, but he said, “Yes.”
  


  
    “Why did you lie to me?”
  


  
    “I... I...”
  


  
    “You said you slept with her!”
  


  
    “Toni—”
  


  
    “She says you didn’t! Which is it, Alex?!”
  


  
    She was facing him squarely now, and her anger was a tangible thing in the room. “Did you have sex with Angela Cooper or not?”
  


  
    “No,” he said, his voice quiet.
  


  
    “Jesus Christ, Alex! What is the matter with you?!”
  


  
    He raised his hands palms up, then dropped them. “I—It’s hard to explain.”
  


  
    “Well, you are gonna explain it, right here and right now!”
  


  
    He nodded, and started to tell it.
  


  
    When he got to the end, she was shaking her head. “Why didn’t you tell me that was what happened?”
  


  
    He had had a lot of time to think about that, too much time. “Because I was ashamed.”
  


  
    “You turned down a gorgeous woman who wanted to jump your bones and you were ashamed?”
  


  
    “I shouldn’t have gone to supper with her, I shouldn’t have had the beer, and I sure as hell shouldn’t have gone to her apartment, shucked my clothes, and let her rub my back.” “All true. Why did you?”
  


  
    He’d had time to think about that one, too. “You and I were having some problems. I was rattled about the whole British situation, I wasn’t in control of work, of what was going on with us, there was all that crap about Megan and Susie and that private eye. Angela is an attractive, competent woman and she was interested in me. I was flattered. I know none of it excuses what I did, but just so you know.”
  


  
    “You’re an idiot,” she said.
  


  
    “I know. It never should have come up,” he said.
  


  
    “So to speak,” she said. She gave him a small grin, and a great weight left him, as if he had suddenly shrugged off a coat made of lead. “But that’s not what I meant. You’re an idiot for not telling me.”
  


  
    “When I saw you in the hotel lobby that morning, I didn’t think you would believe me. You were certain I had done it, and you didn’t want to talk about it, remember ? You said you didn’t want to hear another word.”
  


  
    She frowned, as if trying to remember. “Did I say that?”
  


  
    “It doesn’t matter. The truth was, I was lying naked on a table with a naked woman straddling me and the desire was there.”
  


  
    “But you didn’t act on it.”
  


  
    “The thought is as bad as the deed.”
  


  
    She smiled again, shook her head. “Not on my planet, it isn’t. You felt guilty because in the moment you thought about it? You really are an idiot. If they could hang us for thinking, we’d all be pushing up daisies. You can’t always control what you think, only what you do. You could have saved us both a lot of grief if you had just told me, Alex, even if I told you not to.”
  


  
    “Yeah, well, I can see that now.”
  


  
    She reached for his hands, took them in hers. “Come here.”
  


  
    “Yes, ma’am.”
  


  
    And just like that, Michaels’s life was very, very good again.
  


  


  
    

  


  
    Friday, June 10th

    Anchorage, Alaska
  


  


  


  
    They were in the airport waiting for the Alaska Airlines flight to SeaTac to board when Morrison’s new phone cheeped. He froze for an instant. It was them! He looked at Ventura, then slipped the wireless headset on and adjusted the straw-microphone. “Yes?”
  


  
    A crisp, accentless voice said, “Good morning. I understand you have a used car for sale?”
  


  
    Morrison’s neck prickled with gooseflesh and he had a sudden urge to visit the nearest toilet. This was the phrase he had told them to use, and outside of the anonymous note he had posted into a security page run by the Chinese, nobody had been given the number of this particular phone, which he’d paid for in cash and registered under a phony name.
  


  
    He put his thumb over the mike. “It’s the Chinese,” he said to Ventura.
  


  
    Ventura looked at his watch. “Thirty seconds,” he said, pointing at the phone. “No more. Follow me.”
  


  
    Morrison nodded and stood. He moved his thumb from the mike as Ventura pulled his own com from his pocket and started talking into it quietly.
  


  
    “Yes, I have a car for sale.”
  


  
    “I would like to see it,” the man said. “When can we get together?”
  


  
    “Is your call number blocked?”
  


  
    “No.”
  


  
    “I’ll call you back.”
  


  
    “I’ll look forward to it.”
  


  
    Morrison thumbed the discom button on the belt phone.
  


  
    Ventura said, “My people have scanned the incoming number, we have it. Go in there and put the phone in the trash.” He pointed at the men’s room.
  


  
    “Should I turn it off?”
  


  
    “Leave it on. They probably already know where you are, but it’ll give them something to look for.”
  


  
    Morrison headed for the bathroom. Ventura waved, and a pair of college-aged men dressed in shorts and T-shirts and backpacks went into the men’s room ahead of him. Ventura stayed out in the corridor.
  


  
    Making sure nobody was watching him, Morrison shoved the phone into the bin under the paper towel dispenser. Then he went and used the nearest urinal.
  


  
    When he exited, Ventura said, “There’s a car waiting in front of the airport for us. Let’s go.”
  


  
    “You think they can get here that fast?”
  


  
    “They can trace the phone from the carrier sig alone if you don’t bounce it—major national intelligence services have access to some very sophisticated equipment. They’ll probably send somebody. It won’t be a trio of longfingernailed Chinese dressed in colorful Mandarin silks and sporting Fu Manchu mustaches smiling and bowing and looking like the incarnation of the Yellow Peril. More likely it’ll be a busty Norwegian blond nurse helping a little old man with a cane hobble along—the last people you’d look at and think ‘Chinese intelligence.’ Certainly they have local agents within a few minutes of most major cities. Fortunately, Anchorage isn’t that big a town. If you used a decent remailer, they won’t backtrack your e-mail for a while, though probably they’ll get that soon. I’d expect them to know who you are within a day or two at most, even if you don’t call them back.”
  


  
    Morrison swallowed dryly. “The service I used guaranteed confidentiality.”
  


  
    Ventura smiled, looking at that moment like a human shark. “Sure, if somebody calls them on the phone and asks, they won’t say anything. But confidentiality goes right out the window when somebody puts the point of a sharp knife into your remailer’s back, over his kidney, and asks.”
  


  
    “They would do that?”
  


  
    “Sure. I would.” He flashed the smile again, and Morrison was in that moment as afraid of Ventura as he was the Chinese. Thank God the man was on his side.
  


  
    “They’ll know you’re at the airport, but since the phone isn’t in your name, they don’t know who you are, so they’ll look for the phone. When they find that, they’ll look for single men traveling alone. You’re under a pseudonym, ticketed as part of a group of three passengers, including two women, so they won’t get that immediately. With enough computing power, they can strain out all the flights leaving here today, and check on every passenger. Our phony IDs will hold up under a cursory scan, but if they can dig deep enough, they’ll figure out they are fake eventually, though that won’t really help them except to tell them we were going to Seattle, and that we weren’t on the plane.
  


  
    “We could probably get to your house in Washington before they get who you are. You are dealing with some serious people here, and it’s never been a matter of ‘if,’ but of ‘when.’ ”
  


  
    “My wife—”
  


  
    “—is being watched by my people, and I’ve just sent more ops to back them up. She’ll be safe. And we aren’t going there.”
  


  
    “Where are we going?”
  


  
    “To a place where I can control access for the meeting.”
  


  
    “We’re going to drive there?”
  


  
    “No, we’re going to drive to a private airstrip and rent a plane. We want to be in the air as soon as we can.”
  


  
    Now that he had been put on alert, Morrison regarded the other people in the airport hallway with a newfound suspicion. Those young men with snowboards, that middle-aged gay couple laughing over a laptop, the tall man in a gray business suit carrying a briefcase. Any of them could be armed and out to collect him.
  


  
    “Frankly, I don’t think they will scramble the A-team to grab you, yet,” Ventura said, as if reading his mind. “They know about the tests you did in their country, what the effect was on their villages, and they know you know about it, but they don’t know for certain that you caused it. They’ll have to check you out. Once they believe you, that’s when we’ll have to be extremely careful.”
  


  
    Morrison’s mouth suddenly felt very dry indeed. He’d known this was coming, but it hadn’t seemed so ... real before. The pit of his stomach felt like it did on a roller coaster. Well. There was nothing for it now. He was committed.
  


  
    “This isn’t quite what I expected,” Morrison said.
  


  
    “It never is,” Ventura said.
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    Friday, June 10th

    Portland, Oregon
  


  


  


  
    The boomerang championships were being held in Washington Park, which Tyrone thought was funny. They’d driven a couple thousand miles from Washington, D.C., to wind up in an Oregon park with the same name. It wasn’t like any park in his neighborhood, though. The place was a giant sprawl that contained a lot of hills, tall evergreen trees, the Portland Zoo, plus a forestry center and some other stuff. Up and away from the zoo parking, they had carved a flat field out of one of the meadows, big enough for three or four soccer teams to play at the same time. The field was covered with what Tyrone thought of as winter grass, trimmed short, like something you might find on a golf course, instead of the coarser Saint Augustine grass you found on a lot of lawns back home.
  


  
    “What a great venue,” Nadine said.
  


  
    “Yeah.”
  


  
    The contest didn’t start officially until tomorrow, and their event wasn’t until Sunday, but there were twenty or so throwers out on the green practicing. The warm summer air was full of colorful twirling ’rangs, blues and reds and oranges and greens, bright blurs looping back and forth.
  


  
    Tyrone turned to his father. “Okay?”
  


  
    His dad looked around, then nodded. “Looks safe enough. Mom and I will be back in a couple of hours.”
  


  
    Tyrone nodded back, already thinking about practice. His dad had rented a car and left the RV parked back at the hotel, a place called the Greenwood Inn. His parents wanted to go check out downtown Portland, but they didn’t want to leave Tyrone and Nadine alone until they had checked out the park. Given the numbers of families with small children, the lack of gang colors, or guys throwing beer bottles at each other, Dad had decided that Tyrone and Nadine were probably safe enough here in the middle of the afternoon.
  


  
    “You have your credit card?”
  


  
    “Yep.”
  


  
    “You got your phone?”
  


  
    “Yes, Dad.”
  


  
    “It’s on?”
  


  
    Tyrone rolled his gaze toward the heavens. He pulled the little phone from his belt and held it up so his father could see the display. “Yes, Dad.”
  


  
    What, did they think he was still a baby? This was Portland, not Baltimore. He almost said so, but realized that might not be the smartest thing, so he kept his mouth shut. He was learning that sometimes, that was the best strategy. If you don’t say it, they can’t nail you for it.
  


  
    Nadine started unpacking her ’rangs.
  


  
    “Go already, parental units, we’re fine here.”
  


  
    His mom smiled.
  


  
    Once they were gone, Tyrone and Nadine looked for a place to get started. There were circles drawn on the grass, but most of these were already taken. That didn’t matter—they had wash-away chalk; they could make their own circle.
  


  
    “Over there,” Nadine said. “Wind is from the south, but it’s almost calm, we’ll have plenty of room for hang.”
  


  
    “Hey, scope it. Isn’t that Jerry Prince?” He pointed.
  


  
    She looked. “I think so.”
  


  
    Best MTA guy in the world, the Internationals winner last year, and the world record holder. Word was, he threw eight minutes in practice on slackwind days, and had a witnessed-but-unofficial fourteen-minute flight.
  


  
    “Let’s watch him. Maybe we’ll learn something.”
  


  
    She laughed. “You will, for sure. I got style already.”
  


  
    “You got mouth, is what you got. I’m gonna be pushing three minutes here.” He waved his stopwatch at her.
  


  
    “You’re pushing a Dumpster full of horse pucky is what you are pushing. You are probably gonna trip and fall into it.”
  


  
    He laughed. She was funny.
  


  
    There were several events at most boomerang competitions—accuracy, distance, trick and fast catch, doubling, team throws. Like Tyrone, Nadine’s event was MTA—maximum time aloft—and the idea was to put a lightweight boomerang into the air and keep it there for as long as possible. There was no problem with judging this one—you put a stopwatch on them, and the longest time up won. They had dicked around with the rules for a while, trying different things in different competitions—you got two throws but one didn’t count, or you got three and you could pick the best—but now it was different. You got a practice throw once you were in the circle, but after that, it was one throw, period. You had to catch it when it came back, and you had to be inside the official circle for the catch, or the throw didn’t count. The record for somebody in Tyrone’s age group was just over three and a half minutes, but unofficially there were guys who had thrown into freakish wind conditions and kept a bird twirling for a lot longer. The longest unofficial time by anybody was more than eighteen minutes, though that kind of time came out of the professional adult ranks. It was hard to even imagine eighteen minutes aloft.
  


  
    Tyrone himself had placed third in last year’s contest with a time of 2:41, using the Möller Indian Ocean, an L-shaped lightweight made of paxolin—layers of linen and rosin built up and then cut to shape. The winner—Nadine, which is how they’d met—had beaten him by seven seconds, using the same model boomerang as his, so he couldn’t blame it on better equipment. Some kid from Puerto Rico with a Bailey MTA Classic had slipped in between his time and Nadine’s to bump Tyrone out of second place, but since it had been his first ever competition, he had been happy to have third.
  


  
    Not this year. This year, he wanted first. And Nadine was the defending champion, and he had beaten her—in practice, anyway. Of course, if he was gonna do that, he’d have to be better, ‘cause they were gonna use the same ’rang. The new Takahashi Silk Leaf he’d bought had added ten or fifteen seconds to their best times, and the blue beast was the way to go, no question. And she had beaten him as often as he had her, so it was not a sure thing. And on any given day, the wind could be hinky, the thermals might go weird, and you could get a great throw or a bad one. No way to tell until the moment of truth.
  


  
    Nadine put her pack down and started rolling her shoulders. You couldn’t throw without warming up and stretching, that was a good way to injure a joint or tear a muscle. Even if you were real limber, you could strain something, and you didn’t want to do that in general, and certainly not when you were going to be competing in the Nationals.
  


  
    “Don’t see any Indians or wagon trains,” Tyrone observed as he used his left hand to pull his right elbow up and back over his head. His shoulder popped like cracking a knuckle.
  


  
    “Doesn’t look like it’s gonna rain, either,” Nadine said.
  


  
    “God, I hope not. That would be awful.”
  


  
    After a couple minutes, they were loose enough. The sun was shining, it was warm, but not too hot, and the wind was mild. A great day for flying.
  


  


  
    Washington, D.C.
  


  


  
    Michaels might have felt better a few times in his life. His wedding night. The day his daughter was born. Even the first time he and Toni had been together in this very bed, but this had to rank right up there with the best. Toni was back, and the two of them were naked under the sheet. That went a long way to smooth the turbulent waters he had been in lately.
  


  
    “What time is it?” she asked, sleep still thick in her voice.
  


  
    “Eight.”
  


  
    “You’re late for work.”
  


  
    “I called in sick.”
  


  


  
    She grinned. “I have to go pee.”
  


  
    “Go ahead. I’ll make the coffee. Meet you back here in a few minutes.”
  


  
    “Um.”
  


  
    He had already started the coffee, and was able to snatch a couple of cups and be back in bed before Toni returned from the bathroom.
  


  
    “That was fast,” she said, taking one of the heavy china mugs. She inhaled the vapor. “Mmm.”
  


  
    “So, you want to talk some more about how stupid I am?”
  


  
    “You’d have to call in sick for a few more days to exhaust that one.”
  


  
    “Okay. How about, what now?”
  


  
    “We could take a shower together.” She smiled over the top of the mug.
  


  
    “Oh, yeah, I can line up with that. But I meant something a little further ahead.”
  


  
    “We could come back to bed after the shower?”
  


  
    “Uh, Toni ...”
  


  
    “I know, I know. Let’s just let everything else wait, okay?”
  


  
    He nodded. He didn’t want to push her. But he also didn’t want her to get up and dress and leave, either.
  


  
    “Enough talk,” she said. “Actions speak louder than words, remember?”
  


  
    “Really? Maybe you better show me. I kinda don’t remember.”
  


  
    She threw her pillow at him. “You better remember!”
  


  
    

  


  
    Portland, Oregon
  


  


  
    “You think the kids will be all right?” Howard asked.
  


  
    “You want me to drive?” his wife said. “You know you can’t worry and drive at the same time. This is the village of the happy nice people, John. At least compared to where we live. They are in a crowd full of people playing with boomerangs, for God’s sake, they’ll be fine.”
  


  
    They were driving through a tunnel on Highway 26 that led into downtown Portland. The walls of the tunnel were white tile, and they were pristine. Not just white—there wasn’t any graffiti painted on them. Clean.
  


  
    “This is the cleanest town I’ve ever been in,” she said, echoing his thought. “No trash, no beer bottles, it’s like Disney World.”
  


  
    Somebody honked, just like somebody always seemed to do in a long tunnel, just to hear the sound it made. He nodded in the direction of the honker.“Yeah, too bad they can’t get rid of the morons.”
  


  
    “Stay in the center lane,” she said as they exited the tunnel.
  


  
    It was a pretty city. There were more buildings than he remembered from his last visit, and the views of the mountains were not quite as open. Mount Hood still had snow on it, even in June, and to the left Mount Saint Helens did, too. He’d talked to people who’d lived here when the volcano blew its top off, back in the spring of 1980, and it had apparently been quite impressive.
  


  
    The initial blast had not only blown powdered rock upward, it had spewed outward, knocking down trees, a “stone wind” that had scoured everything in its path. The explosion created ash and snowmelt pyroclastic flows that had filled lakes and rivers, knocked out bridges, buried a tourist lodge—empty, fortunately, save for the old man who ran it and refused to evacuate. Most of the people who died had been inside the safety zone established by the state, and it could have been a lot worse.
  


  
    According to an old staff sergeant Howard knew who had been in town when it blew, the volcano had looked like a nuclear blast, great clouds of pulverized rock boiling into the stratosphere. The wind hadn’t been blowing toward the city that day, so they’d missed the big ash fall, though they got some in subsequent eruptions. It was like living next door to a concrete plant when that happened, the sarge said, fine clouds of gray dust swirling in the streets like powdered snow. Jets had to detour around the city when the ash was at its heaviest; it would eat up the engines otherwise, and car air filters clogged and had to be changed within a few hours. People wore painters’ masks to keep from choking on the stuff. It was hard to imagine it.
  


  
    And you couldn’t tell by looking at it now.
  


  
    “Stay in this lane.”
  


  
    “I heard you the first time. Who’s driving this car, me or you?”
  


  
    “You’re driving. I’m navigating. Clearly the more important job.”
  


  
    Howard grinned. Was there anything more wonderful than a bright woman? Even if she was shining that brightness into a place you’d rather keep dark sometimes, that didn’t detract from her radiance.
  


  
    “Yes, ma’am, you are the navigator.”
  


  
    She smiled back, and looked at the car’s dash-mounted GPS. The little computer screen showed a map.
  


  
    “Stay on this street—Market—until you get to Front Street, then turn left. Immediately get into the right lane, and turn right on the Hawthorne Bridge. The restaurant we want is called Bread and Ink, and it’s thirty blocks east of the Willamette River.”
  


  
    “Begging the navigator’s pardon, ma’am, but that’s pronounced ‘Will-lam-it,’ not ‘Will-uh-met.’ Accent is on the second syllable.”
  


  
    “Ask me if I care.”
  


  
    “Just trying to keep the navigator honest, ma’am.”
  


  
    Howard’s virgil chimed. He pressed the receive button. “Yes?”
  


  
    “Hi, Dad. This is Tyrone. Just calling to check in. We’re fine here. Everybody is fine, no problems, and how are you?”
  


  
    “Nobody likes a smart-ass, Tyrone.” He shook his head. “But thanks for calling.”
  


  
    Tyrone put on his airline pilot’s voice: “Ah, roger that, parental unit two-oh-two. We’ll, ah, be standing by here for, ah, your return. That’s a discom.”
  


  
    “He’s a good boy,” Nadine said when Howard shut off the virgil.
  


  
    “Yeah, I know. Too bad he’s turned into a teenager.”
  


  
    “You survived it.”
  


  
    “Once. I don’t know if I can do it again.”
  


  
    “I have great faith in you, General Howard. You are, after all, a leader of men. One boy, how hard could it be?”
  


  
    They both grinned.
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    Friday, June 10th

    Coeur d’Alene, Idaho
  


  


  


  
    A pair of armed guards—heavily armed guards—stepped from a cedar planked and shingled kiosk and waved the cars to a stop at a big wood-and-wire gate. The men were in camouflage clothing, and one of them kept his assault rifle trained on the ground right next to the car as the other man approached. Aside from the rifles, they had sidearms, big sheath knives, and some kind of grenades strapped on.
  


  
    They must be burning up in that, Morrison thought. It was in the high eighties out here, even in the woods.
  


  
    “Colonel Ventura,” the guard said. He saluted. “Good to see you again, sir.”
  


  
    Morrison’s roommate of last night, Missey, was at the wheel. As they drove through the gate in a ten-foot-tall chainlink fence topped with coils of razor wire, Morrison said, “Colonel Ventura? What is this place?”
  


  
    “The rank is honorary,” Ventura said. “I did some work for the man who runs the place, once. And let’s call it a ... patriot compound.”
  


  
    There was a car in front of them with Ventura’s operatives, and one behind them, special vehicles rented at a place Morrison didn’t think was going to run Hertz out of business. The guy who provided the cars had been covered in what looked like Maori tattoos, including his face, and the deal had been done in cash.
  


  
    The drive from there had turned into a ride in the country, about forty-five minutes’ worth to this place.
  


  
    Morrison put two and two together: Idaho, men with guns in paramilitary gear, razor wire. “Some kind of militia group,” he said. “Neo Nazis or white supremacists?”
  


  
    “Let’s just say if you were black, it would be a lot harder to call in the favor.”
  


  
    “Jesus.”
  


  
    “These people speak very highly of him, yes, but I doubt he spends much time here.”
  


  
    Morrison shook his head.
  


  
    “Then again, it is unlikely in the extreme that anybody will sneak in here and kidnap you,” Ventura said. “Certainly not anybody of the Oriental persuasion.”
  


  
    “I thought you said the Chinese wouldn’t send somebody who looked Chinese.”
  


  
    They passed another trio of armed men in jungle camo sitting on or standing next to a military vehicle, a Hummer or Humvee or whatever. The three silently watched the cars go past, and when Morrison looked back, he saw one of the men hold up a com and speak into it.
  


  
    “That’s only if they want to sneak up on you. The Chinese don’t like to delegate certain functions—they don’t trust each other, much less round-eyes. If you arrange a meeting with them for something they want, they’ll send someone who looks and acts the part. They won’t want you to doubt their sincerity.”
  


  
    The narrow dirt road curved through another thick patch of woods, then into a cleared space maybe three or four acres big, with several prefab metal and wooden buildings centered in the clearing, all painted a drab olive green. A big air-conditioner rumbled in the background, spewing vapor into the hot afternoon.
  


  
    There were more military-style vehicles, more armed men—as well as several armed women—and a pair of flags flying from a tall wooden pole in front of the largest of the structures. There was Old Glory, and under it, a shining white flag with what looked like a pair of crossed yellow lightning bolts over a line drawing of a hand.
  


  
    “Sons of Pure Man,” Ventura said, watching Morrison as he looked at the flags. “Empowered by God Almighty to smite the wicked, scourge the impure, and kick the asses of anybody else who would mongrelize the true race.”
  


  
    “These people are friends of yours?” Morrison said.
  


  
    “These people will help me keep the wily Chinese from grabbing you, draining you dry, and then smiling politely as they hand your widow your head with an apple stuffed into its mouth, on a platter. We aren’t family here, but allies are where you find them—sometimes you have to overlook a few little cultural or philosophical differences.”
  


  
    Morrison sighed, but didn’t say anything else. Ventura had a point. He was about to go into negotiations with people who had been wise in the ways of political and court intrigue for five thousand years. Being ruthless was not a problem for a culture with as much practice at it as they had. And he had hired Ventura for his expertise. As long as he did the job, Morrison didn’t care how.
  


  
    “So now you put in a call to your friend the used car buyer and invite him to drop round for a little chat. He won’t like it, but he’ll come, especially if he’s figured out who you are, and that you might indeed have something worth selling.”
  


  
    “And after that?”
  


  
    “Well, once they know you are where they can’t get to you, then we can leave. Further communication can be relayed through here—the general has quite an up-to-date collection of electronics—and with any luck, we can keep them believing you are still here until the deal is done.”
  


  
    “And after the deal is done—if it is?”
  


  
    “One step at a time, Dr. Morrison. We’ll burn that bridge when we have to burn it. Oh, and by the way, after we step out of the car? Assume that everything we say is being monitored—because it probably is. They can’t hear us in here because we’re protected by certain devices, but outside, you can book it that somebody will have a shotgun mike or even a laser reader on us at all times.”
  


  
    “ ‘Allies,’ you said?”
  


  
    “Trust no one and no one can betray you. Just good tactics is all. Ah. There’s the general, come to welcome us.”
  


  


  
    Jackson “Bull” Smith was no more a general than Ventura was a colonel, save to the bunch of mouthbreathers who hut-hut-hutted around his compound in the Idaho woods. Thirty years ago, Smith had been an Army infantryman, done some fighting in the Middle East, and more ground-pounding in one of the never-ending eastern European wars, but he’d never gotten past master sergeant, and that only when he got tapped to serve in the unit quartermasters, where he spent his last two tours. Still, he knew the Army way as well as any decent NCO, had seen legitimate action—he had a Purple Heart and a Bronze Star—and he was very canny. It was true you couldn’t run an army without sergeants, and Smith knew the ropes well enough to organize a bunch of half-assed warrior-wannabes into a fair imitation of soldierly discipline. At the very least, they were good robbers, because that was chiefly how they raised their operating funds. So far, they had knocked over supermarkets, banks, a theater multiplex, an armored car, and a small Indian casino, all without being caught or losing a man, and without killing too many bystanders. Ventura knew their M.O., and he’d sort of halfway kept track. Smith’s boys had stolen somewhere in the range of six to seven million dollars in the last year alone, Ventura guessed.
  


  
    You could buy a lot of Idaho backwoods and MREs for seven million dollars.
  


  
    As Smith stepped forward to shake his hand, Ventura nodded crisply at the man, a choppy, military bow. “General.”
  


  
    “Please, Luther, it’s ‘Bull.’ ”
  


  
    Ventura suppressed a smile. Yeah, he thought it was bull, too. “I don’t want to break discipline in front of the men.”
  


  
    “Understood,” Smith said.
  


  
    Ventura didn’t know how much of the pure race crap Smith really believed, if any. The money and power were probably a lot more attractive, since Smith’s history, military and otherwise, didn’t show any particular contention with or hatred of any of the “mongrel” races until lately, but—you never knew. Pushing sixty, ole Bull here had been at this militia game for about ten years. He was living high on the hog, considering the location. Good food, good booze, women, toys, and the admiration and obedience of a couple hundred men, give or take. There were a lot worse ways to spend your time if you were an old ex-sergeant with no other skills.
  


  
    Five years ago, when Ventura had still been in the assassination business, Smith had contacted him the usual roundabout way, and they had struck a deal. A certain influential politician in the Idaho statehouse—if that wasn’t an oxymoron—had been standing in the way of Smith’s acquisition of this very compound, something to do with land use, or butting up against state forestry property or some such. The politician, a state senator, knew what Bull and the boys were up to, and there was too much of that going on in Idaho already, the state was getting a real bad reputation. Tourists didn’t want to come and see the boys playing war games—at least, not the kind of tourists the state wanted. It was bad for business if little junior went out picking berries and got mowed down by a bunch of gun-happy paramilitary goons who mistook him for an enemy, or Bambi, as had happened at least once.
  


  
    If he couldn’t stop it legally, there were some shadier ways to get things done, and the senator knew how to do them. This, of course, played right into Bull’s conspiracy fantasies.
  


  
    So. The politician died in what the coroner said was an accident, and Smith got the property he wanted. And Bull was not a man to forget somebody who’d done him a service.
  


  
    “General, I’d like to introduce Professor Morrison. The doctor here is doing some secret work for the Navy and Air Force, and naturally we don’t trust them to keep him safe for our mission.”
  


  
    “Understood,” Smith said. He offered his hand to Morrison, who took it. “There are traitors everywhere.”
  


  
    “Sad, but true,” Ventura said.
  


  
    “I’ll have my adjutant show your people where to bivouac, and you and the professor can join me for dinner.”
  


  
    “Excellent idea, General,” Ventura said.
  


  
    When Smith was a few yards ahead of them, Morrison said, “How are you going to explain a Chinese agent coming here to see me?”
  


  
    “What, a turncoat chink double-agent? We’re feeding false information to our gook enemies, Doctor, you know that. The general understands how espionage works. He keeps his ears open.” Ventura tapped his own ear, and hoped that the man would remember what he’d said about being watched and listened to.
  


  
    Morrison remembered. “Ah. Yes, I see you’re right. A man in the general’s position would know these things.”
  


  
    “Of course. Hell of a soldier, Bull Smith, and a credit to the Race.” He turned slightly so that Morrison’s head would block any camera that might see his face, and gave the man a quick wink.
  


  
    He also reached around and adjusted the paddle holster in his waistband. The general’s people were probably fairly loyal, not counting the undercover federal ops that must have infiltrated by now; still, Condition Orange applied here, just as it did everywhere else. If need be, he could pull the Coonan from concealment and get off two shots in about a second. Not a patch on John Wesley Hardin out of a hip-slung rig, maybe, but still pretty damned fast from under a vest. And until they got inside with Smith, his people would have his back covered.
  


  
    So far, so good. Pretty soon, though, it was going to get a lot more interesting.
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    Saturday, June 11th

    Washington, D.C.
  


  


  


  
    The voice was female, sexy, throaty, and designed so that everything it said seemed like an urgent request to go to bed with it: “Alex? We have a Priority One Com. Alex? We have a Priority One Com. Alex—?”
  


  
    “All right, I heard you already! Computer answer page off, please.”
  


  
    Next to him, voice thick with sleep, Toni said, “I thought you were going to change that voice.”
  


  
    “I haven’t been able to figure out a way around Jay’s program.”
  


  
    “And you’re supposed to be the head of Net Force.”
  


  
    “Yeah, well, Jay is the best programmer in Net Force, now isn’t he?” To the computer, Michaels said, “Answer com, visual off.”
  


  
    “Hey, Boss.”
  


  
    Speak of the devil. “What, Jay?”
  


  
    “Sorry to bother you at home this early, but you said I should let you know if I got something on this, uh, Chinese business. Well, I think you might want to see this.”
  


  
    Michaels looked at the clock. Too early. “All right. You want to download it here?”
  


  
    “Probably not the best idea, Boss. It needs telling.”
  


  
    Michaels sighed. “I’ll be at the office in an hour.”
  


  
    When Jay was off the com, Michaels turned to Toni. “Another crisis.”
  


  
    “I remember them.”
  


  


  
    “Why don’t you come with me?”
  


  
    “I quit, remember?”
  


  
    “Your job is waiting for you—I haven’t hired anybody to replace you.”
  


  
    “Let’s hold off on that. I still need to sort all this out.”
  


  
    He smiled. “I thought we had done that.” He waved at their mutual lack of clothes under the sheet.
  


  


  
    “No, we resolved the personal issue. I’m still working on the business stuff.”
  


  
    “Come along as a visitor, then.”
  


  
    “No, you go ahead. I think I’m going to sleep in.”
  


  
    “Be here when I get back?”
  


  
    “Maybe.”
  


  
    They both grinned.
  


  


  
    Quantico, Virginia
  


  


  
    Michaels leaned back. “Okay, you got me down here. Speak.”
  


  
    Jay said, “Well, I can tell you the theory. Still doesn’t prove that it works.”
  


  
    “I left a warm bed to come hear this, Jay. I take your point. Go.”
  


  
    “All right. Background stuff: Generally speaking, the human brain operates over a fairly small bioelectrical frequency range, and while there is some overlap, these are usually divided into four parts:
  


  
    “The mental state Beta, sometimes called ‘beta waves,’ is from 13 to 30 Hz. This is the so-called ‘normal’ level of awareness. At the top end, at around 30 Hz or a bit higher, you have states of agitation—anger, fear, stress, etc.—but most conscious human thinking is done in this range.
  


  
    “Below Beta is the Alpha state, from 8 to 13 Hz, and this is normally associated with a relaxed, mellow state of mind, kind of daydreamy, but with an increased ability to concentrate. This frequency is easily achieved by such things as meditation or self-hypnosis. For more than forty years there have been devices—biofeedback, or ‘brain wave synthesizers’—that help produce Alpha, and you can pick up one in any large electronic or new age store. Some people supposedly can do it just by rolling their eyes back in their sockets.”
  


  
    Michaels nodded. He’d read about this stuff somewhere along the way. It sounded vaguely familiar. “I’m still awake.”
  


  
    Jay continued: “Beneath Alpha is Theta, at 4 to 7 Hz, and this is generally a state of very deep concentration, such as advanced meditation or devoted prayer, and it includes intense waking memories, and lucid dreaming.
  


  
    “Under Theta, we have Delta waves, from 0.5 to 7 Hz, and these frequencies were once thought to occur only in deep sleep. Certain people, however, such as Indian yogi adepts or Tibetan priests, have been able to produce Delta states on demand, and while appearing to be asleep, fully participate in and recall conversations later when they are ‘awake.’
  


  
    “There are some variations, and some people run higher or lower, but that’s pretty much the basic model.”
  


  
    “All right,” Michaels said. “So now I know about brain frequencies.”
  


  
    Jay nodded. “Over the years, various agencies of various governments have tried broadcasting certain extremely low-frequency radio waves in an effort to alter human consciousness. In the fifties, the Russians had something called Lida, a machine that supposedly rendered people susceptible to hypnosis. The North Koreans had variations of this during the Korean War, used on American POWs. They didn’t work very well, but that was not for want of trying.
  


  
    “For years, back in the old Soviet Union, the Russians beamed microwaves at the American Embassy in Moscow, centered on the ambassador’s office. The CIA discovered this in 1962, and some effects on various ambassadors were speculated upon, including a leukemia-like illness, and a couple of deaths from cancer. Nothing proven.
  


  
    “In 1976, ham radio operators around the world noticed a peculiar signal originating in the Soviet Union that came to be known as the ‘Russian Woodpecker,’ from the staccato way it interfered with their radios. This signal was thought to come from big Tesla transmitters, and was thought by the CIA to be designed to depress or irritate the recipient.”
  


  
    “Tesla? Like the Tesla coil?”
  


  
    Jay grinned. “Let me tell you about Nikola Tesla. There are some who believe the Tunguska Event—an explosion estimated in the 10-to-15-megaton range that blew down half a million acres of pine forest in Siberia in 1908—was either a test—or a malfunction—of one of Tesla’s giant transmitters.”
  


  
    “I thought it was a comet,” Michaels said.
  


  
    “You probably think Oswald shot JFK, too, Boss. Merely a cover story, according to the conspiracy theorists. Some say it was an alien spaceship, others a runaway black hole, others a speck of antimatter, but, hey, my money is on Tesla. He was a certified genius. Aside from being the guy who came up with and patented the idea of alternating current, thus helping George Westinghouse to become filthy rich, he created working fluorescent lights long before Edison’s uncredited lab monkey made the less efficient incandescent bulb. Tesla patented all kinds of stuff. His work was the basis for the X-ray machine. He sued Marconi—and won—for swiping his work to create radio. Tesla came up the ideas that would later become radar and tomography.
  


  
    “Listen, in 1904, in Colorado Springs, he built a big power generator for his wireless power transmission experiments. Using what he called ‘terrestrial stationary waves,’ he lit two hundred lightbulbs twenty-five miles away by pumping juice into the ground, no wires. He could generate artificial lightning bolts of a couple to three hundred thousand watts that were more than a hundred and thirty-five feet long; you could hear the thunder fifteen miles away in town. He was waaay ahead of his time, so he certainly had the smarts and gear to knock down a few trees. It would have been the last in a long line of tests that—some say—included sinking the French ship Iena by electrical bolts generated miles away.”
  


  
    “Apparently Tesla didn’t much care for the French,” Alex said, smiling.
  


  
    “He didn’t care much for anybody,” Jay said. “Anyway, in 1906, J. P. Morgan financed Tesla, and he built a bigger generator than the one in Colorado, this was on Long Island. Eighteen stories tall, topped with a huge metal globe that weighed more than fifty-five tons. Eventually he and Morgan had a falling out, and he made a couple of bad choices, so he ran out of money before he proved it could work. According to his theory, you could focus the power just right, and turn it into what would essentially be a death ray with the power of a small nuke, and send it anywhere on the planet by bouncing it off the ionosphere.”
  


  
    “Fascinating, Jay. Are we getting to the point any time today?”
  


  
    “There’s a great story about Tesla going to a bridge with a hammer and a stopwatch, tapping the metal at precise intervals, and damn near taking the bridge down with the Galloping Gertie effect. I’m telling you, Tesla was head and shoulders above everybody else of his time.”
  


  
    “Jay. Hello. Earth to Jay?”
  


  
    “It’s the same technology, Boss, pumping juice into the air without wires! The HAARP people aren’t doing anything Tesla didn’t think of a hundred years ago.”
  


  
    “All right, I’m impressed. He was a genius. Get to the point.”
  


  
    “Well, according to my mole in the CIA—and that’s for the benefit of any CIA ops listening to our conversation, good luck on finding him—even after the demise of the evil empire, the Russians continued their experiments with ELF radiation, using devices that Tesla would have recognized as his own. Ivan hasn’t found the magic combination yet, that we know of. Aside from HAARP, which is the biggest, there are other ‘atmospheric heaters’ like it all over the world, at least a dozen, not counting any somebody might be hiding in the woods somewhere. And using the ionosphere to bounce off of—like playing pool, you can bank the shot—any one of them could be driving the Chinese bonkers—if they’ve figured out the correct frequency to do it. And given what we know, it seems as if somebody might have figured it out.”
  


  
    “Sounds like science fiction to me.”
  


  
    “No, that is the point, Boss—it’s old tech, the root stuff. Anybody with some wire and a lot of time on his hands can produce it. It’s the frequency stuff they need, not the hardware. It’s like plug-’n’-play; you don’t need to be a whiz to get it to work. Tesla did the basics a century ago. Certainly a theory we ought to check out.”
  


  
    “And how do you propose we check it out?”
  


  
    “Hey, that’s the fun part. We go into the wonderful world of VR and hunt it down on the net. I bet that somewhere,sometime, somebody has put something about this into the ether, and even if they hid it, I’ll find it.”
  


  
    Michaels nodded. Mind control. A scary thought.
  


  
    “What about Morrison? Are we checking him out?”
  


  
    “Oh, yeah. I’m paying his files a visit this afternoon. I’ll get anything anybody knows about Dr. Morrison or my name’s not Lightnin’ Jay Gridley.”
  


  
    Michaels just shook his head again.
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    Saturday, June 11th

    Portland, Oregon
  


  


  


  
    John Howard watched his son watch the boomerang throwers. The contest was going full steam, several events at once, and the air was full of bright plastic bits spinning in all kinds of flight patterns. Outside of computers, this was the first thing that had ever seemed to really attract Tyrone. Well, not counting that little girl who had broken the boy’s heart a few months back. What was her name? Belladonna? It had to happen eventually, of course, and maybe sooner was better than later, but it had been a wrenching experience. And your first heartbreak never went away, not altogether. Howard could remember his own with a clarity he wouldn’t have thought possible more than twenty-five years after it had happened. He’d even told Tyrone about it, trying to ease his son’s heart-sickness. Maybe it had helped. He liked to think that it had, a little.
  


  
    Ah, yes, beautiful Lizbeth Toland, who had betrayed him at sixteen with his best friend, costing him both of them. It was a lifetime ago, and in the grand scheme of life, it didn’t mean much, a tiny bump in the road, but not something that ever quite went away. Even after all the years, he could still summon up the sadness he’d felt, though it had lost the painful sting it had once had.
  


  
    Ah, well, it was the path not taken, and he didn’t have any regrets about the one he had gone down instead. If he’d wound up with Lizbeth, then he’d never have met Nadine, never fathered Tyrone, and he would have missed entirely the life he enjoyed. It was possible that other life could have been better, but he couldn’t see how. He wouldn’t trade Nadine and their son for all the money, fame, and power in the world.
  


  
    He smiled at Tyrone and his new girlfriend, and their enthusiasm for this whirly-twirly sport. Fortunately, Little Nadine didn’t seem to be evoking the same sexual response in Tyrone that Bella had; they were more like pals, and Howard was happy to see that. Plenty of time to play that game later.
  


  
    After a career in the service, first the military, then taking over the military arm of Net Force, finally rising even in this bastard service to general, he now felt a need to spend more time with his family.
  


  
    It seemed like yesterday that he’d gotten married, a few hours ago that Tyrone had been born, and here he was already a teenager. It would be but a blink of an eye before the boy was off to college, getting married himself, maybe having children. One day, Howard would look down, and there would be this little version of Tyrone standing knee-high to him, saying “Grampa! Grampa!”
  


  
    It made a man stop and consider his life, such thoughts.
  


  
    “Where did you go?” his wife said.
  


  
    “I was just thinking about my grandson.”
  


  
    “Oh, really? Something you haven’t told me, John?”
  


  
    “No, no, I meant Tyrone’s son.”
  


  
    “Lord, he’s only thirteen. Let’s give him a few more years before we start asking for grandchildren!”
  


  
    He put his arm around her. “Okay. Two years, Granny.”
  


  
    She leaned her head against his chest. “Nobody is ever going to call me ‘Granny,’ not in this life, no way, no how.”
  


  


  
    Coeur d’Alene, Idaho
  


  


  
    It sure hadn’t taken long, Morrison reflected. He’d made the call yesterday, and less than a day later, here was a black limo carrying a Chinese agent pulling to a stop in the hot Idaho afternoon ten feet away from him. He swallowed, his mouth dry.
  


  
    Standing a few feet away, Ventura had changed into a green T-shirt, blue jeans, and cowboy boots, and he made no effort to cover the pistol holstered just behind his right hip. He had his thumbs hooked into his front pockets, and looked like a good old boy with nothing to do standing in the sunshine. Morrison couldn’t see Ventura’s eyes behind the man’s sunglasses, but he was more than a little certain his bodyguard was watching the limo with deadly expertise. This had been a good idea, hiring Ventura. He felt a lot better knowing somebody like him was on the job.
  


  
    Behind them, twenty feet back at parade rest, stood General Smith, flanked by a pair of his men holding assault rifles across their chests.
  


  
    The limo’s door opened, and a small, balding, round-faced Chinese man wearing a white silk summer suit and soft, gray, leather Italian shoes alighted. He smiled at Morrison and bowed slightly. “Dr. Morrison, I presume?”
  


  
    Morrison nodded slightly and offered a nervous smile in return.
  


  
    “I am Qian Ho Wu, but my friends call me ‘Chilly.’ Nice to meet you.” From his voice, the man could have been born and raised in Kansas—there was no trace of a Chinese accent.
  


  
    Chilly Wu? Hardly a name to conjure up visions of water torture, was it? He seemed perfectly harmless.
  


  
    “Mr. Wu. This is my associate, Mr.—”
  


  
    “—Ventura, isn’t it? Also a pleasure to meet you, sir.” Wu extended his hand, as if to shake Ventura’s hand. Ventura gave him a broad smile, but kept his hand down.
  


  
    Wu smiled in return, and it seemed as if something had passed between him and Ventura, though Morrison couldn’t tell what it had been.
  


  
    “Well. Gentlemen. Where can we talk?”
  


  
    “Why don’t we take you on a tour of the facility,” Ventura said. It was not a question. “A ride around to see the sights.”
  


  
    “Certainly.” He held his hand out toward the limo.
  


  
    “We have a car,” Ventura said. He nodded toward one of the special rental units.
  


  
    Ventura had told Morrison about this before. Inside the car, Smith couldn’t eavesdrop on the conversation.
  


  
    “Of course,” Wu said. “Somewhere shady my driver can park and wait?”
  


  
    “Over there under the trees by the garage would be good.”
  


  
    Wu leaned back into the car and reeled off a fast bit of singsong Chinese.
  


  
    The driver responded in the same language.
  


  
    Ventura said, “Sure, there’s a toilet in the garage.”
  


  
    Wu turned back, one eyebrow raised. “Ah. You speak Mandarin?”
  


  
    “Not really. A few words I picked up in a restaurant ordering dinner.”
  


  
    Wu flashed a careful smile, turned back to the driver, and spoke again, and it sounded different to Morrison, though it still seemed to be Chinese.
  


  
    Again the driver responded.
  


  
    “That’s okay,” Ventura said, “as long as he doesn’t wander far from the car, he can smoke and stretch his legs. I’ll have one of my people keep an eye on him to make sure nobody bothers him.”
  


  
    “I see you have a few words of Cantonese, too. You must really enjoy Chinese food. Though wouldn’t it have been a better tactic to pretend ignorance? Perhaps learn something useful?”
  


  
    Ventura shrugged. “You weren’t going to say anything useful anyway, were you, Mr. Wu?”
  


  
    “Call me ‘Chilly,’ Luther. It’s always nice to be working with professionals. Makes things so much cleaner, don’t you think?”
  


  


  
    Still wearing his old birdwatcher costume, Walker drove, Ventura rode shotgun, and Wu and Morrison sat in the backseat of the full-sized Dodge Intrepid. Walker wore headphones plugged into a DVD player with loud music blaring from the phones into his ears, making him effectively deaf. The phones were a precaution. Even though Ventura had worked with him long enough to know Walker could keep his mouth shut, what you didn’t know, you couldn’t be forced to say.
  


  
    Ventura had taken his pistol from its holster and laid it on the seat where the men in back couldn’t see it. He kept his hand on the weapon. Wu didn’t look it on the surface, but he was a dangerous man—Ventura had been around enough of them to know one when he saw one. Something in the eyes, something in the body language. Wu played it down—the silk suit and expensive shoes—and he wasn’t carrying a gun big enough to show, but underestimating an opponent was always a mistake. With Wu, it could be fatal in a hurry. It was still early in the negotiations, and probably there wasn’t any real threat yet, but “probably” wasn’t something you risked your neck on.
  


  
    “So, what exactly are we looking at buying, Dr. Morrison? Would it be too forward if I call you Patrick?”
  


  
    Wu was showing off a little, dropping names just to let them know he’d done his homework and that he knew who he was dealing with. They would have squeezed the computer remailing service to get Morrison’s ID, no big deal, but knowing Ventura was on the case was a little more impressive. That meant they were working this one hard. Well they should be, too.
  


  
    “A very useful vehicle design,” Morrison said.
  


  
    “That’s it? Just the design? No hardware? No wheels, motor, no chassis?”
  


  
    “Any electrical engineering student could build you the hardware, Mr. Wu. Only I can show you how to make it work.”
  


  
    “I see. And how much are you asking for this ... design?”
  


  
    “Four hundred million dollars.”
  


  
    Wu chuckled. “A hell of a used car.”
  


  
    “Satisfaction guaranteed or your money back.”
  


  
    “Uh-huh. And what proof do we have that you can deliver?”
  


  
    Morrison smiled. “Proof? Next time you’re in the old country, take a trip to visit the villages of Daru and Longhua and ask the survivors there how things have been lately.”
  


  
    Wu glanced at Ventura, then back at Morrison. “Are you sure you want Luther here to hear the details?”
  


  
    “I have no secrets from Mr. Ventura.”
  


  
    Wu nodded. “Very well. Anybody with good intel connections, such as Luther has, could have gotten those two names. How do we know you aren’t running a scam?”
  


  
    “What would it take to convince you?”
  


  
    “Well, you could give us the technology, allow us to test it, and then let us pay you.”
  


  
    Morrison laughed, and after a moment Wu joined him. “Just a thought,” Wu said.
  


  
    “Try a different thought.”
  


  
    Wu rubbed at his chin and pretended to do that. Ventura picked up his pistol and lightly pushed the muzzle against the back of his seat, pointed at Wu. If the man made any sudden moves, the Chinese were going to need themselves another purchasing agent—and at the least, the rental company was going to have to put in new seat covers.
  


  
    “All right, then. Try this: Let’s take it for a little test spin, shall we? Kick a few tires, rev the engine, drive around the block. This time, we pick the destination. If it works there as it did in Daru and Longhua, then we would be very interested in your vehicle.”
  


  
    “At my price?”
  


  
    “It seems reasonable—assuming nobody else will be driving the same model anytime soon?”
  


  
    “They won’t be.”
  


  
    “How, ah, big is this car? How many, ah, passengers are we talking about?”
  


  
    “There is a point of diminishing returns. With more power, I could do more, but the limit right now is a circle about ten miles across.”
  


  
    Wu nodded. “I think we’ve strained the car metaphor as far as we can. I need to get back to my superiors with your offer. We will come up with coordinates for a test. We’ll get these to you, you run it, and if it works, then we’ll discuss terms. Is this satisfactory?”
  


  
    “Yes.”
  


  
    “Good. Shall we head back?”
  


  
    Ventura nodded, and tapped Walker on the shoulder. Walked looked, and Ventura pointed his finger at the car’s roof, waved it in a tight circle, then pointed behind them. Walker nodded, and pulled into a dusty field next to the gravel road to turn around.
  


  
    As they headed back toward the HQ compound, Wu said, “Fascinating place here, Luther. You a believer?”
  


  
    “No. Parallel traveler. You make do with what you have.”
  


  
    “I hear that. We have similar places in our country, you know. Now and then the government uncovers a nest of malcontents and has to step on it. If you don’t, pretty soon you have fools who are willing to walk barehanded in front of tanks. Better to crush them before they get too brave. The difference is that you know these people are here, and yet you allow them anyway.”
  


  
    “The price of freedom,” Ventura said.
  


  
    “I’ve always thought that freedom was a highly overrated commodity,” Wu said. “More trouble than it is worth. Order is much better. Besides, it doesn’t really matter to people like us—you and me—does it?”
  


  
    Ventura shrugged. “Everybody has to be someplace. One is as good as another.”
  


  
    “I suppose.” Within the tiny shrug of indifference, there was a flash of something on Wu’s face, something cold and ugly, just a fast hint, and Ventura had to fight the urge to pull the trigger and cook the little man right here and right now.
  


  
    No, he didn’t look like much, but Ventura had a feeling deep in his gut that Chilly Wu here would be a formidable opponent in any kind of a fight. With any luck, he wouldn’t have to find out. If he did, it was going to end in blood, he was sure. He hoped it wouldn’t be his own.
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    Vermillion River, Lafayette, Louisiana
  


  


  
    Jay had to smile at the imagery the boss enjoyed. He had a thing for the swamps—a couple of times Jay had gone with Michaels’s default scenarios and they had been boats on bayous, like that. They weren’t bad, better than a lot of off-the-shelf stuff, but not as textured as Jay normally liked to create. He’d added in some pretty neat stuff for this setting, at least he thought so, even if Michaels might not notice. Of course, the boss was management, and VR programming wasn’t his real strength.
  


  
    As he motored along the narrow river in the little outboard-rigged flat-bottomed skiff, or whatever they called them down in Cajun country, Jay decided to stay with this sequence. He had a lot of work to do—places to go, things to look for—and it was easier to use this than to create a new ersatz, so he cruised past the Spanish moss and the alligator and right on up to the ... Dewdrop Inn.
  


  
    That name was worth another smile.
  


  
    Carrying a small satchel, Jay approached the front door. There was a raggy, bearded yehaw kinda guy in nothing but overalls leaning against the door, and Jay walked right up to him, smiling. Yehaw, so the joke went, was the kinda guy whose father might also be his brother or his uncle.
  


  
    “Ain’t open,” the man said.
  


  
    “I know. I just wanted to let you know that somebody is around back trying to break in.”
  


  
    It took a second or three for it to register—probably because Yehaw had some kind of dinosaur-like sub-brain down in his nether regions that had to relay the thought back and forth a few times before he got it.
  


  
    Yehaw frowned, pushed off the wall, and lumbered away, heading for the back door.
  


  
    Jay waited until he was out of sight, then slipped the lock on the front door with a thin piece of steel, stepped inside, and relocked the door behind him.
  


  
    The door guard—in reality a fire wall program for the HAARP computer system to stop outside access—was strong, but not very bright. The guard would amble around back, not see anybody trying to break in, then return to his post in the front. He’d remember that Jay had approached, if anybody asked, but since Jay wouldn’t be visible, the guard wouldn’t worry about him. He’d never think to look inside; that would be beyond his capabilities.
  


  
    That was the problem with software. Hardware, too. People didn’t upgrade for all kinds of different reasons, and it always cost them something. Shoot, the military arm of Net Force still had—and still used—some subgigabyte-RAMtactical computers when there were systems with ten or fifteen times that much power you could buy off a department store shelf! Might as well be steam-powered. The honchos-military would mumble, and say that was all they needed to run their tried-and-true programs; they were dependable, and shockproof, why bother going for more power with some untested unit or software that might crap out when they really couldn’t afford that? Shortsighted of them, Jay thought, but then he wasn’t interested in being anywhere except on the cutting edge. A lot of people still thought slow and steady won the race, when fast and steady was much better.
  


  
    Well, that was not his problem at the moment.
  


  
    Jay found the lockbox under the bar that the boss’s report had mentioned. He removed a pair of latex gloves from his satchel, slipped them on, and bent to examine the box. He saw the scratches showing that the padlock had been tampered with. Humming to himself, Jay removed a small aerosol container from the satchel, aimed it at the lock, then sprayed it with a fine mist of dry powder. He blew the excess dust off, then used a second aerosol can on the lock, this one a kind of liquid glue.
  


  
    Yeah, okay, so he brought maybe a little more attention to detail to his constructs than was necessary. A man had to have some standards.
  


  
    Several fingerprints appeared as the chemical reaction from the two sprays took place. Jay pulled a clear strip of transfer tape from a roll in his handy satchel, carefully pressed it against the lock, peeled it off, and stuck it onto a white plastic card.
  


  
    Just for fun, he took his pick gun and a torsion tool and opened the padlock. Took all of about six seconds, a piece of cake.
  


  
    The lockbox had stacks of papers, money, some coins—all virtual representations of various kinds of electronic files. Jay picked up a couple of papers and scanned them, but he wasn’t as interested in what they had to say as he was in who had broken in before him. He closed the box, relocked the padlock, and headed for the back door.
  


  
    He would take the prints back to the office and check them. Of course, what he would really be doing was back-tracking e-codes and running down servers and all, looking to see who had left traces of their visit. If the thief had been stupid enough to do it barehanded, Jay would have him. Probably he hadn’t been that stupid, but you never knew. Generally speaking, if crooks were smart enough so they wouldn’t get caught, they were smart enough to make more money honestly than they could by thievery. Not always. Some were smart, but lazy. Some liked the adrenaline rush of doing something illegal. Jay remembered one case where the head of a large computer software corporation got his thrills hacking into private computer systems and copying crap, like employee addresses or financial records, stuff he could have legally gotten elsewhere. He didn’t even use the material, just stashed it in a booty file. The thief never did any damage, and never took anything of value—it was the electronic equivalent of petty shoplifting, and if he’d wanted, he could have bought most of the companies he plundered. When Jay had run him down, the corporate prez had laughed, paid the fine, and was probably back at it the next day. A thrill junkie.
  


  
    Jay ran into guys like that all the time, hackers who thought they were faster or smarter or better, and who wanted to test themselves. He could understand that—if he hadn’t gotten into Net Force, he’d probably be doing it himself. But now it was his job to nail ’em.
  


  
    Jay had gone up against the best, and while he hadn’t always beaten them easily or fast, in the end, he had beaten them. Well. At least the ones he knew about. There might be crooks out there who were so good they could commit the perfect crime, that being one that nobody ever realized had happened. But truth be told, Jay didn’t believe there were many, if any, who were that good. And he didn’t think whoever had broken into HAARP’s computer was one of the best, or they wouldn’t have left scratches on the lock. This would be a walk in the park.
  


  
    Now he had to go and find out about Dr. Morrison. If anything, that ought to be even easier.
  


  


  


  
    Saturday

    Portland, Oregon
  


  


  


  
    Tyrone and Nadine had spent the morning watching contestants in the various events, concentrating on checking out the MTA seniors. Nobody was coming close to Gorski’s unbelievable record, but there were some pretty good hang times.
  


  
    They decided to practice after lunch, and went to the field set up for that, a little farther up the hill.
  


  
    Tyrone looked at the sunny meadow with others practicing, then at Nadine. She wasn’t a looka’me like Bella, but in this light, here in this green field, she was a lot more attractive in ways that Bella was not. She was a person, somebody who liked being with him, somebody who he liked being with for reasons that went past a pretty face.
  


  
    “What are you grinning at, fool? Your chances of beating me tomorrow?”
  


  
    Tyrone shook his head. “Nothing,” he said.
  


  
    “Well, come on, let me give you another lesson in how to throw.”
  


  
    “Your ass.”
  


  
    “Yeah, you are my ass, aren’t you?”
  


  
    They both grinned. At that moment, Tyrone didn’t see how life could get much better than this. Well. Maybe after he won the championship it could.
  


  


  
    Coeur d’Alene, Idaho
  


  


  
    “Have you ever fired a handgun, Dr. Morrison?”
  


  
    They were on one of several shooting ranges at the militia compound. Though it was late, nearly nine, it was still light enough to see the targets, squared-off human torso silhouettes made of cardboard, mounted on wooden stands. There were a dozen of these at various distances from where they stood behind a chalk line drawn on the dirt, next to a beat-up table made of weathered two-by-fours and plywood.
  


  
    Morrison shook his head. “No. Rifles and shotguns when I was a boy, not pistols. My parents didn’t believe in them.”
  


  
    Ventura said, “The principle is the same. You use a sighting device to line the weapon up on the target, press the trigger, the gun goes bang. The main differences are that a shorter barrel is harder to aim well, and most handguns have considerably less punch than a rifle or a shotgun. You trade stopping power for portability and being able to conceal the weapon.”
  


  
    Ventura pointed to the tabletop, where several pistols lay. “What we are going to do is let you try several of these, to see which one you can shoot the best. There isn’t time for you to gain real expertise, and this is for a last-ditch, enemy-in-your-face situation. If you have to resort to it, then my people and I will likely be dead, and frankly, your chances of surviving will be slim and none. But they probably won’t expect you to be armed at all, so you might surprise them.”
  


  
    Morrison nodded again, feeling a cold rush in his lower belly. He hadn’t thought this far ahead. The idea of being kidnapped or killed had been more intellectual than real. Looking at a table full of guns made it all too real.
  


  
    “Ideally, you would carry the biggest handgun you could—the larger and faster the bullet, the more rounds, the better. That’s a Glock .40 semiauto, the black plastic one. Next to it, that’s a Taurus .357 revolver. These two have the most oomph. If you hit somebody solidly in the torso with one round of either, they’ll go down and be out of the fight better than nine times out of ten.”
  


  
    Ventura shook his head. “I have to apologize, Doctor. This isn’t how you’d learn to shoot if I had time to teach you properly, but we don’t have time. We’ll start with those.”
  


  
    Morrison put on the headphones Ventura handed him.
  


  
    “The hearing protectors are electronic,” Ventura said. “You’ll be able to hear fine until the gun goes off, but they’ll cut out the noise. These two pistols are particularly loud devices. If you shoot one inside a car without protection, you can blow out an eardrum.
  


  
    “Hold it like so, both hands. Stand like this, arms out, in an isoceles triangle. Grip is important, hold it tight. The sight picture should look like this.” Ventura drew a picture on the table with a felt-tipped pen. “Line the post up inside the notch, put the target right on top. If you need to shoot, you probably won’t have time for a clean sight picture, your attacker will be right in your face, so what you’ll do instead is point it like you would your finger, and index the whole gun. Here.”
  


  
    He handed Morrison the black plastic pistol. “If you can see the back of the gun against the man’s chest, that’s good enough for close range.”
  


  
    “How close?”
  


  
    “Inside twenty feet. In your case, probably more like six or eight feet.”
  


  
    “Okay.”
  


  
    “Glock operates like this. Magazine in here, pull back the slide like this to chamber a round, pull the trigger. No external safety. Point, press. Don’t jerk it. Try it, that target right in front of us. Shoot it twice. It will kick some.”
  


  
    The cardboard human torso and head was maybe a dozen feet away.
  


  
    Morrison took a deep breath, pointed the Glock at the target, and pulled the trigger. The damned gun almost jumped out of his hands, and the second shot went off before he was ready, so it was probably a little high ...
  


  
    He lowered the weapon and looked.
  


  
    There were no holes in the target.
  


  
    How could he have missed? It was right in front of him!
  


  
    “First round was off to the right, second was way high and right. Try the Taurus.”
  


  
    Five minutes later, Morrison felt a sense of profound embarrassment. He had fired ten shots from five guns. Only two of the bullets had hit the cardboard, both of them almost off the target to the right, barely on the edge. Two.
  


  
    “Don’t feel bad,” Ventura said. “Trained cops miss at this range. Ever see the video of the state cops who stopped a couple of guys in a truck for an expired license? Guys were guilty of other crimes, so they came out with guns. The truck passenger and one cop faced each other from twelve feet, each fired five or six times, nobody hit anything. If somebody is pointing a gun at you, it’s a lot worse than shooting at a target that won’t shoot back. Adrenaline makes your hand muscles twitch funny.”
  


  
    Morrison shook his head.
  


  
    “Try this one. Smith and Wesson Model 317, an Air-light.”
  


  
    He handed the gun to Morrison.
  


  
    “It’s not very heavy.”
  


  
    “Aluminum, mostly. Just under ten ounces. Holds eight rounds of .22 caliber.”
  


  
    Morrison took another deep breath, indexed the little gun, pulled the trigger, one, two! The revolver jumped a little, but not much, and when he looked at the target, there were two small holes in the center, no more than an inch or two apart. Hey!
  


  
    “Again. This time, keep pulling the trigger until the gun stops shooting.”
  


  
    Morrison obeyed.
  


  
    This time, he was able to see the holes as they appeared in the cardboard. They weren’t very big, but all of them were clustered in the center, except for one, and it was only a few inches above the others. The clicking of the hammer on empty came as a surprise.
  


  
    “Very good. This is your weapon,” Ventura said. “It’s light, simple to operate, almost no recoil. It doesn’t have any real stopping power, but a solid hit from a small-caliber round is a lot better than a miss from a hand cannon.”
  


  
    Morrison looked at the gun.
  


  
    “Here is how to reload it, though I don’t expect you’ll get that far if you need it. If it’s one guy, point and shoot until he falls down or goes away. If it’s more than one, give them two rounds each, then repeat. We’ll practice that, double-taps.”
  


  
    But they didn’t get to double-tap practice. The sound of Morrison’s cell phone ringing was clearly audible through the electronic sound suppressors.
  


  
    That would be the Chinese calling.
  


  
    Morrison removed the earphones and thumbed the receive button on the phone.
  


  
    “Hello,” he said.
  


  
    “Hey, Pat! What say we take that car of yours for a test drive? I know just the place.”
  


  
    As Morrison listened to Wu, Ventura reloaded the Air-light, then handed it to him. With a cell phone in one hand and a gun in the other, it suddenly seemed to Morrison that the summer evening’s warmth had just turned to winter.
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    Sunday, June 12 th

    In the air over northern Idaho
  


  


  


  
    The helicopter pilot pointed. “Plinck Field!” he yelled over the copter’s racket.
  


  
    Ventura nodded. They were two thousand feet up and easing in for the landing. He looked at his watch. Though it wasn’t that far, the hop to the private airfield via chopper had taken forty-five minutes; part of that was for a couple of changes of direction, just in case. And it was farther away from Smith’s compound than the commercial airport at Coeur d’Alene. Ventura had arranged for the helicopter before they’d arrived, knowing they’d need it once the game was fully engaged. Inside the militia’s base, they’d be safe, but once they left, the odds shifted. Even Morrison understood this, once it had been pointed out to him.
  


  
    “But why a helicopter?” he’d asked.
  


  
    “Because they know you’re leaving. They also know where you are going—unless you can conduct your test by remote control, you have to go back to Alaska to play the tune on your HAARP. I’ve got people in place there, and anybody who shows up for hunting or birdwatching is going to be considered armed and dangerous. But if I were the Chinese and interested in grabbing you, I’d give it a try here, first. There is only one road leading to this place, and a couple of half-wits in camo with binoculars can cover it. Half my people will convoy out in two of the rental cars an hour before the copter arrives, heading for the airport at Coeur d’Alene. That’ll give them something to look at if they are out there. They’ll probably expect some kind of subterfuge, so the third car will leave fifteen minutes after the first two, going the other way. Probably this will draw any fire teams that might have been set up. Forty-five minutes later, we take off. They won’t be able to follow us in the air without us seeing them, and I don’t think they’ll expect that anyhow. Even if they manage to footprint us with one of their spysats, we won’t stay in range long, so they’ll lose us while we’re still heading the wrong way. If they have that much going for them, they’ll probably figure out we’re going to a private airfield, but by the time they can figure out which strip and get people there, we’ll be gone. We have a chartered plane waiting for us when the copter touches down.”
  


  
    “What if they’ve anticipated this and already have people at the private airfield?”
  


  
    Ventura grinned. The man was beginning to catch on. “If they’re that smart, then I’ll just have to shoot them.”
  


  
    He digested that for a moment. “This must be costing a fortune.”
  


  
    “Not even a drop in your bucket, if you pull it off. Besides, I haven’t even run out of your retainer yet.”
  


  
    Morrison hadn’t spoken to that, but Ventura could see the man was scared. Well he should be, dealing with these kinds of players. But at this level of the game, if Morrison got deleted, it was likely that Ventura would be crossing that bridge with him, and he wasn’t quite ready to do that yet. He only had to keep the Chinese hopping long enough for the deal to get done. Once the money was transferred and the information was in hand, Morrison would have to disappear, go into hiding permanently, though he didn’t know that yet. With enough money, you could vanish completely and live out your life in comfort and security, provided you knew how. Ventura knew the drill and he would advise Morrison, but that wasn’t in his own future.
  


  
    Morrison was probably rationalizing that the Chinese would figure he wasn’t going to be telling anybody he’d sold them American secrets, and that once the deal was done, he was no threat. He was only partially right. The Chinese would have the software, but in order to make it work, they’d need the hardware, and that wasn’t something you could hide under a tarp. If the intelligence service of any major country suddenly had citizens run amok, killing one another, it would be cause for no small concern. If they could figure out the cause, finding the smoking gun would be relatively easy, big as the gun would have to be, and a couple of Stealth bombers could clean that clock nicely and be home in time to see the results on CNN.
  


  
    The helicopter landed on the pad, the rotorwash kicking up fierce wind. Ventura slapped Morrison on the shoulder. “Stay behind me.”
  


  
    They alighted from the craft, and Ventura pulled his cocked-and-locked pistol and held it down along the side of his leg. He moved quickly toward an ancient DC-3 parked a hundred yards away. As they moved, the elderly gooney bird cranked its port engine, a chuff of white exhaust smoke erupting from the engine.
  


  
    Ventura smiled. He had fondness for these old planes; he had flown in them all over the world. The DC-3, sometimes called the Dakota, had been around since the mid-thirties. They were noisy, slow, and wouldn’t go all that far without refueling, but they were as dependable as sunshine in Hawaii. Ventura, whose piloting skills were emergency-level-only, had always thought that if he ever got around to buying a plane, this was the one he’d get. No bells, no whistles, but it would get you and your cargo there. It was still the best prop plane in the air, for his money.
  


  
    The plane’s door opened, the little ramp lowering, and Hack Spalding stood there, grinning his gap-toothed grin. He gave Ventura the finger, which meant things were okay onboard. Ventura turned to motion Morrison up the short ramp while he watched their backs. Nobody around.
  


  
    Well, good. Score another one for the round eyes ...
  


  


  
    Washington, D.C.
  


  


  
    The Mall was hot and muggy even this late in the afternoon, no real surprise this time of year, but Toni didn’t really care. It was good to be outside moving, good to be back in the U.S., and especially good to be walking next to Alex. It was almost as if the last couple of months had been a bad dream. As if she had just awakened from a troubled sleep, the memory of it fresh but somehow unreal.
  


  
    He wanted her to come back to her job, and the truth was, she wanted to, but that had been a big part of the problem, working for Alex, and she didn’t see how it was going to improve. He couldn’t treat her like an employee in the same way he had before they’d become lovers. It made a difference, and there were all kinds of problems that came from that. He had skipped sending her into a danger zone when she’d come up in the rotation, and while she wanted him to be concerned for her as a man for his woman, she did not want the same concern from a boss to an employee.
  


  
    She’d have to do some kind of work, though, and the truth was, she’d already been offered several jobs. A couple of computer companies had approached her to head up their security services, and they’d offered a lot more money than she’d been making at Net Force. There were some nice perks, too: cars, condos, a snazzy title. And she had seriously considered taking one of these. Mostly, she could work from anywhere, though there would be some travel for secure-situation setups. But while she didn’t want to work for Alex, she also didn’t want to get so far away she couldn’t see him.
  


  
    There was the possibility of a transfer. Alex had never put her resignation into the system. She’d quit, but he hadn’t told anybody higher up. She was officially on personal leave, not drawing a salary, but still considered employed. Net Force was more or less freestanding as an operation, but it was still technically part of the FBI. There were people on the other side of the fence at Quantico who would be pleased to have her working in their offices—she had heard from a couple of them, too. Thing was, while that meant she’d be in the same general vicinity as Alex, it also meant she’d be viewed as something of a traitor in Net Force. Just as the CIA and the FBI always had a de facto competition going, and there was little love lost between them, Net Force ops tended to think of regular feebs as dweebs—to be tolerated, but avoided as much as possible.
  


  
    Alex probably wouldn’t like it very much if she jumped into the Bureau mainline.
  


  
    Then again, it wasn’t really his choice, was it? She had to do something to earn her living, and she was already in the system—a transfer to another building would be the easiest thing all around, at least insofar as keeping her apartment, getting to work, and not having to learn new systems. And she could still see Alex for lunch or work-outs in the gym every day.
  


  
    Her phone’s attention-beck came on—an odd little piece of music that came from a movie more than fifty years old, a comedy about a super-secret agent named Flint. The little tune was the same as the ring of the special phone belonging to a fictional U.S. security agency, reserved for incoming calls from the President of the United States: Dah dah dah, dah dah dah, dah DAH, dah dah dah, dah dah daaah. This little sting was courtesy of Jay Gridley, of course, who loved such esoterica, and who also loved to program personal hardware when the owner wasn’t looking.
  


  
    She looked at the screen but the caller’s ID was blocked. If she’d been carrying a virgil, it wouldn’t have been.
  


  
    “Hello?”
  


  
    “Hello, Toni. How are you?”
  


  
    Some bored god must be reading her mind and taking an interest in her life: It was Melissa Allison herself, Director of the FBI. On a Sunday, no less.
  


  
    “Fine, and you?”
  


  
    “Surviving. Listen, I understand you are interested in transferring from Net Force into Mainline, is that correct?”
  


  
    The director, who had gotten her job by knowing where a soccer stadium’s worth of political bodies were buried, was not one to mince words.
  


  
    Indeed, Toni had been considering it only seconds before, but she hadn’t made the decision yet. That’s not what the director wanted to hear. She wanted a yes or no answer. Here’s the spot, Toni, and like it or not, you’ve just been put on it. Choose.
  


  
    Toni glanced at Alex, who was busy watching a young couple with two small children trying to corral the little critters. The boy, about three, was running around in circles, singing a clock song—“One o‘clock, bang, bang, bang/ Two o’clock, bang, bang, bang!” The little girl, maybe a year and half, was running away from her mother at full speed across the lawn in that lurching toddle small children had, laughing as she went. Alex was smiling at the show.
  


  
    “Toni?”
  


  
    Toni pulled her attention back to the phone. “Yes, ma’am, I have been considering it.”
  


  
    “Wise,” the director said, and Toni knew from that one word that the woman knew about her and Alex. “I have an opening in my schedule tomorrow around one. Come and see me and we’ll discuss it.”
  


  
    “Yes, ma’am.”
  


  
    With that, the director was gone. Toni hooked the phone back into the belt of her jeans.
  


  
    Alex turned away from the children and looked at her, lifting his eyebrows in question: Who was that?
  


  
    Maybe it was selfish of her, but Toni didn’t want to kill the rest of the afternoon. If she told Alex it was the director, she’d have to explain the rest, he’d want to talk about it, and she just wasn’t up to that. She’d only been back with Alex for a couple of days, it didn’t feel as secure as once it had, and if he knew she was thinking about going over to the feeb shop, she was sure he would be upset. He might not say anything, he would cover up his feelings—he was good at that, covering up his feelings—and she just wasn’t ready to go down that road.
  


  
    She slipped her hand around his arm. “Nothing important,” she said. “Come on, I want to see the Smith’s new Ancient Wheels exhibit.”
  


  
    He smiled at her. “Sure.”
  


  
    All right. It wasn’t a lie, if maybe not strictly true, but if anything came of it, she would tell him. Why bring it up and ruin the mood now, since it might not amount to anything anyhow? A conversation with the director was all it was.
  


  
    As they passed the young parents and children, Alex grinned at the little girl, who had finally gotten tired and plopped upon the neatly clipped grass, where she sat quietly cooing.
  


  
    “Ever think about having children?” Alex said.
  


  
    Toni was caught flatfooted. She stopped, as if she had forgotten how to walk. She stared at him. Children? With Alex? Of course she had thought about it. Dreamed about it, even. But before she could gather herself enough to say anything, he shrugged.
  


  
    “Just an idle thought,” he said.
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    Sunday, June 12th

    Gakona, Alaska
  


  


  


  
    No Chinese assassins materialized to try and intercept them as they drove from the old pipeline airstrip just north of Paxon toward Gakona. Ventura said it wasn’t likely, and he had ten of his people checking possible ambush sites along the route, plus cars in front and behind of theirs. The older man, Walker, drove again, with Morrison in the front and Ventura sitting in the back. “If anybody shows up, they’ll probably think I’m you, since the VIP usually rides in the back,” Ventura had explained.
  


  
    “You think they’ll be here?”
  


  
    “Oh, they are here, somewhere. I’m not sure they’ll try for you yet; they may be waiting for the test, to be certain you can do as you say before they get really serious.”
  


  
    “You think once we’re inside the facility we’ll be safe?”
  


  
    “No. I have a roster of the guards, and if any new faces show up, we’ll deal with that, but that fence and a few half-trained guys on patrol won’t stop somebody really determined to get inside. I’ll have my people watching the roads and the air, so if they show up in force we’ll know about it in time to haul ass. I’ve worked out a few escape routes from the facility.”
  


  
    Again, Morrison was surprised at the man’s thoroughness. Everything he did seemed thought out to the last detail.
  


  
    The trip was uneventful, however—if you didn’t count a small elk herd crossing the road—and within an hour they were inside the auxiliary trailer, warming up the system. As Morrison worked, Ventura prowled around like some kind of big cat—alert, watching, listening.
  


  
    “About ready,” Morrison said. He picked up a dogeared phonebook-sized tome of locations by latitude and longitude and thumbed through it until he found the ones he wanted. There it was ... 45 degrees, 28 minutes, 24 seconds North; 122 degrees, 38 minutes, 39 seconds West ... Not the center of the city, but it would take in all of downtown on both sides of the river ...
  


  
    Ventura nodded. “Okay.”
  


  
    “It’ll have to run for a couple of hours to get the optimal effect. Not as long as it did in China, since the target is closer, and we lose less energy for the beam.”
  


  
    “Fine.”
  


  
    He looked at the control. Flip the cover up, push the button, and it was done. He could go eat or take a nap while it worked. “I feel kind of, I don’t know, awkward about this.”
  


  
    “Why?”
  


  
    “Well, the target being in the United States and all.”
  


  
    “A pang of nationalism?”
  


  
    “Maybe a little. I somehow didn’t think it was going to go like this.”
  


  
    “That’s always the way. ‘No battle plan survives first contact with the enemy.’ You know why it’s a deal breaker if you don’t do this, don’t you?”
  


  
    “No, why?”
  


  
    “Because if this works, and if as a result of it a few dozen people die, then you haven’t just killed some faceless people nobody cares about a million miles away, you’re a multiple-murderer in your own country. And the city you were given as a target? It is in a state with the death penalty, did you know that?”
  


  
    Morrison felt the taste of bile threaten to rise in his throat. “No. I didn’t think about that.”
  


  
    Ventura shrugged. “You can only ride the needle once—that’s how they do it there, strapped to a gurney by lethal injection. What the Chinese want is more assurance you won’t change your mind and go running to the authorities once the deal is done. Once this deal is complete, they don’t have to find you and kill you—all they have to do is tell the feds who you are, sit back, and let them do the work. The Chinese wouldn’t want a trial, of course, having all this come out, but neither do you. And once you get arrested? Well, then they’d know exactly where to find you. It’s very difficult to stop an assassin who is willing to die to get the job done.”
  


  
    Morrison felt the ugly truth of this flood into him like liquid oxygen, chilling him to his core. “I—I see.”
  


  
    “Not quite yet, you don’t. Before you push that button, let me lay out a few more things you have to know.
  


  
    “Once you get your money, Patrick Morrison has to disappear. You have to vanish so completely that the best agents in China and maybe the United States and half a dozen other countries can’t find you, because eventually they all might be looking. If you had visions of yourself being on the board of directors of some university and benevolently awarding grants to starving scientists or some such, you might as well erase those ideas now. The only way you are going to survive to spend that money is to become somebody completely different from the man you are. You will have to sever all links to your past—and unless your wife is willing to go along for the ride, which’ll get a little bumpy up front—that will include giving up contact with her, too. You’ll be a new man, in a new country, with a made-up background and history. You won’t even be able to read the same magazines you used to read, or practice any of your hobbies, because you can bank on it, somebody will try to track you from something as innocuous as those, and probably be able to do it. Say you subscribe to a small scholarly journal that thirty or forty thousand people get. You better read somebody else’s copy, because while it might take years to physically look at everybody on the subscription list, the Chinese are nothing if not patient. You only have to make one mistake, Doctor, and you lose the game. Patrick Morrison will have to die figuratively, or he will surely die literally.”
  


  
    Morrison stared at him. He hadn’t thought it through to this end. But as he heard Ventura speak, he knew what the man said was so. For a moment, it took his breath away. How could he have been so shortsighted?
  


  
    “That’s how it will have to be if you want to survive. I can help you do it, point you in the right direction, tell you the steps you have to take, but once you’re set, I can’t have any more contact with you, either. They might want to convince me to tell them, and better for you if I don’t know your new name and face.”
  


  
    “I didn’t even think about the risk to you,” Morrison admitted.
  


  
    “Don’t worry about it. I’ve had people looking for me for a long time, and I’ve managed to stay alive against the best. I came into this with my eyes open, and I’ve been living on borrowed time for years. But this is what you are facing. So the question you have to ask yourself is, Does four hundred million dollars justify you becoming an entirely new man? With that kind of money, there are places in the world where you can live like a king, have luxury, sex, the power of life and death—as long as you don’t stick your head up too high and get noticed. There are men who have done this before, men of wealth and power who had to go away for whatever reason, and they survived twenty, thirty, fifty years, some of them. Some of the ones who are very careful are likely still out there. The careless are for sure dead.”
  


  
    Morrison stared at the button, and a realization solidified in his belly like a lump of cold steel. He said, “It’s already too late to turn back, isn’t it?”
  


  
    Ventura gave him a thin smile. “Truth? Yes.”
  


  
    Morrison took a deep breath. “Fuck it, then.”
  


  
    He reached out and pushed the button.
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    Washington, D.C.
  


  


  


  
    At home, Jay came out of VR, took a deep breath, and removed his headset and gloves. It had been a milk run, a visit to a library, and no matter how skilled you were in creating scenarios, sooner or later, reading a pile of material came down to reading a pile of material.
  


  
    He had all he could find on Dr. Patrick Morrison, and while he had skimmed it as it was being copied, he hadn’t begun to take it all in. From what he’d gleaned so far, the guy was legit enough. Degrees, work experience, marriages, the usual living-life stuff. No trouble with the law, no beefs at work, pretty much Mr. Dull N. Boring right down the line.
  


  
    The only blot on an otherwise white-bread career was at the job he’d had before going to work for HAARP. He’d been doing some kind of behavioral modification experiments on chimps, working with extremely low-frequency radiation, a post-doc research project at Johns Hopkins, and it had apparently petered out. He failed to get the results for which he had been looking. His grant, as the report mildly and politely put it, had not been renewed, and he’d been out of a job.
  


  
    A small red flag went up in Jay’s mind, but when he thought about it, it wasn’t that big a deal. Yeah, the guy was into ELF stuff, but that’s what a lot of HAARP was about. If you were looking for a plumber, you didn’t hire a cabdriver, now did you?
  


  
    “All work and no play make Jay a dull boy,” Soji said.
  


  
    He smiled up at her. She stood there in a bathrobe. “Look who’s talking. You’ve been so deep into the web I haven’t been able to see anything but your back for days.”
  


  
    “Want to see something else?” She undid the bathrobe and held it open.
  


  
    “Oh, mama! Come here!”
  


  
    Before she could move, however, the phone played the opening strains of Bach’s Toccata and Fugue in D Minor. Unfortunately, his phone was programmed so it played that particular tune only if the call was IDed as coming from Net Force HQ or Alex Michaels’s virgil.
  


  
    “Shit,” he said.
  


  
    Soji closed her robe and belted it shut. “He who hesitates stays horny,” she said.
  


  
    “Hey, Boss,” Jay said.
  


  
    “Better get to the office, Jay,” Michaels said. “There’s been another case of collective madness.”
  


  
    “In China?”
  


  
    “No,” Michaels said. His voice was grim. “Closer than that.”
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    Portland, Oregon
  


  


  


  
    John Howard watched as his son came up to make his throw. The boy stopped, rubbed his fingers back and forth, and allowed some glittery dust to fall to check wind direction. He held a stopwatch in one hand and his boomerang in the other. The judges waved Tyrone into the circle.
  


  
    Howard felt more tense than he’d thought he would. It was a big deal to Tyrone, of course, but it was just a game, after all. No reason to be digging his fingernails into his palms.
  


  
    Off to one side and behind Tyrone, Little Nadine stood, waiting for her turn to compete. She was three contestants behind Tyrone, so she’d know what time she had to beat. So far, the times hadn’t been very good, according to Tyrone, and both kids had done better in practice.
  


  
    The judge nearest the circle held up his hand in a halt sign, then called another judge over for some kind of consultation.
  


  
    “Come on, come on!” Howard said. “Let the boy throw before his arm gets cold!”
  


  
    Next to him, his wife said, “Asshole.”
  


  
    He looked at her. “You talkin’ to me?”
  


  
    “Not particularly, I was referring to the judge, but if the shoe fits ...”
  


  
    That pissed him off. What was she on the rag about now? He hadn’t done anything. He glared at her. She glared right back.
  


  
    Tyrone stood there for another few seconds, then walked to where the judges were. Howard couldn’t hear what his boy had to say, but apparently the judges really didn’t like it.
  


  
    The head judge reached out and slapped Tyrone upside the head.
  


  
    “Fuck!” Howard yelled. “You see that? He hit our son!” Even as he spoke, Howard ran toward Tyrone and the judges.
  


  
    The second judge must have figured the slap was rude, because he hauled off and punched the head judge square in the mouth, knocking the man down. Certainly this was justice, but that irritated Howard even more.
  


  
    “Leave him!” Howard yelled as he ran. “That bastard is mine!”
  


  
    Tyrone stepped in and delivered a solid kick to the fallen judge’s ribs. It sounded like somebody dropping a watermelon, thoo-wock!
  


  
    Even as he drew near to the trio, Howard was aware of noises coming up the hill: horns honked, metal crashed into metal. He slid to a stop as the second judge spun to face him.
  


  
    “Get off the circle!” the man screamed. “You can’t be here!”
  


  
    “Oh, yeah?” Howard said. “Hey, pal, I’m already here! What are you gonna do about it?”
  


  
    Tyrone gave the fallen judge another kick. Not as good as the first one; it had a flatter sound. Weak, son, weak.
  


  
    The second judge threw a haymaker at Howard, who ducked it, came up, launched a fast left hook to the face, then a right cross to the chin, bap-bap! That straightened the sucker out like popping a shoe shine cloth. The guy sailed backward and to the ground. Get off that, asshole!
  


  
    The judge Tyrone was kicking got to his feet and lurched at the boy, but before Howard could get there, both Nadines arrived. His wife kneed the guy in the crotch as Little Nadine latched onto his arm and sank her teeth into his shoulder.
  


  
    Irritated, Howard moved toward them. This was his business to take care of, he didn’t need the goddamned women getting in the goddamned way—!
  


  
    A car came across the field, lights on and horn honking, a big, powder-blue Cadillac. It plowed into a group of five men who stood there giving the driver the finger. The men flew like dolls in all directions as the driver gunned the engine.
  


  
    Not real smart to shoot the bird at a man coming at you in a car at speed.
  


  
    “Eat shit and die!” the driver screamed. Then he started to laugh.
  


  
    Four or five other people attacked the Caddy, slamming their fists and feet at it. The driver spun a donut in the grass, still cackling madly.
  


  
    Something wrong here, Howard thought. He shook his head, then looked at the man he had just decked. What was he doing?
  


  
    He looked down the hill and saw a dozen people fighting. One of them was a policeman. The cop pulled his gun, and a quick succession of shots—pop-pop-pop-pop-pop! —echoed up the hill. Gunshot victims fell, and added more screams to the din.
  


  
    Dazed, Howard looked up the hill. There were people there, too, but they weren’t fighting; they were watching, staring in surprise.
  


  
    Howard’s thoughts were fogged with rage, but something was trying to make its way through the anger: This was a bad place. Down the hill it was worse, but up the hill, it was better. Therefore ...
  


  
    “Come on!” he yelled to his family. “We have to get up the hill!”
  


  
    “Fuck off!” Tyrone yelled back.
  


  
    Little Nadine released her hold on the judge, who was screaming in pain. She stared at Howard. “What is going on?” she said, her voice high and frightened.
  


  
    “I don’t know. Gas, maybe. We’ve got to get out of here. Help me.”
  


  
    His wife kneed the judge in the nuts again. The man gurgled in agony. Howard grabbed her, pulled her off.
  


  
    “Leave me alone! He hit my son!”
  


  
    Howard jerked her backward. “Tyrone!”
  


  
    The boy turned, and the mask of primal rage on his face slipped a little. He raised his eyebrows. “Dad?”
  


  
    “Up the hill, son, up the hill. Go, go!”
  


  
    Tyrone nodded. Little Nadine grabbed his hand and they started running.
  


  
    Howard had to pin Nadine’s arms to her side and he half carried, half dragged her away from the meadow. She kicked and screamed at him for a hundred meters before she stopped. She was a lot stronger than he’d realized.
  


  
    Finally, when they were two hundred meters away, Nadine came back. “J-John? What—?”
  


  
    “I don’t know, hon. But whatever it is, the farther away we get, the better. Come on.”
  


  
    They caught up to the children, and the four of them kept moving. Howard looked back as they ran. The Cadillac was lying on its side, and a mob had the driver out and on the ground, kicking him. He was a dead man. More gunshots echoed from farther below. Horns honked. Cars crashed. People screamed in voices full of incoherent fury. This beautiful park, what the locals like to call God’s country, had gone mad.
  


  
    It was the Devil’s land, now.
  


  
    Howard reached for his virgil. Who to call? The local cops were down there shooting people. They needed help, and they needed it bad.
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    Quantico, Virginia
  


  


  


  
    Toni had come with him this time, and he was glad to have her here. Along with Toni was Jay Gridley. It was seven P.M. on a Sunday, but they wouldn’t be going home tonight.
  


  
    “All right, here is what we have so far,” Michaels said. “It’s still kind of sketchy. Late this afternoon, people inside what appears to be a rough circle ten miles across and centered in the Westmoreland area of Portland, Oregon, went nuts. So far, there are sixty-seven confirmed deaths—murders, self-defense, traffic and freak accidents. There have been hundreds of people hurt bad enough to require hospitalization, and thousands more lesser injuries. Whatever caused it seems to have stopped, but the city is in chaos. The numbers of dead and injured keep climbing.”
  


  
    “Lord, Lord. How is General Howard?” Jay asked.
  


  
    Howard had been the one who’d called it in. He’d gotten hold of the National Guard, then Michaels.
  


  
    “He and his family are fine. They were apparently right at the outmost edge of the phenomenon’s effect. A couple hundred meters closer in, and they’d have been in a lot more trouble. What have you got for me?”
  


  
    Jay said, “If we assume this is coming from some very powerful broadcast station, then it’s a matter of figuring out which one, and who is running it. I played a hunch and put in a call to HAARP, talked to a guard there. They are supposedly on hiatus, except for some calibration tests.”
  


  
    “That’s what Morrison told me,” Michaels said.
  


  
    “Well, Morrison is up there right now running one of these tests. And guess what—according to the guard’s logs, he was running other ’calibrations’ on the same days those two villages in China went bonkers.”
  


  
    “Jesus.”
  


  
    “Yeah. Awful coincidental, ain’t it?”
  


  
    “Toni? What do you think?”
  


  
    “I think maybe you ought pick up this Dr. Morrison for a serious chat.”
  


  
    Michaels nodded. “I’ll get a federal warrant and some marshals on the way.”
  


  
    “You don’t want to toss this one over the fence to the mainline feebs?” Jay said.
  


  
    “Not yet,” Michaels said. “This looks like our mess. We should clean it up on our own if we can.”
  


  
    Maybe Morrison wasn’t involved with this, but given the situation in Portland, they couldn’t afford to take the chance. The next incident might happen anywhere—New York, Chicago, even Washington, D.C. While the thought of senators and congressmen beating each other to bloody pulps sounded fine as a joke punch line, the reality of it was different.
  


  
    Getting a warrant would be easy enough, and there were probably federal marshals somewhere in Alaska who could serve it. And while he was at it, he would give General Howard a call. After his personal experience, John might like to go along to have a few words with Morrison himself. In his position, Michaels knew he would.
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    Gakona, Alaska
  


  


  


  
    Ventura looked at his watch. It had been six hours since the real test had ended, but Morrison felt he had to play out the fiction of conducting his calibrations. In the end, Ventura knew that wouldn’t matter, but Morrison felt the need. It was late, and Ventura, while not tired, was feeling somewhat edgy. There had been no contact from the Chinese, and he didn’t much like sitting in one place for so long, not this far into the game. The trailer had a stale smell to it, and the night had cooled some, because an electric heater kept kicking on and off.
  


  
    As the HAARP system did its automatic thing, Morrison himself was lying on the ugly brown fake-leather couch at the end of the room, fast asleep.
  


  
    Ventura’s com vibrated soundlessly against his hip. He touched the mouthpiece of the small wireless headset he wore hooked over his left ear. “Yes?”
  


  
    “We have company. Two cars, four men. They just passed Rim One.”
  


  
    “Talk to me.”
  


  
    “Tan Fords, unmarked, new, blackwall tires, what looks like government fleet plates. Three men, one woman, couldn’t get much more than that. Cunningham will get a better view with his digital scope when they go under the rail overpass.”
  


  
    “Got it.”
  


  
    Ventura felt chill bumps rise on his neck, the gooseflesh warning him of danger. Who would come here in the middle of the night? He looked at his watch again. If they were traveling the speed limit, they’d be reaching the overpass ... right ... about ... now ...
  


  
    The phone vibrated.
  


  
    “Go.”
  


  
    Styles said, “From the front, three men, one woman. Clean-cut, mid-thirties, matching dark windbreakers, blue maybe. Hold on, they are going past ... Angle is bad here, I can’t see their backs. I got a flash of what looked like some kind of logo on the jackets from the side, can’t get it all, last letters look like H-A-L ... That’s it. Plates are like Zach said, U.S. permanent fleet.”
  


  
    Sounded like feds. H-A-L. Last few letters of “Marshal,”as in reflective yellow letters on the back of a windbreaker : U.S. Marshal. Of course, if it was him coming to collect Dr. Morrison, this was the kind of thing he’d do. Disguising your kidnap team as cops or firemen or federal agents was clever. Who stops a fireman on the way to a fire? Or a cop on his way to an accident?
  


  
    Unless, of course, they were real feds.
  


  
    “Got it. Discom.”
  


  
    Ventura called the leader of the two men watching the gate into the compound. “Let them pass, but see if you can get an ear on the guard at the gate if he lets them in.”
  


  
    “Copy.”
  


  
    Ventura broke the connection, walked to where Morrison lay sleeping. “Wake up, Dr. Morrison.”
  


  
    “Huh? What—?”
  


  
    “Listen carefully. My people report that there are two cars that look like they belong to the feds on their way here.”
  


  
    The phone vibrated yet again.
  


  
    “Go.”
  


  
    “Our shotgun mike picked up the exchange. Guys in the car say they are U.S. Marshals, come to serve a federal arrest warrant. They asked where they could find Morrison. The guard told them, and let them pass.”
  


  
    “Got it. Pull back to Rendezvous A, call the other teams and tell them.”
  


  
    “Copy.”
  


  
    Ventura made another call. “Mercury falling,” he said.
  


  
    “Copy. We’ll be there.”
  


  
    “Discom.”
  


  
    Ventura looked at Morrison. “These guys convinced the gate guard they were U.S. Marshals. They’ve come to collect you.”
  


  
    Morrison shook his head. “No way. They can’t know I had anything to do with this. I covered myself.”
  


  
    “Convince me.”
  


  
    “Nobody actually took anything from the computer files; it only looks like they did. I got into the HAARP system from a Mac store in San Francisco, using a floor demo model connected to the net. I had a password, but I banged on the door a few times to make it look good before I used it. I damaged a few files on the way in. It was a crowded Saturday morning, nobody noticed me, I didn’t speak to anybody in the shop. Even if somebody could backtrack it through the store’s server, it ends there—I was just another customer browsing the hardware and I used voxax to light the system. No hands, so no prints, no DNA. Nobody could possibly connect it to me.”
  


  
    “All right. So if they aren’t real feds, then they must be from the Chinese.” He shook his head. “But that doesn’t scan.”
  


  
    “Why not?”
  


  
    “The Chinese know I’m with you, and they know who I am, at least partially. But they only sent four people. They must be banking on us buying the trick, and that’s too many eggs in one basket. Unless ... this is a feint. A ploy designed to keep our attention while they try something else. Yes, that makes more sense.”
  


  
    “What are we going to do?”
  


  
    “Leave. That little scooter is quiet and in the dark; they won’t see us. A pickup car is waiting at a spot where nobody will notice it.”
  


  
    “There are plenty of outside lights until you get well away from the buildings,” Morrison said. “And the pad is also lit up like a Christmas tree. They’ll notice us.”
  


  
    “No, they won’t. Come on.”
  


  


  
    As he followed Ventura from the trailer, terror gripped Morrison in its clammy hand. He needed to visit a bathroom, bad, and it was hard for him to breathe without wanting to pant. None of this had been in his plan, none of it. It didn’t feel real. It felt like some kind of demented dream.
  


  
    Since there was no way the FBI or Net Force could know who he was, it had to be the bastard Chinese coming for him. And he had no doubt that if they caught him and put him in a cell with somebody who even threatened to pull out his fingernails or crush his testicles, he’d tell them anything they wanted to know.
  


  
    And it wouldn’t take long in the telling, either.
  


  
    The technique for disrupting the human brain into a temporary psychosis wasn’t something easy to figure out, but once it was grasped, it was easy enough to do. The trick that had eluded researchers for all those years was that while they had all the pieces to the puzzle, they just hadn’t been able to put them together. Or even known they should. The broadcast frequencies had to be varied precisely, they had to run for a very specific duration, and they had to be repeated at exact intervals. It took a computer to run the sequence—it was too involved for a human hand—and if one variable was off even a hair, the technique simply wouldn’t work. The odds of happening on the proper code by accident were astronomically high, even to achieve the partial results Morrison had managed. He didn’t deny to himself that he had been lucky, as well as good. And the truth was, driving people mad had never been his goal—controlling their actions in a more deliberate manner had been, and he had failed in that. It was as if he had gone searching for diamonds but had found opals, instead. Still valuable stones, but not what he had sought, and—Hey! Where was Ventura going?
  


  
    “The scooter is over there,” Morrison said. “We’re heading the wrong way!”
  


  
    “No, we’re not. We need to do something first.”
  


  
    Ventura had his pistol out, and they were moving toward the power building. Morrison had his little gun in the pocket of his jacket, but it offered him little comfort. If they got past Ventura, he didn’t believe he was going to be able to stop them. He could die here. Tonight. Soon.
  


  
    The headlights of the approaching cars shined through the trees. They were almost here!
  


  
    He voiced the thought: “They’re almost here!”
  


  
    But they were at the power building. Ventura said, “You stay put. I’m going to go have a short conversation with the power supply.”
  


  
    Ventura vanished inside the building.
  


  
    Morrison tried to calm down. He forced himself to take long, slow breaths, but it didn’t help. His heart was racing so hard he could feel it pulse all over his body. Come on, come on, come on—!
  


  
    The lights died, and the heavy thrum of the diesel generators began to fade.
  


  
    Ventura appeared from nowhere. “They want lights, they are going to have to crank those babies back up. Let’s go.”
  


  
    “What about nightscopes? Won’t they have those?”
  


  
    “I would, but it won’t matter if they do. I have a little something for any spookeyes that might go on-line.” He patted his pocket. “Come on, time to leave.” He smiled. It was the most joyful expression Morrison had seen Ventura make.
  


  
    It was like a glass of cold water in the face. The realization that came with it was: “You’re enjoying this!”
  


  
    “Of course. It’s what I do, Doctor. Stay with me.”
  


  
    They ran.
  


  
    Ventura felt the adrenaline surge in him, and he didn’t try to stop it. Riding the hormonal high was like climbing onto a half-wild stallion. If you could stay there and point him in the right direction, it would be a thrilling trip at breakneck speed. Bend him to your will just enough, and you could fly like the wind. Lose control, and you would surely perish.
  


  
    This was the zen of life and death, and the part of him he kept hidden from the world. It was the stretch, the reach, the ultimate test, the perfect way to be totally in the moment. The past was dead, the future not yet born, there was only the now! Fail, and you die. Succeed, and you live.
  


  
    Ah, but to make it a real test, you had to level the playing field. Four against one was not fair, not when the one was Ventura. He had the advantage. They had to capture Morrison alive, so they were hobbled. Therefore, he would give them a chance. He could have taken Morrison and fled immediately. Turning out the lights wasn’t necessary—they wouldn’t be looking for two men on a scooter, they would be expecting their quarry to be in a trailer. Even if they were nothing but a probe designed to keep him busy while the real attack was mounted, Ventura was aware of this possibility, too. He was way ahead of them, he knew it, and in no real danger. So he delayed. Killed the power, which gave him darkness, but which also gave them a warning: I know you are here. Let’s play. Come and find me.
  


  
    There was no joy in slaying an unarmed man. The challenge was in bypassing his trained guards to get to him. It was the stalk that mattered most not the shot, the path and not the destination. Once in the proper position, any fool could pull a trigger. Getting to the proper position was the trick. Always.
  


  
    “This way,” Morrison said.
  


  
    “How can you tell? I can’t fucking see anything!”
  


  
    The two cars pulled to a halt, and Ventura heard doors slamming and voices raised.
  


  
    “Trust me,” Ventura said. “I know exactly what I am doing.”
  


  
    His phone vibrated.
  


  
    “What?”
  


  
    “Another player approaching. Black man in a new Dodge van, Alaskan plates, looks like a rental car. Just passed me.”
  


  
    Ventura frowned. Who was this? Just a coincidence? Some fisherman running late for his hotel reservation, or part of the backup plan? And a black man? That would be unusual. The Chinese didn’t much like black people. Of course, they didn’t much like anybody who wasn’t Chinese. A lot of people in the West didn’t realize that Eastern societies were the most racist on Earth. They not only despised and looked down on Westerners, they despised and looked down on each other. The Chinese hated the Japanese who hated the Koreans who hated the Vietnamese, and all variations thereof. The only thing worse than being a foreigner was being a half-breed.
  


  
    Well. Whoever he was, it didn’t matter. As long as Ventura knew where the man was, he was no problem, just one more piece on the board he needed to track. “Keep me advised,” Ventura said. He tapped the headset off.
  


  
    “Let’s go for a little ride in the cool summer night, shall we, Doctor?”
  


  
    Morrison stared at him, and that wide-eyed sense of amazement that arrived when he’d realized that Ventura was having fun here was still on his face.
  


  
    A man like Morrison couldn’t understand it, of course. Men like him never did.
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    Tyrone stood by the Coke machine at the hotel and ran his credit card through the scanner slot. The credit appeared on the screen, and he tapped the button that delivered a plastic bottle of the cola. The noise it made seemed loud in the quiet night.
  


  
    He was still rattled. Once everything seemed to be okay, his dad had gone off to Alaska, to help collect the man supposedly responsible for what had happened at the boomerang tournament. Tyrone, Nadine, and his mother were at the motel, miles away from the park, and the madness had stopped, but he couldn’t forget it. It was like some kind of nightmare. He had wanted to kill people, and if he’d had a weapon—a knife or a gun or a stick—he would have killed somebody. And the thing was, it would have felt just great to do it, too.
  


  
    He sipped at the soft drink. Life had been easier when he’d been into computers. He sat at home, jacked into the web, lived his life in VR. Once he’d discovered girls and boomerangs, things had gotten a lot more complex. Nothing risked, nothing gained—but nothing lost, either. But the thought of going back to where he’d been before, a web-head with butt calluses from sitting in a chair? That just didn’t resonate. Data interruptus, Jimmy-Joe would say.
  


  
    The tournament had been canceled after all the crazy stuff. He’d never even gotten a chance to compete. Given all the other crap, winning or losing a contest like that meant zed, but even so, he wondered how he would have done.
  


  
    “Hey, Ty.”
  


  
    He looked up to see Nadine standing there. “Hey,” he said.
  


  
    “Couldn’t sleep?”
  


  
    “Yeah.”
  


  
    “Me, neither.”
  


  
    They stood silently for a few seconds. “You want a Coke?”
  


  
    “I’ll just have a sip of yours, if that’s okay.”
  


  
    “Sure.” He passed her the plastic bottle and watched her sip from it.
  


  
    She handed the bottle back to him. “You think it’s true?” she said. “That somebody did it on purpose?”
  


  
    “My dad thinks so, and he knows about stuff like this, so, yeah, I think so.”
  


  
    “Why? Why would somebody do a thing like that? Zap people and make them go crazy? Make people hurt each other?”
  


  
    He shook his head. “I don’t know. I can’t think of any reason good enough.”
  


  
    “I didn’t like how it made me feel,” she said. “I was so angry. I wanted to hurt people. I didn’t care about them at all. I was watching the vids on the news. They showed a Catholic school somewhere. Some nuns beat a janitor to a pulp. How could that be? Something that could make nuns do that, that’s really scary.”
  


  
    He could see she was on the edge of tears, really upset. “Yeah. Scares me, too. But it’s okay. My dad is going to get the guy. It’ll be all right.”
  


  
    “You think so?”
  


  
    “Yeah. I do.”
  


  
    She gave him a little smile, and he felt better himself. He took another sip from the Coke. He hoped his dad would kick the guy’s ass.
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    Howard was still peeved. The marshals were supposed to meet him at the airport, but his plane had been delayed an hour coming out of SeaTac, and they hadn’t waited for him. He hated being late, but there had been no help for it. He couldn’t really bitch about it officially; Net Force didn’t have any jurisdiction in the matter per se, even though they had gotten the warrants and the marshals would be delivering Morrison to HQ in Quantico. And as the commander of Net Force’s military arm, he shouldn’t be out in the field on this kind of errand anyhow, no job for a general, but it pissed him off being left behind just the same. It was no more than professional courtesy—he’d have waited for them.
  


  
    Howard rented a car and burned the speed limits trying to catch up, but by the time he got to Gakona, he still hadn’t seen any sign of the marshals. He couldn’t believe he had gotten ahead of them, so they must have already reached the HAARP compound. Probably had already collected Morrison and were on the way back. Well, if they passed him going the other way, he’d spot them, there wasn’t that much traffic. He’d seen only a few cars and trucks in the last hour of travel, and nobody in the last fifteen minutes. Of course, it was almost two in the morning, and in the middle of the great northwest woods, too, not exactly the Harbor Freeway in downtown L.A.
  


  
    The narrow road he was on ran parallel to a tall chainlink fence topped with razor wire and hung with government warning signs. HAARP would be on the other side of the fence, somewhere past the thick forest of evergreens.
  


  
    The call of nature that had been nagging at him for miles finally couldn’t be denied any longer. If he didn’t stop and take a whiz, he was going to drown.
  


  
    He pulled the car over, shut off the engine, and killed the headlamps. He waited for a moment for his night vision to clear, then stepped out of the car.
  


  
    He watered the plants nearest the shoulder, felt a lot better, and zipped up.
  


  
    It was really dark out here, nothing offering relief save for a clear sky thick with glittery stars and the glowing face of his watch. It was cool, but not cold, and the scent of evergreen, car exhaust, and even urine blended into a not-unpleasant odor. It was also quiet, save for a few mosquitoes buzzing about. There was something very relaxing about being out in the middle of nowhere, nobody else around.
  


  
    From the last road sign he’d seen, he judged that he was almost to the compound’s gate. He started back toward the car when he saw a bright flash of light over the treetops, almost like distant heat lightning, a brief strobe against the night. What was that?
  


  
    But the light was gone, and once again the fierce darkness claimed the night. And that was odd, because this close, he expected some kind of glow from the HAARP compound bleeding into the sky. He had been on night patrols in the outback where you could see the light from a campfire or a propane lantern for miles. They must keep some lights on, right?
  


  
    Almost immediately after the light faded, he heard three shots, a stacatto pap! pap! pap! followed by two more that resonated with a louder, sharper crack! crack! The shots echoed, and it was hard to pinpoint the direction, but it sounded as if they were to his right and behind him. Inside the fence, and not too far off. There was no question in Howard’s mind that the reports came from weapons, and they sounded like handguns. Two shooters, close together, using different calibers. The second of them, he was almost certain, was a .357 Magnum, a round with which he was very familiar, having fired tens of thousands of them himself. Two shooters firing at the same target? Or at each other?
  


  
    Almost reflexively, he reached down to where the new revolver rode back of his right hip, to touch the gun’s butt and reassure himself it was still there.
  


  
    It could have been a lot of things—spotlighters doing some illegal hunting, drunks blasting at beer bottles, maybe even a couple of campers attacked in their tent by a bear and cutting loose at it—but knowing there were U.S. Marshals serving an arrest warrant on a man suspected of involvement in multiple deaths, Howard had to consider that maybe something had gone wrong with the operation. And what would campers or hunters be doing inside the fence?
  


  
    He pulled the door open and slid back into the rental car, started the engine, and hit the light switch. The entrance gate was ahead of him, and that was the way to get into the compound, but he spun the wheel and the car into a one-eighty and headed back the way he had come. When guns go off, that’s where you find the action.
  


  
    It was half a mile away when things got tricky. Because it was so dark and he was moving and watching the fence to his left, and because the black SUV was parked off to the right in the trees, he almost missed it. A glint of light off the windshield—the SUV was facing the road at a right angle—was what he caught, and a fast glance didn’t give him much more. He took his foot off the gas pedal, but managed to keep from hitting the brakes, so his tail-lights didn’t flare. He kept going, considering his options.
  


  
    The SUV could have been parked there empty for days, for all he knew. Maybe it belonged to those hypothetical campers shooting at the equally hypothetical bear. For some reason in that moment, an old memory popped up: An Alaskan hunter he’d known had once told him that if you had to stop a really big bear, you needed a heavy rifle or a shotgun with slugs to do it. He said that when newbies to the tundra asked about which caliber handguns to carry, they were told it didn’t really matter, but that they should file the front sight off nice and smooth—that way it wouldn’t hurt so much when the bear took it away from them and shoved it up where the sun didn’t shine ...
  


  
    Options, John, options!
  


  
    He could keep going and do nothing. He could keep going, use his virgil, and call for help. Of course he was hours by road or even air from any law to speak of, and that was too long. Besides, until he knew what he was facing, he couldn’t risk using his virgil. There was a chance that the perpetrators, whoever they were, would pick up his call. They wouldn’t be able to decode it, but they might trace his location—and at the very least they would know he was still out there.
  


  
    No, it was against SOP, but he had no choice. What he was going to do was keep going until he was around a curve or far enough away so anybody who might be in the SUV would think he was gone, then he would pull over and backtrack on foot. He was dressed in jeans, black running shoes, and a dark green T-shirt, with a dark green windbreaker, so he’d be practically invisible in the trees. He had some bug dope in his kit, though the mosquitoes didn’t usually bother him that much. He had his little SL-4 flashlight from Underwater Kinetics, and he had the Phillips and Rodgers with its six rounds, a speed strip with six more rounds zipped into his jacket pocket. What else did he need for a walk in the Alaskan woods at night?
  


  
    The idea of action filled him with sudden purpose. As the road curved, he killed the lights and coasted off the shoulder. He pulled the car behind a patch of scrub brush—not perfect, but what cover was available. He switched the dome light off before he opened the door, and as soon as the trunk light went on, he grabbed it to block the glow, and collected his kit bag with his free hand. He fished out the flashlight and stuck it into his back pocket, found two more speed strips of ammo and pocketed those. Found the bug dope and a packet of waterproof matches, too. He remembered to shut off his virgil, then started working his way back along the treeline toward the SUV. It was maybe three-quarters of a mile back. It would only take a few minutes to get there. He’d scope out the scenario and see what he could figure out. He could call Net Force or the local state cops and give them a sitrep after that.
  


  
    Man. He’d never expected this, but he was in it now, and he’d have to follow up and see it through—whatever it was ...
  


  


  
    Ventura glanced at his watch. Just past 0200. He had given them the clue by killing the lights, but the kidnap team still hadn’t spotted him. He frowned. Were they really that bad? And where was the genuine attack, if these four were only faking? Were they that good, that his people hadn’t spotted them?
  


  
    He called the surveillance team. “Where is my black man?”
  


  
    “Still heading toward the gate. He passed the Mercury Falling point a minute ago. Should be there soon.”
  


  
    They’d be long gone by the time anybody came through the front gate and got here. “All right. Let me know when—” He cut it off as he spotted the threat.
  


  
    Two seconds later, Morrison saw it, too. “Look!”
  


  
    One of the kidnappers had left his vehicle and circled around one of the trailers. The man was twenty-five, maybe twenty-eight meters away. Dim as it was, it was only his darker form against the lighter color of the building that gave him away. Was he sight-or hearing-augmented? Did he see them? Could he hear the little fuel cell motor?
  


  
    Ventura could hear the man, because Ventura was wearing bat ears—tiny electronic plugs that functioned both as a hearing aid for normal sounds and suppressors for sudden loud noises.
  


  
    Ventura pulled the flash grenade from his pocket, thumbed the safety ring out and flipped the cover up, then pressed the timer button. He had five seconds, and he wanted it to go off in the air. One ... two ... three ... four—throw, the overhand lob, up and outward ...
  


  
    Ventura closed his eyes against the bright flash he knew was coming. It wouldn’t make much noise.
  


  
    He could see the photonic blast through his closed eyelids anyway. It faded, and he opened his eyes at the same time he heard the kidnapper’s startled yell. If the man was wearing spookeyes, that would close the automatic shutters for a heartbeat. If he wasn’t, his night vision was going to be gone.
  


  
    Ventura drew his pistol and goosed the little scooter. The kidnapper fired three shots, but from the angle of the flashes, he was shooting way behind them. Probably no spookeyes, then.
  


  
    Ventura indexed the flashes and shot back, two rounds. His own earplugs cut out the harsh noise within a hundredth of a second, suppressing the hurtful decibel level. He heard the man scream, and heard him hit the ground.
  


  
    One down.
  


  
    He circled the scooter away and back toward the fence, along the path he’d decided upon earlier. He did a tactical reload, changed magazines, dropping the one missing a round into his pocket. Something bothered him, something was wrong, and it took a few seconds before he figured out what it was:
  


  
    Why had the kidnapper shot at them? Two men on a scooter, more than twenty meters away, in the dark? It was a very risky shot; Ventura was an expert with his pistol and he wouldn’t have chanced it. Even if the shooter knew which man was which, how could he take the risk of hitting Morrison? He’d have to know that if he killed the scientist, the game was over, and his ass would be fried. Could the Chinese have hired somebody that foolish? Somebody who would panic at a bright light and accidentally cook the golden goose?
  


  
    It was one more inconsistency that didn’t add up. But he’d have to work it out later—there were still three of them running around, and the one who had gotten into range had surprised him. You didn’t want to tilt the playing field too far in your enemy’s favor. Ventura did not have a death wish.
  


  
    “You shot him,” Morrison said.
  


  
    “Yes, I did.”
  


  
    “Is he ... dead, do you think?”
  


  
    Ventura shrugged. “Who cares? He knew the job was dangerous when he took it. If he didn’t, then he’s an idiot. Or he was an idiot. And he shot at us first, remember? We were just defending ourselves.”
  


  
    Morrison didn’t say anything.
  


  
    The fence was through that patch of woods just ahead, and there was a path through them. They could play Q&A later. One step at a time.
  


  
    Be in the moment ...
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    It had been a long time since Howard had done any real hunting, and even the most realistic VR scenario was not the same as creeping through the woods and sneaking up on a vehicle that might or might not contain unfriendlies. In this case, it had to be done by feel—it was so damned dark he ran a real risk of smacking his face into trees if he didn’t go slow. He couldn’t use his flashlight, that would be way too easy to spot, and he didn’t even want to think about bumping into some hungry critter bigger than he was.
  


  
    His advantage was that if he couldn’t see them, they probably couldn’t see him. Even if there were a couple of bad guys in the SUV and they had starlight scopes, he’d be hard to spot unless they were looking right at him, and unless they had eyes in the backs of their heads, or just happened to have their scopes pointed at the rearview mirror, they weren’t apt to be looking right at him.
  


  
    Once he’d left the edge of the woods and moved in deeper to circle around behind the vehicle, it took a few minutes to crawl up behind it. He inched his way forward in the old knees and elbows locomotion, until he was only a couple of meters behind the black SUV, a Ford Explorer. The thing had tinted windows so dark he probably couldn’t have seen inside even in bright sunshine, much less the near-pitch night out here. Nobody inside smoked cigarettes to reveal themselves with a telltale glow, there was no radio playing, nobody talking. No sign that the Explorer was anything but empty. And wouldn’t he feel stupid if it turned out he was stalking an empty car?
  


  
    Yeah. But worry about that later.
  


  
    He inched closer, until he was right at the back bumper. He had in mind listening very carefully, maybe making a little noise to see if there would be any kind of response, but he didn’t get that far. A man’s voice said, “I gotta piss.”
  


  
    “We’re supposed to stay in the car until we see the signal.”
  


  
    “Fuck the signal. I can see it just as well taking a leak as I can from in here.”
  


  
    The passenger door opened, but the dome light didn’t go on. The door stayed open and the sound of footsteps approaching on dry fir needles got louder fast. The guy was walking around to the back of the truck!
  


  
    Even this dark, he’d likely see or hear Howard if he tried to crawl away.
  


  
    Howard flattened himself fully prone and used his knees to push himself under the Explorer.
  


  
    Three heartbeats later, the sound of a stream of urine splashing against the side of a tree came loud in the night. It went on for a long time, and Howard could even hear the man’s pants’ zipper going back up when he was done.
  


  
    The peeing man was halfway back to the car door when the driver said, “There it is! Come on, get in!”
  


  
    From his vantage point under the vehicle, Howard couldn’t see much, but he was able to catch a glimmer of light from across the road.
  


  
    That would be the signal.
  


  
    Who was giving the signal and what exactly it meant, well, that wasn’t altogether clear, but the gist of it was fairly evident to Howard. Somebody was on the other side of the fence that surrounded HAARP, and these two were there to meet whoever it was. His money was on that somebody being Morrison, otherwise it was going to be one hell of a coincidence.
  


  
    The Ford’s engine cranked, and that was incredibly loud from where Howard lay, his head directly under it. He heard the clunk! as the driver shifted the transmission from park into gear.
  


  
    If the guy swung any kind of sharp turn when he pulled out, he’d feel a big bump at the same time John Howard felt the back wheel crush him. He took a deep breath—
  


  
    The driver pulled straight out, and across the road before he wheeled the big SUV into a tight right turn broadside to Howard. The peeing man jumped out and ran around the car toward the fence, Howard could see him in the red glow of the brake lights. He was carrying what looked like a big pair of hedge clippers, and it took a second for Howard to realize that the tool wasn’t for trimmingbushes but was actually a pair of bolt cutters.
  


  
    This was definitely a bad business, whatever it was.
  


  
    Howard came up, pulled his revolver and started across the narrow road toward the Explorer, crouching low as he moved. There would be at least three of them, maybe more, and covering them all would be a bitch, but what choice did he have? He couldn’t just let them drive away—at least not until he knew what was going on.
  


  
    The plinks! of the cutters snipping the chainlinks sounded crisp in the night.
  


  
    Howard had almost made it to the Ford’s passenger door when the driver looked up and saw him.
  


  
    “Incoming!” the driver screamed. “Incoming!”
  


  
    Howard zigged to his left, toward the car’s rear, just as a gunshot exploded inside the Explorer. An orange tongue of fire reached from the driver, the passenger window shattered, and the bullet passed somewhere to his right, close enough so he heard it whistle by.
  


  
    Bad guys—no goddamned doubt about it.
  


  
    The noise inside the SUV must have been deafening. The driver took his foot off the brake, and the brake lights went out, plunging the scene back into darkness.
  


  
    Howard still had the after-image of the gunshot seared into his retina, and his rods and cones or whatever weren’t doing their job. He rounded the back of the Explorer, dropped prone, and looked for a target.
  


  
    “Move the car,” somebody said. They didn’t sound the least bit excited.
  


  
    The driver stepped on the gas. The smell of burned tire filled the air as the Explorer screeched and lurched forward.
  


  
    Howard’s central vision was still fogged, but he turned his head to the left and caught a peripheral movement. They had shot at him, therefore they were bad guys. He hesitated for maybe a quarter second, then lined the revolver up on the movement and squeezed the trigger. He remembered to close his eyes as the shot went off, to save what vision he had left, and then he rolled to his left as fast as he could, three complete revolutions.
  


  
    Somebody screamed, and somebody returned fire. The dragon’s tongue muzzle blast lit the scene just enough for Howard to see there were two men standing next to a hole clipped through the fence, a third man lying on the ground. A bullet spanged off the road where he had been and the ricochet whined off into the trees.
  


  
    Howard scraped his elbows on the road as he swung the revolver sideways and pointed it where he’d seen the flash—
  


  
    “Move,” a man said, insistent, but not panicky.
  


  
    Whoever he is, he’s a lot calmer than I am—
  


  
    The scream of brakes forced Howard to glance away from his target zone just as he cranked off two more shots. He rolled again, and saw the Explorer’s headlights flash on as the SUV did a rubber-burning one-eighty.
  


  
    The driver was going to put some light on the subject, and that was bad—
  


  
    An answering pair of shots spewed more orange, and two more bullets hit the road inches away. If he hadn’t rolled, he’d have eaten both of them, and even so, the shooter had almost anticipated enough to hit him.
  


  
    Howard leaped up. He had to get off the road before—
  


  
    Too late. The SUV’s headlights found him. He took three steps then dived for the side of the road, hit in a sloppy shoulder roll, came up, and ran for the trees. More gunshots reached for him, but missed. The roar of the SUV’s engine increased as it headed back in his direction. The driver angled the vehicle, trying to find him with the light.
  


  
    Howard slipped on something, fell, and rolled, ending up on his back, feet facing the oncoming Explorer. He pulled his feet toward his butt, propped the revolver on top of his left knee, got a nice clear sight picture outlined against the oncoming headlights. He aimed at the windshield on the driver’s side. The SUV was fifty meters away and closing. He pulled the trigger, one, two, three, four—
  


  
    The gun stopped shooting after three times, clicked empty, but the SUV slewed off the road and angled into the fence, bowing a big section before it took out a post and stopped.
  


  
    His piece was empty, and there was still too much reflected light out here; he felt like a bug under a microscope. He scrabbled up and into the trees, managed to run into one with his right shoulder and spin himself around, but at least he was hidden. He dropped to the ground on his butt, thumbed the cylinder latch, shoved the cylinder out with his left hand, hammered the extractor rod with the palm. Empty shells flew. He grabbed a speed strip and started to reload. One, two, three—
  


  
    The SUV’s motor raced, and there came the sound of metal tearing. The motor roared louder, the tires screamed—
  


  
    He must have missed the driver. Either that, or the other two had gotten to the SUV.
  


  
    Load, load, come on, come on—!
  


  
    —four, five, six!
  


  
    He snapped the cylinder closed and crawled toward the road. As he reached the edge of the trees, the Explorer roared past, accelerating away.
  


  
    “Fuck that!” Howard yelled. He scrambled up, ran into the road, and whipped his gun up in both hands. The SUV was really moving; it was eighty, ninety meters away as he cooked off all six as fast as he could, closing his eyes to avoid the muzzle flashes—
  


  
    Again the SUV squealed into a one-eighty turn, and the lights came around to find Howard. But the car didn’t start back, it just sat there. Ninety meters—okay, okay, he had time to reload again—
  


  
    The SUV’s door slammed shut. Somebody got out?
  


  
    Howard ejected the empties, reached for another speed loader. Plenty of time—
  


  
    He saw the muzzle flash, felt the kick in his belly from a heavy boot as he went down, then heard the boom! from the weapon.
  


  
    Fuck! He was shot and his gun was empty. His side burned, over his right hip. Get up, John, get up, now!
  


  
    He half-crawled, half-rolled off the road and back to the woods. In the trees, he kept moving, his fist jammed over the bullet wound. He got as far as he could before his legs just quit working. He sat, fumbled for his virgil, managed to trigger the distress signal as he felt himself graying out. His last thoughts as he lost consciousness were of disbelief: How could somebody have hit a target at ninety meters like that? With a handgun, and only the headlights of a car in the dark?
  


  
    Hell of a shot ...
  


  


  
    Gakona, Alaska
  


  


  
    “What the hell happened?” Morrison said again and again. “What the hell happened?”
  


  
    The cool night air whistled through the car from the three holes in the windshield. Morrison, in the back, was probably in shock, but at that, he was a lot better off than Ventura’s two men. One of them was dead on the seat next to him, slumped against the passenger door; he’d taken one right between the eyes. The other man was lying next to the fence back at the pickup point, and he was just as dead, one to the heart. Nice work.
  


  
    The black man had done it. Ventura didn’t know who the hell he had been, but he’d screwed things up pretty good. How had the black guy managed to find them and set up his ambush? That had been a good trick. Still, it didn’t matter. He was probably dead or dying himself by now. Ventura had put one solidly into him; he wasn’t going to be causing any more trouble. If he was the Chinese’s primary attack, he’d failed, even though he had caused a lot of trouble. He should have been wearing a vest. Odd that he wasn’t. Ventura had his on.
  


  
    The client was alive, and they would rendezvous with more of Ventura’s team in a couple of minutes. Nice try, but no cigar.
  


  
    “What the hell happened?”
  


  
    “Relax, it’s okay now. They tried, but they failed. We’ll regroup and wait for them to contact us.”
  


  
    “Are you crazy?”
  


  
    “Listen, you can’t take this personally. It’s just business. They tried, they missed, so now they’ll deal. Nothing has changed.”
  


  
    “I could have gotten killed!”
  


  
    “And you still could. But none of this matters. What matters is that you aren’t dead now. You still have something they want, and they are still going to have to pay to get it. You move on.”
  


  
    “This is madness,” Morrison said.
  


  
    “Way of the world, Doctor. If you don’t want to get hit, don’t step into the ring. You’re here now, so we have to make the best of it. Think of it as a great story to tell your new friends someday.”
  


  
    He saw Morrison in the rearview mirror, his face dimly lit by the instrument lights. The man looked as if somebody had just told him there was a rattlesnake in his pocket.
  


  
    Ventura watched the road, his pistol in his lap. Amateurs just didn’t understand how the world worked. They took everything so personal.
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    Tuesday, June 14th

    Quantico, Virginia
  


  


  


  
    “Sir?”
  


  
    Michaels came out of a shallow sleep, blinking. He was in his office, on the couch. What—?
  


  
    One of the night crew—Askins? Haskins?—stood in the doorway. Must not be time for shift change yet. Michaels sat up. “Yes?”
  


  
    “We got a distress signal from General Howard’s virgil. From Alaska.”
  


  
    “What?” He still wasn’t quite awake and tracking yet. Where was Toni?
  


  
    “Federal Marshals found him, he’s been shot. An Alaska National Guard copter is on the way; he’s up near Gakona.”
  


  
    He looked at his watch. It was six A.M. He needed to wash his face and to find Toni. What had John gotten into?
  


  
    But before he could reach the door, his own com chirped its top-priority tone. He hurried to the receiver and picked it up. “John?”
  


  
    “No, it’s Melissa Allison.”
  


  
    The director. What was she doing up at this hour?
  


  
    She didn’t give him time to wonder: “I just got a call from Adam Brickman in the U.S. Marshals office. One of his men was wounded in a shoot-out in Nowhere, Alaska, attempting to serve an arrest warrant authorized by your office. So was General John Howard. They are alive, just barely, on their way to a hospital in Anchorage, but Brickman isn’t happy. I’m not happy, either, Commander, because when he started chewing me out for not warning his people this was a shoot-sit, I didn’t know what the hell he was talking about.”
  


  
    Uh-oh. “I’m sorry, Madam Director, I didn’t realize there was any danger.”
  


  
    “You sent marshals and the head of Net Force’s military arm to pick up somebody—which is outside your charter, unless there are special circumstances. I’m going to be in my office in forty minutes. I suggest you be there when I arrive.”
  


  
    “Yes, ma’am,” Michaels said.
  


  
    He cradled the receiver. Great. Just great. He had a federal marshal and John Howard shot up and the director of the FBI ready to tear him a new asshole. Great way to start the day, wasn’t it? Maybe if he was lucky, a big meteor would fall on him.
  


  
    “Alex?”
  


  
    Toni. “Hey,” he said.
  


  
    “What’s up? The place feels as if it’s about to explode.”
  


  
    He rubbed at his face with both hands. “Walk with me and I’ll fill you in.”
  


  


  
    In the air over British Columbia
  


  


  
    Because Ventura wanted to have a few words with the Chinese, he had Morrison’s phone when it rang. He used the headset, the engine and wind noise of the DC-3 being enough to interfere with hearing.
  


  
    “Dr. Morrison?”
  


  
    “No. Ventura.”
  


  
    “Ah, Luther. How are you?”
  


  
    “Why, I’m just fine, Chilly. Though I can’t say the same for your people. The feint was pretty good, but the follow-through was, well, sad. I expected better.”
  


  
    There was a moment’s hesitation. Then Wu said, “Much as I’d like to turn this to my advantage, I have to confess I don’t know what you are talking about, Luther.”
  


  
    “Come on, we’re professionals here, I don’t hold it against you, I realize it was just business.”
  


  
    “Nope, sorry, I’m not tracking.”
  


  
    Ventura considered it. There was no real reason for Wu to be coy. He knew that if they tried to snatch Morrison and failed, Ventura wouldn’t care; it was how things were done, they were men of the world here. “So you didn’t send people to, ah, have an informal chat with my client?”
  


  
    “No.”
  


  
    Ventura heard the “Not yet” in that single word, but he also had to stop and think real hard about the implications. Of course Wu would lie if it was to his advantage, that was to be expected. But Wu had to know he couldn’t gull anybody into believing that the Chinese were benevolent businessmen who’d never stoop to such a thing as kidnapping and torture. Sure, they’d pay if they had to pay, but if they could get what they wanted for free, they’d do it. They were as cheap as anybody else.
  


  
    So lying wouldn’t serve him at this point—Ventura didn’t trust Wu as far as he could fly by flapping his arms, and Wu knew it. And if Wu hadn’t sent a team, then who were those men?
  


  
    Had he just shot a couple of real federal marshals?
  


  
    “Dr. Morrison is okay, isn’t he?” Wu asked. “No problems with our little transaction? We were quite impressed with the test. We are ready to get down to brass tacks.”
  


  
    “He’s fine. Here he is.” Ventura waved at Morrison, who was listening to his half of the conversation. He held his thumb over the transmitter mike. “Wu. He’s ready to deal. And don’t get bent with him—he didn’t send his people after you. Those were legitimate feds.”
  


  
    Morrison’s eyes went wide. “It couldn’t be—”
  


  
    “You screwed up, Doctor. They figured it out, somehow, and now we have a whole new set of problems.”
  


  
    He handed Morrison the phone and headset. He had to make a couple of calls on his own to verify this, but if it turned out to be what he was now sure it was, he had some serious thinking to do. Very serious thinking.
  


  


  
    Quantico, Virginia
  


  


  
    Alex had gone off to see the director, and Toni took the opportunity to go to the gym. It wasn’t as big as the rooms in the main FBI compound, but she didn’t need much space. And early as it was, she was the only person there.
  


  
    Nobody had gotten around to cleaning out her locker—there was still a pair of sweats and a sports bra folded neatly there, along with her Discipline martial arts shoes, and, by chance, the clothes were still clean, though a little stale. She shook everything out and dressed, then padded into the gym. She could have worked out in her street clothes, she made a point of doing that every so often, but since she didn’t have any clean ones to change into afterward, that would have to wait for another time. If you couldn’t do it in your ordinary wear, it didn’t matter how terrific a move was; if you couldn’t use it when you needed it, it was pointless for self-defense. In a streetfight, you wouldn’t have time to take off your shoes, get dressed in your gi, nor ten minutes to stretch and warm up. Sweats and limbering exercises saved wear and tear on your clothes, muscles, and joints in the long run, that was why you did them, but they were luxuries, not necessities—
  


  
    “Toni?”
  


  
    She looked up and saw Jay. “Hey, Jay.”
  


  
    “Boss around?”
  


  
    “He had to go see the Dragon Lady.”
  


  
    “Okay, I’ll call him.” He was in a hurry. He turned and started to leave.
  


  
    “What’s up, Jay?”
  


  
    He paused. “You knew they found John Howard shot in the woods across the road from the HAARP compound?”
  


  
    “Yeah.”
  


  
    “He was choppered to a hospital in Anchorage, and it looks like he’s gonna be okay.”
  


  
    “Thank God.”
  


  
    “Yeah. He was supposed to be on vacation with his family. How’d he get to Alaska?”
  


  
    Toni shook her head. Here was another problem for Alex, one he didn’t need.
  


  
    He needed her. But she couldn’t go back to work for him. She couldn’t.
  


  


  
    Madam Director Allison was royally pissed. In her shoes, Michaels might have felt the same way, but he wasn’t in her shoes, he was in his, and they were getting real damp from nervous sweat.
  


  
    “And you felt you couldn’t pass this along to me? I had to find it out from some other agency?”
  


  
    He sat in the chair in front of her desk and nodded. “I didn’t see the need. Four federal marshals went to pick up one desk-jockey scientist. I met the man. He could hardly stand up without losing his balance. He had no history of violence, no record of having purchased weapons. I asked John to go along to keep us in the loop. It was a milk run.”
  


  
    “Yes, a run that turned into the milkman taking a bullet in the pelvis under the edge of his vest, and your meek scientist disappearing, not even to mention the head of your military arm taking a round.” She looked at the flatscreen on her desk. “According to the guards at this HAARP place, Morrison wasn’t alone. He was accompanied by a Dr. Dick Grayson. His identity turns out to be bogus.”
  


  
    Despite the situation, Michaels smiled.
  


  
    “Something funny about that I’m missing, Commander?”
  


  
    “Dick Grayson is the secret identity of Batman’s side-kick, Robin.”
  


  
    “Yes, well, ‘Robin’ is likely the man who plugged the marshal, along with John Howard, on his way out of town. The rest of the arrest team managed to gather themselves enough to pick up the trail. Morrison and his gun-toting friend took a small cart through the woods, cut a hole in the fence, and were presumably picked up by accomplices. The marshals found an armed dead man next to the hole in the fence, shot in the heart. No ID on the man.
  


  
    “There were signs that a car had left the road and plowed into the fence fifty yards away. The marshals called in the state police, and a few minutes ago a shot-up Ford Explorer was found at an old airstrip. There were three bullet holes in the windshield, five more holes in the back loading gate and bumper, and another dead man in the front seat. No identification on him, either. Probably Howard’s work.”
  


  
    “Huh,” Michaels said.
  


  
    “Oh, you can do better than that, Commander. You are supposed to be playing with computers. You are supposed to be finding and busting pirate ships in the Gulf peddling Viagra and steroids and diet pills over the internet without prescriptions, or hunting down teenaged hackers who post porno in church web pages. You went outside your authority, and I don’t know what it is you stepped into, but whatever it is, it is on your shoes and it is your responsibility now. I want to know just what the hell is going on—”
  


  
    His virgil, which he had forgotten to turn off, bleated the opening notes from the old rock and roll song, “Bad to the Bone.”
  


  
    Dah, dah, dah, dah, dah, dump!
  


  
    The director frowned.
  


  
    “Sorry,” he said. He reached for the virgil to shut it off, but saw Jay’s face on the tiny screen. If Gridley knew he was here, he wouldn’t have bothered him if it wasn’t important. “Jay?”
  


  
    “Looks like John Howard is gonna make it, Boss.”
  


  
    “Thank God!”
  


  
    “Already sent a few prayers in His direction.”
  


  
    “I appreciate the call, Jay,” Michaels said. He discommed, then looked at the director. “Howard is going to pull through.”
  


  
    “That’s good news, at least. Why don’t you see if you can’t add to it?”
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    Tuesday, June 14th

    Anchorage, Alaska
  


  


  


  
    When John Howard awoke, the first face he saw belonged to Sergeant Julio Fernandez. With consciousness came the awareness that he was in a bed, in a hospital room, and that his right side and belly hurt like hell. He also had a headache, his mouth was dry, and his arm had an IV tube running into it. His last memory was of passing out in the woods, and of all the hoopla before that—he knew what had happened. He had been shot.
  


  
    “He’s awake,” Fernandez said.
  


  
    “How bad?” Howard asked.
  


  
    “John!” That was Nadine.
  


  
    He turned his head slightly—that was a good sign, he could do that. “Hey, babe. Julio?”
  


  
    “You’re shy a loop of small intestine, but you won’t have to poop into a bag for the rest of your life or anything. Won’t even have a bullet scar in the front, they took that out when they went in to fix your plumbing, but you will have one in the back—round went right through, didn’t hit anything else worth mentioning. Missed a kidney by a cun—uh, by a hair.”
  


  
    Howard nodded. “Thanks.”
  


  
    Nadine was there then, and there were tears and hugging. After which she called him a few names, the least of which was “stupid.”
  


  
    Man, he was glad to see her.
  


  
    “Dad?”
  


  
    “Hey, son.”
  


  
    Fernandez cranked the bed so Howard could sit up. Tyrone came over and smiled at him.
  


  
    Howard said, “Where’s your little friend?”
  


  
    Tyrone frowned, then saw Howard grin and realized it was a joke. “She’s in the waiting room. I’ll go tell her you’re okay. They wouldn’t let anybody but family in.”
  


  
    Howard looked at Fernandez. He shrugged. “I told them I was your brother. They decided it wasn’t worth arguing about.”
  


  
    A nurse came in, asked a couple of questions, then looked at the beeping machine to which he was wired. “The doctor will be in to see you in just a minute.”
  


  
    “Uh-huh. Sure. I’ve heard that one before.”
  


  
    She shook her head and left.
  


  
    “How long have I been out?”
  


  
    “Not long,” Fernandez said. “Been about six hours since you got here.”
  


  
    “Where is here?”
  


  
    “Anchorage. That’s in Alaska.”
  


  
    “Thank you for that information, Sergeant. How did you get here so fast?”
  


  
    “I have a friend in the Air Force who owed me a big favor. You haven’t lived until you’ve done a supersonic barrel roll. Yee-haw.”
  


  
    Nadine said, “Are you okay, John?”
  


  
    “I’ve felt better, but yeah, I’m okay.”
  


  
    “Good. I have to go to the bathroom. Stay right here.”
  


  
    He laughed. “Don’t do that. It hurts to laugh.”
  


  
    She headed for the bathroom. Howard grinned as he watched her walk away, then looked at Fernandez again. “You want to tell me about it?”
  


  
    “Why don’t you go first? I’ll fill in what we know that you don’t.”
  


  
    Howard nodded. He laid it out, the whole thing; it was vividly clear in his mind.
  


  
    When he was done, Fernandez nodded in return. “Ninety yards, huh? Hell of a shot.”
  


  
    “That’s what I thought. I wouldn’t want to meet this guy one-on-one in the daylight.”
  


  
    “Your tactics could have been better.”
  


  
    “I lie corrected, Sergeant. Your turn.”
  


  
    “Well, you actually did better than he did. The marshals had one wounded, but they collected two corpses, one by the fence, one in the SUV. One in the car was in the passenger seat when they found him, but holes in the windshield and spatter pattern says he got it while driving. How many rounds did you fire at the driver?
  


  
    “Three.”
  


  
    “All in the glass, four-inch group. And they counted five holes in the back.”
  


  
    “I shot six.”
  


  
    “You missed one. You need more practice.”
  


  
    “Five out of six at ninety yards, in the dark, car going away? I don’t think so. I do think I’m gonna keep that Medusa,” he said. “I feel a certain bond with it. Go ahead.”
  


  
    “No ID on the dead men, nothing useful in their pockets or clothes, which makes them pros. Feebs are running prints, nothing yet, but I’d guess we’re talking some kind of mercenaries. Our boy Morrison must know he has reason to rent serious muscle. Everybody and his kid sister is looking for him. Some kind of plane took off from an old field not far away, no ID on it yet, but it must have hugged the ground for a ways. Nobody’s radar spotted it.”
  


  
    Howard’s wife came back from the bathroom, and within a few seconds the doctor came in. He was maybe sixty, iron-gray hair cut short, in a white shirt and slacks and a lab coat. “Good afternoon. I’m Dr. Clements. How are you feeling, General?”
  


  
    “I’m ready to run a marathon. Right after breakfast.”
  


  
    “Yeah, I bet. Let me poke and prod a little here. Folks, if you’ll step outside?”
  


  
    “Nothing he’s got we haven’t seen,” Fernandez said.
  


  
    “Humor me,” Clements said.
  


  
    “You heard the man,” Howard said. “Maybe I don’t want you to see my new tattoo.”
  


  
    Fernandez grinned. “I got a few calls to make, anyhow. I don’t know why, but there are people who care if you croak.”
  


  
    As he started to walk away, Howard said, “Thanks for stopping by, Sergeant.”
  


  
    “Hey, no problem. It was a slow day at the office anyway.”
  


  
    Nadine said, “You stupid, stupid, stupid men! Would it break your faces to say you care?”
  


  
    Fernandez looked at her deadpan: “No, ma’am, but I’m pretty certain our balls would fall off.”
  


  
    You really shouldn’t laugh after being shot in the gut, you really shouldn’t.
  


  


  
    Quantico, Virginia
  


  


  
    Toni stood outside HQ and stared into the cloudy blue sky. Going to rain, she guessed.
  


  
    Yeah, and maybe if you’re real lucky, lightning will strike you.
  


  
    She sighed. How did she get into situations like this? She had just come from her meeting with Director Allison, and the good news was that she had been offered a job. The bad news was ... that she had been offered a job. And what a job—a newly created position, special assistant to the director, and liaison to Net Force.
  


  
    She would be working with Alex, but not for him. And she would be responsible for conveying the wishes of the director to Net Force in such a way as to make certain that the “interface” between the bureau and Net Force would be more “cleanly meshed.”
  


  
    Translation: She would be looking over Alex’s shoulder, making sure he didn’t screw up.
  


  
    She didn’t have to take it, of course. She could walk away, and she would have, except that it was the perfect job. She’d be in fairly close contact with Alex, she could cover him if he did stub his toe now and then, and she’d still be working for the government. With a grade and pay raise, to boot. Essentially, she would be Alex’s equal at work.
  


  
    The thing was—how was she going to tell him? He might not see it for what it was, and knowing Alex, he might feel, well, upset.
  


  
    She didn’t want to upset him. Then again, it wouldn’t really hurt him, would it? And in the long run, it could be better for their relationship.
  


  
    Ah, said her inner voice, rationalization rears its ugly head!
  


  
    “Shut up,” she told her inner voice.
  


  
    A Marine lieutenant walking past glanced at her, but apparently decided she wasn’t talking to him.
  


  
    She didn’t have to take the job. She told the director she’d have to think it over, that she’d get back to her. But she had made up her mind.
  


  


  
    Coeur d’Alene, Idaho
  


  


  
    Morrison never thought he would be glad to see the gates of a racist militia compound, but as soon as they closed behind the car, he felt a lot better.
  


  
    General Bull Smith was waiting at the main compound, and as soon as Ventura had alighted, he made straight for the man.
  


  
    “Everything go okay, Colonel?”
  


  
    “More or less, sir. We had some problems. I don’t want you to get blindsided by this, so I’ll just tell you up front—we are going to get some heat because of a few things that went down.”
  


  
    Smith smiled. “Heat doesn’t bother us at all. Idaho summers’ll give Hell a run for the money sometimes.”
  


  
    “Some of this could be from our own side.”
  


  
    Morrison watched Smith take this in. “That a fact?”
  


  
    3”You’ll hear about it on the news soon enough. I lost two men. A couple of federal marshals went down, too.”
  


  
    “No shit?”
  


  
    “I don’t think they know who we are. And they can’t know where we went.”
  


  
    Smith nodded. “Well. Revolution might be starting sooner than expected. We’re ready, if it comes to that.”
  


  
    “I don’t believe it will, General, but I had to bring you up to speed.”
  


  
    “I appreciate it, Colonel. Why don’t y’all come on in and have a beer? Got barbecued pork cooking.”
  


  
    “That sounds great,” Ventura said.
  


  
    After Smith was out of earshot, Morrison, mindful of listening devices, said, “Good that you updated the general.” What he meant was “Why the hell did you tell him?”
  


  
    Ventura’s answer also carried a hidden meaning: He said, “I expect the general’s own intel sources would have gotten it in short order anyhow.” And what Morrison heard was “He needed to hear it from us, just in case he ever got a clue.”
  


  
    “What now?” Morrison asked.
  


  
    “We wait for our friends to get in touch with us as to the transfers on both sides of the negotiation. Since nobody trusts anybody—nor should they—certain safeguards must be put into effect. We’ll have to work those out.”
  


  
    “They won’t come here?”
  


  
    “Wishful thinking, Doctor. No, they’ll want a place of their choosing. They’ll settle for one of our choosing, but it’ll have to be a lot more neutral than an armed camp where the shape of their eyes and sallow skin color might get them shot, just for the fun of it. Wouldn’t you?”
  


  
    “I suppose so.”
  


  
    “You suppose correctly. This is where it really gets tricky.”
  


  
    Morrison stared at him.
  


  
    Ventura chuckled. “We’re in the tiger’s cage, and he’s not made of paper. Any mistakes now, and he eats us. Speaking of which, shall we try some of that barbecue? I’m starving.”
  


  
    Morrison shook his head. The last thing he felt like doing was eating.
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    Tuesday, June 14th

    Quantico, Virginia
  


  


  


  
    On the phone, Michaels realized he was all knotted up as he sat hunched forward in his office chair. He tried to relax. Probably an oxymoron, that, trying to relax. Nonetheless, he took a deep breath and let it out slowly, and allowed his shoulders to slump with his exhalation. It helped a little. He said, “So what’s your take on it, John?”
  


  
    Howard didn’t sound as if he had been shot and almost killed only hours ago. He said, “Morrison is our boy. No reason for him to resist the marshals otherwise, and damned sure no reason for him to have shooters on hand to resist with. If we can keep him away from HAARP or any of the other transmitters like it, we can stop the attacks.”
  


  
    Michaels asked the question that had been bothering him. “Why would he do this? Drive people to a killing madness?”
  


  
    There was a pause. “I don’t know. Maybe he’s crazy himself.”
  


  
    Michaels sighed. The man hadn’t seemed crazy when he’d been sitting right here in this office, talking about this stuff. In retrospect, it was obvious that Morrison had been covering his ass, trying to misdirect Net Force, and except for Jay’s talking to a security guard, he’d done a good job of it. So he wasn’t that crazy. He’d known they might come looking for him, known it and thought to head it off in advance. Didn’t sound crazy.
  


  
    Why had he done it? To see if he could? Once would have proven that, twice made it certain. Three times was overkill. If he had planned on extortion, he’d screwed up—they knew who he was, and had an idea of what it was he had done, if not actually how he’d pulled it off, so any threat he had in mind was dead—especially since he no longer had the tools to do it at his disposal. This wasn’t something you could cobble together with a kit from RadioShack.
  


  
    So far, Jay hadn’t been able to find anything else that directly connected Morrison to the events in China or Portland. Hell, if he hadn’t come in, Net Force wouldn’t have had a clue about any of this. Maybe the guy was too smart for his own good. What he’d overlooked had been so simple, so basic, that it seemed incredibly stupid on the face of it. Like that mission to Mars a dozen years or so ago where the scientists had mixed up English measures with metric and plowed the little vessel right into the surface of the planet at speed because the calculations had been so basic nobody had even thought about them. Overlooking something as simple as a security guard’s log was the kind of thing a scientist just might do because it would never occur to him. A mistake so basic he never even thought about it.
  


  
    If Jay was right about the technology and the possibility of using it in such a manner, then Morrison had had the means and opportunity, but what had the motive been?
  


  
    “Any leads on where he went?” Howard asked.
  


  
    “Not yet. The mainline ops are on the case, and we’ve got bulletins out to every state police agency in the U.S., as well as to the Canadian authorities. Flight plans in Alaska and the Pacific Northwest are all being checked.”
  


  
    “I’m going to be out of here in a day or so,” Howard said. “I’ll get to the office—”
  


  
    “You will go home, General. We will run this guy down doing the things we know how to do. What we haven’t done enough of lately—computer detection.”
  


  
    “I’ll be okay to work.”
  


  
    “Not according to your wife you won’t. We’ll keep you posted as to progress.”
  


  
    Howard wasn’t happy with that, but there wasn’t much he could do about it. They said their good-byes.
  


  
    Michaels headed to Jay’s office. He tapped on the door and stuck his head into the room. Gridley was off-line. “Hey, Boss.”
  


  
    “I just got off the com with John Howard. He is going to be okay, so the doctors tell him.”
  


  
    Jay relaxed a little. “Good to hear it.”
  


  
    “I trust you are well on the way to catching the man responsible for shooting our teammate?”
  


  
    Jay smiled. “Oh, sure. Well on the way.”
  


  
    “Which means?”
  


  
    “We’ve got all his personal records. We know where he’s been and what he’s done that required use of his credit cards, or his driver’s license. We have his work records, too, but there are some gaps. He took out a second mortgage on his house and cleaned out his bank accounts, so he has a big chunk of cash, and not everybody requires ID for every transaction. He could have bought a cheap car, rented a private plane, maybe even gotten himself some phony ID for whatever.
  


  
    “We have a description of the guy who was with Morrison from the guards at HAARP, but ‘your average-looking science geek’ isn’t a lot of help. No surveillance cameras managed to catch an image of ‘Dick Grayson,’ and it was ole Dick who must have done the shooting—unless Morrison has a stash of guns we don’t know about and also practiced his fast draw without anybody we talked to knowing about it.”
  


  
    Jay smiled. “Hey, you know who Dick Grayson is?”
  


  
    “Robin, the boy wonder,” Michaels said.
  


  
    Jay looked disappointed, but he continued: “FBI field agents have questioned Morrison’s wife, and she doesn’t know anything. Really. According to the reports I just read, she isn’t exactly the brightest bulb on the string—she doesn’t know what her husband does for a living, and it is the opinion of the interviewing agents that she wouldn’t know HAARP from a harpoon.”
  


  
    “What else?”
  


  
    “Nothing else. We have a respected scientist who apparently figured out how to drive people crazy using a giant walkie-talkie, then up and did it. We know when, and we think we sort of know generally how, but not why.”
  


  
    “Conjecture?”
  


  
    “I dunno, Boss. Doesn’t make any sense to me. Revenge, power, money—those are the big motivating factors that come to mind.”
  


  
    Michaels said, “Anybody ever screw him over so bad he’d want this kind of revenge?”
  


  
    “Not that I’ve seen. His ex-wife lives in Boston. If he wanted to get her, he missed by three thousand miles. No alimony, no kids, and the new trophy wife is a lot prettier, anyhow. He lost his funding on a research project, but got a higher paying job right after. ”
  


  
    “Power?”
  


  
    “Never had an ambition to run things, far as I can tell.”
  


  
    “Money, then?”
  


  
    “How does zapping a couple of Chinese villages and then downtown Portland get him rich? Extortion, maybe? But that wouldn’t be too bright, ’cause he’d have to know the authorities would be on his tail forever for multiple murder. He’d never be able to relax, it’s too high-profile. Too late for that now, anyhow, we have the gun. Ammunition is no good without it, and he can’t walk into another of these radio palaces and ask pretty please to use the transmitter, can he?”
  


  
    No, it didn’t make a lot of sense.
  


  
    Michaels had a sudden thought. “Suppose you wanted to buy a new computer system, something experimental, way ahead of what everybody else had?”
  


  
    “Yeah?”
  


  
    “How would you go about buying it if you weren’t sure what it would do?”
  


  
    “Sit down and put it through its paces,” Jay said. “Crank it up to high and let it fly, find out what it would do—ah.”
  


  
    Michaels saw that Jay was going down the same path. “Yeah,” he said. “Maybe that’s what Morrison was doing. Maybe he was showing it to a potential customer. How much you figure such a thing might be worth, to the right customer? The power to drive your enemies bonkers?”
  


  
    “Damn,” Jay said.
  


  
    “Yeah. I think we just might have found ourselves an even uglier can of worms. As long as it is Morrison, we get him eventually. But what if he passes it along to somebody else? Somebody we can’t get so easily?”
  


  
    “That could be a problem.”
  


  
    “It already is a problem. Ours. As of now, this is your reason for living. Hit the net. Get all the help you can get. Find this guy, Jay. And find him fast.”
  


  
    “Yeah.”
  


  
    Michaels looked around. “You seen Toni? I kind of lost track of her around lunchtime.”
  


  
    “Uh, no. I haven’t, uh, seen her.” He looked back at his computer.
  


  
    Michaels said, “I’m hoping to get her to come back to work. I think she’s considering it seriously.”
  


  
    “Really. That’s, uh, good, Boss.” Something on Jay’s desk suddenly seemed fascinating to him. And something in his tone of voice didn’t sound quite right.
  


  
    “What?” Michaels said.
  


  
    “What, ‘what’?” Jay responded, still not looking up.
  


  
    Michaels realized he was maybe not the most perceptive man in the world when it came to reading people, but Jay Gridley wasn’t one of the world’s great adepts when it came to hiding his feelings, either.
  


  
    “You aren’t telling me something I need to hear.”
  


  
    “Boss, I—”
  


  
    “I have a lot on my mind right now, Jay. How about you don’t add worrying the unknown to it?”
  


  
    Jay blew out a sigh. “All right. Last time I was in the feeb mainframe, I left myself a couple of doors, you know, just in case we had problems like when the Russian got into the government systems?”
  


  
    “Skip the rationalizations, you’re a hacker to the bone. It’s what we pay you for, remember.”
  


  
    “Yeah, well, I kind of left myself a door in the director’s office subsystem.”
  


  
    “And you found something I need to know but that you don’t want to tell me. What—am I going to get fired?”
  


  
    “No, no, nothing like that. It’s just that, well, Toni had a meeting with the director today. At one.”
  


  
    Michaels’s immediate urge was to cover and say, Oh, sure, I knew about that. But since he hadn’t known, and since there seemed to be more, he didn’t say that. Instead, he said, “And now you can drop the other shoe.”
  


  
    “You really ought to hear it from her, Boss.”
  


  
    “Maybe so, but I’m going to hear it from you.”
  


  
    Jay shook his head. “The director just put in the e-forms for a new staff job in her office. Special assistant. She was offering the job to Toni.”
  


  
    Michaels blinked. “And she took the job?”
  


  
    “Not that I can tell.”
  


  
    Michaels felt an absurd sense of relief. A job offer, fine, that was no big deal. Sure, she should have told him about it, but, hey, things were busy, and maybe she’d planned to brush the director off before she mentioned it. That would be like her. Nothing to worry about.
  


  
    Yeah? Then why is your stomach suddenly all twisted and cold?
  


  
    

  


  
    Anchorage, Alaska
  


  


  
    When he used his phone to check his e-mail, Tyrone Howard saw a priority call from Jay Gridley. Huh. What was that about?
  


  
    It took forever to scroll the message on the tiny screen, but it was pretty straightforward. Jay had put out a call to all his contacts on the web. He was looking for some information, and he was asking for help.
  


  
    Tyrone stared at the phone. What seemed like a thousand years ago, he had helped Jay chase down a bad guy in VR. He and Jay knew each other from way back, ever since Tyrone’s dad had been at Net Force. Of course, that time he’d helped Jay had been when he was spending six or seven hours a day jacked in to his computer, something he hadn’t done in a while. These days, he was on-line two hours a day, tops, almost nothing, just enough time to read his mail, run through a few VR rooms, and maybe a few minutes of an on-line game. But if Jay was asking, Tyrone bet it had something to do with his dad getting shot, and he was ready to sit down, plug in, and get the data flowin’ fine and fast for that. This was the guy who had pack-pronged Portland, killed people, and ruined the championships, too. A dragfoot juicesucker who needed to be shorted out, no feek. He had his laptop with him, in his pack in his dad’s room. He’d get it and get on-line.
  


  
    Nadine could help him. She didn’t know a whole lot about computers, but he could take her along and show her as they went. He was not as sharp as he’d been, but he could still lubefoot the net okay. He’d help Jay and they would catch the sucker who had shot his dad.
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    Tuesday, June 14th
  


  
    Coeur d’Alene, Idaho


  


  
    Inside the car, even with the motor running and the air conditioner going on high, it was warm. It was just the two of them, Morrison in the back, Ventura driving. They passed the odd militiaman on the dusty gravel road as they crept along at just over walking speed.
  


  
    Over the phone, Wu’s voice was silky, relaxed, lulling. He said, “Of course we trust you. It’s just that some of your ... ah ... associates seem to have a bias against people of our ... persuasion. No point in tempting fate, now, is there?”
  


  
    Morrison nodded at the unseen speaker. Both phones had their picture transmission off, so neither man could view the other. Not that it would have helped Morrison much to see Wu. He wasn’t particularly good at reading expressions on Western faces; as far as he was concerned, the Chinese were inscrutable. Besides, it didn’t matter. Ventura had coached him, and so far, everything the bodyguard had said was right on the button. In theory, their conversation was scrambled, encoded so that it couldn’t be understood even if somebody was able to intercept and record it.
  


  
    “Perhaps the Chinese embassy might be more to your liking?”
  


  
    Wu had the grace to laugh. “Well, of course, we could arrange that, but somehow I don’t think Luther would feel very comfortable under such circumstances. In his place, I would not.”
  


  
    “Let’s cut to the chase,” Morrison said. “I’ll name a place, and we’ll meet there.”
  


  
    Ventura had told him they wouldn’t like that, getting right to the point. The culture from which Wu came was more patient than America’s, by and large, and the Chinese were willing to engage in as much ceremonial talk as necessary to please all the speakers. They viewed Americans’ lack of formality and impatience as signs of youth and poor breeding.
  


  
    “Let them think what they want,” Ventura had told him. “The lower an opinion they have of us, the better.”
  


  
    “Perhaps,” Wu said. “Where?”
  


  
    Morrison glanced ahead at Ventura, who saw him in the rearview mirror. He nodded.
  


  
    “There’s a theater in Woodland Hills, California. That’s just outside Los Angeles.”
  


  
    “I know where Woodland Hills is, Doctor.” His voice was dry, and no overt anger came through, but Morrison smiled. Ventura had told him that would irritate Wu, too.
  


  
    Morrison continued: “The theater is fairly new, an IMAX. It’s on the edge of a big shopping center—”
  


  
    “Ah, yes, on Mulholland, just north of Oxnard,” Wu broke in. “I saw the latest James Bond picture there a few months ago. You take the Ventura Freeway.”
  


  
    Again Morrison smiled. “He’ll one-up you,” Ventura had said. “But it’ll be subtle.”
  


  
    “Good, that’ll save me having to give directions. Tomorrow at noon.”
  


  
    “Any particular reason for this meeting place?”
  


  
    “I haven’t seen the picture they’re showing.”
  


  
    “I see. All right. But there are a few details to which we must attend.”
  


  
    “Such as?”
  


  
    “Well, you can hardly expect us to show up hauling a suitcase with four hundred million dollars in small bills, now can you? It would take a truck to carry that much.”
  


  
    “I have a secure account in an island bank,” Morrison said. “Electronic transfer will do. Bring a laptop with a secure wireless modem.”
  


  
    “Ah, but there is the rub. You expect us to deliver that much money to you, and then you will give us the information, is that correct?”
  


  
    “I’m the only one who can. It isn’t written down anywhere.” His meaning here was clear enough: If something happens to me before you get what you want, you won’t get it. The truth was something else: He did have a copy of it—but only one. Any other references to the sequence had been erased, and he’d done that using a deletion program that made all those files unrecoverable. The remaining file was well hidden, too. Nobody would ever find it. He could not imagine forgetting the sequence, but if for some reason he did, he wouldn’t lose it.
  


  
    That’s what you thought about the feds connecting you to all this, too, remember?
  


  
    He tried to ignore the thought. He still couldn’t figure out how they had done that. He had been so careful.
  


  
    “How do we know you will deliver?”
  


  
    “You know I have the information. I’ve demonstrated it to your satisfaction, haven’t I? Once I have the money, why wouldn’t I? It doesn’t make any sense not to, does it?”
  


  
    “Having it and giving it to us are not exactly the same though, are they?”
  


  
    “I’ll be sitting right there next to you. You transfer the money. I transfer the information. I assume you will have scientists standing by who can verify the information. I can give you the names of some of yours who have the ability to confirm it—Dr. Jang Ji, or George Chen, or Li Hun—”
  


  
    “That won’t be necessary. We know who our scientists are. But can they verify it immediately?”
  


  
    “If they have a test subject and access to ECG equipment and a couple of basic transmitters, they can be ready to run the experiment as soon as they get the code sequence. They’ll be able to confirm it before the movie is over. Only on a small scale, of course, but in this case, size doesn’t matter. It will work as well in the field as it does in the tab—you’ve seen that.”
  


  
    There was a short pause as Wu apparently digested this information.
  


  
    “That’s the deal, Mr. Wu. Take it or leave it.”
  


  
    “All right. I’ll see you at noon tomorrow. Have a pleasant trip.”
  


  
    Wu disconnected, and Morrison blew out a big sigh of relief. This had all gone a lot more crossways than he had ever anticipated. A large part of him wished he could turn back the clock and reconsider this whole idea.
  


  
    “He went for it,” Ventura said. Not a question.
  


  
    “Yes.”
  


  
    “Good. We’re in business.”
  


  
    Morrison was worried. “This sounds very risky to me. A public movie theater? It will be too easy for him to bring men with guns in and hide them among the audience. He could have fifteen or twenty of them and we wouldn’t know it.”
  


  
    Ventura smiled into the rearview mirror. “Do I tell you how to program your signals? Offer advice on frequencies?”
  


  
    “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to—”
  


  
    “Don’t worry, we’ll know who they are. The theater will be having a special screening tomorrow at noon, for screenwriters, members of the WGA. They’ll have to show a card to get in the showing. Everybody else will either be one of ours or belong to the Chinese. We’ll let their people in, because we will have the advantage. The employees, from the booth to the concession stand to the guy who tears your ticket in half, will be our people. For every one they get inside, we’ll have one in a nearby seat covering them. Everybody our men don’t know will be a potential target. If click comes to bang, they will know who to shoot. And if they miss? Well, nobody will notice if there are a few less screenwriters anyhow. Everybody in L.A. is working on a script.”
  


  
    “How can you do this? You know the guy who owns the place?”
  


  
    “I am the guy who owns the place. Over the years, I’ve done pretty well for my retirement, Doctor. I own that theater, a bar, part interest in a health club, and a couple of high-profile restaurants. Plus the blue chip stocks and bonds, of course. I’m not in the same class as you are about to be, but I could live fairly comfortably off the investments and interest without ever touching my principal. If your money isn’t working for you, it’s just gathering dust.” He smiled.
  


  
    Morrison shook his head. This was incredible. Why would a man of wealth and property risk his life to work as a bodyguard?
  


  
    Ventura must have read his mind. “ ‘Idle hands are the Devil’s workshop.’ A man likes to keep busy doing work he enjoys.”
  


  
    Morrison looked away from Ventura.
  


  
    This was getting stranger—and more frightening—all the time.
  


  


  
    Washington, D.C.
  


  


  
    Michaels sat at his kitchen table, holding a cup of coffee. It was early, just about dawn, and Toni was still asleep. He drank and stared at the wall, his gaze going through the paneling and Sheetrock and wood and focusing on nothing a thousand miles away.
  


  
    And how is your life, Mr. Michaels?
  


  
    Why, just fine, thank you very much. My ex-wife is getting remarried to some Idaho dork and taking my child away from me—unless I want to get into an ugly child custody case that will probably scar my daughter for life, something she doesn’t deserve and I won’t do.
  


  
    I personally spoke to the man who almost certainly killed scores of Chinese by using some kind of radio beam to drive them crazy, and if I had been on the fucking ball, I would have stopped him before he did it again to scores of Americans. He walked into my office and I smiled and let him walk out.
  


  
    The head of my military arm was shot and seriously wounded because I wanted him to go along and keep the federal marshals company, and the guy I sent them all after plugged a marshal while he was at it, got away, and is still on the loose.
  


  
    My boss is ready to nail my ass to the nearest wall for not keeping her in the loop.
  


  
    What else? Oh, right. My woman is back and sleeping in my bed, but she’s considering taking a job where she’ll be looking over my shoulder at my work and then telling my boss all about it. And she didn’t think it was worth mentioning.
  


  
    He had come home late, Toni had already been asleep, and he’d stewed about this particular problem until he conked out. And he woke up thinking about it.
  


  
    That it?
  


  
    Yeah, I think that just about covers it. My life is just swell.
  


  
    He sipped at the coffee. It was cold. He considered getting up to warm it, but it wasn’t worth the effort. Sitting and staring at the wall was ever so much more important.
  


  
    Sure, sitting and whining about how hard your life is, that’s the way to go, all right.
  


  
    “Up yours!”
  


  
    “Hey. What did I do?”
  


  
    Michaels looked up. He hadn’t realized he’d said it aloud until he heard Toni. She stood there, wearing one of his dress shirts and nothing else, and she looked absolutely gorgeous, even though her face was sleep-wrinkled and her hair was a tangled rat’s nest. That didn’t help, that she was beautiful and he loved her. He’d thought things were okay when she came back, he’d thought all was right with the world.
  


  
    Well, think again, pal.
  


  
    “Nothing, I was just talking to myself.”
  


  
    She took a mug from the dishwasher and poured coffee into it. She inhaled the vapor, blew it out, then drank. She turned and leaned against the counter, looked at him. “You want to talk about it?”
  


  
    Did he want to talk about it? Goddamned right he wanted to talk about it. They could start with How come you didn’t tell me you’d been to see the director to discuss going to work for her? Slip your mind? Not important enough to even mention? Don’t want to let me in on little details in your life, like where you are going to work?
  


  
    But he didn’t say that. Instead, he said, “Not really.”
  


  
    She took another sip of the brew. “Okay.”
  


  
    Fine. Fine. If she wasn’t going to bring it up, he would rot in hell for all eternity before he brought it up!
  


  
    He said, “I need to go in early. I’m having a meeting with the mainline SAC to coordinate our investigation to find Morrison.”
  


  
    “Want me to ride along?”
  


  
    “Suit yourself.” That came out a little snippier than he wanted, but what the hell, it was how he felt.
  


  
    She blew out a sigh, then put the coffee mug down on the counter and crossed her arms. “All right. What’s eating you? You’re so pissed off you’re about to spit. Did I do something wrong?”
  


  
    “Wrong? No, you didn’t do anything wrong.” He could feel the acid drip from his voice, feel the rage just barely buried under his words.
  


  
    “So why are you taking my head off?”
  


  
    He was not going to say it, he was not going to say it! “No reason. I was just wondering, since you are always hammering at me for keeping to myself, not telling you what is going on inside my head, I was just wondering why you didn’t tell me you were considering going to work for Melissa Allison, that’s all.”
  


  
    Well. So much for his burn-in-hell resolve not to mention it.
  


  
    She unfolded her arms, put one hand to her mouth, and she had, by God, the grace to at least look guilty. She said, “I ... I’m sorry. I was going to tell you.”
  


  
    “When? When I saw them painting your name on your new parking space?”
  


  
    “Alex—”
  


  
    “No, no, you don’t have to explain. You can do what you want, I don’t have any strings on you. You want to work for the folks on the other side of the compound, hey, it’s not my business. You are going to take the job, right?”
  


  
    Her arms came back up and she crossed them tightly in front of her breasts. She stared back at him. “Yes. I am.”
  


  
    His gut twisted. Well. There you go. Signed, sealed, delivered.
  


  
    He stood. “Congratulations. I’m so glad we had a chance to discuss it before you made your decision.” He stalked past her toward the bedroom. Probably not as impressive as it might have been, since he was wearing nothing but his old ratty bathrobe with the frayed cuffs and torn shoulder.
  


  
    “Don’t do this, Alex! Don’t shut down on me!”
  


  
    “You have no room to say that right now,” he said. “No room at all. I’m going to work.”
  


  
    “If you do, I won’t be here when you get back!”
  


  
    “Fine, you’re going to do what you want anyhow—why bother to tell me!”
  


  
    And that pretty much ended that conversation.
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    Washington, D.C.
  


  


  


  
    In the cab on the way to the rental car place, Toni fumed. Why did Alex have to be such a horse’s ass?
  


  
    All right, yes, she should have told him about the job interview, and that she was seriously considering taking the offer. But, really, when did she have the chance? After she had seen the director, Alex had been out of his office and busy. He hadn’t come back to his condo until late, and she’d been in bed. The first time she could have reasonably brought it up was this morning, and before she had a chance to say anything, he’d jumped down her throat. How fair was that?
  


  
    Uh-huh. You can make the case that way to him if you want, but let’s not bullshit ourselves, okay? You could have mentioned it before you went to the meeting. And you were only pretending to be asleep when Alex got home because you didn’t want to talk about it. Try again.
  


  
    All right, yes, yes, it was true. But even so, he still didn’t have any right to blow up like that. He wasn’t her father!
  


  
    No, but he’s the man you love. And he was right about one thing—you did to him what you absolutely hate to see him do to you—you kept him in the dark about what was going on inside your head. And all that business about you not being there when he got home? What was that?
  


  
    Toni sighed. She hated these arguments with her inner self. She always lost. She could rationalize to somebody else, but she couldn’t fool herself—not for long, anyhow. Alex’s anger had ignited her own, and when they’d both had a chance to cool down, they’d be able to discuss things more rationally. He did love her, she knew that, and just because they’d had a fight didn’t mean all was lost forever. She hadn’t had much practice at that, fighting with somebody you loved, and every time it happened, she had a belly-twisting fear that it would be the end. One cross word, blap! they’d go their separate ways. Maybe you got over that, in time. She hoped so.
  


  
    All right. So now the question was, Should she wait and hash this out with Alex? Or should she go to Quantico, see the director, and tell her she was going to take the job? Her ego said to hell with him, do what you want. But her heart said she should at least sit down and explain to him why she wanted to do it. Okay, so he was pissed off at her, he was busy, and he had a lot on his mind, but they could find a few minutes to work this out. This was more important than anything else in her life, she couldn’t just turn and walk away from it.
  


  
    “Here we are, lady,” the cabbie said.
  


  
    Toni blinked. The trip had been a blur, she couldn’t remember any of it.
  


  
    “Thanks,” she said.
  


  
    Her mind was set. She would get the rental car, drive to the office, and find a time and space to talk to Alex. She could make him understand. She knew she could.
  


  
    

  


  
    New York City
  


  
    

  


  
    The bar was a rat hole—shoot, a self-respecting rat would think twice about sticking its nose in here, and if it had two neurons to spark at each other, it would decide not to risk it. The lighting was mercifully dim, but you could still see the knife scars in the wooden bar, the initials carved in the tables and stools. There were flats and holographs on the walls lit by neon beer signs, the posters of mostly naked women perched in various poses on Harley Davidson motorcycles. On a couple of the pictures, certain portions of the women’s anatomy had been worn through to the dark wall underneath, caused by somebody rubbing or kissing the images. The mirror behind the bar was cracked in two places, held together with glass-mend strips, and few of the liquor bottles on the shelves behind the bartender were more than half-full.
  


  
    The bartender was six and a half feet tall, probably weighed three hundred pounds, and he wore a leather vest and oil-stained jeans that presumably went to the tops of his big old motorcycle boots. He had tattoos all over what was visible of his body, everything from Li’l Hot Stuff to naked women with large breasts—and large fangs. The centerpiece was a Harley logo on his chest, partially obscured with thick patches of graying hair.
  


  
    Lined up at the bar and seated at the tables were other bikers, men and women, and none of them looking what you would call ... wholesome ...
  


  
    On a raised platform off to one side of the bar, red and blue lights played over a listless dancer. She was naked, save for several rings piercing various body parts, and a few small but interesting tattoos of her own, including a flame-colored one shaped like an arrow that pointed at one of the more intimate piercings—or what was being pierced. The music was some bump-and-grind number with saxophones and a lot of drums, and the dancer could have phoned in her performance. From her face, one could see the dancer was well past her prime; from stretch marks and scars, one could guess that she’d had children, cosmetic surgery, and probably an appendectomy. The overall effect was as erotic as a chunk of concrete, and nobody was watching the woman dance.
  


  
    Jay Gridley, wearing a sleeveless blue denim jacket sporting colors from the Thai Tigers Motorcycle Club—TTMC superimposed over a growling tiger’s face—stood between two bruisers a foot taller than he and probably half again his weight.
  


  
    One of the bruisers accidentally tapped Jay with his elbow as he turned to speak to a mama on the other side of him.
  


  
    “Watch it,” Jay said.
  


  
    The biker turned back to Jay, death in his eyes, but when he saw Jay, he blinked and said, “Sorry, man.”
  


  
    Jan grinned. Well, what the hell, it was his scenario, wasn’t it? If he was gonna be in a bad biker titty bar, he might as well be the baddest guy in the place, right? Jay knew he had the moves to wipe up the virtual floor with anybody in the place, and even in VR, people could sense a real expert from his moves and stance.
  


  
    It probably said something about his fantasy life that he would come up with such a scenario, and was able to flesh it out-as well as he had, but hey, if you can’t have fun, what is the point?
  


  
    The bartender came over, and Jay pointed at his empty glass. The giant nodded, reached behind himself, and pulled a bottle of tequila off the shelf. When he poured, the worm sloshed into the glass with the fiery liquid. He looked at Jay.
  


  
    Jay shrugged. “Leave it. It adds texture.”
  


  
    The bartender started to turn away. Jay said, “I’m looking for somebody.”
  


  
    “Yeah?” He locked gazes with Jay.
  


  
    “Yeah. A shooter.” He pulled the smudged drawing from his jacket pocket. This was the composite put together by the computer artist, based on the HAARP guards’ description of “Dick Grayson.”
  


  
    The bartender never took his gaze from Jay’s. “Don’t know him, ain’t seen him,” he said.
  


  
    “Look at the picture.”
  


  
    “Don’t need to. Won’t matter.”
  


  
    “So that’s how it is.”
  


  
    “Yeah. That’s how it is.”
  


  
    Jay grabbed the bartender by a clump of chest hair and jerked him against the edge of the bar. With his free hand, he pulled an automatic knife with a five-inch blade from his jeans. He put the point against the bartender’s throat, just under his chin.
  


  
    In the real world, Jay had grabbed the home address of the guy playing bartender and force-fed the generating computer a virus-laced cookie. If he didn’t pull the knife away, the guy’s system was going to go belly up in about ten seconds after he “cut” him.
  


  
    “Look at the picture or I give you a new smile.”
  


  
    The bar patrons hadn’t noticed the action, save for those closest to Jay, and they quickly edged away. The dancer continued her sleepwalking shuffle.
  


  
    “Okay, don’t get twitchy.” The bartender glanced down at the image.
  


  
    Jay grinned. This visit to a mercenary chat room on VR was a lot more interesting than running facial points of comparison against the image files of the NCIC, NAPC, or the FBI, looking for a match—which he had already done, and come up with zed-edward-roger-oliver.
  


  
    “Jeez,” somebody said from the doorway. “Jay?”
  


  
    The voice sounded familiar. Jay released the bartender and turned.
  


  
    Tyrone Howard stood there, looking around the inside of the biker’s hangout.
  


  
    “Tyrone? What are you doing here?”
  


  
    There were a few people to whom Jay had given his forwarding code, so that if they needed to contact him electronically, they could in essence meet him on the net wherever he was. It wouldn’t work in a high-classification security area, but any hacker worth three bytes could follow the line into anything as simple as this kind of public access site if Jay allowed him past the fire wall. Tyrone Howard had been very helpful during the mad Russian thing a few months back, and Jay had added him to the list of people who could contact him in a hurry.
  


  
    Might have been a mistake, considering the overlay.
  


  
    Apparently Tyrone had decided to let Jay’s scenario be the default, and it wasn’t one you particularly wanted to have a thirteen-year-old boy see you in. He might get the wrong idea.
  


  
    “Yeah, I seen him,” the bartender said.
  


  
    Jay turned back to the giant biker, breaking character: “Really?”
  


  
    “Yeah. He’s been in once or twice.”
  


  
    “Where can I find him?”
  


  
    “I dunno. But the guy over by the pool table, the one in the Army shirt, drinking boilermakers, he’s had some dealings with him.”
  


  
    Jay nodded.
  


  
    Tyrone walked into the place toward Jay.
  


  
    “Gimme a second here, Ty, I’ll be right with you.”
  


  
    “No hurry, Jay. I’ll just ... enjoy the ambience. Jeez, this is as bad as Jimmy-Joe’s strip joint.”
  


  
    Great. All he needed was Tyrone telling his father about this scenario.
  


  
    Worry about that later, Jay. Let’s go see the man who likes boilermakers.
  


  
    But the man who enjoyed dropping a shot glass of whiskey into his beer stein, depth-charge style, wasn’t really there—he was a proxy.
  


  
    While it was true that none of the people in the ersatz biker bar were really “there,” some were less so than others. A proxy was a shell, little more than a link to another location, something to mark a place, and not somebody you could interface with directly. A ghost of a shadow.
  


  
    Jay was able to get a location, but a quick pulse in that direction did a reverb with nothing more than an RW street address, somewhere in the District. Apparently Mr. Boilermaker here didn’t like to reveal too much on the net, and if Jay wanted to speak with him, he was going to have to drop out of VR and go RW.
  


  
    Huh. Who did that anymore?
  


  
    He wasn’t a field op, he was a netjet, so he could pass this along to one of the staff investigators to have them look up Boilermaker here and have a face-to-face chat with him.
  


  
    Jay shook his head. That might take days, given the way the field ops took their sweet time about such requests. Even if the boss put a rush on it, Jay didn’t altogether trust the shoe skidders—some of them weren’t particularly sharp, and it would be his luck to get a dull one who’d mess up the interview.
  


  
    Soji had been after him to get out more. No reason why he couldn’t drop by and do the interview himself, was there? It wasn’t as if he was afraid of going outside.
  


  
    He looked around for Tyrone, but the boy had vanished.
  


  
    “Tyrone?”
  


  
    A biker with the physique of a competition bodybuilder whose monthly steroid bill was higher than his house note smiled at him. “Hey, Jay.”
  


  
    “Nice suit,” Jay said, waving at the mound of muscle.
  


  
    “I thought it was a good idea. It’s a modified pro wrestler, all I had to do was change the clothes and add a couple of tattoos. I didn’t want to stand out.”
  


  
    “Come on, let’s leave this pit. I’ve got a private room.” He rattled off the password and headed for the door.
  


  
    As he reached the exit, the exotic dancer’s music changed, and the first notes of Destroyers’ version of “Bad to the Bone” rumbled its bass beat from the speakers. Jay grinned. For a second, he’d forgotten he’d programmed that in. Yep, that’s me. Jay Gridley, better not step into my path, ’cause I’m b-b-b-b-bad!
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    Ventura wiped a thin film of sweat from his forehead as he stood outside the theater, smiling into the parking lot. It was probably almost eighty degrees, and it was not yet nine A.M. Hardly a surprise that the sun came up bright and hot here this time of year. The Los Angeles basin pretty much had two seasons—hot and real hot. Ventura could remember going to the beach in January, and getting sunburned lying on the sand, watching girls hip-roll past in bikinis. He grinned again. That had been a long time ago.
  


  
    He and Morrison had been here for almost two hours, and of course his people had been in place since before Wu had called yesterday. The regular staff had been given three days off with pay and told that a special training session for employees of a different theater was being conducted. If anybody had wondered about it, the free days off were apparently enough to keep them from asking.
  


  
    Wu would expect Ventura to get there early, of course, and he wouldn’t know who normally worked there, but he’d figure Ventura hadn’t chosen the place because he liked breathing hot smog.
  


  
    Like a game of chess or go, any move in this level of play, no matter how innocuous it might seem, could have a major impact later on. You had to be very careful, always looking ahead.
  


  
    Only a fool would choose a neutral meeting place if he could pick one that would tilt the playing field in his favor. Taking the high ground was an old and battle-tested adage. The Chinese knew this—their culture had been steeped in war for thousands of years, and it made for a pungent, bitter drink. They knew this brew.
  


  
    Within three hours of the call, Chinese agents had put the theater under surveillance, and a couple of them had tried to con their way inside. Ventura’s people had kept the place secure, though they really couldn’t do anything about the watchers outside. Well. That didn’t matter.
  


  
    The arrival of an ostentatious stretch limo in the front two hours ago had likely drawn most of the outside attention while Morrison and Ventura slipped in the back door, bracketed by four of his best shooters. The guy having coffee in the Starbucks all morning would have seen them and reported it, but Wu wouldn’t want to risk a shoot-out in broad daylight next to a major street—it would be too easy for Morrison to take a round, and nobody wanted that. Yet.
  


  
    Once inside, Morrison felt a lot safer, and Ventura let him believe that, though the truth was, it didn’t much matter. If Ventura screwed up, the client was in deep shit no matter where he was.
  


  
    Still, Ventura knew they had the advantages: He had chosen the time and place, he controlled the building, and they needed Morrison alive, whereas Ventura could pot anybody on their side he wanted. And when it got right down to it, he was pretty sure he was better at strategy and tactics than Chilly Wu.
  


  
    Of course, that was the crux of it—“pretty sure” was not the same as “absolutely certain,” which you could never be in such an encounter. And in that was the secret shared by serious martial artists everywhere. If you were a warrior—a real warrior—there was only one way to test yourself. You had to go into battle, guns ready, and face the enemy. No amount of virtual reality, no practice with targeting lasers against others, nothing other than the real thing mattered. In the end, the only way to know you were better when it came to life and death was to pull the triggers, rock and roll, and see who walked away when the smoke cleared.
  


  
    That instant of truth, when the guns and knives came out, that was as much in the moment as a man got. That was the ultimate realization that you were alive, when you stared laughing Death in the face and backed him down. Death always laughed, of course, because he knew that in the end, he always won. That was Death—but life wasn’t about the destination, it was about the trek. Playing the song was about the flow of the music, not about reaching the end.
  


  
    If a man spent years, decades, perfecting a skill, no matter how awful the skill was in application, some part of him wanted to test it. To know.
  


  
    So, part of this was protecting his client. And part of it was, if necessary, defeating the one who would harm his client. You stepped up and knocked the other guy’s dick into the dirt, and thus you knew that in this instance, however briefly the moment lasted, you were better than he was.
  


  
    It was not the best measure of a man, to pit yourself against another, but it was a method that gave at least a partial answer right then and there.
  


  
    Ego, and no way around that, but Ventura had come to terms with his ego a long time ago. Yes, he had to accept that there were likely better assassins out there now than he was—younger, stronger, faster. And while old and devious beat young and strong most of the time, that didn’t happen when it was quicker reaction time that made the crucial difference.
  


  
    So, yes, there were better assassins, but he was pretty sure that Chilly Wu wasn’t one of them. If the deal went smoothly, well and good, but if things went sour, well, then they’d see.
  


  
    They’d dance the dance, and then they’d know for sure.
  


  
    Ventura looked around the parking lot, which was still mostly empty. The first showing in the theater was usually noon or later; most of the stores in the shopping center didn’t open until nine or nine-thirty, so the sub rosa ops fielded by the Chinese had to work a little to hide. In the parking lot of the mall, broadside to the theater, there was a supposedly empty delivery van purporting to be from a carpet store, but Ventura would bet rubies to red rust that somebody was hidden in the back watching every move he made. Maybe through rifle sights, though he didn’t think they’d shoot him.
  


  
    Another smile. During the American Revolution, there had been a British sniper, a crack shot, who had once lined his rifle sights up on George Washington. From the reports, it would have been an easy shot, but the sniper hadn’t taken it. Washington had been standing with his back to the shooter, and a true British gentleman wouldn’t shoot an officer in the back, now would he? Could have changed the whole course of the war, that one shot un-taken, but that wasn’t the issue. There were rules, after all. Otherwise, what was the point?
  


  
    A public works-type truck was parked next to a manhole cover nearby, orange rubber cones and blinking lights blocking the area, with three men in hard hats industriously pretending to be working on something down under the street.
  


  
    A telephone truck was backed up to a junction box across the street at the pizza place.
  


  
    There were also joggers, dog walkers, women pushing baby carriages, bicyclists, and little old ladies in tennis shoes strolling to the stores for their daily mall walks. Ventura figured that any or all of them could be other than what they seemed. Probably some of them were legit, but he couldn’t make that assumption about any particular one—that kind of thinking got you killed. That old lady might be a kung fu expert; and instead of little Mac, that baby carriage might hold little Mac-10. If you were prepared for the worst, then anything less was a gift.
  


  
    He smiled as he headed back toward the theater. He liked films, but he had always found those movies hilarious where the bad-guy kidnappers or extortionists showed up to collect their money and never looked twice at the wino on the park bench, or the young couple holding hands, or the priest feeding the pigeons, all of whom might as well have had big flashing neon signs on them saying “Cop!” Crooks who were that stupid deserved to get shot—it was good for the gene pool.
  


  
    Of course, good people were always hard to find, in most any line of work. Ventura himself had only a dozen pros he’d personally let watch his back when the bullets started to fly, and it had taken twenty-odd years to find that many he trusted. They all worked for him on and off. There were another twenty or thirty second-tier shooters who could do things like the theater setup today, who would follow instructions and hit their marks if push came to shoot. Past that? Well, most of the people he’d met who played at being soldiers of fortune or freelance bodyguards or hitters were okay at best, coffin fodder at worst. He figured the Chinese would send the sharpest they could round up on short notice to play here today, but how many they could get inside was tricky. Too few and they wouldn’t feel covered properly; too many, and it would alert anybody half-awake. If he had to trade places with Chilly Wu, he’d be a little concerned about that.
  


  
    Morrison stood by the concession stand, nervously sucking on a straw stuck in a cup of fizzy orange drink.
  


  
    He’s going to ask me if everything is okay, Ventura thought.
  


  
    “Everything okay?”
  


  
    Ventura smiled. “Under control.”
  


  
    “I’m worried about this screenwriter business,” Morrison said. “Aren’t you concerned that the Chinese might know about it, slip some ringers in?”
  


  
    “Not really. The op in the ticket booth is checking membership cards. He’ll scan those into our systems. I have a man in the manager’s office with links to the WGA database. He’ll match the names on the cards against a list of members, and the faces on the closed-circuit secircuit security cam in the booth against those in the guild’s database—those are new, the pictures—and also against California driver’s licenses. Anybody who shows up to sneak in using a friend’s card had better not sneeze at the wrong time.”
  


  
    “You aren’t worried at all? Wouldn’t a hidden metal detector or X ray be wise?”
  


  
    “No point. They know we chose this place for a reason, and they know we’re here several hours early. I figure they’ll try to slip a minimum of eight men in with Wu, a maximum of twelve. I am assuming they will all be armed. I have twenty men on call, but I probably won’t use all of them. Remember, the idea here is not to get into a shooting match, but to keep the balance of power even. It’s our place and Wu knows that. If he gets his people in, he’ll be a lot more comfortable. If he couldn’t get them in, then it might make him twitchy; and that’s not what we want.”
  


  
    “No?‘
  


  
    “No. A nervous man might do something rash. They’ll take what you have for free if they can get it that way, but if they realize they can’t, they’ll pay for it. What we want is a nice smooth negotiation in which the Chinese get what they want, and you walk away a rich man, everybody’s happy, a nice win-win situation.”
  


  
    “But if they try something—”
  


  
    “—they won’t live to regret it, Doctor. Then we have to start all over again with a new negotiating team. Nobody wants that.”
  


  
    But secretly, a small part of Ventura wanted exactly that.
  


  
    C’mon, Wu. Show me what you got. Reach for your pocket—and let’s see who goes home.
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    Michaels stopped at Jay’s office, but didn’t see him. He saw instead one of the techs, Ray DeCamp, carrying a stack of hardcopy printouts. The man always wore thick, round computer glasses while at work, so of course he had a nickname appropriate to that:
  


  
    “Hey, Owl. Jay around?”
  


  
    “Commander. Nah, he said he hadda go into town, said he’d be back inna couple hours.” Owl had a strong Boston accent, so the last word came out “ow-wuz.”
  


  
    That surprised Michaels. Jay seldom left during the day for any reason. A lot of times, before he’d hooked up with the Buddhist girl Soji, Gridley would stay in his office for days, sleeping on the couch and showering in the gym dressing room. There were jokes that he was a vampire, that exposure to sunlight would cause him to burst into flames. And coming from other ghost-white computer geeks who spent a considerable amount of their own time in semidark rooms, that was saying something.
  


  
    Oh, well. Given everything else going on around here lately, Jay leaving the building during the day was no weirder than the rest of it.
  


  
    “Hey, Alex.”
  


  
    He looked up and refocused on Toni. “Hey,” he said. He repressed a sigh. He’d flown off the handle this morning. Sure, she had provoked him, but he expected better of himself. A man who couldn’t control his temper was weak—losing it almost always got you in more trouble than it solved.
  


  
    “You want to talk to me?”
  


  
    He nodded. “Yeah. Come on, we can go to my office.”
  


  
    “Kind of stuffy there. How about the gym?”
  


  
    He had to smile. His office, his advantage. The gym was where she was stronger. He said, “Why don’t we go to the conference room instead?”
  


  
    She smiled back at him, and he knew she understood what he’d been thinking. What they had both been thinking. God, he loved smart women!
  


  


  
    Washington, D.C.
  


  


  
    Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea coming here, Jay thought.
  


  
    “Here” was a kind of Army-Navy surplus store, though that wasn’t strictly true—there were odds and ends from other branches of military surplus for sale here, too, including some stuff from what looked like the Coast Guard, the U.S. Marine Corps, and the Russian Air Force. And on one scratched glass counter next to a rack of moldy uniforms from some unrecognizable African army, there were even Net Force buttons and insignia.
  


  
    The whole place had a sour odor, like unwashed cotton socks mixed with damp wool, and instead of air-conditioning, a pair of large and loud metal fans mounted on seven-foot-tall posts circulated the too-warm and fetid air without doing much to cool it, or the people inside. Some of the patrons looked familiar—maybe Jay had seen their pictures on the post office’s Most Wanted website—and none of them were what you would call savory.
  


  
    Still, he was Jay Gridley, a master scenarist. He’d built uglier scenarios in VR.
  


  
    The guy perched on the stool behind the counter next to the old-style mechanical cash register was the least appetizing character in the place. He was fat, bald, and wore an eyepatch made of what looked like rattlesnake skin over his right eye, and vaguely green Army-style fatigues that had probably been unwashed since the Spanish-American War.
  


  
    As Jay watched, a customer who looked old enough to have been a veteran of that same war shuffled to the register. The old man was in baggy green parachute pants and a stained and ratty green T-shirt over untied combat boots, the laces dragging along the floor. The man plunked a bayonet onto the counter. “How much for this here baloney slicer?” the old man said. He cackled, amused at his own poor joke, a laugh that ended in a dry wheeze.
  


  
    Jay took a step backward, so he wouldn’t have to share too much of the man’s air. Surely the guy must have something contagious.
  


  
    “That’s for an ’03 Springfield,” Eyepatch behind the counter said. His raspy voice sounded as if it had been pickled in high-proof whiskey, then left out in the desert to bleach for a few years.
  


  
    Jay made a mental note of the sound. He could use it in a scenario. This whole place was great research; he could get all kinds of material from it.
  


  
    Patch picked the bayonet up. It was rusty, the wood handle cracked and worn. “Don’t see a lot of these around much anymore.”
  


  
    “I know what it is, sonny. I just need to know how much it costs.”
  


  
    “I could let it go for ... eighteen.”
  


  
    “What, cents?”
  


  
    “Dollars.”
  


  
    “Sheeit, sonny, you cain’t get ten for it. Look at it. It’ll take me a week to scrape the rust offen it. And lookit the handle.”
  


  
    “I can sell you some naval jelly that’ll eat the rust right off. I might take fifteen.”
  


  
    “Eleven.”
  


  
    “Twelve.”
  


  
    “Now you’re talking.”
  


  
    The old man pulled a clump of greasy-looking bills from his voluminous pants and peeled a dozen ones off a wad that would choke a rhino.
  


  
    Patch rang the sale up. “You want a bag for it?”
  


  
    “No, I’m gonna walk down the streets of D.C. carrying it where the cops kin see me and shoot me fulla holes. Yes, I want a bag for it. I’mona track me down a couple of cats been diggin’ in my garbage and give um a new haircut.”
  


  
    Patch pulled a purple plastic bag from under the counter, with the store’s logo printed on the side: “Fiscus Military Supply,” it said under a pair of crossed rifles and stylized lighting bolts.
  


  
    When the customer shuffled out, Jay watched to see if he was going to trip on the untied bootlaces and break his neck, but the old man achieved the door without incident.
  


  
    “Old fart couldn’t track an elephant herd across a football field covered with fresh snow. What can I do for you?” Patch said.
  


  
    “You Vince Fiscus?”
  


  
    “That would be me, yeah. And who wants to know?”
  


  
    “I’m Jay Gridley. I called earlier.” Jay pulled out his Net Force ID card.
  


  
    Fiscus took the card and looked at it carefully, turned it over and examined the back. The hologram flashed a rainbow reflection under the overhead lights. “You want to sell this? Tell ’em you lost it, they’ll give you another, but I don’t have any Net Force ID.” He waved one flaccid arm to take in the store.
  


  
    “I don’t think so.” He took his ID back. He wanted to wipe it off, but thought that might not look too good.
  


  
    “All right. What it’s about, Mr. Net Force Agent?”
  


  
    Jay kind of liked the sound of that. He tendered the picture of the mystery man. He said, “You know this guy?”
  


  
    Fiscus looked at the picture. He grinned, showing a gap where a front eyetooth had once been.
  


  
    “That’s ole K.S., sure I know him.”
  


  
    Jay felt a sudden surge of excitement. Aha! Gotcha! “K.S.?”
  


  
    “Yeah, stands for ‘Killer Spook.’ Ain’t seen him in a while. He never give me a real name, so I just called him K.S.”
  


  
    “How is it that you know him?”
  


  
    “Oh, he’s been coming around for—must be five, six years now. We first did a little business back in, what? ought-four or ought-five. Sold him some fourth-gen spookeyes—starlight scope image intensifiers, Army Ranger surplus, off an old SIPEsuit. He’s bought a few things since then, some of it in person, some of it over the wire. What are you looking for him for? He’s not into computer stuff.”
  


  
    “I am not at liberty to say,” Jay said. “It concerns an ongoing investigation.”
  


  
    Fiscus shrugged.
  


  
    “Why ‘Killer Spook’?”
  


  
    Fiscus showed the tooth-gap again. “I asked around, some people I know. Rumor was, this guy made a living doing odd jobs for various folks, including a few guvamint ones. Black bag ops, wetwork, stuff you don’t want to show up on the books, you know what I mean?”
  


  
    This was getting better by the minute. Colorful ole Vince here was giving him all kinds of information. This exterior investigation stuff was a walk in the park—why did the field ops make it sound so tough? Must be worried about job security.
  


  
    “What kind of weapons you guys carrying now?” Fiscus asked. “I heard that issue was some kinda pansy stun-gun.”
  


  
    “Kick-tasers,” Jay said. That was true. Jay did have a compressed-gas electric dart gun. His was in a drawer somewhere at home. Or maybe at the office—he hadn’t seen it in a while. Since he wasn’t a field agent, he didn’t have to qualify with the weapon, and he had only fired the thing once, a long time ago. He did all his shooting in VR.
  


  
    “Now about this K.S. guy,” Jay said. “Where might I find him?”
  


  
    “Well, I’m afraid I’m gonna have to ask you why you need him again,” Fiscus said.
  


  
    “Like I said, I can’t tell you that.”
  


  
    “You wanna bet?” Fiscus raised his whiskey-soaked voice a couple of notches. “Vic, Rudy! C’mere!”
  


  
    Two fairly young men in green-on-green camouflage shirts and pants tucked into gleaming combat boots seemed to materialize from nowhere behind Jay. The pair of them were huge, five, maybe six hundred pounds combined.
  


  
    Uh-oh.
  


  
    Jay had seen enough vids to know he was maybe in a little trouble here. He was alone, unarmed, and it looked as if he was about to make the unwilling acquaintance of Vic and Rudy. Maybe it was time to see if discretion was indeed the better part of valor. He smiled nervously and started to head for the door.
  


  
    “Whoa, hold up there, Mr. Net Force Agent.”
  


  
    Jay looked at Fiscus and saw that the man held a big, dark metal pistol. “You aren’t supposed to have that in the District. It’s illegal.”
  


  
    “Do tell. Take your hands away from your belt and put them where I can see them.” He waved the pistol.
  


  
    Jay had another sudden flash. The only reason Fiscus had told him any of this stuff about the man he’d come looking for was because he didn’t expect Jay to be able to act on it—or tell anybody else.
  


  
    He had seen a lot of vids.
  


  
    Jay suddenly had a vacuum in his belly that must rival deepest space. This was not VR. He couldn’t just ax a command and drop back into his office. That gun was real.
  


  
    He was turned slightly so Fiscus couldn’t see his right hip. He double-triple-pressed the panic button on his virgil—one-two-three, one-two-three—then slowly moved his hands away from his body.
  


  
    “Take it easy,” Jay said. “Let’s be reasonable here.”
  


  
    “That’s real good, Mr. Agent. Now, let’s mosey on into the back room, and have ourselves a little talk, hey?”
  


  


  
    Woodland Hills, California
  


  


  
    Morrison leaned against the counter in the bathroom, staring at himself in the mirror. His face had a psychedelic cast to it—it was as if he was seeing a stranger.
  


  
    He washed his hands, bent, and rinsed out his mouth. He had the little gun in his sport coat pocket, but the small weight of it bumping against his right hip was not comforting. He was scared, frightened to the point where all he wanted to do was to take off at full speed and run until he couldn’t keep going. He wanted to find a place to hide when he got there and sleep until all this somehow went away.
  


  
    He looked at the frightened man in the mirror again. Running and hiding wouldn’t do any good now. It was too late. In a few minutes, an agent for the Chinese would arrive—already some of his people were probably lined up outside the theater waiting to get in—and Morrison was going to have to sit and negotiate a deal with the man who called himself Chilly Wu.
  


  
    Morrison stood there for what seemed like a long time, staring into the mirror, but not really seeing himself any longer.
  


  
    Ventura came around the comer behind him, and Morrison jumped.
  


  
    “Wu just pulled up. You ready?”
  


  
    “I—Yes, as ready as I can be.”
  


  
    “Don’t worry. My man in the projection booth has an Anschutz Biathlon rifle that will be lined up on the back of Wu’s head the second he takes his seat. The shooter can hit a quarter ten for ten at that distance. Every one of Wu’s people will have somebody watching him. We have this covered.”
  


  
    Despite just washing out his mouth, it was dry again. “Listen,” he said, “there’s something I want you to know. I have a hidden copy of the data. If something happens to me, I want you to have it. Sell it, give it away, whatever you want, I don’t care, but—sell it to anybody but the Chinese.”
  


  
    “Nothing is going to happen to you.”
  


  
    “I believe you. But just in case. This is the only original research I’ve ever done that amounted to anything. It’s important work. I don’t want to see it lost.”
  


  
    “If it makes you feel better, fine. I’ll see that it gets to a good home.”
  


  
    “It’s not here,” he said. “The copy.”
  


  
    “All right. Where is it?”
  


  
    Morrison told him. When he was done, Ventura smiled. “That’s pretty clever.”
  


  
    “Maybe the Pakistanis, they hate the Chinese. They’d find a use for it.”
  


  
    “This is all moot. I can guarantee you, the Chinese will not be walking out of this theater with you as their hostage. At the first sign of trouble they will all become past tense. This is what I do, Patrick.”
  


  
    The use of his first name rattled him even more. Morrisontook a ragged breath, let it out, then took a larger one and held it for a moment. Deep breaths. Calm down. “All right.”
  


  
    The movie wasn’t scheduled to start for another thirty minutes—but it was definitely show time.
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    Wednesday, June 15th

    Quantico, Virginia
  


  


  


  
    Toni had planned to sit down and tell Alex what she felt, to apologize for losing her temper, and to try to get him to see her side of things.
  


  
    It seemed like it would work out, because the first thing he said was “Listen, I’m sorry about losing my temper.”
  


  
    That was a great start. She said, “Me, too.”
  


  
    But that was as far as it got. Alex’s secretary opened the conference room’s door and said, “Commander, we just got a distress call from Jay Gridley’s virgil.”
  


  
    “What?”
  


  
    “District police are on the way. Here is the location.”
  


  
    Alex came to his feet.
  


  
    Toni said, “I saw Jay earlier, he was here—”
  


  
    “He went into town,” Alex said. He headed for the door in a hurry. To his secretary, he said, “Get the helicopter warmed up and get the GPS location to the pilot. I want to be in the air in three minutes.”
  


  
    “Alex?”
  


  
    “This place is falling apart,” he said. “Nothing is going right!” He looked at her. “You coming?”
  


  
    She nodded.
  


  


  
    Washington, D.C.
  


  


  
    “Hit him again,” Fiscus said.
  


  
    Rudy nodded. He threw a short uppercut that slammed into Jay’s belly like a steel brick.
  


  
    Jay doubled over, the pain overwhelming. He couldn’t breathe, couldn’t see for the tears clouding his vision, couldn’t believe how much it hurt! He would have fallen if Vic hadn’t been standing behind him, holding him up, his huge paws meaty clamps on Jay’s upper arms.
  


  
    Nothing in VR had ever come close to this, nothing.
  


  
    “Catch your breath, Mr. Net Force Agent, and think about it a second.”
  


  
    Jay managed to breathe again after a few seconds. He felt like puking, the urge was almost impossible to resist.
  


  
    “You feel better? Good. Now tell me—why are you looking for K.S.?”
  


  
    How long had he been here? It felt like years, but it couldn’t have been more than a couple of minutes. He’d tried to stall them, but Fiscus wasn’t buying it, and after the second punch, Jay didn’t know how much longer he could hold out. One more, maybe.
  


  
    “Fuck you.”
  


  
    “You’re not my type, but maybe Rudy will take you up on that later, hey? Boys, girls, sheep, cows—doesn’t matter to him. One more, Rudy.”
  


  
    Jay went out with the third punch, at least partially. The intense flash of pain went from red to gray, and time seemed to ooze lazily, like tar on a hot summer street.
  


  
    “—got all day,” Fiscus was saying. “And Rudy ain’t even broke a sweat. I seen him work the heavy bag for ten, fifteen minutes, four, five hundred punches. You ain’t a bag full of batting, son. How long you figure you’ll last?”
  


  
    Jay’s blurry vision was enough to let him see that gap-toothed smile, and he knew that Fiscus and his two apes could and might beat him to death. “Okay,” he said. “Okay, I’ll tell you.”
  


  
    “Sheeit,” Rudy said.
  


  
    “See, I told you he was just getting warmed up. Don’t worry, Rudy, you can throw a couple more if Mr. Net Force Agent gets too sluggish. Okay, let me hear it.”
  


  
    Jay took a raspy breath. The guy didn’t know, so it didn’t matter what he said. Jay could create scenario, and writing the description and background and dialog was part of that. He could spin it, and how would this guy know different?
  


  
    “Okay. We came across a computer break-in, in New York. A stock trading company, and—”
  


  
    “Rudy.”
  


  
    The punch took Jay under the armpit on the right side, a left, hooking move, and he felt, and thought he heard, one of his ribs crack under the impact.
  


  
    “Uuuhhh! Ow, ow, what did you do that for?! I’m telling you!”
  


  
    “Nah, you ain’t. You’re lying. I might look stupid, but I didn’t fall off the turnip truck yesterday, kid. Every lie buys you another slam. Try again. ”
  


  
    Jay felt a great wave of despair wash over him. He was going to die. He knew it. No matter what he told them, in the end, they were going to kill him.
  


  


  
    Washington, D.C.
  


  


  
    “That’s it, that surplus store,” the cop said.
  


  
    In the big tactical van, Michaels nodded. According to the protocols for Net Force distress calls established with the police, the local cops had arrived Code 2—fast, but without sirens. They set up a perimeter and the local version of SWAT or SERT or whatever was ready to go in, but Michaels had gotten there before they hit the building, and he wanted to go along.
  


  
    The police lieutenant in charge of the scene looked at Michaels’s taser and shook his head. “Not a good idea, Commander. We know who this guy is that runs the store. We’re pretty sure he’s got enough illegal hardware in there to equip a third-world army, and he’s usually not alone. Your little zapper won’t cut it.”
  


  
    “I’ll stay behind the team. That’s my man in there.”
  


  
    “I’m going, too,” Toni said. She held her own taser.
  


  
    “What is this, a goddamn parade? Where’s the marching band and the baton twirlers?”
  


  
    “I can make some calls, Lieutenant, and get the heavy hitters into it if I have to. My boss can call yours. You want me to do that?”
  


  
    “Shit. No. Put masks and vests on and stay in the back and the hell out of the way, you understand? If you get killed, don’t bitch about it to me.”
  


  
    “All right.”
  


  
    He looked at Toni. This was not the time to tell her to stay behind, he could see that, but it was the first thing he wanted to say. Maybe she was right. Maybe she couldn’t work for him. Maybe he was too protective. He did not want her in there.
  


  
    “Heads up, people,” the lieutenant said into his com. “We’re going in thirty seconds. And we got two feebs riding the caboose. Don’t nobody shoot them by accident.”
  


  
    The lieutenant pulled a pair of spidersilk vests with ceramic interlock armor and the initials D.C.P.D. stenciled in reflective yellow on the backs. “Put these on. They’ll stop handgun rounds and a lot of rifle bullets. Grab a gas mask and helmet. We’re going in with flash-bangs and puke gas.”
  


  
    Michaels nodded.
  


  
    “Fifteen seconds,” the lieutenant said into the com. “Go get into position. Behind Sergeant Thomas over there. And stay behind him.”
  


  
    Michaels glanced at Toni, and they jumped from the back of the mobile command post and ran.
  


  


  
    Woodland Hills, California
  


  


  
    Morrison and Ventura were in their seats in the theater when an “usher” walked Wu down the aisle. The section they were in had been roped off, so that they sat in the middle of a block of four rows alone; the other seats in the block were all empty. There were maybe forty people already in their seats, with a few others trickling in.
  


  
    Wu carried a fold-out laptop computer slung over one shoulder—and a big tub of popcorn.
  


  
    Ventura smiled at that. Had to give the man credit for style.
  


  
    Ventura and Morrison both stood, and Wu moved to join them. He slipped under the velvet rope to sit between Ventura and Morrison. While he was talking and concentrating on the scientist, Ventura would be behind him.
  


  
    Wu held up the tub of popcorn. “Want some? I think it’s got real butter on it. It should be real, it cost four bucks.”
  


  
    Ventura was tempted to dig around and see if there was a pistol hidden there—he’d have a small one under the popcorn—but both he and Morrison declined the offer.
  


  
    Ahead of them, the huge screen was still dark. There wouldn’t be any coming attractions or ads run today.
  


  
    “What time does the movie start?”
  


  
    “We have a few minutes,” Ventura said.
  


  
    “Good, good, we can get this business taken care of and enjoy the picture. Same people did this who did Quin-ton’s Revenge, and it’s gotten good reviews.”
  


  
    He sounded relaxed enough, and that was a good sign. He’d brought in ten people, who were scattered around the theater with their own tubs of popcorn or boxes of candy, so he ought to feel as if he was in control of the situation, or at least be on a par with Ventura. He either couldn’t sense the sights lined up on his skull from the projection booth, or he really was a chilly character not afraid to die.
  


  
    “Now you know we Chinese like to dawdle and make polite small talk before we discuss business, but this is America and I like to fit in, so what say we get down to it?” He slipped the computer off his shoulder and unrolled the flexible pop-up LCD screen, locked it into place, and then unfolded the keyboard. The computer came on with a small chimed chord, and the screen lit up.
  


  
    Morrison’s computer was already up and running, on the seat on the other side of him. He picked it up.
  


  
    “Ah, here we are,” Wu said. “Your bank account number?”
  


  
    Morrison read off a fifteen-digit series of numbers and letters.
  


  
    Wu typed it into his computer. He looked up at Morrison and smiled. “And that was for ... three hundred million dollars, U.S.?”
  


  
    “Four hundred million,” Morrison said quickly.
  


  
    “A small joke, Doctor.” He tapped in the numbers. He said, “It’s a fair-sized transaction, but nothing huge. It’ll take only a few seconds for them to verify the account we’re transferring from, and acknowledge the credit.”
  


  
    Ventura did a sweep of the room. It seemed as if this might come off with no problems. His team was on alert. If anything that looked like a gun, or a canister of gas, or any kind of weapon, made an appearance in the still-well-lit theater, things would happen fast. Nobody was going to be yelling “Drop it!” or “Don’t move!” At the first sign of aggression, his people were to cook the Chinese—all of them—no hesitation, no questions. Any screwups, and Wu’s people were all history. It was a harsh response, but the only way to go here. One guy blasting away indiscriminately with a small subgun or even a pistol could do a lot of damage—and it wasn’t going to happen.
  


  
    “There you are, Dr. Morrison. You should see it on your machine.”
  


  
    Morrison tapped keys. “Yes. It’s in and verified.” He typed in another sequence. “The account number and password are both changed.”
  


  
    “Then you have it. We can deposit but we can’t take it back. You’re a rich man. Now it’s your turn.”
  


  
    Morrison nodded. He still looked like a man sitting in an electric chair, waiting for the current to flow.
  


  
    “Here is the address for our people,” Wu said. He held the computer up so Morrison could see the screen. “You send them the data, they say they can have it tested in less than two hours. They work, we watch the movie, everybody goes home happy.”
  


  
    Wu turned to look at Ventura. “You know, Luther, if it had been left up to me, I expect I would have tried for a—how shall we say?—cheaper offer.”
  


  
    Ventura gave him a small smile. “Such an offer couldn’t have been ... acceptable, Chilly.”
  


  
    “You don’t think so?”
  


  
    “I know so.”
  


  
    Wu’s smile matched Ventura’s own. “It would have been very interesting to see whose opinion was right, wouldn’t it?”
  


  
    “Yes.”
  


  
    The two of them held gazes for another moment.
  


  
    Wu said, “Well. Another time.” He looked away, back at Morrison. “Doctor, if you would?”
  


  
    Ventura was victorious. His smile broadened.
  


  
    Morrison nodded and started to type in the electronic address.
  


  
    “Gun!” somebody screamed—
  


  
    —and sure enough, guns started to go off.
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    Washington, D.C.
  


  


  


  
    Toni was right behind Alex. The gas mask had big, wide lenses that left her peripheral vision clear, but there was an annoying clicking sound every time she inhaled. And she was breathing pretty fast, too. She forgot about her breathing and the noise fast enough when the first of the six-man team ahead of them crashed through the door into the back room of the surplus store. Bright flashes of actinic light strobed her, but the mask’s polarizers kicked in and blocked the glare within a hundredth of a second or so. She should have worn earplugs, she realized, because the noise was loud inside the building. A misty cloud of green gray vapor boiled up with the explosions and lapped against the walls with the racket.
  


  
    She heard a triplet of quick, smaller explosions—pap! pap-pap!—gunshots, she was sure—and Alex doglegged to the left. She followed him. Somebody yelled something she couldn’t make out, and somebody retched so loudly it sounded as if he was turning his guts inside out.
  


  
    Alex looked back at her. “You okay?”
  


  
    “Yes, I’m fine.”
  


  
    Then it was all over.
  


  
    The mist, which felt greasy on her bare skin, started to clear, and the police team spread out enough so Toni could see four men who weren’t cops. Three of them were on their hands and knees, vomiting. One was on his back, blood oozing from holes in his side and one leg. He had his head sideways and he was throwing up, too.
  


  
    One of the men on his knees enjoying the purging benefits of emetic gas was Jay Gridley.
  


  
    “Thank God,” Toni said into the mask. The sound was muffled, but she saw Alex nod.
  


  
    “Yeah,” he said.
  


  


  
    Woodland Hills, California
  


  


  
    Wu was quick. He dropped from his seat onto the sticky floor and tossed the tub of popcorn into Ventura’s face as he fell.
  


  
    Ventura was able to hear the rifle shot from the projection booth, was aware even as he pulled his own gun that the flat crack of the small-bore longarm was distinct from the duller, louder handgun sounds—
  


  
    Wu came up with a gun—it must have been underneath the popcorn tub—and jammed it at Ventura. He fired twice—
  


  
    Quick and good, too—
  


  
    The bullets hit Ventura square in the chest, but the titanium trauma plate in the pocket of the blended Kevlar/ spidersilk vest under his shirt stopped the rounds, even though they felt like sledgehammers against his sternum—
  


  
    Ventura cleared his own weapon and brought it around—
  


  
    Morrison was up and running, screaming wordlessly—
  


  
    Wu cursed and got off another round, higher this time, right on the edge of the trauma plate—
  


  
    More gunshots blasted in the theater—
  


  
    One-handed, Ventura fired—one-two-three!—letting the recoil raise the muzzle each time, so the shots walked up Wu’s body, in case he was also wearing a vest, so the hits were chest-throat-head—
  


  
    “Stop, stop, stop—!” Morrison screamed.
  


  
    Ventura looked up from Wu, saw that Morrison had his own little .22 revolver out and pointed in front of himself as he reached the aisle—
  


  
    One of Ventura’s best shooters—the ex-SEAL, Blackwell—moved to grab Morrison, to pull him down and out of the line of fire—good, good!—but Morrison was panicked, and he thrust his weapon out at the man—
  


  
    “Morrison, no!” Ventura screamed. “Don’t—!”
  


  
    Too late. Morrison pulled the trigger. Blackwell, coming to save the scientist, was five feet away, and even Morrison couldn’t miss every time at that range. At least two or three of the six shots chewed into Blackwell. The vest he wore stopped a couple, but one went high, hit him in the jaw, and Ventura saw a tooth explode from the torn mouth in slow motion as Blackwell’s head jerked to one side—
  


  
    Ah, shit—!
  


  
    And he saw with razor-edged and expanded clarity as Blackwell did what any really good trained shooter instinctively did if somebody pointed a gun at him when the situation went hot—
  


  
    “No!” Ventura screamed, trying to bring his own gun up around, but he was mired in subjective slow-time, and too late.
  


  
    Blackwell knew Morrison was wearing a vest, and Blackwell didn’t want to die. So even as he fell, wounded, Blackwell lined his pistol up on Morrison and stopped the threat—
  


  
    He shot him right between the eyes.
  


  
    The back of Morrison’s head blew out in a spew of brains, blood, and bone.
  


  


  
    Washington, D.C.
  


  


  
    He was going to be okay, Jay realized. The doctor had taped him up, given him a shot to counteract the puke gas, and another for pain. Every breath he took still hurt his ribs a little under the tape, and his stomach was sore from vomiting, but he was real happy to be feeling anything at all.
  


  
    It was sure better than the alternative.
  


  
    The boss said, “What on Earth possessed you to go into the field on your own?”
  


  
    Jay started to shake his head, but that made him dizzy, so he stopped. He said, “I dunno. Pure stupidity would be my best guess. Not ever gonna happen again, I guarantee that. Reality sucks.”
  


  
    They were in the hospitial’s lock ward, where one-eyed Fiscus had been transferred after they’d patched him up. He’d been hit twice after firing at the cops, in the side and in the leg, but neither hit was life-threatening once they stopped the bleeding. He was awake, and the boss had flexed his Net Force muscle to get in and question the guy before the mainline boys and the D.C. detectives got there.
  


  
    Jay and Toni were with Michaels as he walked into the room, and they all nodded at the cop sitting in the chair next to the bed.
  


  
    “We want some information,” Michaels said to Fiscus.
  


  
    Full of IV tubes and things clipped to his fingertips or taped to his chest, Fiscus flashed his gap-toothed grin. “People in Hell probably want ice water, too,” he said. His snakeskin patch was gone, and the eye it had hidden had a milky film over it.
  


  
    “Which you’ll find out all about if you don’t tell me what I want to know,” the boss said. “Way I figure it, you have kidnapping, assaulting a federal officer, attempted murder of a policeman, and a shitload of illegal weapons charges staring you in the face, at the very least. A man your age? You’re going to die in prison.”
  


  
    That seemed to get his attention.
  


  
    “And so why the fuck should I help you, I’m gonna die in prison anyhow?”
  


  
    “It’s real simple. I can make the federal charges go away. No kidnapping, no assault, no visits from the BATF about all that hardware. I might even be able to convince the locals to cut you some slack on the shooting, since you didn’t hit anybody. You could be out in five, six years, maybe.”
  


  
    Fiscus hesitated for a moment.
  


  
    Jay could almost see the wheels going inside the man’s head. Don’t do it. Jay beamed his thoughts at Fiscus. Go and rot in jail forever, asshole!
  


  
    “I can get you a lawyer if you want,” Michaels said.
  


  
    “No, no lawyers. I’ll take the deal. What do you want to know?”
  


  
    Michaels nodded.
  


  


  
    Woodland Hills, California
  


  


  
    “What a mess,” Ventura said to himself again. He was on the freeway with the same name as his own, driving in the general direction of Burbank. “What a fucking mess.”
  


  
    And it was, too. Back in the theater were ten shot-up Chinese agents, all of them either dead or well on the way by now. Two of his men had taken stray bullets from the Chinese, but neither were fatal wounds. Four screenwriters had been hit, one was dead, another one pretty bad, two fairly minor. Blackwell was in bad shape, but he’d probably live, even if he wouldn’t be eating any caramel apples for a few months.
  


  
    Wu was absolutely dead.
  


  
    And Morrison was also gone, killed by somebody on his own side.
  


  
    What a pisser that was.
  


  
    The wounded civilians were being hauled by cars to the nearest hospital, where they’d be dropped off, the drivers not staying to answer questions. Ventura’s men would be taken to a doctor who was paid to take care of people and keep his mouth shut. The remaining unwounded screenwriters, twenty-three of them, had been stuffed into a storeroom and locked in. Probably half of them were already working on their next movie, one involving a shoot-out in a theater. They wouldn’t starve; there were a lot of candy bars and hot dog buns in there with them.
  


  
    Outside, team members had distracted the Chinese surveillance team where feasible—a pepper bomb in the carpet truck, a sap of lead shot against the head of the coffee drinker in Starbucks, like that, but thankfully, no more guns.
  


  
    Everybody else had taken off on prearranged escape routes.
  


  
    Ventura realized that he could kiss the IMAX theater good-bye. Too bad. It had been making a profit for the first time in three years.
  


  
    What a crappy, stinking, rotten piece of work this had been. Not only had he lost the client he was supposed to protect, but one of his own men had done it. No choice, really. In Blackwell’s shoes, he’d have probably done exactly the same thing.
  


  
    I never should have given Morrison that gun.
  


  
    Yeah, 20/20 hindsight there. Too late to think about that now.
  


  
    Though there never would be a way to be absolutely sure, Ventura knew what had happened. One of the Chinese agents had gotten careless, since his own people were more adept than to show a gun that was supposed to be hidden. One of the Chinese agents had gotten careless. Whichever of his people who saw the piece must have felt it was being brought into play. All of his shooters had been told to stay cool—unless a weapon came out. The shout of “Gun!” had been the agreed-upon signal for his shooters to take out their targets, and once that happened, all bets were off.
  


  
    Had the Chinese intended to take the shortcut? To grab Morrison instead of paying for the data?
  


  
    Well, it didn’t matter. Done was done, no point in crying over it now. Still, there were consequences to consider. The Chinese were going to be most unhappy, and they might well decide that Morrison and Ventura had ripped them off for their four hundred million and decide to try and get it back, and that was real bad. Morrison wasn’t going to be giving anything back, and Ventura didn’t have it.
  


  
    He changed lanes, and a fat man in a black Porsche honked at him for cutting in. Ventura had a sudden urge to pull his Coonan and put a round into the fat man’s windshield. Honk at somebody else, dickhead.
  


  
    He resisted the urge. That wouldn’t help matters, to start shooting morons on the L.A. freeway. Once you started, you’d run out of ammo quick. Probably couldn’t carry enough extra rounds in a moving van to get them all...
  


  
    He giggled at the thought. He was stressed out, yes, better just take a few deep breaths and think this through.
  


  
    He did just that. Three deep breaths, in and out, and now think about it calmly.
  


  
    Well. The first thing was, the couple of million he had tucked away didn’t seem like all that much money anymore. The way he figured it, he was going to have to disappear, just as he had told Morrison he would have to disappear, forever. Yes, he was living on borrowed time and had been for a long time, but the truth was, he wasn’t quite ready to check out yet.
  


  
    If the deal had come off, he’d have been safe enough from the likes of Wu. They’d have gotten their money’s worth, and pros didn’t need to take each other out for doing their jobs.
  


  
    But it hadn’t come off. The Chinese were out that money; they didn’t get what they wanted, and too bad for them. This was certainly going to make them real unhappy.
  


  
    Morrison hadn’t given Ventura the account number, so he couldn’t get his hands on it, either. Too bad for everybody.
  


  
    The fat man found an opening on the outside lane, whipped the Porsche around Ventura, and zipped past. He waved his middle finger at Ventura as he went by, and though he couldn’t hear him, Ventura could read the man’s lips easy enough. A fourteen-letter word.
  


  
    Maybe he could shoot just the one and stop?
  


  
    The Porsche accelerated and gained away, and Ventura forgot the fat man.
  


  
    The Chinese money was out of reach, but—there was more where that had come from. Because if he had been telling the truth—and Ventura had no reason to doubt that he had been—Morrison had told him where to find the secret that had just caused more than a dozen people to die. And the Chinese weren’t the only oysters in the ocean who had pearls.
  


  
    Yeah, okay, it was a bad deal all around, a major disaster, a perfect example of Murphy’s Law. But now that it was done, Ventura had to get on with his life. That moment was past. If you drove down the road looking only into your rearview mirror, you were going to plow into somebody ahead of you. Time to look forward.
  


  
    Somebody could still benefit from all this, and it might as well be him. He could even drop the price a little. He didn’t need four hundred million, he could get by on half that. No point in being greedy, was there?
  


  
    He drove toward the airport in Burbank. He had a flight leaving in an hour. It would probably take the screenwriters longer than that to figure a way out of the storeroom. Yes. He had a course of action now. He knew what he was going to do.
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    Wednesday, June 15th

    Quantico, Virginia
  


  


  


  
    “I just got a call from Julio Fernandez,” Jay said. “John Howard is home.”
  


  
    “That was quick,” Toni said.
  


  
    Michaels nodded at her. “Yeah. Old soldiers never die, but they don’t hang out in hospitals tempting fate if they can help it.”
  


  
    They were in the conference room at HQ. Somebody had put a pot of coffee and a box of assorted pastries on the table. Michaels picked up a bear claw, examined it, and put it back. He selected a glazed donut instead. A nice sugar rush and a little caffeine, just what he needed, so he could rot his teeth, court diabetes, and raise his blood pressure all at the same time.
  


  
    Hell with it. Given the way things had been going lately, what difference would it make? He took a big bite of the donut.
  


  
    “Julio says Howard’s ready to come back to work now.”
  


  
    “He can take a few days off and heal. So can you.”
  


  
    Jay shook his head. “I’m fine. I want to be here for this. It’ll be a lot less strenuous in VR. I can ride the net here, or I can do it at home, but I’m gonna ride somewhere.”
  


  
    “All right,” Michaels said. “Let’s review what we have. According to your Mr. Fiscus, the man we are looking for used to be some kind of freelance hired assassin who supposedly got out of that business and into bodyguarding a few years back. Aside from ‘Dick Grayson,’ he uses a variety of names, among them Diego, Gabriel, Harbor, Colorado, and Ventura. Is he Hispanic, do we think?”
  


  
    Jay laughed, then said, “Ow.” He pressed his hand against his sore rib.
  


  
    “What?”
  


  
    “I shouldn’t laugh. I don’t think he’s necessarily Hispanic or Latino, Boss. Those are all names of Los Angeles freeways.”
  


  
    Michaels nodded. “Okay, so he knows about Batman and the SoCal highway system. What else do we have?”
  


  
    “Zip. I looked in the phone directories,” Jay said. “He ain’t listed, and we haven’t been able to get a facial-points match on any police agency computers. Man has a very low e-profile.”
  


  
    Michaels looked at Toni. He had to ask. “You’re going to take the job with mainstream, aren’t you? Working for the director?”
  


  
    “I—yes.”
  


  
    “So is the information flow going to be both ways?”
  


  
    “That’s what the job description says.”
  


  
    “Okay. See what you can get from them on this.”
  


  
    If they could find out who this Ventura character was, if they could background and history him, they might be able to track him down. And if they found him, they’d find Morrison.
  


  
    The intercom blipped. “Yes?”
  


  
    His secretary said, “Sir, we have an incoming call from the director for Toni Fiorella.”
  


  
    Michaels frowned. He waved at Toni, who picked up a handset on the table.
  


  
    “Yes, ma’am?”
  


  
    The director said something, and Toni nodded. “Yes, ma’am, I have decided.” She glanced at Michaels. “I’ll take it.”
  


  
    His gut twisted a little at that, but she was a grown woman, she had to make her own choices.
  


  
    “Yes, ma’am, go ahead.”
  


  
    Toni listened for what seemed like a long time. Neither Michaels nor Jay made any pretense they were doing anything other than listening to her end of the conversation.
  


  
    “I see. Yes, I’ll tell them. Yes, ma’am, I’m glad to be onboard.”
  


  
    She cradled the phone, looking disturbed.
  


  
    “What?” Michaels said.
  


  
    “Sheriff’s deputies in Woodland Hills, California, were called to a disturbance at a movie theater there a few minutes ago. Inside, they found more than a dozen bodies, all shot dead, plus a locked storeroom full of screenwriters.”
  


  
    “Corpses and a room full of screenwriters? This concerns us how?” Jay put in.
  


  
    “One of the bodies was IDed as a man named Qian Ho Wu, a registered foreign lobbyist who the FBI Counter Espionage Unit has tagged as a probable spy for China.”
  


  
    “Uh-huh?”
  


  
    “One of the bodies has been identified as Dr. Patrick Morrison.”
  


  
    “Oh, shit,” Jay said. Then he thought about it a second, and said, “But that solves our problem, doesn’t it? Dead men don’t generate radio broadcasts.”
  


  
    Toni said it before Michaels had a chance to say it: “You’re assuming he didn’t tell anybody how he did it before he died.”
  


  
    “Well, he probably didn’t tell the Chinese. Maybe they were after him because they figured out he was responsible for what happened to their villages. They caught up with him, there was a shoot-out, end of story.”
  


  
    “Too easy,” Michaels said. He tapped the com. “Get me on the next flight going to Los Angeles.”
  


  
    “You’re not a field agent, Alex,” Toni said. “The FBI will take care of this, you can’t—”
  


  
    “But I can,” he said, cutting her off. “Portland got zapped with some kind of death ray, the leader of my strike team is in bed nursing a gunshot wound, and my top computer whiz just got the crap beat out of him—not to mention I had the guy responsible for all of this in my hands and I let him walk away. This has been a FUBAR from the word go.”
  


  
    “You didn’t know—”
  


  
    “But I know now. You want to tell your new boss I’m overstepping my bounds, fine, go ahead. I can take some vacation days myself if I have to.”
  


  
    “You don’t have to,” she said. “And if you want, I’ll go with you.”
  


  
    He considered his next words carefully. He considered not saying anything, but decided he needed to: “This is Net Force’s problem, Toni, and I think Net Force should take care of it.”
  


  
    She blinked at him. “And I’m not part of Net Force anymore, is that what you’re saying?”
  


  
    “You said it, not me.”
  


  
    She nodded. “I see.”
  


  
    He didn’t like the way it made him feel, didn’t like the distress on her face, but it was going to come out eventually, and better sooner than later. Maybe they could salvage their personal relationship; he sure hoped so. But the job had already changed. It wasn’t going to be the same as it had been. If Toni didn’t work for him anymore, okay, fine, he could learn to deal with that. If she was going to report about what he did to somebody else, he needed to have some control as to what he let her see and hear. If the director wanted to keep tabs on him, all right, that was her prerogative. Nothing said he had to make it easy for her.
  


  
    Toni had made her choice. Now they’d both have to live with it.
  


  


  
    In the air over northern California
  


  


  
    Ventura glanced around, uneasy. There was nobody looking at him, and he hadn’t seen anybody following him, but something felt... off, somehow. He was in full-alert mode, scanning, listening, being aware, and he hadn’t spotted anything about which to be worried, but even so, something was not quite right.
  


  
    He glanced at his watch. Maybe it was the flight. He was concerned about being in the jet’s first-class cabin—
  


  
    “Can I get you anything?”
  


  
    Ventura gave the young flight attendant a polite smile. “No, thank you.” He had booked a business-class e-ticket, using one of a dozen fake IDs he always carried, but the flight had been full, and by the time he’d checked in, the only empty seats remaining had been in first class. Normally, he didn’t fly first class; it was harder to blend into the herd when you were up front. But demanding to sit in the tourist section would really make you stand out—who refused a free upgrade?—and the idea was to be as anonymous as possible. You wanted to be just another middle-aged businessman, do nothing to stick in somebody’s memory, and hope you didn’t remind the stewardess of her favorite uncle.
  


  
    The attendant moved on, and Ventura turned to stare out at the terrain. The flight from L.A. to Seattle took about three hours. He’d rent a car at SeaTac and drive to Port Townsend, probably another three or four hours—you had to allow for the ferry ride, plus he wanted to do a little circling for his approach. That would put him there in the evening, but it didn’t get dark up this far north in the summer before maybe nine-thirty or ten. So there was no real hurry, since night was your friend. Plenty of time to stop and have supper, get set up, do the job.
  


  
    He looked out through the jet’s double-plastic window. There was a big snow-covered mountain below and in the distance. Shasta? Must be.
  


  
    Ventura figured the local authorities in L.A. had uncovered the mess in the theater by now, and if so, they had certainly identified Dr. Morrison. As hard as the feds would have been looking for Morrison after the shootings in Alaska, they’d be on the case quickly. He had considered hauling the corpse away, disposing of it, but since the man was dead and no longer his responsibility, it was tactically much smarter to let him be found. He’d made sure that Morrison’s wallet was still in the dead man’s pocket, to speed things up. That would certainly stop the direct search, and maybe the feds wouldn’t be all that interested in looking for accomplices.
  


  
    It wouldn’t slow the Chinese down. Surely Wu had passed his intel along to somebody higher up the food chain—Ventura couldn’t imagine that the man’s stingy government had given him hundreds of millions of dollars to spend without knowing every detail of what they were buying. The Chinese would very much like to speak to anybody connected to the deal. Once they found out Morrison was dead, they’d really have their underwear in a wad. Ventura would be at the top of their list of people to see.
  


  
    The feds would have dropped their surveillance of Morrison’s house as soon as they realized what had happened to him—dead men didn’t move around a lot on their own, and the only way he’d be coming home would be in a box. Ventura’s team was, of course, long gone, pulled off as soon as he’d realized the man he’d shot in Alaska was a marshal and not a Chinese agent, and that more feds would thus be coming to have a little chat with Morrison’s spouse. He hadn’t told his client, who thought his young trophy wife was protected—no point in giving him anything else to worry about.
  


  
    The feds would probably want to have a few more chats with the widow Morrison, and certainly the Chinese would pay the young lady a visit, but since she didn’t know anything, she couldn’t tell either side anything. She might be joining her late husband by the time the Chinese figured that out, but that wasn’t his problem—as long as he wasn’t there when the Yellow Peril came to call.
  


  
    The Yellow Peril. He smiled. He wasn’t a racist. Sure, he played that card for people like Bull Smith, to allow them to believe he was simpatico with their beliefs, but he didn’t care one way or another about somebody’s skin color or gender. He’d worked with people of every race, male and female, and the single criterion that mattered to him was how well they could do the job. If you could pull the trigger when it came to that, and hit your mark, you could be a green hermaphrodite with purple stripes for all he cared. He’d learned the term “Yellow Peril” from the old Fu Manchu books, material that had been written in an age where racism was the default belief and nobody thought much about it.
  


  
    Normally for this kind of work Ventura would have wanted to take his time. He’d get to know the territory, learn the patterns, who went where, when, and how, and not move until he had everything pinned down. The more you knew, the fewer chances for surprises. He didn’t have that luxury now. He needed to move quickly, get his business done, and leave this behind him. He had his money cleared, clean IDs, and safe places where he could hide until he had a chance to work out his longer-term plans. Being in the moment didn’t mean you couldn’t think about the future; it merely meant you didn’t live in the future.
  


  
    He was, he figured, in a fairly good position. Still there was that nagging uneasiness, that sense of being a bug on a slide. As if a giant eye could appear in the microscope at any time, staring down at him. He did not like the feeling.
  


  
    Well. You did the best you could, and that was that; nothing else mattered.
  


  
    They were still an hour or more away from SeaTac. He’d get some rest. It might be a while before he had another chance. He took a series of slow, deep breaths.
  


  
    In three minutes. he was asleep.
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    Quantico, Virginia
  


  


  
    Toni went to the small gym to work off the tension and anger she felt. There was a guy in steel-rimmed glasses, a T-shirt, and bike shorts doing hatha yoga in the corner, otherwise the place was empty. She hurried through her own stretching routine, bowed in, and began practicing djurus, working the triangle, the tiga. Half an hour later, when she was done, she started footwork exercises on the square, langkas on the sliwa.
  


  
    The moves were there, automatic after so many years, but her mind was elsewhere.
  


  
    Alex was upset with her, that was obvious. Well, what had she expected? That he would smile and pat her on the head and offer his congratulations? She tried to see it from his viewpoint, but she knew she couldn’t have it both ways, not this time. This was the best thing. Working for him had become a sore point even before they had gone to London; he wasn’t treating her like he did the other members of the Net Force team, he was shielding her, and she didn’t want that, not in the work. So, okay, there was going to be an uncomfortable period while he adjusted to her new job. She didn’t like it, but that was how it seemed to be working out.
  


  
    In the long run, she kept telling herself, it would be better for them. They’d be able to relate to each other more like equals, the personal relationship wouldn’t be bogged down in the professional one.
  


  
    Yeah, but in the long run, we’re all dead, aren’t we? So what happens after a couple months of nobody having a good time if you or Alex get hit by a bus crossing the street? How is that going to fit in with your “long run” plan, hmm?
  


  
    Toni stopped moving and stared into the mirror at the end of the room. Crap. I really don’t need this.
  


  
    But—what help was there for it? What else could she do? She had to make a living!
  


  
    She sighed, went back to her footwork.
  


  
    A few minutes later, she was aware that the yoga guy had finished his routine and left, but that he’d been replaced by a trio of other men. Two of them were in karate uniforms, the third wore dark blue FBI sweats. One of the karate guys wore a brown cloth belt tied around his waist to keep his gi shut, the other a black belt. They were watching her. Watching and smiling. Then the guy in sweats leaned over and said something to the other two.
  


  
    Pentjak silat wasn’t a flashy art; a lot of what went on in it didn’t look particularly impressive to the uninitiated. The last time a martial arts player from another style stood here and watched her practice, he had made the mistake of making some ignorant remarks out loud. She had been having a bad day when that happened—not nearly as bad as this one—and she had demonstrated to the loudmouth that what she was doing was in many ways superior to what he knew about fighting. It had been a painful lesson for the man.
  


  
    The lesson she had learned was pretty painful, too.
  


  
    She didn’t want to think about what had happened with—and to—that man later, but she couldn’t avoid it. Rusty had become her student, then her lover, however briefly, and as a direct result, he was dead.
  


  
    Given the day so far, the opportunity to offer a correction to any—or all—of these three if they spouted off would feel pretty good. It wasn’t part of a self-defense mind-set to entertain such thoughts, but silat wasn’t primarily a self-defense art, it was a fighting art, and there was a big difference in your level of aggressiveness.
  


  
    Toni stopped what she was doing and walked toward the trio.
  


  
    “Afternoon,” she said. “Can I help you with something?”
  


  
    The guy in sweats was the oldest of the three men; he had short and curly gray hair. He smiled and gave her a small bow. “No, ma’am,” he said. “We were just admiring your art, guru. Silat Tjimande?”
  


  
    That surprised her. He got the subset wrong, but he knew it was silat and he had enough appreciation and understanding to call her “guru,” as well. Damn.
  


  
    “It’s Serak,” she said, the “k” silent. “But it’s Western Javanese, like Tjimande. I’m surprised you recognized it.”
  


  
    “I used to work out with an old Dutch kuntao teacher in San Diego,” he said. “He had done a little training in silat as a boy. My JKD teacher also had some training in Harimau, tiger-style.”
  


  
    Toni nodded. JKD—jeet kun do, the way of the intercepting fist—was the style created by the late Bruce Lee. It was a hybrid system, and while they weren’t big on forms, many of the moves were based on wing chun, which to some people looked at least superficially like silat. At least the WC players knew in theory what the centerline was, even if they didn’t cover it adequately according to Serak standards ...
  


  
    If Curly here knew enough to recognize and respect what she was doing, he probably wouldn’t be interested in trying to deck her to impress his friends. Silat fighters didn’t go in much for point-sparring, and for that matter, neither did JKD players.
  


  
    Well. Too bad. Kicking somebody’s butt would feel pretty good about now.
  


  
    And she was going to have to do something or she would explode.
  


  
    But—what could she do?
  


  


  
    Woodland Hills, California
  


  


  
    It was dark by the time Michaels got to the theater, and there really wasn’t much left to look at by then. Truth was, there really wasn’t any good reason for him to be here, except to see things—such as they were—for himself. Anybody involved with this who was still alive was undoubtedly long gone.
  


  
    The bodies had been removed, the screenwriters released after giving their statements, and the local police still puzzled as to what had happened. The mainline FBI op who showed up to meet Michaels was a junior man, not the special-agent-in-charge, but he was willing to say what he thought. His name was Dixon.
  


  
    Michaels and Agent Dixon ducked under the yellow crime-scene tape covering the doors and went into the building.
  


  
    “Here’s what we know,” Dixon said. “The dead men, all thirteen of them, were shot in the theater proper. We have identification on six so far”—he looked at his palm computer—“Wu, Morrison, a screenwriter named C. B. Shane, and three men with criminal records: two Vietnamese-Americans, Jimmy Nguyen and Phuc Khiev, and a man named Maxim Schell. Nguyen, Khiev, Schell, and Morrison were armed with handguns. Nguyen’s was in his hand, Khiev’s on the floor under his body, Schell’s still tucked into his belt. None of them got a shot off, though some of the other dead men did fire their weapons.
  


  
    “Morrison’s gun, a little .22, was locked in his right hand in a death grip, and shot empty. Nobody got hit with a .22 that we can tell. We haven’t come up with IDs on the other dead men yet, but all of them had guns, too.”
  


  
    Michaels said, “So what do you think happened here?”
  


  
    “No way to tell for sure. The dead guys were mostly shot in the back or back of the head, so what it looks like is some kind of ambush. You have to figure that if you have a dozen armed men, most of whom didn’t do any shooting before they got taken down, there were a lot of other guys in here blasting away, too. Forensics hasn’t gotten the blood all sorted out, but a quick prelim says there were a few who got hit hard enough to bleed, but who didn’t stick around.”
  


  
    “Jesus.”
  


  
    “We’d take his help if he offered. You must have some ideas. You got anything for us?”
  


  
    Michaels thought about it. Toni would tell the director anyway, it was her job now, so it didn’t matter if Dixon knew. He said, “Morrison had some kind of valuable data and he used it against the Chinese. We think maybe they were after him. Maybe they caught up with him.”
  


  
    “What kind of data?”
  


  
    “Sorry, that’s need-to-know only.”
  


  
    Dixon shook his head. “Doesn’t seem right. The dead guys were all sitting down when the shooting started. And according to the interviews with the screenwriters, everything was quiet until somebody yelled ‘Gun!’ At which point, all hell busted loose. It sounds more like a negotiation than a face-off.”
  


  
    “It must have been an ugly scene in here.”
  


  
    “Yeah. Though a couple of the screenwriters were more pissed because they didn’t get to see the movie than they were upset about all the corpses. Welcome to L.A.”
  


  
    Michaels considered what Dixon had said. A negotiation. Yes, it did, didn’t it? Why would the Chinese be negotiating with a man who had wiped out a couple of their villages?
  


  
    Maybe they wanted him to tell them how. Maybe they were willing to pay for it?
  


  
    Well, if Wu was the guy negotiating, he hadn’t done too good a job of it, had he? And Morrison wasn’t going to be pedaling anything, either.
  


  


  
    Paris, France
  


  


  
    Jay sat slouched in a wicker chair at the Cafe Emile, looking out on the Champs Elyseés, not far from the Arc de Triomphe. He sipped black, bitter espresso from a tiny china cup, and smiled at the couples who strolled past. The war was over nearly two years, the Nazi occupation history. Postwar Paris in the spring was a much nicer place than a military surplus store in any season.
  


  
    Henri, the waiter, approached. He had in his hand a small paper tablet. He gave Jay a nod that was both servile and arrogant and offered him the tablet. “ ’Ere iz ze list you wanted, Monsieur Greedlee.”
  


  
    “Merci.” Jay took the tablet and waved Henri away. He looked at the list, scanned down the row of names—no ... no ... no ... wait!
  


  
    Jay sat upright, bumped the table, and sloshed espresso from the cup. Yes! There it was!
  


  
    He snapped his fingers loudly, caught Henri’s attention. “Garçon! Voulez-vous bien m’indiquer ou se trouve le téléphone? Je desire appelez faire!”
  


  
    Henri rewarded Jay with a sneer. “Bettair you should work on ze pronunciation and ze grammar first, monsieur!”
  


  
    The arrogant prick knew he wanted to make a call, but he had to correct his French first.
  


  
    “Montrez du doigt, asshole!”
  


  
    Henri shrugged off the insult and did as Jay requested—he pointed toward the café.
  


  
    Jay stood and hurried to find the phone.
  


  


  
    

  


  
    Wednesday, June 15th

    Woodland Hills, California
  


  


  


  
    Michaels had supper at the hotel, and when room service brought him the chicken sandwich, it had bean sprouts on it. Well, of course. This was L.A.
  


  
    He ate the sandwich mechanically, not really tasting it. He was screwed, there was nowhere to go from here. Toni had been right, he wasn’t a field agent. He couldn’t just hop on a plane, fly to a crime scene, and expect to spot some crucial clue that the local police and FBI forensics team had somehow missed. He knew better. But he had needed to see the place for himself, hoping it would somehow jog something in him.
  


  
    Well, it hadn’t. And here he was in a hotel in La-La Land, eating a chicken sandwich with bean sprouts, without a clue as to what he should do next.
  


  
    On the bedside table, his virgil lit, telling him it was bad to the bone. That was probably Toni, calling to tell him what an idiot he was. At the moment, he was inclined to agree with her.
  


  
    The tiny screen on the multipurpose toy didn’t show Toni’s face, however. It was Jay Gridley.
  


  
    “What’s up, Jay?”
  


  
    “I think I got him, Boss.”
  


  
    Michaels stared at the virgil. “What? How? Where?”
  


  
    “I crunched all the commercial airline flights leaving SoCal in the last twelve hours. Burbank, LAX, John Wayne, in Orange County.”
  


  
    “And you found Ventura?”
  


  
    “No. But I did find a Mr. B. W. Corona.”
  


  
    “I don’t see—”
  


  
    “It’s another freeway name, Boss.”
  


  
    “Kind of a reach, isn’t it?”
  


  
    “Maybe not. Guy booked a ticket two days ago, a round-trip to Seattle. He was originally scheduled for this evening, but he called and changed it to an earlier flight. Return is open-ended.”
  


  
    “I don’t see how that makes it any more certain.”
  


  
    “Okay, look. He planned to leave tonight, but there was some kind of a problem, a shoot-out, so he had to take off early.”
  


  
    “But he’s planning to come back, your Mr. Corona.”
  


  
    “If you’re on the run, you don’t buy a one-way ticket, that’s a red flag, first thing cops look for.”
  


  
    “But why would he use a name we might know?”
  


  
    “Because he doesn’t know the freeway names have been compromised. He doesn’t know we picked up his pal at the surplus store in Washington, so why would he throw away perfectly good ID?”
  


  
    “Still sounds like a stretch.”
  


  
    Jay did an imitation of a late-night infomercial: “But wait, but wait, don’t order yet, listen to this!”
  


  
    The virgil’s screen was tiny, but it had good resolution, and Michaels could see Jay’s grin easily enough.
  


  
    “I checked the car rental places at SeaTac. A Mr. B. W. Corona walked into Avis, no reservation, and rented a midsize Dodge ten minutes after the flight from L.A. landed late this afternoon. You got a computer terminal there in your room, Boss?”
  


  
    “Yes.”
  


  
    “Plug your virgil into it, I want to show you something.”
  


  
    Michaels opened the terminal, lit the screen, and tapped the infrared send-and-receive code into his virgil. Jay’s face appeared on the hotel’s computer screen. “I’ve got your visual on the hotel’s computer,” Michaels said.
  


  
    “Stand by.”
  


  
    The image of Jay was replaced by a digital line-by-line image. It was a close-up of a California driver’s license.
  


  
    “This came from the counter scanner at Avis. They log all licenses.”
  


  
    The man in the hologram had short hair, but a full beard. Could that be Ventura?
  


  
    Michaels couldn’t tell. “I don’t see the guy in our sketch.”
  


  
    “No law against growing a beard, having your picture taken, then shaving. But forget the picture.”
  


  
    Michaels was already scanning the information on the license. He got no farther than the name. “Son of a bitch! Why didn’t you tell me this in the first place?”
  


  
    “C’mon, Boss, you always save the best part of a story for last. You want me to call the Washington state police and have him picked up?”
  


  
    “I suppose you know where he is, too, huh?”
  


  
    “Sure.”
  


  
    “Oh, really?”
  


  
    Jay laughed. “You are really gonna love this part. Avis has theft-recovery devices installed in their fleet. Somebody decides to keep a car instead of turning it in? They can dial a number and turn on a little broadcast unit wired into the car’s battery. The unit sends a GPS signal to the nice folks at Brink’s, and they can tell you exactly where the vehicle is.” He shifted back into the infomercial announcer’s voice: “Now how much would you pay?”
  


  
    “Son of a bitch.” Michaels looked at the computer’s flatscreen. The name on the license was the final selling point: The “B.W.” stood for “Bruce Wayne.” And everybody who read comics, watched television cartoons, or went to action adventure movies knew that Bruce Wayne was the secret identity of Batman, mentor and elder partner of Robin the Boy Wonder, aka Dick Grayson.
  


  
    If this wasn’t the guy they wanted, it was one hell of a coincidence.
  


  
    “All right, Jay, I’m impressed. What will it take to get the car rental company to give us the tracking information?”
  


  
    “Already done, Boss. You want to guess where he’s going?”
  


  
    “Surprise me.”
  


  
    Jay laughed again.
  


  


  
    36
  


  


  
    

  


  
    Wednesday, June 15th

    Port Townsend, Washington
  


  


  


  
    It was almost nine P.M. when Ventura rolled into the small tourist village of Port Townsend. And though he had the GPS maps his ops had sent in with their electronic reports, he spent thirty minutes driving around, getting a feel for the place. Situated on a fat, semi-hook-shaped isthmus jutting into Puget Sound, the sleepy town had once upon a time been the gateway to the U.S. Northwest via the Straits of Juan de Fuca. Those glory days were long past, and now the tourists came to see some of the prime examples of Victorian-style houses left in the country. Ventura had been here in the daylight, and it looked almost as if somebody had gone back in time, grabbed a section of San Francisco just before the Great Earthquake of 1906, and dropped it up here. Some of the larger and more ornate old houses were now commercial businesses or bed-and-breakfast lodgings, but many of them were still in use as regular housing. There was a paper mill still working down on the waterfront as you got to town, but other than that, not much industry.
  


  
    The main drag downtown was Water Street, where most of the old buildings were pre-turn-of-the-century. There was a restaurant and marina at the end of the street, and a lot of nicely kept wooden boats moored there.
  


  
    Above downtown, overlooking a bluff, Lawrence Street was the parallel uptown road. Here were stores, a theater, and other odds and ends. From Lawrence Street, Taylor Street ran up the hill to Foster, which was where Morrison’s house was. A bit farther to the north was the old Fort Warden Military Reservation, now a park where you could rent an officer’s or a noncom’s old house and spend a few days hiking and exploring the long-empty bunkers. Morrison hadn’t snagged one of the Victorian homes, but a more modest stone house built in the 1920s. It hadn’t been cheap, according to his operative’s research, but it wasn’t outrageously expensive, since he’d bought it just before the big real estate boom hit here. Houses that had been going for two hundred thousand three years ago now went for half again that much. The town was in the Olympic rain shadow, and while they did get some rain and wind, it was a lot less wet than much of northern Washington state. A lot of the baby boomers had decided this was a good place to retire and enjoy their golden years.
  


  
    After his reconnaissance patrol, Ventura found a restaurant still open and had a late supper. He took his time, and when he was done, he parked downtown and located a busy pub. He bought a beer and nursed it, killing more time. It was after ten-forty-five P.M. when he left, having spoken to nobody but the waitress.
  


  
    At this time of night, given the lack of traffic—there was almost none—Ventura didn’t drive past Morrison’s house even once. If the Chinese had people watching, or if some laggard fed had hung around, a car passing by would certainly be an object of interest if it was the only one they’d seen for an hour or two. He knew where the house was, knew how to get there, and he would be a lot harder to spot on foot, as long as he didn’t walk down the middle of the road waving a light.
  


  
    He had made some purchases when he’d gotten here. There was a big grocery-department store complex on the highway into town, not quite a Wal-Mart, but big enough. He stopped there and bought black jeans, a black long-sleeved T-shirt, and a navy blue windbreaker, as well as a pair of thin-soled black wrestling shoes. He’d changed clothes in a public rest room downtown after he left the bar, putting the new clothes on under his pale gray slacks and white shirt. The rest room was not far from the police station, which appeared to have all of two people manning it.
  


  
    He parked the car five blocks away from Morrison’s, in a line of other cars at the curb. If some sharp-eye local patrol cop happened to notice a vehicle that didn’t belong to anybody he knew on the street, likely he would think it was somebody visiting. A rental car with Washington plates wouldn’t exactly scream “trouble.”
  


  
    He had the Coonan under the windbreaker—it was chilly enough to justify a light jacket, if not two shirts and two pairs of pants—and he carried a set of lock picks and spare magazines in one windbreaker pocket, a small flashlight in the other. Probably nobody would notice him at this hour. In his mind, he was B. W. Corona, married, two kids, up to meet his family for a holiday. He was staying at a local B&B down in town—he couldn’t remember the name, but it was that big Victorian place on the corner, you know?—and he was out walking because he couldn’t sleep.
  


  
    Subterfuge was in the attitude. A cop might stop somebody skulking from shadow to shadow if he spotted him, but a tourist out walking had a different look, a different feel to him. Until he got closer to his destination, that was what Ventura was going to be, a tourist. A local cop would see nothing more. And when the bars started to close, that was probably where the local patrol car would be—looking for drunks.
  


  
    Once he was within a block or so of his destination, Ventura would shuck the white shirt and light slacks and become a ninja, part of the night. He would be invisible in the darkness, but if a cop did somehow miraculously see him, then it would be the cop’s bad luck.
  


  
    At this stage of the game, he couldn’t leave anybody behind to tell tales.
  


  
    He’d find a quiet spot and wait until it was late enough for the widow Morrison to get to sleep, then he would move.
  


  


  
    The rental car waiting at the Port Townsend Airport was a six-year-old Datsun that was badly in need of a tune-up. Only thing they had available, the guy from Rent-a-Beater had told him. Somebody had rented the good Dodge only half an hour earlier. The contract had been done over the phone, the rental place was closed, and the keys were over the sun visor.
  


  
    Trusting souls up here. Then again, somebody would really need a ride pretty bad to swipe this hunk of junk.
  


  
    The Datsun chugged and rattled along, ran ragged, and nearly stalled several times. The dash GPS was broken, but there was a worn and greasy paper map in the glove box, and between that and his virgil’s GPS, Michaels was able to locate the address he wanted.
  


  
    He knew that Ventura had been headed here. Jay had gotten the GPS readings from Brink’s, and Port Townsend wasn’t really on the way to anywhere else, unless you planned to catch a ferry to the San Juan Islands. By nine, Ventura’s rental car was in the town, and it was still here now, at eleven, but Michaels had to hurry, he might already be too late.
  


  
    It wasn’t that outlandish, when you thought about it. This was where Dr. Morrison had lived, and within an hour of his estimated time of death, a man going under the name of Corona, who was in all likelihood the late doctor’s bodyguard, had gotten on a plane headed this way. He could be going somewhere else in this town, that was true, but this was one more coincidence that didn’t play.
  


  
    There must be something in Morrison’s house that Ventura/Corona wanted, something worth taking a hurried flight here for. And what did Morrison have of value? Well, that was pretty obvious.
  


  
    Maybe it was something else. Maybe he was coming here for some other reason entirely, but Michaels couldn’t think of any offhand.
  


  
    Michaels could call the local police, get some backup from the county sheriff, and maybe a few state police officers for good measure. Surround Morrison’s house and grab Ventura when he showed up. Simple.
  


  
    He could do that, but he didn’t want to scare the guy off. If there were a dozen local cops tromping around this quiet little burg in the middle of the night, Ventura would have to be blind to miss them. So what Michaels had in mind was to find the house, hide somewhere he could watch it, and wait. When Ventura showed up, then he’d call in the cavalry. Give him time to find what he came for, maybe, to save Net Force having to look for it themselves. If Ventura was already there, as soon as Alex saw him come out, he’d make the call. Ventura might be able to run, but he couldn’t hide, not as long as he drove his rented car. And that car, according to Jay, was parked not far from here, and had been there for at least fifteen minutes.
  


  
    Michaels certainly didn’t plan to try and take the guy down on his own. This was the man who had outshot John Howard, and the general was no slouch when it came to guns, a lot better than Michaels was. He didn’t even have a gun with him, only the issue taser, and while that would knock a man on his ass with a single hit, you had to be pretty close to get that hit. He had no desire to go up against a highly skilled killer who was certainly better armed and more desperate than he was. No, Michaels had a strike team in place, five minutes away—as close as they could get without risking alerting their quarry—ready to move on his signal. He’d watch, make sure the guy showed up, and then get all the help he needed. At least Net Force would get partial credit for the capture. And if they were lucky, maybe the workings of the mind control ray as a bonus. That would go a long way to making up for all the mistakes.
  


  
    He looked at the map. He was still a couple of miles away. Might as well make the call he had been putting off. He pushed the button for Toni’s phone. Her message came on before even one ring.
  


  
    “Hey, you’ve reached Toni Fiorella. Leave a message and I’ll get back to you soon as I can.”
  


  
    He frowned. Was she not taking any calls? Or just not taking his calls? Well, okay, it was the middle of the night here, so it was the wee hours in D.C. Maybe she was just asleep and had turned off the ringer.
  


  
    “Toni, it’s me. Just calling to see how you’re doing. I—well, look, I’m sorry about everything. I’ll be back in town tomorrow, let’s sit down and talk about it, okay? We can work all this out.”
  


  
    He thumbed the discom button, tucked the virgil back onto his belt. After he collected Ventura, that would give Toni something she could pass along to her new boss.
  


  
    He had to hatch this egg before he could count it as a chicken, though.
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    Ventura had studied the overview maps his ops had done of the neighborhood when he’d taken on Morrison as a client. He knew as much about the houses and inhabitants for a block in either direction as a team of good surveillance ops could learn in a short time. He knew which houses had dogs, which houses had kids, which houses had night owls who stayed up watching vids until all hours. And, fortunately, there weren’t a lot of any of these close to Morrison’s.
  


  
    So it was that Ventura now sat in the backyard of the house behind Morrison’s, nestled into a gap between a small metal utility shed and a couple of cords of firewood. From the look of it, the wood was fir, alder, and madrona, a good combination. The fir, when dry, would burn very quickly. The alder could be used without seasoning, and the madrona would burn longer and hotter than oak. once it got going.
  


  
    Odd, the things you learned along the way.
  


  
    Ventura glanced at his watch. Almost twelve-thirty. The lights had been off in Morrison’s house for more than an hour, so the widow was likely asleep by now. What was her name? Ah, yes, Shannon. That sounded like the name of a teenaged starlet, or somebody who was a cheer-leader for some NFL football team. Hardly the name one would connect to a scientist who had been twice her age.
  


  
    Ventura looked around carefully. It was quiet, cool, and he hadn’t seen anything to worry him as he had sneaked to this hiding place. If there were other watchers here, they must be working the street out front. Good and bad, that. If they were there, he hadn’t been able to see them, which meant they were adept. Then again, if they were out front, they wouldn’t see him as he went to the back door.
  


  
    He took several deep breaths, inhaling and letting them out slowly, oxygenating his blood, trying to relax. He would go at one.
  


  


  
    Michaels had left his beat-up Datsun at the bottom of the hill, half a block away from where Ventura’s rental was parked, and hiked up toward Morrison’s house. It had been a while since he’d done any covert surveillance in the field, a long while, and his skills were not as sharp as he would have liked. A lot of it came back as he worked his way toward his target. He used trees for cover, went through backyards when possible, kept low, listened carefully for dogs. He moved steadily when he left cover, and he stayed in the shadows as much as possible. That nobody seemed to notice him was probably more a testament to the hour than any real skill on his part, but, hey, he’d take it.
  


  
    His hormones were flowing pretty good, too. He sometimes had to remember to breathe. He had remembered to shut the ringer off on his virgil. It wouldn’t do to be skulking in the bushes somewhere and suddenly start chiming out “Bad to the Bone.”
  


  
    As he drew closer to the house, Michaels wondered exactly what he was going to do once he got there. He knew that Ventura’s rental car was still parked down the hill, so unless he missed him in passing, he was out here on foot somewhere. Maybe already in the house.
  


  
    There was a streetlight up ahead on the right. Michaels crossed the road, to stay in the darkness.
  


  


  
    One A.M., straight up, time to go. Ventura ran in a crouch toward the back door. It was only a ten-or twelve-second trip, but it seemed to last for hours. He kept expecting to feel the impact of a bullet in the back, even though he knew that wasn’t likely—there was no point in shooting him on the way in.
  


  
    The trip ended; the bullet had not come. He tried the doorknob. Locked. And the dead bolt would also be locked, if Shannon had been doing what her husband told her.
  


  
    Ventura took the leather pouch with his lock picks and torsion tools from his jacket. The button lock on the doorknob would be a snap, and that was all he needed. He had a key for the dead bolt, since his people had overseen that lock’s installation.
  


  
    He put the torsion tool into the key slot on the doorknob, used a triple triangle pick to rake the pins. Might as well try it the easy way first, before picking each tumbler separately ...
  


  
    The torsion tool rotated the barrel mechanism on the second rake. Maybe six seconds from start to finish
  


  
    Ventura grinned. He still had the touch.
  


  
    He slipped the key into the dead bolt, turned it, and came up from his crouch as he opened the door and stepped into the hallway that led to the basement and the kitchen. He closed the door silently behind him.
  


  
    The alarm keypad was on the wall just past the light switch. He could see the red On diode gleaming. The only other light was from instrument glows in the kitchen, no help this far away, so he flicked on the flashlight and covered most of the lens with one hand, allowing only enough illumination to see the keypad. He punched in the four-digit number—1-9-8-6—the year Shannon had been born. Morrison had said she wasn’t very good at remembering numbers, so he’d wanted to keep it simple.
  


  
    1986. Ventura had shoes older than that.
  


  
    The hard part was done. The master bedroom was upstairs, and the living room/study was just on the other side of the kitchen/dining room. That was as far as he needed to go. If he didn’t bump into the furniture or sneeze, the young widow would likely continue her beauty rest. He’d reset the alarm and relock the door when he left. Shannon would never know he’d been here.
  


  
    He moved through the kitchen. There was enough ambient light from the digital LCD clocks on the stove, microwave oven, and coffeemaker for him to keep the flashlight lens covered completely. He didn’t like to use a flashlight on a hot prowl; it was a dead giveaway to anybody who might be passing by or watching a place. Unless there was a power outage, residents normally didn’t move around their own houses using flashlights. But he didn’t want to use the overheads or a lamp in here, either. Watchers would at the very least be alerted that somebody was up and about. And some people had a hypersensitivity to light, even when they slept. It was as if they could somehow feel the pressure of the photons on their bodies, although they couldn’t see them. It wouldn’t do for young Shannon to come yawning and padding down the stairs in her birthday suit, wondering who’d left the light on. If she saw him, it would have to be the last thing she saw, and while killing her didn’t bother him per se, finding her corpse would give the authorities pause to wonder why it had happened. Whoever had done it must have wanted something, they’d figure, and Ventura reasoned they would figure out what pretty quick. Right now, they didn’t know that Morrison had passed on anything to anybody. Best to keep it that way until he was in a safe harbor.
  


  
    He let a thin ray of the flashlight peek from between his closed fingers as he stepped into the dining room, just enough to avoid the furniture. He crouched low and duck-walked toward the study. There was what he wanted, just ahead and to the right.
  


  


  
    Michaels was prone in a clump of bushes, across the street to the east side of Morrison’s house. The plants were evergreens, big junipers of some kind, trimmed into wind-blown bonsai shapes, but thick enough to crouch beneath and be mostly covered. He had worked his way there through the yard from the east, so he hadn’t been visible from the street or, he hoped, from Morrison’s house.
  


  
    He had just gotten settled when he saw the man all in black scurry in a crouch to the back door.
  


  
    That must be Ventura. A minute later and I would have missed him!
  


  
    The man fiddled with the lock, and in what seemed no time at all, he’d opened the door and slipped inside. Either the door had been unlocked, or this guy was an expert with picks. Long ago, Michaels had covered that in his training, picking locks, but it had taken him half an hour to open even simple locks, and complicated ones were beyond him. His teacher had told him it was a thing of feel, that you either had the touch or you didn’t. If you didn’t, you could get better, but you’d never be a master at it.
  


  
    Well, enough ruminating on old training classes. Time to call in the Marines.
  


  
    Michaels pulled his virgil from his belt and hit the button. Five minutes, tops, and the cavalry would arrive. All he had to do was remain alert until they showed up.
  


  


  
    Unless his young wife had unknown sensibilities, Morrison had been quite the classical music fan. A CD/DVD rack above the Phillips/Technics R&P held a couple hundred titles. The titles tended to favor the Baroque composers: Bach, Handel, Vivaldi, Telemann, Heinichen, Corelli, and Haydn.
  


  
    And Pachelbel, of course.
  


  
    Fortunately, the man had been meticulous in his cataloging. The titles were alphabetized, so it took only a few seconds to find the DVD Ventura wanted: Pachelbel’s Greatest Hit.
  


  
    He grinned at the name and turned the case over. The disk was a compilation, several versions and variations, of the contrapuntal melody Canon in D, a total playing time of 41:30. You’d have to be a real fan to listen to what was essentially the same simple tune played over and over again for that long.
  


  
    He opened the case to make certain the disk inside matched the title, and the silvery disk gave off a rainbow gleam in the flashlight’s narrow beam.
  


  
    The markings looked genuine to Ventura, the little RCA dog and Gramophone, the cut titles and numbers. Maybe an expert could tell the difference; he couldn’t.
  


  
    Put this disk into an audio player, and you would get forty-plus minutes of variations on a musical theme. Put it into a computer and look in the right spot, using the right binary decoder, and you would get something else. Between the end of “Canon of the Three Stars,” by Isao Tomita and the Plasma Symphony Orchestra, and the beginning of “Pachelbel: Canon in D,” by The Baroque Chamber Orchestra, led by Ettore Stratta—if Morrison had been telling the truth—lay a secret the Chinese had been willing to pay nearly half a billion dollars to get their hands on.
  


  
    He grinned again, put the disk back into the case, and slipped it into his inside windbreaker pocket. He looked at the stairs.
  


  
    No sounds drifted down from the sleeping widow. Good. Always good to avoid complications when possible.
  


  
    He retraced his steps to the back door. He keyed in the alarm code, cracked the door open a hair, and set the button lock on the door. He had thirty seconds to close the door behind him before the alarm kicked on. It only took one of those seconds for him to draw his pistol and slip the safety off. If somebody had been watching him, it made more sense for them to wait until he left with whatever he had come for before they took him down; otherwise they might never find it. If somebody was watching.
  


  
    He held the pistol down by his leg. He took a deep breath, released half of it, and stepped outside.
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    Michaels was watching the house when the whole situation suddenly changed. Whatever Ventura had gone into the house for, either he knew where it was, or he’d changed his mind, Michaels thought. He was in and out in maybe two minutes. And the cavalry was still at least three minutes away.
  


  
    Michaels watched as the man did something one-handed with the dead bolt lock. Save for a quick glance, he did it without looking at the door—instead he scanned the yard, his gaze sweeping back and forth, seeking. His other hand was hidden behind his leg.
  


  
    Even though he knew he was pretty much invisible on the ground under the bushes across the street, Michaels froze. His pucker factor went right off the scale.
  


  
    Ventura finished his manipulation with the door’s lock, glanced around again, and started across the backyard.
  


  
    Michaels gathered himself to get up. He was going to follow Ventura, come hell or high water, but he was going to be real careful doing it. His hand hovered over the call button on his virgil, but he didn’t press it. Hitting the distress signal now would bring the cavalry with full lights and sirens, and he still couldn’t risk alerting Ventura.
  


  
    He was on his hands and knees about to crawl out from under the evergreen when two men stepped out from behind the shed and pointed guns at Ventura.
  


  
    “Hold it right—!” one of them began.
  


  
    He never finished the sentence. There were several bright flashes and terrific explosions, and all three men went down. But Ventura rolled up, hardly even slowing, ran to the two fallen men, and fired his pistol twice more.
  


  
    It all happened so fast and unexpectedly Michaels wasn’t sure what he had seen, but his brain raced to fill it in: Two men with guns braced Ventura, who was either the fastest draw who ever lived or already had his own gun out. One, two, three shots, yes, three, two from Ventura, one from one of the dead guys—and they were surely dead because Ventura sprinted over and put one more round into each one, looked like the heads, but it was hard to be sure about that, the after-images from the first shots had washed out Michaels’s vision some, and—
  


  
    Ventura didn’t stop to examine the pair he’d shot; he took off at a run, straight to the street.
  


  
    Michaels scrambled from under the bushes and followed, but he stayed crouched, using cover. He did not want Ventura to look back and see him, no, not after that display. Not only was the man a killer, he was expert at it. To take out two men with guns already pointed at you? That was either great skill or great luck, and Michaels didn’t want to test either.
  


  
    Lights started to go on in houses along the street. They probably didn’t get a lot of gunfire up here on a week-night. No, probably not.
  


  
    Michaels ran on the darker side of the street, and he had his taser in his hand. He hoped he wouldn’t have to get close enough to Ventura to have to use it.
  


  


  
    Ventura smiled to himself as he ran. He did a tactical reload, changing magazines, dropping the one missing three shots into his windbreaker pocket. Those had probably been Chinese agents—feds would have yelled out their ID, and there would have been more of them.
  


  
    Speed was the most important thing now. Gunfire in a quiet neighborhood would wake people up, somebody’d call the police, and even if they were slow, it would only be a few minutes before cops got here. He’d have a little while longer before the locals unraveled things, enough time to get clear of the city, but he had to figure they might have spotted him earlier, noticed his car, so a different vehicle was going to be necessary. The sooner he found one, the better.
  


  
    He was going to have to get rid of this Coonan, too—he hadn’t had time to stop and pick up his expended brass here, and this gun already had two shootings on it, in Alaska and in California. Under better circumstances, he would have dropped the pistol into a lake or ocean after the first time he’d used it, but there simply hadn’t been time. Only a fool would hold on to something that would get him the death penalty if he was caught with it. He had other guns, and as soon as he could get to them, he’d lose this one.
  


  
    There was an old pickup truck parked on the street half a block ahead of him. That would do. He could break the window, get inside, crack the ignition for a hot-wire, be gone in another two minutes.
  


  
    He glanced behind him. No sign of pursuit, no men chasing him with guns. Maybe those were the only two. Maybe.
  


  
    But even as he ran, that part of him that feasted on danger grinned and smacked its chops, looking for more. There was nothing like an adrenaline rush, the immediate sense of danger and possible death. He should be afraid, but what he felt was closer to orgasm than fear. He had the prize, he was on his way, enemies were down. All around him, life was crystalline, razor-sharp, throbbing with triumph.
  


  
    He lived, they died.
  


  
    It didn’t get any better than this.
  


  
    Here was the truck. Try the door—hah! not even locked! He reached up over the visor, just in case—and lo! the keys!
  


  
    He laughed aloud. No. It couldn’t get any better than this!
  


  
    He put the gun down on the seat and shoved the key into the ignition slot—
  


  
    “Going somewhere, Colonel?”
  


  
    Surprised, Ventura jumped, started to grab the Coonan—
  


  
    “Don’t! You won’t make it!”
  


  
    Ventura froze. He looked up.
  


  
    Standing six feet away, a shotgun aimed at Ventura’s head, was General Jackson “Bull” Smith. Smiling.
  


  
    This was not in Ventura’s game plan. “General. Odd running into you here.”
  


  
    “Not odd at all, Luther. Me and a few of the boys have been waiting for you to show up.”
  


  
    “Those two were yours?”
  


  
    “They were.”
  


  
    “Sorry.”
  


  
    “Don’t worry about it. They deserved what they got—it was a bonehead move, going at you face-on.”
  


  
    Smith smiled again, and the shotgun didn’t waver a hair. Ventura was looking right down the muzzle. Twelve-gauge, he noted. Modified choke.
  


  
    “There was a pair of other guys here before us, commie agents, near as we could tell, but they ... went away.”
  


  
    “I thought there might be. Thanks.”
  


  
    “Don’t thank me yet. I had a couple other boys tailing you, but you lost ’em after that mess in Los Angeles. Lost your client, too, that’s a real shame. Figured you’d show up here sooner or later.”
  


  
    “You continue to surprise me, General. How?’
  


  
    “Because there are better surveillance gadgets than the ones you had in your car at the compound, that’s how. You think because we live up in the woods and stomp around in the bear shit we don’t have access to modem technology? You get a flunking grade for underestimating folks, Luther. Especially your friends. You should have cut me in, instead of trying to bullshit me with that story of yours.”
  


  
    Ventura smiled and shook his head. “I sit corrected, General. Real impressive work. Not too late to make amends, is it?”
  


  
    “I’m afraid it is, Colonel, I’m afraid it is.”
  


  
    When he saw the man with the shotgun point the weapon at Ventura where he sat in the truck he was presumably going to steal, Michaels slid into a front yard and behind a thick-boled Douglas fir tree. He was across the street and they were busy enough with each other that they hadn’t noticed him. Reaching down, he hit the alarm button on his virgil. It would take them a minute or two to react, but he was no longer worried about alerting Ventura.
  


  
    Now what? Who was this guy? Was he connected to the two dead men at Morrison’s? What the hell was going on?
  


  
    Michaels was sixty, seventy feet away, and the taser was accurate for fifteen or twenty feet, if you were lucky. But he’d only get one shot and then he’d have to reload, and as John Howard and Julio Fernandez had pointed out to him, the fastest taser reloader in the world could not outpace a handgun with multiple rounds. Net Force computer and management people were supposed to be desk jockeys, they didn’t need guns, that’s what the military arm was for.
  


  
    If he got out of this alive, Michaels planned to start carrying a real gun.
  


  
    Yeah. Unfortunately, the military arm was not here, he didn’t have a real gun, and a taser was what he did have. So—who to shoot?—assuming he could get close enough to shoot either one of them?
  


  
    He couldn’t hear what they were saying to each other, but he was able to hear what the shotgunner said next, because he said it loudly: “Bubba!”
  


  
    A shaven-headed bodybuilder in dark camo approached the truck from the passenger side, a long-barreled pistol in his hands. He was careful not to come in straight on, but angled slightly from the back. Good move—that would keep him out of the shotgunner’s line of fire if things started cooking.
  


  
    Nothing like another little complication to make his life harder.
  


  
    Even if he’d had an assault rifle instead of the taser, Michaels didn’t like those odds. And he didn’t know who these new players were—in theory, they might even be on his side.
  


  
    Maybe he should wait a second and see what happened before he stood up and commanded everybody to drop their weapons. Maybe a couple of seconds.
  


  


  
    Ventura felt the adrenaline pop and bubble in him, heard its siren song calling him to action. You’re invincible, it said. Nobody has ever been able to beat you. You’re the best there ever was! Kill them!
  


  
    “All right,” Smith said. “Here is how it is gonna go. You give me whatever it was you came here to collect. Then you can be on your way, your life for the data. I figure that’s an even trade. If anything that looks like a weapon comes out of your pocket, we take what we want off your body. This pump’s carrying eight rounds of number 4 buckshot. I don’t have to tell you what that will do to your face at this range.”
  


  
    “No.”
  


  
    Smith might not be a real general, but he had been a real soldier, and he did have a shotgun pointed at Ventura. Bubba, on the other side of the truck, had a handgun. But if Bubba fired first, he would have to shoot through the glass, and his angle might partially deflect the bullet. If Ventura ducked suddenly, Smith would probably pull the trigger, and with any luck, the charge of BBs would go right over his head and through the passenger window. It would take half a second for Smith to rack the slide for a second shot, and while a full-sized American pickup truck’s door would not stop a deer or sabot slug from a twelve-gauge, it would stop a load of number 4 buck, or most of it.
  


  
    Ventura weighed his chances. This was it. He had assessed the situation as best he could. As soon as he handed over the disk, he was a dead man anyway. Smith couldn’t let him walk away and expect to sleep nights, because sooner or later, he’d know that Ventura would come for him. And a wire enclosure full of men playing soldier wouldn’t be enough protection, Smith knew that. The only reason he didn’t shoot him now was to make sure he had the data, and to find out what he could about it.
  


  
    Here was the moment. No past. No future. Be here now.
  


  
    He smiled and made his decision. The only one he could make.
  


  
    “All right, General. We’ll play it your way—”
  


  
    —but as fast as he could move, Ventura ducked and grabbed for his pistol—
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    As it sometimes did when things turned violently dangerous, time narrowed and slowed. Michaels saw Ventura disappear from sight, and the blast of the shotgun was a tremendous boom! immediately after that—
  


  
    Bubba fired his pistol, a thin and almost quiet crack! crack! and two holes appeared in the truck’s windshield—
  


  
    Somehow, amazed at himself, Michaels found himself on his feet, running toward the shooting, his tiny, insignificant taser stretched out in front of himself at arm’s length—
  


  
    Ventura’s hand came up inside the truck like a periscope, a pistol in it, and he fired at the shotgunner, twisted, and fired at Bubba—blam! blam!—that quick—
  


  
    The shotgunner went down, hit in the body, but Bubba had dodged as soon as Ventura’s pistol came up, and he fired his own gun wildly, six—eight?—times; it sounded almost like a full-auto, one continuous crackcrackcrackcrack! and it must have run empty because it stopped—
  


  
    Ventura sat up, and he shoved his pistol toward the shotgunner, but the man rolled and came up and pointed the shotgun at Ventura again and fired—
  


  
    Michaels saw Ventura take the blast in the chest and bang into the steering wheel, but he managed to get off another shot that seemed to hit the shotgunner without major effect. The shotgunner let go a third blast—
  


  
    Ventura disappeared from view—
  


  
    Michaels realized he was screaming, as the shotgunner turned his head and stared at him in surprise. He started to bring the shotgun around, and it was too far for a taser shot, but Michaels triggered the thing anyway. Twin silvery needles lanced at the shotgunner—he could see the electric darts—but they hit the shotgun, one in the butt, one in the forestock, and that wouldn’t do shit—
  


  
    The shotgun’s muzzle came around, slowly ... slowly ... and it was almost lined up when the shooter realized Michaels was about to barrel into him at a dead run, so he fired—
  


  
    Too soon! The blast went past Michaels’s right ear; he felt a tug and a quick burn, but that was all, and then he slammed into the shooter at a dead run and they both went down—
  


  
    The impact stunned them both, but Michaels recovered first. He rolled up and kicked at the other man’s head. He missed, but caught a shoulder as the shotgunner tried to roll away—
  


  
    The shotgun was on the street five yards down the hill.
  


  
    Michaels was aware that Bubba was on the other side of the truck, probably reloading his pistol, and that he didn’t have time to fool around here. The shotgunner came up, groggy, hands rising in a defensive posture, and Michaels didn’t wait, but leaped in and snapped his elbow right at the man’s temple, as hard as he could. There was a damp snap! and the man went down bonelessly limp, but Bubba was coming around the front of the truck, Bubba and his pistol, and Michaels knew he was screwed—
  


  
    He was going to die—
  


  
    Somebody flew out of nowhere and slammed into Bubba from behind, knocking his pistol loose as he went to one knee. His attacker dived and rolled up, two yards past Bubba, spun to face him—
  


  
    Michaels stared, unable to believe what he saw.
  


  
    Toni?!
  


  


  
    The big man went down to his knee, and she had too much momentum to stop, so Toni stretched out into a shoulder roll, hit the road hard enough to clack her teeth together, but came up mostly unhurt. Shoulder was gonna be real sore—assuming she survived that long.
  


  
    The big man was up, coming at her. He swung a punch that would have flattened a horse had it hit, a hard right cross—
  


  
    Toni ducked, double-tapped the man’s thick and muscular arm with her left palm and right backhand, used the momentum of the second tap to cock her elbow, and stepped in at an angle to her left—he was too big to meet head-on—then slammed her right elbow into his ribs.
  


  
    She felt the ribs go, heard him grunt and slow his advance a little, but it wasn’t enough to stop him; he kept coming. He was too big, too strong—if he grabbed her, that would be bad—
  


  
    Too close for the foot sweep, she had to use her thigh. She caught his upper leg with hers, snapped her knee upward, and shoved with her right hand at his belt line—
  


  
    The seesaw lever worked. He lost his balance and sprawled facedown on the street, hands outstretched to absorb his fall—
  


  
    Toni followed him. When he lifted his head, she kicked for his chin, but he fell away and blocked at the same time, and her shin met his left forearm bone—
  


  
    His arm was weaker. The ulna snapped—
  


  
    Damn, he was tough. He grabbed at her foot, missed when she dodged back, and used the grab’s moment to regain his feet. He jumped in again and fired a hard straight punch, using his good right arm—
  


  
    Toni was in the zone, fighting in a righteous rage, no longer thinking, blending with her attacker. She punched her right fist at his head, stretched out over his punch, and blocked with her left at the same time, deflecting his arm just behind the elbow. Her punch hit his ear, no big impact, but she was in position for the putar kepala—the head twist. She scooped inside his right elbow with her left hand, caught his neck with her right, and circled her hands, left up, right down, pulling them close into her body as she dropped her weight. The motion twisted him around clockwise, and she grabbed his head with both hands.
  


  
    A twist alone was a neck crank, painful but not damaging.
  


  
    A twist and pull, putting an arch in his back, was a break.
  


  
    She twisted sharply counterclockwise and pulled at the same time—
  


  
    The sound of the vertebrae cracking seemed louder to her than the shotgun blast had been.
  


  
    The man fell. He might survive, but he wasn’t going to be getting up on his own. Not now, and maybe never again.
  


  
    The fury left her as she turned, looking for more opponents.
  


  
    There were none. Only Alex standing over the downed shotgunner, staring at her in amazement.
  


  
    Sirens approached, growing louder, and neither of them could find words. Finally as the flashing lights of the first police car strobed them, Alex said, “What the hell are you doing here?”
  


  
    “Nobody moves!” a cop nervously clutching his pistol yelled.
  


  
    No problem. Alex and Toni stood very still—and nobody else there could have moved anyway.
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    The sleepy little scenic tourist town was certainly wide awake up on the hillside now: City police, firemen, deputies, and most of the neighbors all stood in the glow of headlights and emergency flashers, trying to figure out what was going on. It was noisy, bright, and hectic.
  


  
    It didn’t take all that long to get it sorted out. Michaels explained who he and Toni were, and when their Net Force/FBI identification checked out valid, that made things a lot less tense.
  


  
    There were two dead men in Morrison’s backyard, and their IDs indicated that they were members of some paramilitary group based in Idaho.
  


  
    The shotgunner was alive, with a fractured skull, and it seemed he was the leader of that same group, a general. He had been hit twice by bullets from Ventura’s pistol, both of which had been stopped by his body armor.
  


  
    Bubba the bodybuilder had a broken neck.
  


  
    And Ventura? He had taken two blasts from the general’s shotgun, and unfortunately for him, he hadn’t been wearing body armor. The first shot apparently hit him in the chest, the second in the face. Either would have killed him, the fireman-paramedic said, the head shot faster than the one in the pump.
  


  
    Michaels and Toni went through Ventura’s personal property. He had the gun, extra ammunition, flashlight, lock picks, car keys, and, inside what was left of his windbreaker pocket, a DVD disk inside a plastic case. Both had been shattered into tiny bits by the shotgun blast, some slivers of which had been driven into the dead man’s heart by the impact.
  


  
    “Want to bet that disk is what he stopped by Morrison’s to find?” Toni said.
  


  
    “No bet,” Michaels said. “You think the FBI lab could put this thing back together?” Some of the bloody pieces were the size of needles.
  


  
    She shook her head. “Enough to retrieve whatever was on it? I doubt it. If the secret to the crazy ray was on that disk, it’s gone.”
  


  
    Michaels nodded. “Probably just as well. I’m not sure I’d want our government getting its hands on it any more than anybody else.” He looked at her. “You’re the one who got the good car from the rental place, aren’t you? Just before I got there?”
  


  
    “Yes.”
  


  
    “How did you know where to find me? Was it Jay?”
  


  
    “No. You left a public trail. You weren’t trying to hide. I’m not totally inept on the net.”
  


  
    “Why did you come?”
  


  
    She looked at him. “Are you sorry I did?”
  


  
    He shook his head. “I’d have to be a fool to say that, given the circumstances. I can’t remember the last time I was so glad to see somebody as when you knocked Bubba down. Thank you.”
  


  
    “I was acting in my capacity as liaison, you know.”
  


  
    “Uh-huh.”
  


  
    “Why are you so pigheaded, Alex? You know that I love you. And you love me just as much.”
  


  
    “Yeah.”
  


  
    “It was going bad for us. And work was the problem, you know that, too. I’d rather lose the job than the relationship.”
  


  
    He nodded. “Yeah. Me, too.”
  


  
    She looked at the firemen hauling away Ventura’s body. “It’s going to be a long night before we’re done here. Do you have a place to stay?”
  


  
    “No.”
  


  
    “I’ve got a room at a bed-and-breakfast at the far end of town. What say we go there and take a long nap when this is done?”
  


  
    He thought about it for a second. She was right. He did love her, and he would rather save their personal relationship than either of their jobs. He gave her a small grin. “Okay,” he said. “You twisted my arm.”
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    Michaels walked into the condo, saw that the snail mail was on the table in the kitchen. “Toni?” he yelled. “You home?”
  


  
    “In here,” she called back.
  


  
    “Where is ‘here’?”
  


  
    “The living room.”
  


  
    He walked into the room. She was sitting on the couch, folding towels.
  


  
    “I dried the laundry,” she said. “You mixed the dark towels with the light ones again.”
  


  
    “What can I say? I’m evil through and through. Shoot me.”
  


  
    He moved to where she sat, bent, and kissed her. “How was your day?”
  


  
    “Not bad,” she said. “I had to do a presentation on what a wonderful job Net Force is doing for Senator Bogle’s staff.”
  


  
    “Sounds easy enough.”
  


  
    “Balancing a dozen spinning plates on the end of sticks sounds easy, Alex. Since I left, Net Force has trouble finding its ass with both hands.”
  


  
    He laughed. “Got any plans for supper?”
  


  
    “I could microwave some burritos,” she said.
  


  
    “How about I order Chinese takeout? My treat.”
  


  
    “Fine by me.”
  


  
    He took a deep breath. It had been on his mind a lot lately, how to do this, and he was nervous about it.
  


  
    “Listen,” he began, “things have been working out okay for us lately, haven’t they?”
  


  
    “You have to ask?”
  


  
    “No, no, I mean, I think they have, but I don’t want to take anything for granted. We’re okay, aren’t we? I mean, we’re doing all right on a personal level, right?”
  


  
    “Except for you mixing the darks with the lights in the wash, we are terrific.”
  


  
    He nodded. Here was the hard part.
  


  
    She stopped folding the towels. “What is it, Alex? Something’s on your mind. Tell me.”
  


  
    He sat down on the couch next to her. “Okay, look, I’m not the most romantic guy in the world, but—do you want to get married?”
  


  
    Her eyes got wide and she grinned. “Yes, of course.”
  


  
    He blew out a big sigh. “Good.”
  


  
    “You thought I would turn you down?”
  


  
    “I hoped not. I didn’t want to think too much about that.”
  


  
    She grabbed him and hugged him, and they kissed. She broke it and leaned back. “Anyways, it was about time you got around to asking me,” she said. “Yeah? You could have asked me, you know?”
  


  
    “Nope, I’m an old-fashioned girl. That’s the man’s job.”
  


  
    “ ‘Old-fashioned’? You?” He laughed. “You’re a butt-kicking, hardheaded woman who looks over my shoulder at work.”
  


  
    “Oh, well, you won’t have to worry about that much longer.”
  


  
    He looked at her. “How come?”
  


  
    “I’m going to quit work.”
  


  
    “What?!”
  


  
    “I intended to keep the job when I took it, but something better has come up.”
  


  
    “A better job? It’s not too far away, is it? I was just getting used to having you around.”
  


  
    “Oh, don’t worry, I’ll be around.” She put her hands over his shoulders, then slid them up to behind his neck. “The job is going to be something completely different.”
  


  
    “Yeah? What?”
  


  
    “I’m going to become a full-time mommy.”
  


  
    He stared at her, stunned. “You ... you’re ... ?”
  


  
    “Yep,” she said, grinning like a fool. “I’m pregnant.”
  


  
    Then they were both grinning like fools.
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    PROLOGUE
  


  


  
    Saturday, October1,2011

    Atlantic City, New Jersey
  


  
    

  


  
    “We should go outside and enjoy the sunny weather,” Mary Lou said.
  


  
    Bert snickered. “Right. We’z drove alla way from da Bronx to Atlantic City to take the goddamned sun? I can sit onna stoop at home, I want to get hot. No thankyuz, I’m happy right here.”
  


  
    Bert fed another dollar into the slot machine and pushed the button. He didn’t like the new electronic machines as much as the old mechanical ones, like those in the back rooms of the New Jersey bars where his father used to sneak off with him when he was a kid. Those had been fun, with the big arm you pulled down and the real wheels going round and round. Cost a quarter, was all. He didn’t quite trust the new ones to pay off—it’d be too easy for some computer geek to rig ’em so they’d keep every damned dime you put in—but it was what it was. Hell, he was up seventy-five bucks, he should complain?
  


  
    Around him, the machines flashed colored lights, hummed and whirred and played crappy music, and now and then dropped tokens into a metal tray.
  


  
    Mary Lou said, “There’s something you don’t see every day.”
  


  
    The slot’s computer screen whirled to stop on a cherry, a bar, and a picture of some dead rock star. Crap. Only seventy-four dollars ahead now.
  


  
    Irritated, Bert said, “What?”
  


  
    “Over there. Lookit.”
  


  
    He glanced in the direction Mary Lou was pointing. He saw right away what she meant. There was a fat, white-haired old guy, maybe sixty-five, walking into the casino. Way he moved, he was like a man with a mission, nothing real unusual there, except the dude was in a tiny red Speedo and nothing else.
  


  
    “God, I’m trying to win money here, you wanna make me puke? There ought to be a law against a suit like that if you’re thirty pounds overweight.”
  


  
    “Prolly there is. I’m pretty sure the casino rules say no swimsuits without a robe and some kind of sandals or shoes. There you go, see, the security guard is gonna toss him out.”
  


  
    A big uniformed guard, six five, two sixty, easy, angled toward the fat guy in the red Speedo. This might be worth watching. You didn’t get to see a guy in a bikini bottom get bounced up by a casino guard real often. In fact, Bert had never seen it before.
  


  
    Speedo smiled at the giant guard, grabbed him by the arms just under his shoulders, picked him up, and threw him like the guy was a toy. The guard smashed into a slot machine with a loud, rattling crash.
  


  
    “Holy shit!” Bert said.
  


  
    He wasn’t the only one to notice Speedo at this point. Two more guards came running, pulling out those expandable steel batons they carried as they ran.
  


  
    Speedo didn’t seem concerned. He took a couple of steps to the nearest slot. It was bolted to the floor, so Bert didn’t know what the guy thought he was gonna do with it.
  


  
    Still smiling, Speed wrenched the slot from the floor with a sound like a nail being pulled from wet wood, and threw that, too. Made a helluva noise.
  


  
    Bert stared, frozen. This wasn’t possible. He hit the gym two or three times a week, kept in shape for a man pushing forty, could bench two fifty for reps, and there was no way this flabby old Q-Tip-haired dude had the muscle to do what he’d just done, no way! Nobody was that strong.
  


  
    The second security guard to get there let fly with his expandable night stick, took a good crack at Speedo’s white head. Speedo reached up, almost in slow motion, grabbed the baton as it came down, jerked it from the guard’s grip, and threw it. The thing whistled as it whirled away, so fast Bert couldn’t even track it. Speedo shoved the guard one-handed, and the guy justflewinto two bystanders and knocked all three of them down.
  


  
    Mary Lou stared at Speedo, frozen like a deer in headlights. Bert understood that. It was like he was hypnotized himself. He couldn’t look away.
  


  
    The third guard, seeing what had happened to the other two, dropped his baton and went for his pistol. Bert thought this was a real good idea.
  


  
    Speedo took a couple of quick steps—really quick steps—and caught the guard’s wrist before he cleared leather.
  


  
    Thirty feet away, Bert heard the sound of the man’s arm bones breaking.
  


  
    Oh,man!
  


  
    The guard fell to his knees, screaming in pain, and Speedo stepped around him like he was doggy doo on the sidewalk.
  


  
    Then things really got going. Speedo waded through the casino like Sherman through Georgia, breaking stuff, throwing it, tearing the place up. He knocked over slots, he upended card tables, he flipped a roulette wheel table completely over. People scrambled to get out of his way.
  


  
    He was a human wrecking ball, he wassmilingwhile he did it, and Bert couldn’t begin to understand how he was doing it. He just stood there and watched.
  


  
    It seemed like a long time, but it couldn’t have been more than a minute or two before the local cops showed up. Six of them in full battle array.
  


  
    The first couple of cops to reach Speedo tried to whack him with their batons and collar him. You’d think, after seeing what the guy had done, they’d have better sense, but they didn’t, and Speedo grabbed one and used him like a club on the second.
  


  
    The other four cops were smarter. One of them fastdrew his pepper spray, another pulled an air taser, and both let loose.
  


  
    Speedo ran at the cops. Through the pepper fog, and from where he stood, Bert saw the two electric taser needles in the old man’s chest, and if either the fog or the juice bothered him, you couldn’t tell. Either one should have stopped him, had him gagging or jittering like a spider on a hot stove, but he never slowed. Speedo slammed into the next two cops, knocking them sprawling. He went down himself, but he was up in a heartbeat. He looked pissed off now, and he scooped one of the cops from the noor—a big black dude who probably went two hundred pounds—and shot-putted the cop at a thick plate glass partition that separated a cafeteria hall from the casino floor.
  


  
    The partition had to be six, eight feet away, easy.
  


  
    The partition shattered, shards of glass flew everywhere, and the cop who went through it would be lucky if he wasn’t slashed to hamburger.
  


  
    “Everybody down!” one of the two remaining cops on his feet screamed. “Down, down, down!”
  


  
    People hit the floor, but Speedo wasn’t one of them, and Bert stayed up watching, too.
  


  
    The two cops had their pistols out by now—big ole Glocks—pointed at the old man.
  


  
    Speedo looked at them and smiled, a kind of sad smile. Like he felt sorry for them. He started walking toward the cops.
  


  
    “Stop, asshole!”
  


  
    He didn’t.
  


  
    Both cops fired, couple, three times each.
  


  
    Speedo kept coming, and they kept shooting.
  


  
    Bertsawthe hits on the old man, saw dark puckers appear in his arms and chest, wounds that oozed blood, but he kept going.
  


  
    People screamed bloody murder, but the cops kept blasting away. In some corner of his mind, Bert tried to keep count of the shots, but there were too many of them. How many rounds did those guns hold? Fifteen? Eighteen? They were going to town.
  


  
    It was like some monster movie. The old guy in the red bathing suit just kept shambling toward the cops. He was hit at least six or eight times, but he wouldn’t stop.
  


  
    “Fuck!” one of the cops yelled. He turned and ran.
  


  
    The other cop clicked empty, then, when Speedo was almost on top of him, he threw the Glock at the old man.
  


  
    Yeah, right. Guy takes a whole shitload of bullets and a plastic pistol is not gonna bounce off him like a cotton ball? Bert stared at the cop. Whaddayuz, stupid?
  


  
    The old man grabbed the cop, managed to get him five or six inches off the floor—
  


  
    —then the old man finally ran out of gas. He dropped the cop and fell, landing on the floor facedown.
  


  
    It got real quiet in the casino then.
  


  
    “Ho-lyshit,” Bert said softly.
  


  
    “Amen, sweet Jesus,” Mary Lou said. “Amen.”
  


  

  


  


  

  
    1
  


  


  
    Sunday, October 2

    Washington, D.C.
  


  
    

  


  
    Alex Michaels grunted as the socket slipped off the hex nut and his hand shot forward, scraping his knuckles on the rocker-arm cover.
  


  
    “Ow! Crap!”
  


  
    At such times, he was wont to blame the nut or the wrench, but since he had put the bolt in himself, and the wrench and socket were both fairly new Craftsman tools, he knew he had nobody else to blame.
  


  
    From the kitchen, he heard Toni call out. “You okay?”
  


  
    Must have yelled louder than he’d thought. “Yeah, yeah, I’m fine. Stupid piece of crap Chevrolet!”
  


  
    Toni drifted into the garage doorway. He was leaning over the fender on the passenger side, under the hood, so he saw her. Five months pregnant, in one of his T-shirts and a pair of drawstring sweatpants, she was, if anything, more beautiful than ever.
  


  
    She smiled. “That’s not what you said when you were convincing me you needed to have it. ‘A fifty-five Bel Air convertible,’ you said. ‘A classic.’ ”
  


  
    “Yeah, well, that was before I had a chance to spend time with it. Thing is engineered like a tank.”
  


  
    “Also a selling point, if I recall.”
  


  
    He looked at the nut. It was tight enough, he decided. He put the wrench down, grabbed a red rag and some of the pungent lanolin hand cleaner and started wiping grease off his fingers. Well, it was a classic car. Created by the chief engineer of General Motors in the post World War II years, Edward Coles, with legendary designer Harvey Earl, the ’55 introduced the small block V-8 engine, the 265, later the 283, and then the 327. These engines became the standard against which all others were measured for more than forty years. A convertible in top condition would cost $60,000 to $75,000, easy. Even one in so-so shape like this one wasn’t cheap.
  


  
    He smiled back at her. “I thought it was your job to keep me from running off half cocked.”
  


  
    “I don’t recall that part of the marriage vow.”
  


  
    He walked toward her. “How did yourdjurupractice go?”
  


  
    Her smiled disappeared, and frown lines wrinkled her forehead. “Terrible. I’m all off-balance! I try to do the turnaround, I almost fall down. When I sweep, it’s all I can do to keep from falling over. When I dropped into the squat fordjurufive, Ifarted!”
  


  
    He couldn’t help it; he laughed.
  


  
    Her face clouded up, tears welling. “It’s not funny, Alex! I feel like a big fatcow!”
  


  
    Michaels hurried to her. He hugged her to him. “Hey, it’s all right.”
  


  
    “No, it’s not! Nobody told me this was going to happen! If I can’t practice mysilat, I’ll go crazy!”
  


  
    This was not the time for him to point out that her doctor had told her to avoid exercise because of some bleeding early in the pregnancy. Everything seemed to be all right, but just to be sure, Toni was supposed to take it easy. That theoretically included Toni not doing the short dances of the Indonesian martial art in which she was an expert. No, definitely not the time to bring that up. A wrong word, and she’d start crying, which was so unlike her that it still amazed him every time. It was just hormones, the doctor had said, a normal part of pregnancy, but Michaels still hadn’t gotten used to it. Toni could kick the crap out of most men, even some who were fairly good martial artists themselves—he had seen her do it a few times—and for her to well up and cry at the drop of a hat was, well . . . it was spooky.
  


  
    “Maybe you should just, you know, take a break fromdjurus.It’s only another four months until the baby is born.”
  


  
    “Take abreak?I’ve donedjurusalmost every day since I was thirteen. Even when I had pneumonia, I only missed three days. I can’t justgive them upfor four months!”
  


  
    “Okay, okay, it was just a suggestion.”
  


  
    Maybe it was better if he just kept his mouth shut. It had been a long time since he’d been around a pregnant woman. When his first wife Megan had been carrying their daughter, Susie, he had still been working in the field and was gone quite a bit, sometimes for a couple weeks at a time. He’d missed a lot of the experience, and at the time he’d been sorry he had. Now he was the commander of the FBI’s elite subunit Net Force, and maybe he might be spending a little more time at the office until things settled down at home.
  


  
    He immediately felt guilty at that thought.
  


  
    “I know it’s not your fault,” Toni said. “Well, okay, it is your fault, technically speaking.” She grinned. “But I don’t blame you.”
  


  
    He smiled back at her. Her mood swing was instant, zap, just like that, from angry to happy.
  


  
    “Go on back and finish installing your carburetor,” she said. “You putting in the four-barrel?”
  


  
    “I decided to go with three deuces,” he said. “You know, pep it up a little.”
  


  
    She shook her head. “You’ve been watching that old movieAmerican Graffitiagain, haven’t you? Boys and their toys. You won’t be able to afford to run it, you know. It’ll get what? Ten miles a gallon? You’ll have to take out a loan to fill the tank.”
  


  
    “Well, I really am going to sell it. Eventually.”
  


  
    “Uh-huh. Go on, go scrape some more skin off your hands and curse the guys who made that big chunk of Detroit iron. I’m going to sit down and see if I can’t get your son to stop kicking my bladder.”
  


  
    “You sure are pretty when you’re pregnant,” he said.
  


  
    “Forget it. One baby: That’s my limit.”
  


  
    

  


  
    Toni went to her computer and slid the VR band down over her eyes, adjusting the earplugs and olfactory bulbs so they were comfortable. The set was wireless and had a pretty good range, so if her ankles started to swell, at least she could go lie down and prop her feet up on a cushion while she was on-line. She put on the tactile gloves and was ready.
  


  
    She allowed the system’s default scenario to play, and there was a small moment of disorientation as the virtual reality program took over and constructed a shopping mall in place of the small office that had been the guest bedroom. She found herself in front of a virtual elevator, the door of which opened. She stepped inside, along with other shoppers.
  


  
    “Arts and Crafts, please,” she said.
  


  
    Somebody tapped a button.
  


  
    The sensation was of rising rather than falling. After a moment, a chime sounded and the door opened. Toni alighted from the elevator and looked at the sign a few feet away. YOU ARE HERE pulsed in a pale green light.No, I’m at home in my office with my shoes getting tighter.
  


  
    But the suspension of disbelief that was VR was easy enough to accept. She found the place she was looking for listed: Hergert’s Scrimshaw. It was not far away—though it could have been if she wanted a long walk in VR—and she headed toward it.
  


  
    When she and Alex had been on their honeymoon in Hawaii, they’d gone to an art gallery in Lahaini, on the island of Maui. There had been some world-class work in the gallery, in all kinds of media and materials—every—thing from pencil drawings to oil paintings to sculptures in wood or bronze or even glass. Seascapes and dolphins and whales were big, but what had impressed her the most was a small display of microscrimshaw. There were pictures engraved on small bits of fossilized ivory, old piano keys and billiard balls, even a couple of sperm whale teeth. Some of the images were smaller than her thumbnail but, when viewed under magnification, showed a wealth of detail she would not have thought possible. There were sailing ships and whales, portraits, nudes, tigers, and several with fantasy elements. She had been particularly impressed by a tiny black-and-white rendering of a long-haired, naked woman sitting in a lotus position and gazing up at the heavens, but floating two feet above the ground. The image had been done on a pale ivory disk the size of a quarter.
  


  
    “How do they do that?” she’d asked Alex.
  


  
    He’d shaken his head. “I dunno. Let’s ask.”
  


  
    The gallery manager was happy to explain: “There are different ways,” she said, “but in this case, what the artist did was to polish the ivory smooth, then use a very finepointed instrument, probably something like a sewing needle, to put thousands of tiny dots into the material, it’s a process called stippling. Then he rubbed the color onto it. This is a Bob Hergert piece, and he prefers oil paint to ink. I believe he uses a shade called lampblack.
  


  
    “Once the piece was covered with paint, he wiped it clean, and the oil paint filled up the stipple marks but came off the polished part. It has to be done under magnification, of course, and it is, as you might suspect, rather painstaking work.”
  


  
    “I can only imagine,” Toni said. “It’s beautiful.”
  


  
    “Yes, Bob is one of the better artists working in the medium. We handle some other scrimshanders who are also very good—Karst, Benade, Stahl, Bellet, Dietrich, even Apple Stephens—but Bob’s work is not only beautiful, it’s still reasonably priced. He does a lot of custom commissions on things like knife handles and gun grips.”
  


  
    “How much?” Alex asked.
  


  
    “Eight hundred for this one.”
  


  
    “We’ll take it,” he said.
  


  
    “No, Alex, we can’t—”
  


  
    “Yes, we can. It’ll be your wedding present.”
  


  
    “But—”
  


  
    “I made a good profit on my last car restoration. We can afford it.”
  


  
    As she packaged the scrimshaw and ran Alex’s credit card, the manager said to Toni, “If you are ever interested in seeing how he does it, Bob teaches an on-line course.”
  


  
    At the time, Toni had nodded and murmured something polite, not thinking such artwork would ever be something she’d have time for.
  


  
    As she walked through the virtual mall, she smiled to herself. Well, she had time now. Plenty of time. She was supposed to sit around and twiddle her thumbs for the next four months, and even if she wanted to practice hersilat, she was, for all practical purposes, a beached whale. She’d just flop around on the sand if she tried to do anything physical, she could already see that, and she was only five months along. At seven or eight months, dropping into adjuruturn was just not going to be in the cards. But sitting at a table and scratching on a piece of faux ivory with a pin? She could do that, and the idea of creating something anywhere close to as beautiful as that tiny scrimshaw Alex had bought for her was appealing. Of course, she didn’t really have much artistic talent, but maybe she could learn. It was worth a shot.
  


  
    She arrived in front of a small shop. On the window it said, Bob Hergert, Microscrimshaw—www.scrimshander.com.
  


  
    Toni took a deep breath, let it out, and walked into the shop.
  


  
    Inside, the place was neat and well laid out. There were glass-topped cases with pieces of ivory on black velvet, everything from knife handles, gun grips, and billiard balls to larger framed pieces. Several magnifying glasses on little stands had been set up on the glass so that the smaller pieces under them were easier to see.
  


  
    An electric guitar hung on the wall behind the longest counter. Toni didn’t know from guitars, but there was an ivory plate on the body of the instrument, and she recognized the man’s face lovingly engraved upon the plate.
  


  
    A medium-sized man with a thick mustache came out of the back and smiled at Toni. “The King,” he said. “When he was in his prime. About 1970 or so, the television concert where he wore the black leather suit.”
  


  
    Toni nodded. “I bought one of your pieces in Hawaii,” she said. “A naked woman sitting in a lotus pose, floating in the air.”
  


  
    “Ah,” he said. “Cynthia, the Goddess of the Moon. I enjoyed doing that one. How can I help you, Mrs. . . . ah . . . ?”
  


  
    “Michaels,” she said, still feeling somewhat strange about using Alex’s name that way. “Toni.”
  


  
    “Toni. Nice to meet you.”
  


  
    “I understand you give lessons in how to do this.” She waved, taking in the shop’s interior.
  


  
    “Yes, ma’am, I surely do.”
  


  
    “I’d like to sign up, if I could.”
  


  
    “No problem at all, Toni.”
  


  
    They smiled at each other.
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    New Acquisitions Warehouse, Net Force HQ, Quantico, Virginia
  


  
    

  


  
    “You look like hell, Julio.”
  


  
    “Thank you, General Howard, sir, for your astute observation.”
  


  
    “What happened?”
  


  
    “I was up half Sunday night feeding the baby. Your godson.”
  


  
    “I thought Joanna was breast-feeding.”
  


  
    “Yeah, she is. But somebody told her about a little pump that lets you take mama’s milk out of the original container and put it into little bottles. That way the father can be part of the suckling process.”
  


  
    “Don’t look at me, I didn’t tell her.”
  


  
    “No, it was Nadine, your lovely wife, who was the snake in the garden.”
  


  
    Howard laughed. “Well, you know how women are. Never let a man spend too much time getting by with something.”
  


  
    “Amen.”
  


  
    “So, what are we looking at this fine morning, Sergeant Fernandez?”
  


  
    “Three new items of field gear unrelated to weaponry, sir.”
  


  
    Howard glanced around the inside of the small storage warehouse. There were crates, boxes, and items covered with tarps, the usual.
  


  
    “Proceed.”
  


  
    “Over here, we have our new tactical computer units, supposedly shockproof backpackers that will plug into the SIPEsuits. Seven pounds, more FlashMem, DRAM, and ROM than a high school computer lab and faster than greased lightning. Ceramic armor and spidersilk webbing, all bullet-resistant and waterproof and like that. I turned one on and dropped it on the floor from chest height, and it still ran fine. Twelve-hour batteries the size of D cells, so you can carry a few days’ backup without recharging, no problem.”
  


  
    “Good, about time they came up with something that didn’t go down every time somebody sneezed. What else?”
  


  
    “Right this way. This here is our emergency broadcast jammer, which will supposedly make any radio inside a ten-kilometer circle spew static and nothing else. Doesn’t work on LOS infra or ultra headcoms. They say it’d stop KAAY in Little Rock at its peak, but I haven’t tested it yet.”
  


  
    “Bad guys use LOS, too.”
  


  
    “What can I say? This is RA stuff. You know how they are.”
  


  
    Howard nodded. Regular Army did have its own whys and wherefores. He’d been there, done that, and was much happier being the head of Net Force’s military arm, such as it was. He had expected it to be a lot more quiet than when he was a colonel in the RA, but in the last year or so, it sure had been anything but that. In fact, after his last fracas, he’d been thinking about retiring. He still ached from his wounds when it got chilly, and the idea of not being around to see his son grow up bothered him a lot.
  


  
    Julio kept talking:
  


  
    “And under this here cover, we have the toy of the week. Ta-da!” He pulled the lightweight tarp off, revealing what looked like a table with four jointed arms sticking up from it, two in the corners at one end, two more in the middle. The thing had wheels and a closed compartment under it.
  


  
    “And what is this? A high-tech electric golf cart?”
  


  
    “No, sir, this is Rocky Scram—that’s R-O-C-C-S-R-M, the acronym standing for Remote-Operated, Computer-Controlled Surgical Robotic Module.”
  


  
    Howard frowned. “We talking about a doc-in-the-box?”
  


  
    “Actually, a surgeon-in-the-box, only this is just the box. You’re gonna love this one, it actually might be useful.”
  


  
    “Talk to me.”
  


  
    “Here’s the deal. You need a surgical PA, couple nurses, and orderlies. They set this sucker up in a field hospital. Guy comes in, all shot up, needs fixin’. The PA—that’s physician’s assistant, for those of you who missed the medical personnel lecture—does a triage, examines the guy, and makes a quick diagnosis. They plunk him on the table, get him prepped, and dial up a first-class REMF surgeon, who can be up to a thousand miles away, give or take. He cranks up his unit—that part is over here, come look.”
  


  
    They walked to another covered unit, and Julio removed a tarp from it. There was a chair, a computer screen mounted in front of it on a platform, and some odd-looking appendages on the arms of the chair.
  


  
    “Your surgeon sits here and slips his fingers into the surgical controls, that’s these rings here. He uses his feet on pedals down on the floor, one each, with a freeze pedal in the middle, kind of like a brake.”
  


  
    Julio sat in the chair and slipped his fingers into the jointed ring arrangements. The computer screen lit up. “These control the waldos, those are tools you can connect to those arms on the operating table. Left foot runs the endoscope, which holds your light and your camera. Right foot works various clamps and suction things. The hand tools will hold scalpels, hemostats, suture needles, scissors, and a bunch of other things.”
  


  
    “You’re telling me a surgeon can operate on a patient from a thousand miles away using this gadget?”
  


  
    “Yes, sir, that’s what the RA medicos say. The surgeons who qualify have to cut up a bunch of pigs and cadavers and RA soldiers before they let them work on real people. They’ve repaired bowels, done blood vessel grafts, stitched up torn hearts, all kinds of things. Nurses and the PA assist, just like in a regular OR. RA medicos say a guy good with this toy can pick up number-six BBs and never drop one.”
  


  
    Julio waggled his fingers, and there was mechanical hum from the nearby table as the surgical arms moved around.
  


  
    “It’s all self-contained, battery backup if you can’t get a generator going. Wheel it out there, slap ’em on the table, and you cut and paste.”
  


  
    “Good Lord.”
  


  
    “Yessir, I expect He is impressed.”
  


  
    “Downside?”
  


  
    “Heavy, expensive—million and half a copy—and you need a repair tech who’s qualified to service ’em if they break down. Still, RA figures it’s cheaper than training and replacing a surgeon who catches a stray round on the way to do his cutting.”
  


  
    “Good point.”
  


  
    “There’s a civilian model been around for a while, but it’s not so compact, and it ain’t portable.”
  


  
    “Amazing.”
  


  
    “Ain’t it, though? Now, if the general is through being impressed with modern hardware, I’d like to go catch a nap.”
  


  
    “Go ahead, Sergeant. Oh. Wait. Hold up a second. I got something for you.” Howard grinned. He was going to like what he was about to do. He was going to like it a whole lot.
  


  
    Julio paused, and Howard tossed the small plastic box at him. Julio caught it, started to open it. “Not my birthday. What’s the occasion?”
  


  
    Howard didn’t say anything, just kept grinning.
  


  
    When Julio got the box open, his eyes went wide. “Oh, shit. No!”
  


  
    “Oh, shit, yes. And we’re skipping right over shavetail and going to right to first.
  


  
    “Congratulations,LieutenantFernandez.”
  


  
    “You can’t do this, John. Gunny’ll never let me live it down.”
  


  
    “Already done, Julio. Paperwork is signed, sealed, and delivered.”
  


  
    “John—”
  


  
    “More money, which you need with a new baby. Plus now you don’t have to take orders from your wife. Well, no more than any of the rest of us have to take orders from our wives.” Julio’s wife was Joanna Winthrop, and a lieutenant in Net Force herself, although she was on extended leave at the moment.
  


  
    But . . . but . . . who can you get to replace me?”
  


  
    “Nobody will be able to replace you, Julio. But there are some new recruits who can manage a top’s chores if you show them how it is done.”
  


  
    Julio shook his head. “I’ll be damned.”
  


  
    “No doubt, but at least you can tell the devil you earned your money for part of your career before you got the free ride.”
  


  
    Julio nodded slowly, then looked up. “All right. Thank you, sir.”
  


  
    “Don’t look so sour, Julio. Welcome to the officer-anda-gentleman club. Or at least the officer part of it.”
  


  
    “Yeah, right.”
  


  
    Under the bitching, Howard was pretty sure that Julio was pleased. They’d been working together for more than twenty years, first in the regular army, then in Net Force. Julio had known about Howard’s promotion to general before Howard himself had, and there were times when the two of them were practically telepathic. Julio didn’t have the educational background of a lot of officers, but when a situation went hot, he was the man you wanted covering your back. He had another few years before he was going to think about retiring, and the higher his grade, the bigger his pension. He was a married man with a baby; he needed it.
  


  
    “Go take your nap, Lieutenant.”
  


  
    “Yes, sir.”
  


  
    

  


  
    Washington, D.C.
  


  
    

  


  
    Normally, at seven in the morning, Jay Gridley would be at Net Force HQ, plugged into his computer and making war on the bad guys. He’d be hunting lubefoots who’d dumped the latest ugly virus into the world’s e-mail, or searching for clues to some computer fraud, or trying to track down some sicko posting kiddie porn on church web sites. Now and then, there’d be a big shark cruising the virtual waters of the net, like the mad Russian or the crazy Georgia redneck or the British genius who’d been using a quantum computer to try and restore England’s lost glory, though those were relatively rare. But a few months ago, Jay had finally met his on-line guru who had been helping him recover from a stroke, an old Tibetan monk named Sojan Rinpoche. And as it turned out, the old man was actually a young and beautiful woman. Saji, she liked to be called, and one thing had led to another, which had led to another, which had led to her lying beside him in the bed.
  


  
    Now, there were days when he called in sick and never left that bed except to pee.
  


  
    He giggled.
  


  
    “What is funny?” Saji asked.
  


  
    He smiled at her. “You. Me. This. Us.”
  


  
    “What time is it?”
  


  
    “Who cares?”
  


  
    “No, you don’t, goat-boy. I’m teaching an on-line class this morning.”
  


  
    “You don’t have to get up to do that. You can lie right there.”
  


  
    She laughed. “I don’t think so. I remember the last time I tried to do that. Somebody kept distracting me.”
  


  
    “You’re a master Buddhist, you’re supposed to be able to meditate and tune out little distractions.”
  


  
    “Yeah, but the problem was, the little distraction kept getting bigger every time I looked at it.”
  


  
    They both laughed.
  


  
    “Work is dead. I could stay home. It’s totally boring there these days. Seriously.”
  


  
    “Seriously,” she said, “no, you can’t.”
  


  
    “You are a party pooper.”
  


  
    “Life is full of suffering, haven’t you learned that yet?”
  


  
    Jay rolled out of the bed, scratched his chest, and padded toward the bathroom. “You’ll be sorry when I’m gone. You’ll finish your class and be all alone in this big old condo, and you’ll wish I was here.”
  


  
    “I’ll try to be brave.”
  


  
    “You want to shower?”
  


  
    “Yes. After you leave.”
  


  
    “You don’t trust me. I’m hurt.”
  


  
    “I can see that. Go on. I’ll cook supper when you get home.”
  


  
    “What, roots and twigs?”
  


  
    “You said you liked my cooking.”
  


  
    “That was before you threw me out into the cold,” he said.
  


  
    “It’s supposed to hit seventy-two today,” she said. “Not so cold.”
  


  
    “I was speaking metaphorically.”
  


  
    “Go and shower, Jay.”
  


  
    He grinned at her. Boy, did he like having her around. Really. A lot. More than anything he could think of. He headed for the shower and considered for the hundredth time the proposition he’d been working on in his head for the last couple of weeks. Was it possible to make it permanent? Legally permanent? As in getting married? Would she go for it?
  


  
    There was only one way to find out, but he was hesitant. What if she said no?
  


  
    That would be . . . bad.
  


  
    The hot water began to steam up the bathroom. He called out to Saji: “Hey—?”
  


  
    “No,” she cut him off. “Definitely not.”
  


  
    But he was rinsing the shampoo from his hair when the shower door slid open and Saji followed the draft of cool air in, gloriously naked and grinning.
  


  
    “Why, Sojan Rinpoche! What areyoudoing here?”
  


  
    “I came to wash your back is all.”
  


  
    “Uh-huh.”
  


  
    “Turn around.”
  


  
    “Yes, ma’am.”
  


  
    He turned around. She reached out, and her soapy hand began rubbing him.
  


  
    He turned around. She reached out, and her soapy hand began rubbing him.
  


  
    However, the hand was definitely not stroking hisback, nope, no sir, noindeedy!
  


  
    He laughed, and she laughed with him.
  


  
    Yep, he was going to be late to work, no two ways about it.
  


  
    “Hey, I think you missed a spot there.”
  


  
    “I didn’t miss it. I was ignoring it. Easy to do, it’s so ... small.”
  


  
    “Ooh. You are a cruel woman. Cruel.”
  


  
    “Suffer, big daddy, suffer....”
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    Malibu, California
  


  
    

  


  
    Robert Drayne looked up from his mixing bench in front of the big picture window as a pair of young women in thong bikinis jogged past on the hard-packed wet sand, just at the water line. No rain today, the sky was clear, the Pacific Ocean a nice blue and fairly calm, and the two honeys were blond and tan and bouncy. Not bad for a Monday. He grinned. He loved this town.
  


  
    He looked back at the bench. He had a batch ready to time and encapsulate, only six hits, and where the hell was Tad? You didn’t want to start the clock ticking and then have the stuff sit on the table for an hour or two. That might cut things a little close. Even with a master such as himself, the timing could get a little tricky, could be an hour either way.
  


  
    As if in response, the door alarm ching-chinged as somebody disarmed it and entered the house.
  


  
    That had better be Tad....
  


  
    Drayne dumped a bit of catalyst into the white compound, stirred in the fine red powder so that the resulting mix started turning pale pink. Drayne worked by sight and smell, he kept adding catalyst until the right shade was achieved—a shade somewhere between titty and bubble gum—and that sharp, cherry-and-almond odor drifted up and told him it was about right, too.
  


  
    Ah, there we go....
  


  
    “About fucking time,” Drayne said. There was no real anger in his voice, just making a comment was all.
  


  
    “Traffic is bad on the Coast Highway,” Tad said by way of explanation. “The tourists are all slowing down to look at the house coming down in the mud slide. How’s it coming?”
  


  
    “Catalyst mixed, as of thirty seconds ago.”
  


  
    Tad looked at his watch.
  


  
    Drayne grabbed one of the big purple gel caps, a special run he’d had made three years ago by a guy in Mexico who was, unfortunately, no longer among the living. Well, what the hell, he had more than a thousand caps left. Worry about it when he ran out.
  


  
    He opened the cap and scooped up the mix with both halves, expertly judging how much so that he could put the cap together again without overfilling it. He looked up and smiled. This was the easy part. The real work was in the creation and mixing of the various components. That had to be done in a lab, and the current one was an RV parked in a dinky burg on the edge of the Mojave Desert, a couple of hours away from here. By tomorrow, it would be parked a hundred miles away, the old retired couple driving it looking about as illegal and dangerous as a bowl of prunes. In this biz, appearance counted for a lot. Who’d pull over Ma and Pa Yeehaw in their RV with Missouri plates for anything but a traffic ticket? And Ma could talk her way out of that by making a cop think about his sweet little ole granny. And if the cop got really horsey, Pa would cap him with the .40 SIG he kept under the seat.
  


  
    Tad Bershaw was Drayne’s age, well, actually, he was a year younger at thirty-one, but he looked fifty, rode hard and put up wet, like Drayne’s grandma used to say. Tad was black-haired, skinny, pale, and had dark circles under his eyes, a real heroin-chic kinda guy. He always wore black, even in the middle of summer, long sleeves, long pants, pointy-toed leather boots. And sunglasses, of course. He looked like a vampire or maybe one of the old beatniks, because he also had a little patch of hair under his lip.
  


  
    Drayne, on the other hand, looked like a surfer, which he had been: tanned, sun-bleached dishwater blond hair, still enough muscle to pass for a gymnast or a swimmer. He had to admit, they made an odd-looking couple when they went out. Not that they went out that often.
  


  
    Drayne put the finished cap down and picked up another empty. He had enough mix for six. Five for sale and one for Tad. At a thousand bucks each, it wasn’t a bad day’s work, not bad at all, given that their costs were about thirty-five dollars a cap.
  


  
    “You heard about the guy in Atlantic City?” Tad asked.
  


  
    Drayne worked on the third cap. “Olivetti?”
  


  
    “Yeah.”
  


  
    “No. What happened?”
  


  
    “Hammer ate him. He ran amok, tore up a casino, beat the shit out of some rent-a-cops and local police before they cooked him. DOA.”
  


  
    Drayne shrugged again. “Too bad. He was a good customer.”
  


  
    “We got a guy coming from NYC says Olivetti referred him. Are we interested?”
  


  
    Drayne finished the fourth cap. Found one of the special-special empties for number five. “No. If Olivetti is dead, the reference is dead. We don’t sell to him.”
  


  
    “I figured,” Tad said. “Just checking.”
  


  
    “You shouldn’t have to check. You know the deal. A vetted customer vets a newbie, always. First time we get a guy we can’t check out, that will be a narc, you got to figure it that way.”
  


  
    “I hear you.”
  


  
    Drayne finished the fifth cap, reached for Tad’s empty. “How are you working today’s produce?”
  


  
    “Three off the net, FedEx Same Day as soon as we get the payment transfers to the dissolving account. One is a pickup, three-messenger drop. One is hand-to-hand.”
  


  
    “Who’s the hand-to-hand?”
  


  
    “The Zee-ster.”
  


  
    Drayne grinned. “Be sure to tell him we want tickets to his next premiere.”
  


  
    “Already in the pipe.”
  


  
    “Okay, here you go. Last one is yours, be sure the double-special, that’s number five, goes out.”
  


  
    “You’re crazy, you know that,” Tad said, as he took the caps.
  


  
    “Yeah, so what else is new?”
  


  
    The two men smiled at each other.
  


  
    “What’s cold?” Drayne said. “I need to sit on the deck and watch the waves roll in.”
  


  
    “Got a bottle of the Blue Diamond, one of the Clicquot, and one of the Perrier-Jouët in the little fridge. Dunno what’s in the garage.”
  


  
    “The Diamonte Bleu, I think,” Drayne said. “You want a glass before you take off?”
  


  
    “I’m not rotting my liver out, thank you.”
  


  
    They laughed again.
  


  
    “I’m gone.”
  


  
    “See you later,” Drayne said.
  


  
    Tad left, and Drayne went to open a bottle of champagne. He had three-quarters of a million cash in a suitcase hidden in a floor safe under his bed, another two hundred and some thousand dollars in a safe-deposit box in a bank in Tarzana, and five cases of assorted but all high-quality champagne in the cool room downstairs.
  


  
    Life was pretty damned good.
  


  


  
    Tad swung his souped-up, reconditioned Charger R/T Drayne had given him out into the road the locals called the PCH and stomped the gas pedal, heading south toward Santa Monica. The big motor roared and laid five hundred miles worth of expensive rubber compound behind it, tires squealing and smoking. Tad grinned as the car accelerated. No big deal. The radials were good for fifty thousand miles, and he didn’t expect either the car or himself to be around when the tires’ warranty ran out.
  


  
    He never expected to live past thirty, maybe thirty-five, max. Depending on how you looked at it, he was either four years shy or a year overdue for the big sleep, and it didn’t much matter to him which it was. He’d been on borrowed time for years.
  


  
    He roared past a white four-runner with out-of-state plates, a middle-aged couple in the front, and a pair of big old German shepherd dogs looking out the windows in the back. Goddamned tourists. He cut sharply in front of the car, but the tourists were too busy looking at the ocean to even notice. Dogs were probably smarter than the people in that car.
  


  
    That Bobby, now there was a smart one. He was a certified fucking genius, no shit. IQ way up in Mensa territory, one sixty, one seventy, something like that, though you’d never guess he was anything more than a big ole dumb surfer dude by looking at him. He could have gone into any kind of legit work and made a mint, but he had these quirks: One, he hated his old man, who was a retired FBI agent, and two, the guy he most wanted to be like was some flower-power drug guru from the sixties, a guy named Owsley, who came out of the psychedelic movement. Owsley was so long ago that when he started making LSD, it was still legal. Problem was that he kept making the stuff after it got to be illegal, and got busted, but Bobby thought the sun rose and set in the guy’s shadow.
  


  
    Bobby wanted to be the Owsley of the twenty-teens. An outlaw to the core.
  


  
    Tad patted his pocket for the fourth time, making sure the five caps were still in there. The other cap—his cap—was tucked away in his private stash bottle in the special pocket in his right boot, right next to the short Damascus dagger he carried there.
  


  
    He lit up a cigarette, inhaled deeply, and coughed. His lungs were bad, never had gotten much stronger after the TB was cured and he got out of the sanitarium in New Mexico, and smoking only made em worse, but the hell with it, he wasn’t gonna live long enough for cancer to get him anyhow.
  


  
    The air conditioner blasted the smoke away as he reached for the music player to crank up some volume. Something with a lot of bone-vibrating bass, but none of that techno-rap junk the kids were listening to today.
  


  
    He glanced at his watch. Still had half an hour before he had to make the first delivery.
  


  
    He rolled the window down, took a final drag off the cigarette, and thumbed the butt out the window. He couldn’t do the Hammer today, too much work, so it would have to be tonight or tomorrow. He knew when he needed to drop to get off. He didn’t want to miss that window. Sure, Bobby would make him another, but it would be such a waste there was no way Tad was gonna let it happen.
  


  
    Tonight, definitely. He could become Thor, and he would swing the Hammer high, wide, and anywhere he damned well pleased.
  


  
    Oh, yeah—
  


  
    Some asshole in a low-slung Italian something or the other whipped around Tad, caught rubber as he upshifted, and blew past. Guy looked like a movie star, might even be one: tan, fit in a tank top, designer shades, and a big expensive smile when he flashed his caps to show Tad there were no hard feelings.
  


  
    The way he felt right now, Tad wouldn’t bother chasing the guy. Even if he caught him, the guy would certainly be able to stomp his butt for his trouble.
  


  
    Come back and see me tonight, pal. See how your SoCal pretty-boy tough-guy act plays when I’m swinging Mjollnir high, wide, and repeatedly. Be a different story then, old son, a whole different story.
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    On 1-95, Approaching Quantico, Virginia
  


  
    

  


  
    Michaels was on the way to his office when his virgil blared out the opening chords for “Mustang Sally.” He smiled at the little electronic device. Jay Gridley had been at it again, reprogramming the attention call. It was one of Jay’s small delights, to do that every so often, usually coming up with some new musical sting Michaels never expected.
  


  
    He shook his head as he unclipped the virgil—for virtual global interface link—from his belt and saw that the incoming call was from his boss, Melissa Allison, director of the FBI. Her image appeared on the tiny screen as he said, “Answer call,” and activated the virgil’s voxax control.
  


  
    “Good morning, Alex.”
  


  
    “Director.”
  


  
    “If you would please stop by my office on your way in, I would appreciate it. Something has come up that I think Net Force needs to address.”
  


  
    “Yes, ma’am, I’m on my way. I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.”
  


  
    She looked at something off-screen, then said, “I see you’re on the freeway. You might want to take an alternate route. There’s an accident a couple of miles ahead of you. Traffic will start backing up pretty fast.”
  


  
    “Thank you,” he said. “Discom.”
  


  
    It used to bother him that they could GPS him that way, using the virgil’s carrier sig to tell exactly where he was. Then he reasoned if he wanted to keep his whereabouts secret, all he had to do was kill the unit’s power. That is, if there wasn’t some hidden internal battery that kept the carrier going, even if the thing looked like it was turned off.
  


  
    He smiled at his thought. Paranoid? Maybe. But stranger things had happened in the U.S. intelligence service, and he wouldn’t put anything past certain factions, nothing.
  


  


  
    The man was big, he was stark naked, and he had an erection. He walked through the hotel hallway, got to a window at the end, and stopped. The window was closed, one of those that couldn’t be opened, and from the skyline visible in the distance, it was fairly high up.
  


  
    The man put his hands on the window and shoved.
  


  
    The window exploded outward. The man backed up a few steps, took a short run, and dived through the shattered window, looking like he was diving off the Acapulco cliffs or maybe pretending to be Superman.
  


  


  
    Melissa Allison said, “Agent Lee?”
  


  
    The man who’d been introduced to Michaels as Brett Lee, of the Drug Enforcement Administration, shut off the InFocus projector and his laptop computer, and the image of the broken window faded.
  


  
    “This was taken by security cameras in the new Sheraton Hotel in Madrid,” he said. “The man was Richard Aubrey Barnette, age thirty, whose Internet company License-to-Steal.com earned him fourteen million dollars last month. He fell twenty-eight stories onto a cab, killing the driver and causing a traffic accident that killed three others and injured five.”
  


  
    Michaels said, “I see. And this is related to the casino owner who trashed his competitor’s place of business before being killed by local police?”
  


  
    “Yes.”
  


  
    “And to the woman who attacked a gang of construction workers who whistled at her and put seven of them into intensive care?”
  


  
    “Yes,” Lee said. “And to others of a similar nature.”
  


  
    Michaels looked at his boss, then at Lee. “And I take it that, since you are DEA, you think drugs were somehow involved?”
  


  
    Lee frowned, not sure if Michaels was pulling his chain or not. Which, Michaels had to admit to himself, he was, a little. Lee seemed awfully stiff.
  


  
    Lee said, “Yes, we are certain of that.”
  


  
    Michaels nodded. “Please don’t take offense, Mr. Lee, but this concerns Net Force how?”
  


  
    Lee looked at Allison for support and got it. She said, “My counterpart at DEA has asked for our assistance. Naturally, the FBI and any of its subsidiaries are happy to help in any way we can.”
  


  
    “Naturally,” Michaels said, knowing full well that interagency cooperation was more often like competing football teams than the least bit collective. Rivalries among the dozen or so agencies that comprised the intelligence community in the U.S.—everybody from CIA to FBI to NSA to DIA to NRO—were old, established, and more often than not, nobody gave up anything without some quid pro quo. Yes, they were all technically on the same team, but practically speaking, an agency was happy to shine its own star any way it could, and if that included using another agency’s shirt to do it, well, that’s how the game was played. Michaels had discovered this early in his career, long before he left the field to take over Net Force. And DEA wasn’t a major player anyhow, given its somewhat limited mission.
  


  
    Michaels said, “So how is it that Net Force can do something here DEA can’t?”
  


  
    Lee, a short man with a fierce look, flushed. Michaels could almost see him bite his tongue to keep from saying what he really wanted to say, which was undoubtedly rude. Instead, Lee said, “How much do you know about the drug laws, Commander Michaels?”
  


  
    “Not much,” he admitted.
  


  
    “All right, let me give you a quick and rough overview. Federal drug regulation in the United States comes under the authority of the Controlled Substances Act—that’s CSA—Title II, of the Comprehensive Drug Abuse Prevention and Control Act of 1970, with various amendments since. Legal—and illegal—drugs are put on one of five schedules, depending on what uses have been established for them and on how much potential for abuse they have. Schedule I is reserved for dangerous drugs without medical applications that have a high potential for abuse, Schedule V is for stuff with low abuse potential.”
  


  
    “We’re talking about the difference between, say, heroin and aspirin?” Michaels said.
  


  
    “Precisely. The CSA gets pretty specific about these things.”
  


  
    “Go ahead, I’m still with you.”
  


  
    “In the last few years, there has been a resurgence in so-called designer drugs, that is to say, those that don’t slot neatly into the traditional categories. Variations and combinations of things like MDA and Ecstasy and certain new anabolic steroids, like that. The government realized that certain individuals were trying to circumvent the intent of the law by adding a molecule here or subtracting one there to make a drug that wasn’t technically illegal, so there is a provision for analog drugs not addressed by the code.
  


  
    “So, basically, any salt, compound, derivative, optical or geometric isomers, salts of isomers, whatever, based on a drug that is regulated become automatically de facto regulated the moment it is created.”
  


  
    Michaels nodded again, wondering where this was going.
  


  
    “And in case we have a really clever chemist who comes up with something entirely new and different—which is pretty much unlikely, if not impossible, given the known things that humans abuse—the attorney general can put that on Schedule I on an emergency basis. This is done if the AG determines that there is an imminent hazard to the public safety, there is evidence of abuse, and there is clandestine importation, manufacture, or distribution of said chemical substance.
  


  
    “Basically, the AG posts a notice in the Federal Register, and it becomes valid after thirty days for up to a year.”
  


  
    Michaels nodded again. He thought Lee was a stuffed shirt, and he decided to give another little tug on his chain. “Very interesting, if you are a DEA agent. Are we getting to a point anytime soon?”
  


  
    Lee flushed again, and Michaels was fairly certain that if the director hadn’t been sitting there, the DEA man would have lost his temper and said or maybe even done something rash. But give him credit, he got a handle on it.
  


  
    “What it means is, we have some pretty specific tools we can use to get dangerous, illegal drugs off the street. But in this case, we can’t use them.”
  


  
    Ah, now that was interesting. “Why not?”
  


  
    “Because we haven’t been able to obtain enough of the drug to analyze it properly. We know what it does: It makes you fast, strong, mean, and sexually potent. It might make you smarter, too, but that’s hard to say from our samples, since if they were that smart, they ought not to be dead. We know what it looks like; it comes in a big purple capsule. But we can’t make it illegal if we don’t know what it is in the cap.”
  


  
    Michaels grinned slightly. He could hear that conversation: “Yes, sir, this is the vile stuff, all right. Could you put it on the list so we can bust the guys who made it? What’s in it? Uh, well, we don’t exactly know. Can’t you, uh, you know, just make big purple capsules illegal temporarily?”
  


  
    Be interesting to hear the AG’s response to that one.
  


  
    “And where does Net Force come in?”
  


  
    “We have evidence that the makers of the drug—they call it Thor’s Hammer, by the way—are using the Internet to arrange delivery.”
  


  
    “If the drug isn’t illegal, then using the net to distribute it isn’t illegal, either,” Michaels said.
  


  
    “We know. But if we can find them, we can damn well ask the miscreants making it to give us a sample. So to speak. ”
  


  
    Miscreants? Michaels didn’t think he’d ever actually heard that word used in a conversation before. He said, “Ah, pardon me for asking a stupid question, but wouldn’t it be easier just to buy some on the street and analyze it?”
  


  
    “Believe it or not, Commander, that thought did occur to us, it being our job and all. It isn’t a common street drug. The cost of it is extremely high, and the sellers are very selective about who they sell it to. So far, none of our agents have been able to make a connection.
  


  
    “We did manage to seize one capsule after the death of one of the people that we know took the drug. Unfortunately, the chemist in this case is very clever; there is some kind of enzymatic catalyst in the compound. By the time we got the stuff to our lab and analyzed, the active ingredients had all been somehow rendered ... inert. There is some kind of timing mechanism in the drug. If you don’t use it fairly quickly, it turns into a bland, inert powder that doesn’t do anything but sit there.”
  


  
    “You can’t tell what the drugs were?”
  


  
    “Our chemists can infer what they were, sure. There are residues, certain telltale compounds, but we can’t document for certain what the exact precursor drugs and percentages of each were, because they are essentially gone.”
  


  
    “Huh. That must be frustrating.”
  


  
    “Sir, you do not know the half of it. The common thread running through all the sudden insanities is money. Every one of the twelve people we feel certain died as a result of having ingested this drug is—or was—rich. Nobody on the list made less than a quarter million a year, and some of them made fifteen or twenty times that much.”
  


  
    “Ah.” Michaels understood that. You might lean on a criminal street pusher, threaten him, rough him up a little, to get what you wanted from him, but millionaires tended to come equipped with herds of lawyers, and a man with big bucks in the bank didn’t get hassled by street cops who wanted to keep their jobs. Not unless the cops had enough to go into court and get a conviction, and even then, they tended to walk with more care. Rich people had recreations denied to the common folk.
  


  
    “Precisely. So until we can get a sample before the enzyme is added, or get to one fast enough to beat the decomposition, we’re stuck. We need your help.”
  


  
    Michaels nodded. Maybe the guy wasn’t that bad. In his place, he could understand how he might feel. And things around Net Force were as slow as he had ever seen them. “All right, Mr. Lee. We’ll see if we can’t run your dope dealers to ground.”
  


  
    Lee nodded. “Thank you.”
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    Washington, D.C.
  


  
    

  


  
    Toni smiled at the UPS man as he left—he was late today—then took the latest packages into the garage. Alex had told her she could have half the workbench, though she only needed maybe a quarter of it, and she had already started putting her stuff there. So far, she had the magnifying lamp set up, the alcohol burner and wax cauldron, a couple tubes of lampblack oil paint, and some rags and cleaning supplies. There wasn’t really much else left she needed. The new packages should have the pin vises, some assorted sewing needles, lens paper, lanolin hand cleaner, and a couple of X-Acto knives and some blades. Plus the jeweler’s special wax and some polishing compound. She already had some fake-ivory slabs, some old piano keys, and some little rectangles of micarta, which looked like real ivory but was much harder. She didn’t need the heavy-duty saws and buffing wheels, Alex had a Dremel tool that would work for polishing small stuff. And while the stereomicroscope like the one her teacher used was really neat, she couldn’t justify spending eight or nine hundred dollars on it—not unless she got to the point where she was selling pieces, which would probably not ever happen—especially given she wasn’t sure she even wanted to try that.
  


  
    Toni had never thought of herself as having much artistic talent. She’d done okay in art courses in school, could draw a little, but according to Bob Hergert’s on-line VR class, while being a world-class artist wouldn’t hurt, it wasn’t absolutely necessary. Given the wonders of the modem computer age, there was a lot technique could do to make up for talent. And given what she’d learned so far, you’d be able to fool a lot of people into thinking you knew what you were doing when you didn’t.
  


  
    She opened the packages, removed the tools and supplies, and set them out. Being pregnant wasn’t at all like she’d thought it was going to be. Sure, she’d heard about morning sickness and mood swings, but the reality of those things was something else. And it wasn’t as if she were really a whale, not at five months, but she’d always been in shape, her belly flat and tight, her muscles firm, and having to lie around and watch herself balloon up was, well, it was scary. Having something to do that needed concentration and skill, like scrimshaw, might be just the ticket to help her get past this. The morning sickness—which lasted almost all day and any time she was around any food more spicy than dry soda crackers—had finally stopped. Supposedly, the hormone swings got better after the sixth month.
  


  
    Supposedly.
  


  
    She had some ideas of what she might like to try first, and for that she needed to go back to her computer. There were lots of places to find pictures in the public domain, and if those weren’t good enough, lots of places where you could license an image for personal use for a small fee. Later on, if she got better at it, she could try some freehand drawings of her own, but at first, she wanted to keep it simple.
  


  
    Toni looked at her comer of the workbench. The rest of it was covered with Alex’s tools and car parts, all laid out neatly. He was much more orderly than she was about such things. So far, her investment in scrimshaw supplies had run less than what it cost Alex for a good set of wrenches. If it turned out to be a total waste of her time, at least she wouldn’t be out much money.
  


  
    She sighed. Before she sat down at the computer and went shopping on-line, she needed to go pee again. And that, she understood, was not going to get better as her pregnancy progressed. She sure hoped having Alex’s son was worth all this aggravation.
  


  


  
    John Howard bent from the waist and tightened the laces on his cross-trainers, finishing with the double-loop runner’s knot that theoretically kept the laces from coming untied. Finished, he straightened, bent backward and stretched his abdominals, then shook his arms back and forth to loosen them.
  


  
    Normally, he ran at the base or around the Net Force compound, but today he felt like taking a tour of his own neighborhood. It was warm for early October, and muggy, so he wore running shorts and a tank top, though he did have a fanny pack holding his virgil, his ID, and a small handgun—a little Seecamp .380 double-action auto. The tiny pistol made the Walther PPK look like a giant, it only weighed maybe eleven or twelve ounces and was awfully convenient if you were wearing summer clothes or workout gear. True, the .380 wasn’t exactly an elephant-stopper; the gun didn’t have any sights, liked only one brand of ammo, and it tended to bang your trigger finger pretty good when it recoiled. No way it compared with his primary side arm, the Phillips & Rogers Medusa, but it did fulfill the first rule of a gunfight: Bring a gun. Point it at somebody in your face with a knife or a broken bottle and pull the trigger four or five times, and it certainly would offer them major incentive to back off. With the fanny pack strapped on tightly enough so it wouldn’t bounce around much, it was doable. He used to carry a little can of pepper spray to discourage loose dogs, but realized that if he stopped running and said “Bad dog! Go lie down!” in a loud voice, the dog would stop, frown, and leave. At least they had so far.
  


  
    A bit more limber, Howard started to jog up the street.
  


  
    The leaves were falling—they’d all be down by Halloween, first good wind that came along any time now would finish ’em—and while the sun was warm, there was that subtle difference between spring and fall, that sense of impending winter.
  


  
    He passed old man Carlson working in his yard, using the blower to herd leaves into piles. The old man, eighty if he was a day, smiled and waved. Carlson was a tanned, leathery old bird who was the ultimate Orioles fan. He’d retired after forty years with the Post Office, and there wasn’t a street in the district he couldn’t locate for you.
  


  
    Howard reached the corner and turned right, planning to loop in and out of the cul-de-sacs that fed the main road through the neighborhood, staying on the sidewalk and ducking low, overhanging trees.
  


  
    Tyrone had called today from his class trip to Canada. He was going to be gone for another ten days, two weeks in all, on a visit for his international relations class, something new at his school. Howard thought it was a good idea, getting to know other cultures. Better than learning it the Army’s way. He smiled, remembering the old slogan his first top kick had posted over his desk when he’d first joined up: “Join the Army and See the World! Travel to exotic, unusual locales! Learn about other cultures! Meet diverse and interesting people—and kill them.”
  


  
    He picked his pace up a little, stretching out, getting into a longer stride and rhythm. Just inside his breath, barely.
  


  
    The scars were formed up pretty good where he’d had surgery after the shooting in Alaska. Pretty much nothing hurt most of the time—well, no more than usual after he worked out—but the memories hadn’t faded at all. Being out in the middle of nowhere, exchanging gunfire with some real bad men, giving better than he’d gotten, but almost dying—those kinds of memories didn’t go away in a few months. Every firefight—and he hadn’t had that many—was as clear in his mind as the day or night it had happened. The thought that he might have bled to death in the woods and been eaten by scavengers wasn’t so horrifying in itself. Hell, he was a professional soldier, getting killed went with the territory. But dying and leaving his son, just hitting his teens on his way to manhood, that bothered Howard more than it ever had. All it took was a real possibility he might actually buy the farm. Before, he’d been lucky. Never made it to a real war, and when he finally started seeing some action in Net Force, the bullets had zipped here and there, missing him. Julio had taken a round in the leg during the recovery of the stolen plutonium from the sons-of-whoever. Some of his troops had eaten frags from a mine or bullets from the mad Russian’s hit man, Ruzhyó, the former Spetsnaz killer. Intellectually, he knew it was just chance and maybe a little skill that he’d never gotten hit; emotionally, he’d felt invulnerable, at least to a degree. Like God was watching over him because he was worthy. Yeah. Until that long shot in the darkness had plowed into him. A round from a handgun at rifle distance had killed that feeling of being bulletproof, oh, yes, indeed, it had.
  


  
    Even Achilles had his heel, and waking up in a hospital full of tubes did make a guy stop and consider the idea he wasn’t gonna live forever.
  


  
    And while he wasn’t afraid to go into battle—at least he didn’t think so—he didn’t want to die and leave his wife and son. They had become more precious to him when he’d realized he might lose them. He believed in the Kingdom of Heaven, and he tried to live his life in a moral and upright manner, but going there wasn’t at the top of his to-do list for this year.
  


  
    He opened up a little more on the run, starting to breathe through his mouth more heavily now, as he looped into the next street over from his and headed for the circle at the end.
  


  
    He remembered another joke his father had told him:
  


  
    “So the preacher stands up in front of the congregation and says, ‘How many of you want to go to Heaven?’
  


  
    “And all the hands in the church except Brother Brown’s go up.
  


  
    “And the preacher looks at Brother Brown, who was known to drink a little even of a Sunday morning, and he says, ‘Brother Brown! Don’t you want to go to Heaven when you die?’
  


  
    “And Brother Brown says, ‘When I die? Well, sure, Reverend.’
  


  
    “And the preacher says, ‘Then, how come you didn’t raise your hand?’
  


  
    “And Brother Brown says, ‘Well, I thought you was gettin’ up a busload to go now.’ ”
  


  
    He looped around the circle and headed back up toward the main street. A toy poodle in a fenced yard raced back and forth inside, barking wildly at him. Fish bait, his Daddy would call it. A waste of dog space.
  


  
    He could, Howard knew, become an armchair general, an REMF who directed operations at a distance. Net Force would prefer it that way, and probably nobody would think less of him for it, not those who had been on ops with him before, anyway. But sending a man somewhere he wasn’t willing to go himself didn’t seem right, never had.
  


  
    That left the other option, which was to retire. He could muster out with his current rank of general, draw a fair retirement, and get a job consulting somewhere, teaching, whatever. Probably do better moneywise than he was doing now. And be a lot more certain of being around when his son graduated from high school, from college, got married, and brought home grandchildren. Sure that was ten, fifteen years away, maybe, but he didn’t want to miss it. And he didn’t want to leave Nadine. If something happened to him, he’d always told her to remarry, find a good man, because she was too precious to waste away alone. And he meant it, too, but on a real, deep level, he had to admit to himself that the idea of Nadine laughing and loving another man wasn’t at the top of his list of fun thoughts, either.
  


  
    But he was a soldier. A professional warrior. This was what he did, who he was, and he liked it.
  


  
    So he had to puzzle this out. It was important. Not easy, maybe, but something he had to do.
  


  
    He picked up his pace again, now close to top speed for his run. He tried to get in four miles a session, at least four or five times a week, and while he was past the days when he could run’em in five or even six minutes a mile, he could still manage six and a half or seven minutes.
  


  
    That is, if he didn’t get to thinking so hard he forget to keep the speed up.
  


  
    Run, John. Think later.
  


  
    
  


  


  
    

  


  
    Malibu, California
  


  
    

  


  
    Tad Bershaw drove back to the beach house, poking along, in no hurry now. He had made his deliveries, collected the money, and decided what the hell and taken the purple cap half an hour ago. It would be another few minutes before it started to come on full force, but even now he was getting patterns, geometric overlays of complicated, pulsing grids on everything. That was from the psychedelic components of the drug. It made driving real interesting.
  


  
    Bobby was cagey about his chem, he never told anybody exactly what was in it, but Bershaw had sampled enough illegal stuff over the years to have some pragmatic knowledge about such things.
  


  
    There was some kind of MDMA/Ecstasy analog in the Hammer’s alloy, with maybe a bit of mescaline; the body rushes got pretty intense an hour or so in, and just breathing was orgasmic when it got to circulating.
  


  
    His experiences were not based on any formal knowledge of chemistry, but he knew it when he felt it. Though it didn’t really matter, he had poked at it mentally a few times, what he thought Bobby had created. The psychedelics—entheogens, Bobby called those—for sure. That would be the MDMA, mescaline, or LSD, or maybe even some psilocybin from magic mushrooms. Maybe all four. That gave you that sense of being in contact with your inner self and loving the world and all, entactogenesis and empathogenesis, Bobby called them. Also picked up the sensory input, made everything feel really, really intense.
  


  
    It had smart drugs in it, he knew that, because he was quicker, sharper, able to make choices better when the Hammer was at full pound, no question. He didn’t know much about nootropics, stuff like deprynl, adrafinil, pro-vigil, shit like that, but Bobby did, and he knew how to tweak’em for an immediate response.
  


  
    For sure it had some kind of speed—cylert, ritalin, dex, maybe; some tranq to balance it so you got the fast mind but not bad jitters. It definitely had painkiller in it, or a way to kick in the body’s own opiates, and Tad guessed some kind of animal tranq and steroid mix, though he didn’t see how those would do much in the short run. And something like Viagra was in it, too, because it gave you a hard-on that wouldn’t quit. The Zee-ster once took six women to bed while tripping, and none of them could walk the next day. Supposedly made women horny, too.
  


  
    Past that, Bobby definitely had some secret ingredients about which Tad knew zip. He knew what they did to him, but not why or how.
  


  
    The total combination was synergistic—that meant more than the sum of its parts—and the bottom line was, it didn’t really matter how it did what it did, only that it did do it.
  


  
    There was a bright flash of orange to Bershaw’s left but, when he glanced over that way, no cause for it. He grinned. Yeah, he was coming on. Hallucinations, real hallucinations you could talk to and have them answer back, he’d never had those while riding the Hammer, but light flashes, visual distortions, little shifts in reality, those were par for the course. Your motor ran at full speed, no governor and no idle.
  


  
    He took a deep breath, and chills frosted him all over, despite the still-warm late afternoon Santa Ana wind blowing in through the open window.
  


  
    Hoo, what a rush!
  


  
    Seventeen times he had swung Thor’s hammer, and not once a bad trip. One in five or so went bonkers, like the guy in the casino. Something in their body chemistry maybe, or the way their brains were hardwired, Bobby didn’t know which, but whatever it was, Tad didn’t have it. Seventeen times he had become more than he was, practically turned into a superhuman. Stronger, faster, smarter, pain-free, fatigue-free, a guy who could walk into the local kung fu school and kick its collective ass.
  


  
    And, oh, yeah, there was the sex, though that never seemed to call to him much. Yeah, he got the iron woody and all, but he never seemed to have time to put it into anybody, too much else to do to lie down and be still ... or relatively still.
  


  
    Though right at the moment, he felt pretty mellow, the desire to shuck the car and get physical was ahead, he knew. Maybe he’d go for a walk on the beach after it got dark. Or a swim. He was usually a crappy swimmer, but once he’d swum out half a mile or so and back without any problem with the riptide or anything. He’d been looking for a shark; he’d had a kitchen knife in his hand, and he wanted to see if he could take a shark out with it. Hadn’t found one, which was probably good. Away from the Hammer, you knew you had limits. Swinging it, you didn’t. But hell, maybe he could have sliced Jaws up into cat food. Who could say?
  


  
    Another rush enveloped him, and he was glad the house wasn’t too far away. It wasn’t that he couldn’t maintain control enough to drive during the early stages of the trip ’cause he could, but it took too much effort, and he didn’t want to waste effort on piddly shit. He would get home, shuck the car, and go outside. After all, outside was only a bigger inside, right?
  


  
    He grinned. It was like the time he realized that chocolate wasn’t the opposite of vanilla. They were just two different flavors. That had hit him like the secret of the universe. Shit, for all anybody knew, that was the secret of the universe.
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    Washington, D.C.
  


  
    

  


  
    Michaels was almost home and wishing he was already there. What he had in mind was a nice, cold beer, his bare feet propped up to watch the news hour, maybe falling asleep on the couch. Might make a sandwich, if he felt up to it. He was tired. It had been a long day, made longer because it was dull and mostly uninteresting, and just as he was about to leave, they’d had a small crisis over some hacker who was flooding every church web page his autopost-bot could find with obscene pictures taken during an orgy in a Thai whorehouse.
  


  
    There was a threat to the republic.
  


  
    Graffiti had certainly changed from simple spray-paint tags on the fence next to the local drugstore when it went electronic, but it was still stupid. Who gained anything by such foolishness? Did the idiot posting think people were going to see the pictures and abandon their faith? Run screaming into the streets?
  


  
    No, probably he just thought it was funny. Which right off indicated a somewhat retarded sense of humor.
  


  
    The church fathers and mothers were not the least amused, of course, and there were plenty of them in high enough government positions to get Net Force’s attention in a hurry, including the president himself, and what was worse, a minor annoyance suddenly became a priority project.
  


  
    Find whoever was doing this and stop him. Now.
  


  
    Turning the other cheek didn’t apply when the cheek was below the waist, so it seemed.
  


  
    The e-tagger called himself The Tasmanian Devil, and as it turned out, that was a major clue. Net Force ops traced the postings to the north coast town of Devonport, Tasmania, overlooking the cool waters of the Bass Strait. The tagger was clever, he’d found some meltware that got him through a lot of firewalls, but he slipped up. His anonymous reposter was six months out of date, and in this business, six months was ancient history. Jay Gridley’s team ran the cable sig to a house, informed the local constabulary, and they went round and knocked on the door. There they found a sixteen-year-old kid running a six-year-old IMac.
  


  
    The boy was the son of a local minister, which probably explained a lot.
  


  
    It had taken a while, and when it was done, Michaels called several heavyweights and told them they could rest easy, then left the building.
  


  
    He was only a mile or so away from home when his virgil came to life.
  


  
    He was tempted to ignore it, but it might be Toni, so he pulled the device from his belt and looked at the ID sig.
  


  
    It was blank.
  


  
    Michaels frowned. FBI com-watchware was supposed to circumvent any commercial ID blocker, so the only people who could reach out and touch him at this number without him knowing who they were would have to be somebody with federal-level blockers. He thumbed the connect button.
  


  
    “Yes?”
  


  
    “Commander Michaels, this is Zachary George, with the National Security Agency. Good evening. I hope I’m not interrupting your dinner?” The voice was smooth, even, just deep enough to sound authoritative. There was no picture transmission. The tiny screen was blank.
  


  
    “Not yet. What can I do for you, Mr. George? Oops, can you hold on a second? I have another call.”
  


  
    This was not true, but it gave Michaels a few seconds to key in a trace, which he did. He didn’t like not knowing to whom he was talking.
  


  
    “Sorry about that. Go ahead.”
  


  
    “Sir, we understand your agency is involved in a joint investigation with the DEA. We’d like to speak to you about this, if we could.”
  


  
    “You can set up an appointment with my assistant, Mr. George. Although I’m not sure why NSA would have any interest in such a thing if it was so ... and I wouldn’t confirm it over the com in any event.”
  


  
    The incoming diode lit, that would be his trace. He tapped it, and a number scrolled up on the view screen, with an ID: George, Zachary, National Security Agency. Well. At least that much was true.
  


  
    “I understand your reluctance, sir, and I will be happy to explain it all to you when I see you. This was just a courtesy call to let you know of our interest.” There was a pause. “Ah. I see you’ve traced the call and confirmed my ID. Excellent. I’ll be contacting your assistant for an appointment at your earliest convenience, sir. Thank you. Discom.”
  


  
    He went away. Michaels frowned again. What did NSA want with the drug investigation? And why was their stealthware better than the FBI’s, to know they had been traced? He was going to have to talk to Jay about that. Maybe he could come up with a better program.
  


  
    He dropped the virgil onto the seat and shook his head. Two more blocks to go.
  


  
    Beer. Couch. Television. Soon ...
  


  


  
    Not that easy, of course. When he walked in, Toni was all aglow over her new hobby, so of course he had go into the garage and admire her toys.
  


  
    Well, what the hell, it made her happy, that made him happy. With all the mood swings lately, anytime she was smiling was good, better make the most of it.
  


  
    “... and this is the pin vise, see, you put the needle in here and twist it, like so, and it holds it. I glued a fishing weight—this lead ball here—onto the end to give it some heft, so when I stipple, I won’t have to use so much muscle.”
  


  
    “Such a clever girl,” he said, smiling.
  


  
    She smiled back at him. “And look here, this is the magnifier....”
  


  
    He listened with half an ear, not being that interested in the artwork per se. When she ran down, he smiled again. She couldn’t drink, given her pregnancy and all, but maybe she could take some vicarious pleasure out of watching him enjoy a cold one.
  


  
    “Not yet,” she said.
  


  
    “Huh?”
  


  
    “You need to work out first. Do your djurus. ”
  


  
    Michaels wanted to say a bad word, but he wisely refrained. Toni wasn’t just his wife, after all, but also his silat teacher, and that was the hat she had just put on. If he tried to beg off, that would be bad.
  


  
    “Oh, yeah, sure, that’s what I meant. After I work out.”
  


  
    That didn’t fool her for a second, she was way too sharp, but hey, you had to give it a shot. Might catch her dozing.
  


  
    She said, “It takes a few thousand repetitions to get the moves down, Alex. Latest scientific research I read says somewhere in the fifty-to one-hundred-hour range.”
  


  
    He did the math mentally. “So, for eighteen djurus, I need to practice for nine hundred to eighteen hundred hours before I get them? At thirty minutes a day, that works out to about one hundred and eighty hours a year, so we’re talking about ten years?”
  


  
    “Well, to get them really smooth, it’ll take maybe another five years.”
  


  
    “I’ll be retired by then.”
  


  
    “Good. Give you more time to practice.”
  


  
    He laughed. “You are a slave driver.”
  


  
    He went to the bedroom, shucked his street clothes, and put on a pair of sweats and a T-shirt. He didn’t need any shoes since he was inside. He went back and sat down in the living room and began to do some basic yoga exercises Toni had showed him. Stretching was a luxury you wouldn’t get in a real fight, but for somebody over forty, it was better to do it before working out than not. A street fight might last ten seconds; a workout was gonna run thirty minutes to an hour, depending on how ambitious you were, and the older he got, the longer it took for a strain to heal.
  


  
    As he was doing spinal twists, Toni wandered back in from the garage. “So, how was your day?”
  


  
    Given that she had been his assistant and knew as much about his work as he did—more in some areas—it was natural for her to ask and just as natural for him to tell her.
  


  
    “Dead calm,” he said. “Except for a flurry at the end with a kid hacker posting porno.”
  


  
    “Oh, boy. And me here missing it all.”
  


  
    “Well, there were a couple of things mildly interesting.” He told her about the drug stuff and about the cryptic call from the NSA guy.
  


  
    She watched him, said, “Keep your back straight when you turn.” Then, “So what does Jay say about tracking down the dope dealer?”
  


  
    “He said it was going to be a bitch. Apparently, drug sales over the Internet have always been a problem. Back in the early days, a lot of it was technically illegal but not prosecuted. ”
  


  
    “How so?”
  


  
    “Well, suppose you were seventy years old and living on social security in North Dakota or maybe south Texas. If you got sick and needed medicine, a prescription might cost, say, fifty bucks a bottle. Suppose you had to take two or three bottles a month for years. That could cut way into your food budget. So you’d hop a bus to Canada or to Mexico, where the same drug might cost sixteen or eighteen dollars. A local doc writes you a scrip based on your existing one from the U.S., and even with twenty bucks for that, you still come out way ahead in the long run.”
  


  
    “Yeah?”
  


  
    “So with the net and cheap home computers or access through cable TV or whatever, you don’t even have to take the bus ride. You log onto a site, order what you need, maybe answer a couple of questions over the wire to keep things more or less legal in Canada or Mexico, and your prescription shows up in your mailbox in a day or two, assuming you are dealing with a reputable outfit.”
  


  
    “All the way down,” she said. “And keep your knees straight.”
  


  
    He chuckled. “Being pregnant has made you mean, woman.”
  


  
    “Oh, you think so? Just wait. So the DEA didn’t leap all over these folks for importing medicine illegally?”
  


  
    “Ha! Think about that for a second. Here’s somebody’s little old granny on a pension who’s got a bad heart after working forty years teaching grammar school kids. Would you want to be the DEA guy in charge of arresting her for buying her nitroglycerin or whatever across the border to save enough money so she doesn’t have to eat dog food? Imagine how many federal prosecutors would want to hop on that career bandwagon. The press would swarm you like a cloud of starving locusts. Can’t you just see the headlines? ‘Grandma Busted for Heart Meds!’ ”
  


  
    “It could be a political problem,” she said.
  


  
    “Oh, yeah, it could. Then there are the drugs that are legal in other countries but not approved by the FDA, which, according to Jay, is another whole can of worms. Let’s say you want to take Memoril, one of the new smart drugs that improves your short-term memory something like seventy percent. The FDA is still out on that one, but it’s been legal in most of Europe for a couple of years. So, you log onto a web page in Spain, give them your credit card number, and order a hundred tabs. A few days later, you get a package from Scotland that looks like a birthday gift from your Uncle Angus, and inside is your drug, made by a pharmaceutical company in Germany. And all of this is perfectly legal in Spain, Scotland, and Germany, and it’s not their concern about laws in the U.S.
  


  
    “If Customs happens to guess what’s in the package, they’ll confiscate it, because technically it is illegal, but it’s a gray area. If you went to Spain and got the stuff from a doctor there, you could bring it home for your own personal use. What’s the difference if it comes by mail or you carried it home in your pocket? It’s malum prohibitum—bad because it’s illegal—not malum in se— bad in itself.”
  


  
    “When did you start speaking Latin?”
  


  
    “Since I asked our lawyers about all this.”
  


  
    “Watch your shoulder.”
  


  
    “And then we get to the illegal stuff, which is easier to prosecute, assuming you know what it is and know for sure that it is illegal, which is the problem here. Big purple caps aren’t illegal in themselves.”
  


  
    “Ipso facto,” she said.
  


  
    “Talk to me about Latin,” he said. “So, there you have it. It’s really the FDA’s problem, only the boss made it mine. She probably owes somebody over there a favor, and this is it. And the NSA listens to everything on the air or over the wire, so I can understand how they know about it, but I don’t see why it should interest them. Fortunately, I have plenty of time to think about it, things being slow. I wish you were still working there. It would be more interesting. We all miss you at the office. Me most of all.”
  


  
    “You’re loose enough. Up. Do your djurus. You’ll feel better after you work out.”
  


  
    He came to his feet. That was true. He almost always did feel better afterward. It was the damned inertia that was so hard to overcome sometimes. Good that he had Toni here to prod him. Among her many other virtues.
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    Malibu, California
  


  
    

  


  
    Naked, Drayne padded into the kitchen to get the rest of the bottle of champagne from the freezer. He really ought to get a little fridge for the bedroom, save him a walk.
  


  
    Life was so hard.
  


  
    Not that the girl would miss him. What was her name? Misty? Bunny? Buffy? Something like that. He’d say, “Honey,” and call it good. She was out, and she ought to sleep pretty hard, too, given the athletic encounters and the first bottle of bubbly they’d just split. She was an actress—all of them around here were actresses—early twenty-something, tight, fit, perky. A natural redhead, he had discovered to his delight, once the itty-bitty black silk bikini undies had come off.
  


  
    Ah, youth, nothing like it.
  


  
    He’d picked her up at the gym, which is where he found most of the girls he brought home. Jocks tended to be fitter, had less risk of disease, and were able to play longer before they wore out. He didn’t like his women with too much muscle, so he stayed away from the hardcore lifters, but there was always a Misty-Bunny-Buffy working the aerobic bikes and the light weights, and it never took long for him to make a connection with one. He wasn’t bad-looking, and the twenty-thousand-dollar diamond ring and drop-top Mercedes two-seater usually impressed them. He even had some business cards that said he was an independent movie producer—Bobby Dee Productions—and that would usually be enough to clinch the contact if they were about to walk away. “Oh, sorry we couldn’t get together. Here’s my card. If you are in Malibu, give me a call sometime.”
  


  
    Sex was always available, and not just to movie guys in this town. And Mama Drayne’s little boy Bobby had more than a little endurance in that area, and without any chemical assistance, either—well, unless you counted good champagne. He didn’t use the drugs he made, never had. Maybe someday when he got old and couldn’t get it up anymore, he’d whip together a batch of some custom-made dick hardener, but frankly, he didn’t think that was ever gonna happen. He’d never once had a failure in that particular arena, thank you very much, and four or five times a night was nooo problem. Then again, he was not thirty-five yet. Maybe when you hit sixty or seventy it was different.
  


  
    As he turned from the hallway toward the kitchen, he saw Tad standing on the beach, staring at the ocean.
  


  
    Drayne shook his head. Tad rode the Hammer, crazy fucker that he was. It was gonna kill him someday, no question. He was in such crappy shape, it was a miracle it hadn’t killed him already, should have long since blown a blood vessel in the man’s brain, stroked him blind, crippled, and stupid, not necessarily in that order. A night running with Thor was worth a week’s recovery for somebody in pretty good physical condition, maybe more. Tad ought not to be able to recover at all, and yet he had swung the Hammer more than anybody alive and somehow managed to keep breathing. Of course, Tad had a portable pharmacy he gobbled, snorted, or shot up after he came off a Hammer trip. Probably more drugs than blood circulating in him at any given time. Somehow, he had managed to stay a step ahead of the reaper. Pretty damned amazing.
  


  
    Drayne opened the freezer, pulled the second bottle of champagne out. He lifted it to his lips, thought better about that, and grabbed one of the chilled glasses on the freezer rack. Drinking it from the bottle was for barbarians. The bubbles didn’t get released.
  


  
    Had to be civilized about this, didn’t we?
  


  
    He poured the icy wine into the icy glass, watched the liquid turn to foam and fountain up, then slowly begin to settle down.
  


  
    Time waiting for champagne bubbles to settle didn’t count.
  


  
    Out on the beach, near the water line, three hulking big jocks ran past, working on their aerobic fitness. Drayne glanced at Tad, worried. If Tad decided he didn’t like the way the guys looked, he’d go for them, and big and strong as they were, they wouldn’t have a prayer, Tad would twist them up like soft pretzels, if that’s what he felt like.
  


  
    But the trio jogged past, and if Tad even saw them, Drayne couldn’t tell it from here. Watching Tad when something like this happened was like watching a Roman emperor. Thumb up or thumb down, and nobody knew which it’d be.
  


  
    He shook his head. Sooner or later, Tad was going to step wrong and draw the law’s attention. It had been a while since he’d done it last, and fortunately, it hadn’t led back to Drayne that time. Plus, the house was clean, that wasn’t a problem, he never kept anything illegal on hand for longer than it took to mix it and get it out again, but he didn’t need the local deputies knocking on his door and asking about the crazy asshole dressed in black who suddenly turned into the Incredible Hulk and laid waste to the beach. Low profile was the way to go. If they didn’t know about you, they wouldn’t be able to bother you.
  


  
    He finished filling up the glass, topped it off, and put the bottle back into the freezer. He walked to the deck, sipping at the cold champagne. Yeasty, with a hint of apple, good finish, no bitter aftertaste. Not the best, but after five or six glasses, there was no point in wasting the best; you couldn’t taste the really exotic flavors and subtle stuff anyhow. As long as it was good enough not to irritate your stomach, that was all you needed for the second bottle.
  


  
    There was a guy they called the Wine Nazi, up just north of San Francisco, way out a winding road in Lucas Valley, who made the best champagne on earth. Grand Brut, dry as the Sahara, and he sold futures in it, you bought what you could afford, he would call you when it was damned well ready, and if you didn’t like it, too fucking bad. Worked out to about five hundred bucks a bottle—if you bought a case—and you couldn’t buy more than one case a year. Six thousand bucks a case, and that was the nonvintage stuff. Sometimes it took eighteen months for the last batch to ripen to his satisfaction. The really good stuff ran two grand a bottle, and you had to get on a waiting list for that, too. Drayne’s name hadn’t gotten to the top of that list yet, but next year, he was pretty sure it would.
  


  
    Drayne had done a tour there once. The winery was tiny, a hole-in-the-wall place, and before he was done, the Wine Nazi had him climbing up on barrels to taste the whites and reds right out of the casks, sucked it out with a long rubber tube and dribbled into a glass. And after a few sips of that, the guy had him helping hand-riddle the champagne bottles. They had to be turned so much every day, so the silt would settle and all.
  


  
    Drayne was an appreciative audience. The guy was a certified genius when it came to wine, no question, and the champagne was the best of the lot. Of course, the Wine Nazi wouldn’t let him call it champagne, since technically that meant it had to come from that particular region of France, so he called it sparkling wine. Even though it made the average good vintage of the French stuff taste like stale ginger ale.
  


  
    That was the stuff you saved for special occasions, definitely first-bottle, and not something you shared with Misty-Bunny-Buffy just to get laid. He had six bottles left, and six months left before he could buy another case. If he was lucky. So he had to ration it, one bottle a month, no more, and even then, he might have to wait. Terrible situation.
  


  
    He grinned. He sure had a lot to complain about, didn’t he? Living in a big house on the beach in Malibu, good-looking naked woman in his bed, a shitload of money, six bottles of the best champagne anybody in this town had. Hell, it really didn’t get much better than that, did it?
  


  
    Since it didn’t look like Tad was going to go ballistic and destroy the neighborhood, maybe he should go back to bed and nudge Honey awake. He was sure he could think up something new for them to try.
  


  
    Yep. That seemed like an excellent idea. He lifted his glass in a toast to his own cleverness. Hi, ho, Bobby. Away!
  


  
    He headed back toward the bedroom.
  


  


  
    Tad felt the power.
  


  
    It coursed through him like an electric current, filling him with pulsing flashes of juice, set him humming like a dynamo at full spin.
  


  
    He was a god out here, deciding the fate of all who passed. At his whim, he could strike them down, become Shiva the destroyer, changing the very configuration of the planet with a mere wave of his hand. At his whim, which was how gods operated, far as he could tell.
  


  
    He took a breath, and the sensation made orgasm seem pale in comparison. The thrills ran through his entire body, he could feel it everywhere at once, in his hands, his body, even his toes. Man. What a rush!
  


  
    He was a god. Able to do anything he wished.
  


  
    And what he wished to do right now was ... walk. To stride down the beach, to pass among his people, disguised as a reedy, tubercular man all dressed in black, but beyond comprehension to mere mortals.
  


  
    As far above them as a man was above an ant.
  


  
    They couldn’t know. He felt sorry for them, being so weak, so stupid. So pitiful.
  


  
    He started to walk, feeling the sand like a living thing under his boots, hearing the soft chee-chee-chee squeaks it made with each step. He was aware of the evening breeze touching his skin, the smell of salt and iodine from the sea, the taste of the very air. He was aware of everything, not just on this beach, but radiating out to galaxies a billion light-years from where he walked. It was all his territory, all of it. If he reached up his arms, he could encompass it all in his grasp.
  


  
    He laughed.
  


  
    Ahead, somebody finished up a Frisbee game and headed for their towels. A beach volleyball game wound down. Traffic roared past on the highway, the cars and trucks taking on the aspect of dragons: fearsome creatures in their element, but creatures who knew better than to cross his path. He was Tad the Bershaw, and any being with enough sense to see him would know he was to be feared.
  


  
    He walked through his kingdom, feeling for the moment benevolent in his omnipotence. He would suffer them to live.
  


  
    For now, anyway.
  


  
    
  


  


  
    

  


  
    Jayland/Quantico, Virginia
  


  
    

  


  
    Jay Gridley had always been a man who enjoyed moving fast. When he slipped into his sensory gear and the net blossomed before him, infinite in its possibilities, he had always chosen speed as his vehicle. If he drove, it was a Viper, a rocket with wheels that smoked everything else on the road. Sometimes he flew—rocket packs, jets, copters, whatever. He created virtual scenarios that he zipped through like rifle rounds, clean, fast, slick as a tub full of grease.
  


  
    Oh, now and then he would do period. He’d make a Western town and mosey into town on a horse. Or a boat. But getting there in a hurry was his pleasure, and most of his programs reflected that. Getting business done had always been about getting it done, not about the trip.
  


  
    Not today. Today, Jettin’ Jay was out for a stroll, through an Eastern garden. It wasn’t strictly accurate, his program, it had mixed elements in it: Right where he was at the moment stood a Japanese tea house with a little brook running past it. Just ahead was a Zen garden, three rocks in a bed of raked sand. But over to the left was a Shaolin temple, monks out front doing kung fu, and to the right, a second temple, straight out of Bangkok, with traditional Siamese dancers moving like snakes. The Taj Mahal was past that, and there were even some pyramids off a ways behind him. It was a veritable theme park of Eastern religious thought.
  


  
    The sun shined brightly, the day was warm with a little breeze, and the smell of jasmine and sandalwood mixed with roses and musk.
  


  
    Welcome to the land of the happy, nice people, Jay. Your kind of place.
  


  
    He smiled, walking slowly, not in the least bit of a hurry. What he wanted was here somewhere, but you know what? He would get to it when he got to it.
  


  
    To be honest, he hadn’t exactly embraced the tenets of Buddhism. The eightfold this, or the four ways of that. But there was an energy about what Saji did and how she related to it that he did find worth thinking about. He’d never considered himself much of anything, other than a computer jock, but this go-with-the-flow stuff—that was Taoism rather than Buddhism, right?—well, here of late, it had a whole bunch of appeal.
  


  
    Thank Sojan Rinpoche for that, along with her other, more earthy talents.
  


  
    A bee flew past, buzzing, looking for pollen.
  


  
    Ah, yes, what could be better than a stroll in the cosmic gardens—
  


  
    “Hey, Jay, you awake?” came the somewhat dissonant voice, intruding on his scenario.
  


  
    Jay dropped out of VR, and was at once back in his office at Net Force. Standing in the doorway were two coworkers, Alan and Charlie.
  


  
    “That door is supposed to be locked,” Jay said, mildly irritated.
  


  
    “Yep, and if you hadn’t wanted somebody good enough to rascal the sucker, you’d have hired somebody other than us,” Charlie said. He waved his key card. “You ought to change the codes every year or two, Jay.”
  


  
    “Would that do any good?”
  


  
    “About as much good as me changing the codes on my bike did,” Alan said.
  


  
    Jay laughed. He had broken into the comp on Alan’s fuel-cell scooter and programmed it so it wouldn’t go faster than nine miles an hour. Well, that was the old Jay. He was a new man these days. No more sophomoric games.
  


  
    “C’mon, we’re going to Pud’s for burgers and beer.”
  


  
    Jay spoke without thinking. “Nah, I’ll pass. I’m giving up eating flesh.”
  


  
    Both Alan and Charlie stared for maybe two seconds before they cracked up. They laughed. They laughed harder. They fucking howled.
  


  
    “Flesh? Flesh, you said? Ah, hahahaaa!”
  


  
    “Gee, Jay, we wouldn’t want you to kill and eat the waitress or anything. Flesh? Oh, yeah, I can hear that: ‘Excuse me, ma’am, could I get a fleshburger on an onion bun, and could you sprinkle it with a little ground-up human skull?’ ”
  


  
    “I dunno, Charlie, come to think of it, maybe we ought to skip Pud’s and go to that new place, you know, Cannibal Moe’s, instead. I hear they have a real good chicken fried thigh there.”
  


  
    “Nah, Alan, I think we should go to the new Donner’s Pass Pizza, and pick up a pizza with fingers and nipples. Or maybe the spaghetti and eyeballs.”
  


  
    “Fuck off and die,” Jay said. “You know what I mean.”
  


  
    The two men looked at each other and shook their heads in mock sadness.
  


  
    “Tsk, tsk, tsk,” Alan said. “The man is in love. Next thing you know, he’s gonna be wearing a cowled robe to work and doing Gregorian chants up and down the halls.”
  


  
    “Yeah, and sprinkling rose petals everywhere and smiling at everybody like a fool.”
  


  
    “Go away,” Jay said.
  


  
    They did, cackling down the hall as they went.
  


  
    Well. That certainly went well, didn’t it? Maybe you might want to be a little bit more low key in your conversion to vegetarianism, hmm?
  


  
    Too late now. By tomorrow morning, this would be all over the building. He knew the jokes would be coming, and he had better recode his lock and his access, or his computer would be full of crap, too.
  


  
    Still, he grinned. He could stand a little ribbing. He was, after all, the new, improved Jay Gridley, much more mellow than the old Jay had been. Much more.
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    Washington, D.C
  


  
    

  


  
    Toni came up from sleep all of a moment. She looked at the clock on the bedside table. Two A.M., and she was wide awake, not a trace of drowsiness. Well, wasn’t that terrific?
  


  
    What, she wondered, had awakened her? Another hormone-fueled dream she couldn’t remember?
  


  
    She glanced at Alex, who slept soundly, tangled in the sheet and a couple of pillows. Sometimes he snored, and that might do it, but while he was breathing deeply, he wasn’t making any noise to speak of.
  


  
    She listened carefully, but the house was silent. No footsteps skulking down the hall, no creaks of doors being stealthily opened. No feeling of intrusion.
  


  
    Was it because she needed to go pee?
  


  
    No, not really, she always needed to go pee these days, and the urge wasn’t particularly strong. She had fallen asleep plenty of times needing to go more than now. Still, as long as she was awake ...
  


  
    She got up, went to the bathroom, did what she needed to do, and padded back to bed. Alex didn’t stir. You could come in and walk off with the place, and he wouldn’t wake up, he slept heavy. He had told her he hadn’t done that before they got married, but now that she was here, he could could relax. That amused and pleased her on one level; on another level, it was mildly irritating. So she had to be responsible for their safety after hours? Not that she wasn’t qualified, but still ...
  


  
    She slipped carefully back into bed and began practicing her djurus mentally, going through them step by step in her mind’s eye, striving to capture all the details of each move. That usually would put her to sleep before she got very far along, but it wasn’t working tonight. She managed to go all the way through the eighteen on the right side, and was halfway through doing them on the left when the phone rang.
  


  
    It managed less than half a cycle before Toni grabbed it. “Hello?”
  


  
    “Toni? It’s me, Mama.”
  


  
    Toni felt her bowels and belly twist suddenly. Mama would never call at two in the morning unless somebody was seriously injured or dying. “Is it Poppa?”
  


  
    “No, dear, Poppa’s fine. But I’m afraid it’s Mrs. DeBeers.”
  


  
    “Guru? What happened?”
  


  
    “She had a stroke. About fifteen minutes ago.”
  


  
    Toni glanced at the clock again. Exactly when she had awakened. Was this some weird coincidence, or were she and her elderly teacher psychically connected as Guru sometimes said?
  


  
    “She’s on the way to the hospital,” Mama continued. “When it happened, she managed to reach her medical alert button, and the paramedics and ambulances woke us all up. Poppa is going to the hospital with your brother. I thought you’d want to know.”
  


  
    Alex finally woke up. “Toni?”
  


  
    She waved him quiet. “Which hospital, Mama?”
  


  
    “Saint Agnes.”
  


  
    “Thanks for calling me, Mama. I’ll talk to you later.”
  


  
    She cradled the phone. Alex was sitting up. “Who—?”
  


  
    “Guru had a stroke,” she said.
  


  
    “How bad?”
  


  
    “I don’t know.”
  


  
    He nodded. “I’ll drive you to the airport.”
  


  
    She blinked at him. Just like that, no question, he knew she was going. “Thank you, Alex. I love you.”
  


  
    “I know. I love you, too. I’ll call and get you a flight while you get dressed.”
  


  
    Toni nodded, already up and headed for the shower. Guru had been her teacher for more than fifteen years. Toni had started learning the art of pentjak silat from the old lady when she was already past retirement age, and she was eighty-three now. Guru was still built like a squat brick, but even so, she was not a young woman. A stroke.
  


  
    Dear God.
  


  
    She turned the shower control on and waited for the water to warm up. Was she supposed to fly in her condition? Well, supposed to or not, she was going. Guru was like her own grandmother; whatever was happening to her, she wasn’t going to suffer through it alone.
  


  
    Alex was mostly quiet during the drive to the airport, though he did offer to go with her.
  


  
    “Nothing you can do to help,” she said.
  


  
    “Not her. But I can be there for you.”
  


  
    She smiled at him. “I knew there was a reason I married you. Keep the home fires burning. I’ll call as soon as I know what’s happening.”
  


  
    It was hard to think about Guru dying. She had been so much a part of Toni’s day-to-day life from her early teenage years until she left for college. Every morning, they’d practice before Toni went off to school. Every afternoon, after she had done her homework, Toni would head across the street to the old woman’s place, and they would practice the Indonesian martial art for an hour or two. Guru DeBeers had become part of the family, was included in all the gatherings: Christmas, Easter, Thanksgiving, birthday parties, weddings, graduations. She had finally given up smoking that nasty old pipe, but she still drank half a gallon of coffee a day and ate whatever she pleased. And even though she was in her eighties, Guru could still give most big strong men fits if they bothered her enough. She was slower and frailer, but her mind and skills were still sharp.
  


  
    Toni hadn’t been to Mass except with Mama on home visits for a long time, but she offered a silent prayer: Please let her live.
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    Net Force HQ, Quantico, Virginia
  


  
    

  


  
    Michaels hadn’t managed to get back to sleep after Toni left for New York, so he was a little tired. Fortunately, as slow as things were, he could probably take off early.
  


  
    He had a partial staff meeting scheduled, and when he got there, his people were already at the conference table. John Howard, Jay Gridley, and the just-promoted Julio Fernandez. A few months ago, Fernandez’s wife, Joanna, would have been there, as would Toni. He missed seeing them.
  


  
    “Good morning,” he said.
  


  
    “Commander,” Howard and Fernandez said in unison.
  


  
    “Hey, I thought it was your turn to bring the doughnuts, boss,” Jay said as Michaels sat. This was an old joke; they never ate doughnuts at the morning meetings.
  


  
    “You didn’t give up sugar when you gave up flesh?” Fernandez said.
  


  
    “Very funny, Julio.”
  


  
    Michaels raised an eyebrow.
  


  
    Fernandez answered the unasked question: “Our computer wizard here is turning Buddhist. No more eating flesh for him. Gonna step around ants on the sidewalk, too, I expect, chanting om mani padme hum while he does.”
  


  
    Michaels shook his head. Never a dull moment around here.
  


  
    “Okay, what do we have? John?”
  


  
    General Howard led off with his weekly report. New gear, new troops, old business. Things were slow. They’d be taking various units out on training runs over the next couple of weeks, unless something came up.
  


  
    Jay didn’t have a lot to report, either. “Nothing on your dope dealers,” he finished. “The DEA’s info was pretty sparse and dead-ended quick. I’ll run some other things into the mix and see what comes up.”
  


  
    Michaels turned to Howard. “I sent a report your way, but in case you haven’t had a chance to read it, we’re helping the DEA run down some kind of new designer drug that turns the users into temporary supermen. And sometimes it makes them jump off tall buildings.”
  


  
    Howard said, “Yes, sir, I saw the report. Thor’s Hammer.”
  


  
    Michaels said, “Here’s another little twist. I got a call from an NSA guy yesterday. He’s made an appointment to come see me today, in about an hour, my secretary tells me. He says it’s about this designer drug thing. I’m curious as to why.”
  


  
    “What’s his name?” Jay asked. “The NSA guy?”
  


  
    “Last name, George, first name, Zachary.”
  


  
    Jay shrugged, but tapped it into his flatscreen’s manual keyboard. “Never heard of him, but I’ll scope him out.”
  


  
    “John?”
  


  
    “Doesn’t ring any bells with me, either,” he said. “I can check with my Pentagon contacts.”
  


  
    “Why would the National Security Agency be interested in this?” Michaels asked. “Dope isn’t in their mission statement, is it?”
  


  
    Howard said, “Mission statements aren’t worth the paper they are written on, sir. Everybody stretches them to fit whatever they need.”
  


  
    Michaels smiled. He had done that himself more than a few times, and everybody here knew it.
  


  
    “I suppose I can wait until the man gets here and ask him, but I somehow doubt he’ll be entirely forthcoming. Anybody have any thoughts I might pursue?”
  


  
    “Overspent their budget and need a little extra cash?” Jay said. “Wouldn’t be the first time an agency sold drugs to make up a shortfall.”
  


  
    “I thought Buddhists weren’t supposed to be cynical.”
  


  
    “Nope, not according to Saji. You can be pretty much anything and still be a Buddhist. Cynical works.”
  


  
    “Except, apparently, a flesh-eater,” Fernandez said.
  


  
    “Well, actually, that, too. Some parts of the world, like Tibet, where food is scarce, meat is okay. As long as you do it with the right attitude.”
  


  
    Fernandez laughed. “Yeah, I can see you praying over a Whopper, chanting and all. Bet they’d love that at BK.”
  


  
    “You obviously have never been to a D.C. Burger King,” Jay said. “You could do a Hawaiian fire dance over your fries there and nobody would look twice.”
  


  
    Fernandez laughed. He looked at Michaels and said, “Maybe one of their people is into drugs. Could be they are looking at some kind of internal security.”
  


  
    Howard blew out a small sigh. “There’s another possibility that springs immediately to mind. Military applications.”
  


  
    Michaels looked at him.
  


  
    Howard continued. “If you have a compound that makes a man think he’s faster than a speeding bullet and more powerful than a locomotive, when you put a weapon in his hands and point him at an enemy, you could have something of military value, assuming there are controls in place.”
  


  
    “Didn’t the Nazis try that kind of thing?”
  


  
    “Yes, sir, and other armies have tried it since, from speed to steroids. Nobody has come up with something cheap and dependable enough yet, but if they did, it would certainly have useful applications.”
  


  
    “Would you use such a thing, General?”
  


  
    “If it was safe, if it was legal, and if it would give my people an advantage over an enemy? Bring more of them back alive? Yes, sir, in a heartbeat.”
  


  
    “From what the DEA has given us, this stuff is neither safe nor legal.”
  


  
    “But it might be made both. Legal is the easy part, if it’s useful enough. Safe might be harder, but it might be possible to make it so, and a lot of services would be willing to explore the possibility. And there are some armies with fewer scruples about testing things on their own people than we have.”
  


  
    Jay said, “When did the U.S. military develop scruples, General? Remember The Atomic Café? ‘Here, men, put on these goggles when you look at the nuclear explosion. And don’t worry about that glowing dust if it gets on you, just brush it off, you’ll be fine.’ ”
  


  
    “That was a long time ago,” Howard said.
  


  
    “Yeah? What about Agent Orange in Vietnam, or the vaccines against nerve gas and biowarfare in Desert Storm? Or the new, improved, supposedly safe defoliants in Colombia?”
  


  
    Before Howard could respond, Michaels said, “Give it a rest, Jay. We didn’t come to argue about the military’s checkered history. And whatever happened, we can hardly blame General Howard, can we?”
  


  
    Jay shut up, having expressed his standing liberal attitude.
  


  
    “All right. If there’s nothing further, I’ve got a ton of files to review.”
  


  


  
    Forty-five minutes later, as Michaels sat developing eyestrain scanning computer files using his new sharp-goggles, supposedly designed to keep the letters so clear you wouldn’t get eyestrain, there was a tap at his door.
  


  
    “Jay.”
  


  
    “Boss. I uploaded what I could find on this George guy. I didn’t know if you’d get to it before he showed up.”
  


  
    “Thanks, Jay, I appreciate it.”
  


  
    After Jay left, Michaels found the file and read through it. Not much. There was a brief bio on Zachary George, place and date of birth, education, family, and shorter work history. Seemed Mr. George had been with the NSA since leaving college fifteen years ago, and the only references to his status there was a GS number only a grade below Michaels’s own before he was booted upstairs.
  


  
    “Sir?” came the voice of his secretary over the com. “Your nine o’clock is here.”
  


  
    Well, speak of the devil. “Show him in.”
  


  
    Mr. George wasn’t particularly impressive upon first look. Average height, average weight, brown hair cut short but not too short, fair skin, and clothes that were standard midlevel bureaucrat: a gray suit expensive enough to look decent, not so expensive as to stand out in your memory. Black leather shoes. Put him in a room with four other people, and he’d be invisible. The guy in the comer who looked totally average? No, no, not him, the guy next to him.
  


  
    Michaels stood and extended his hand. “Mr. George.”
  


  
    “Commander. Good of you to see me.”
  


  
    “Well, we like to keep relations good with our fellow agencies. Spirit of cooperation and all.”
  


  
    “With all due respect, sir, bullshit. Almost anybody at my agency would cut the throats of everybody at yours if they thought it would gain them two brownie points at review time. And that’s pretty much my experience with all the security agencies I’ve dealt with.”
  


  
    Michaels had to smile at that. “Don’t sugarcoat it that way, tell me what you really think.”
  


  
    George returned the smile, and whatever he was up to, he was interesting.
  


  
    “Have a seat.”
  


  
    The NSA man sat, leaned back, crossed his ankle over his knee. “You figured out what it is I’m up to yet?”
  


  
    “I have some thoughts. Why don’t you just tell me?”
  


  
    George smiled again. It started on the right side and worked its way across his face. “Well, sir, I don’t want to make it too easy for you.”
  


  
    “Much as I’d like to fence with you, I do have a couple of other things on my plate. Twenty questions isn’t high on the list. Talk or walk.”
  


  
    George nodded, as if that was what he expected to hear. “Sir. You may be aware that there are qualities connected to this drug we spoke of that might be of use to certain of our military organizations.”
  


  
    “That thought has crossed my mind.”
  


  
    “As it happens, my agency has a ... research facility engaged in studying certain pharmaceutical aids for possible use in ... field operations.”
  


  
    “Really?”
  


  
    “More information is need-to-know, I’m sorry. Suffice it to say, we would be very interested in speaking with the chemist who has come up with this compound when you find him.”
  


  
    “Why aren’t you talking to the DEA?”
  


  
    George smiled. “We have. Frankly, we don’t think the DEA has much of a chance of catching the guy.”
  


  
    “It is their area of expertise, isn’t it?”
  


  
    “Then why did they come to you for help?”
  


  
    That was a good point, but Michaels didn’t speak to it. Instead, he said, “And why didn’t you just go after the dealer on your own? NSA has a finger in just about every pie there is, don’t they?”
  


  
    “True. And as a result, we are stretched somewhat thin. Net Force has had some excellent results in its short history, and continuing to speak frankly, your computer operatives are better than anybody else’s. Including ours. You probably know we’ve tried to, ah ... recruit some of them.”
  


  
    Michaels smiled. He knew. “No luck?”
  


  
    “Oh, yes, plenty of luck ... all bad. Your organization seems to engender a very high degree of loyalty.”
  


  
    “We try to treat our people right.”
  


  
    “So it seems. But the bottom line is, we think you’ll uncover this dealer before either the DEA or our own ops will, and we’d like you to keep us in mind when you do.”
  


  
    Michaels leaned back in his chair and steepled his fingers in front of his face for a second, then quickly put his hands down on the desk. He’d read somewhere that steepling your fingers was a sign of feeling superior, and while he certainly felt he had the upper hand in this discussion, he didn’t want to give anything away. He said, “Even if we did, what good would it do you? DEA has jurisdiction. We turn the information over to them, they make the arrest. End of our participation.”
  


  
    George hesitated for a second, then said, “Of course. We wouldn’t want to usurp the DEA’s legal position. But a heads-up from you would allow us to, ah ... begin negotiations with that agency from a position of knowledge. I’m sure we can convince them that the nation’s best interests would be served if we were allowed to question the criminal before he was locked away to await a long, drawn-out trial.”
  


  
    Michaels smiled again. George would know this conversation was being recorded, and he didn’t want to say anything that sounded remotely illegal, but it was easy enough to read between the lines here. One developed a certain expertise in verbal fugue working in Washington. You said one thing, you meant something else, and you used expression or tone or gestures to make sure your listener got it. Tape recordings missed visual clues, and even videos couldn’t pick up between-the-lines stuff.
  


  
    George’s fugue was simple: You give us the dope dealer, we rattle his cage real good and get what we want, then we turn him over to the DEA.
  


  
    Interesting.
  


  
    Michaels’s immediate gut reaction was to tell Mr. Zachary George to scuttle back to his NSA hole and not let the door hit him on the way out. But he had learned a thing or two about political survival in this town, and peeing in somebody’s corn flakes was not a smart move, especially when they had clout. NSA knew where a lot of bodies were buried, some figurative, some no doubt quite literally, and a direct confrontation, while it might be emotionally satisfying, was not the smart move. It wasn’t just Michaels, it was his agency, and he had to keep that in mind. A hard lesson, but one he was learning better and better all the time.
  


  
    “Well, I suppose we could keep you in the loop,” Michaels finally said. “As a courtesy to a brother agency.” There was no real fugue here, he wasn’t going to give them squat, but he strived to leave that impression: Why, sure, we’ll scratch your back. What will you do for us?
  


  
    George flashed his crooked smile again. “We would appreciate it, Commander. I’m certain we can return the favor in some small way.”
  


  
    The meeting was over, George had said what he came to say, and it was but the matter of another minute to exchange good-byes before the man left.
  


  
    Interesting, indeed. So the National Security Agency had some kind of clandestine operation involving drugs. Not really that big a surprise, when you thought about it. There were more sub-rosa operations going on at any security agency than you could shake a stick at, some well-known in the trade, some hinted at, and some surely buried so deep that nobody had happened across them yet. Net Force was fairly public, but they didn’t air certain articles of their laundry in public. And for sure the FBI had its own black-bag ops skulking about in the shadows. It was all part of the game. You couldn’t sneak up on somebody if you had to yell at him through a bullhorn and flash your warning lights. Even local police departments knew you sometimes had to use unmarked cars.
  


  
    When and if they came across the drug dealer, then Michaels could decide whether to let NSA know about it. Probably they wouldn’t. Almost certainly not in time to do anything nasty with the knowledge. If NSA swooped in and grabbed the dope dealer from under the DEA’s nose and someone figured out that it was Net Force who gave the guy up, heads would roll.
  


  
    Right now, it was a moot point anyhow. They didn’t have anything to give.
  


  
    Before he could get back to his reading, the intercom cheeped again.
  


  
    “Sir, Agent Brett Lee is here. He doesn’t have an appointment, but he seems, ah ... quite insistent on seeing you.”
  


  
    “Show him in.”
  


  
    Lee arrived in a huff, glowering. “What the hell is Zach George doing here?!”
  


  
    “Nice to see you, too, Mr. Lee.”
  


  
    “You didn’t answer my question!”
  


  
    “Nor do I intend to. What goes on in my office is none of your damn business.”
  


  
    Lee stepped forward, as if he planned on doing something physical.
  


  
    Michaels was tired and cranky. He came to his feet, ready to move. Go for it, pal. Let me show you what my wife taught me!
  


  
    But Lee stopped, having apparently realized that throwing a punch at the head of Net Force might not be a smart career move.
  


  
    Too bad. Michaels felt like decking him. This clown had no right storming into his office demanding anything.
  


  
    “You and George are up to something, and I’m warning you, it better not get in our way! My boss will be calling yours,” he said, still red-faced and angry.
  


  
    “I hope they have a pleasant conversation, Mr. Lee. But right now, I’m busy, so if you’ll excuse me, I have work to do.” He sat and reached for his viewer.
  


  
    In another second, Brett Lee was gone, leaving an angry wake behind him.
  


  
    This was a very interesting development. Much more fun than reading reports on a dull morning.
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    Malibu, California
  


  
    

  


  
    When Drayne shuffled into the kitchen with just the tiniest headache from drinking most of two bottles of champagne, he saw Tad sprawled on the couch and dead to the world.
  


  
    Good. One of these trips, Tad wasn’t gonna come back, but he was glad it wasn’t this time. He’d miss the guy. Tad was balls-to-the-wall and full-out, not too many like him. And loyal; you couldn’t buy that.
  


  
    Drayne opened the cabinet over the microwave oven and dug through the vitamins until he found the ibuprofen. He shook four of the brown tabs into his palm, swallowed them dry, and put the bottle back. There were rows and rows of vitamin bottles there, he was a big believer in such things, but he wouldn’t take those until he had some food in his stomach. He took so many vitamins and minerals and assorted other healthy supplements that doing so on an empty belly was apt to make him nauseated. His normal intake each morning amounted to maybe twenty, twenty-five pills, caps, caplets, or softgels.
  


  
    Two grams of C, two caplets; three E’s, 1200 IUs; 120 mg of ginkgo biloba, two caplets; two Pain Free tabs, that was 1,000 of glucosamine and 800 of chondroitin combined; couple of fat-burners, mostly chromium picolinate and L-caritine; 705 mg of ginseng, three softgels; 50,000 IUs of beta-carotene in two gelcaps; 100 mg of DHEA, that was four pills; couple of saw palm—he didn’t really need that yet, but better to get a head start on prostate problems, as much screwing as he did—two gels, 320 mg; five mg of Deprenyl to keep the gray matter from rotting; and however many creatine caps he thought he needed when he was on the cycle, those varied from day to day, depending on how hard he hit the weights.
  


  
    He waited until bedtime before he took the multiple and his melatonin, plus a couple of other odds and ends. That many pills down the hatch every day, dry-swallowing four ibuprofen was nothing. The stack seemed to work for him, and as long as it did, he’d keep it up. Prevention was better than a cure.
  


  
    Champagne was his only vice—well, unless you counted sex—and he made sure he was covered on the health stuff. He ate pretty well, exercised regularly, even wore sunblock these days. He planned to live a long, rich, full life, unlike Tad, who’d be dead in a year, tops, and probably a lot sooner.
  


  
    He’d tried to talk Tad out of them, the Hammer trips, but Tad was who he was, and if he did quit, he’d turn into somebody else. Drayne could live with the guy running at half speed, but Tad couldn’t, and that was that.
  


  
    Misty-Bunny-Buffy was gone, slipped out in the night sometime. He figured she had a steady boyfriend or a husband she had to get back to, sleeping with a producer to maybe get a job didn’t really count, especially not if you were home before dawn. He was done with her, anyhow. She’d been great, but she’d only be new once, and there was no point in going spelunking in caves where he’d already been, was there? Unless they were spectacular—and past a certain point, they didn’t seem to get much better—why bother? Might be a better one just ahead.
  


  
    He looked at his watch, one of those Seiko Kinetics that you never had to wind or replace the batteries in; it ran off some kind of tiny generator that charged up a capacitor or something every time you moved your wrist. Watch would run as long as you could wiggle your arm a little, guaranteed for life. And if things got to the point where he couldn’t wiggle his arm a little, there wouldn’t be any reason to worry about what time it was.
  


  
    At the moment, it was almost ten A.M.
  


  
    He sighed. Too late to get in a workout or a jog on the beach. Better go take a shower and then get rolling. He had to drive out to the desert to restock his mobile lab, and it was a couple hours each way, even if the traffic was good. He could take his vitamins with him, get something to eat later. He needed to be back by six, he had a dinner with the Zee-ster, that was always good for some laughs. If Tad had been mobile, he’d have sent him, but he wasn’t and that was that, too.
  


  
    Well, at least it looked as if the weather was okay. Once he got past the smog curtain, he could drop the top and enjoy the sunshine. Great thing about SoCal was that you could pretty much do that year round. Yeah, it rained in the winter and actually got chilly a couple times in season, but he’d spent many a January day lying on the beach cooking under a warm sun. Sure, the water got colder, but with a wet suit, you could surf any time. Not that he’d done much of that lately. Too busy working. Have to remedy that pretty soon.
  


  
    He grinned. He wondered what his father would say if he knew how much money little Bobby had tucked away. Or how he had earned it. The old man would blow a gasket, that was certain, you’d be able to see the steam coming out his head for fucking miles. Thirty years with the Bureau, as straight an arrow as ever put on a suit, his old man, a guy who’d always paid his own parking tickets rather than flash his FBI badge at a meter maid.
  


  
    And for what? What had all that nose-to-the-grindstone, johnny-be-good crap gotten his old man?
  


  
    It had gotten him retired to a condo in Tucson, Arizona, just him and that little terrier of his, Franklin, living on a pension and bitching about how the world had gone to hell in a handbasket. Actually, Drayne kinda liked the dog. Best thing his old man had done since Mom died was get a dog, not saying much. First week he’d had the beast, it had come back inside carrying a big ole dead rat it had caught. Rat almost as big as the dog, and you’d have never thought by looking at the little barker that he had it in him. Drayne liked that.
  


  
    It had been more than a year since he had gone to visit his father. Franklin must be pushing nine or ten by now, probably middle-aged in dog years.
  


  
    Drayne often wondered, if his old man found out what he was doing, would he turn him in? Some days he was sure that former Special Agent in Charge Rickover Drayne, RD to his friends, most of whom were feds, would do it, no question. Other days, he wasn’t so sure. Maybe the old bastard had a soft spot for his only son. Not that Drayne had ever been able to see it.
  


  
    As far as the old man knew, Bobby worked for a small chemical company that produced plastic polymer for use in industrial waste containers, earning a decent salary, just a hair more than his father had made in his last year before retirement. This was done so the old man would think all that tuition money for the chemistry degree hadn’t been wasted. He might have his differences with his son, but at least he could say the boy had a legitimate job making decent money.
  


  
    Of course, that was as much for Drayne’s protection as for making his father proud. He had gone to some lengths to create the PolyChem Products company, duly incorporated in Delaware, to set up a modest history in a few selected computer banks, and to make sure he was listed as an employee. Just in case his father checked it out. He wouldn’t put it past the old man to do that. Paid taxes on the paper job salary he showed, too, and FICA and all that shit. IRS didn’t care what you did as long as you paid taxes. He could have declared his income from dope sales and paid the feds their cut, and the IRS would never say anything to the DEA about it. People had done it before.
  


  
    The government, in whatever form it manifested, was plainly stupid. He could dick around with them all he wanted, and they’d never catch him.
  


  
    Drayne wandered into the bathroom and cranked up the shower. It was a big sucker, room enough for four or five people, all pale green tile and glass bricks, with a dozen shower heads set all over: high, low, in-between. With the jets turned on full blast, it was like being stabbed by wet needles. Used a shitload of water—he had a pair of eighty-gallon water heaters in the garage—but when you came out of it, you felt clean and rejuvenated, that was for sure.
  


  
    He stepped into the shower and gasped at the force of the spray.
  


  
    Tad would be out for probably eighteen or twenty hours, maybe longer. He’d still be on the couch when Drayne got back. Maybe even still breathing. And he’d spend most of the next week or so on the couch, lying on the floor, or, if he made it that far, a bed. Recovering from the Hammer was a chore. It got harder each time.
  


  
    Drayne stopped thinking and let the hot water take him.
  


  
    
  


  


  
    

  


  
    The Bronx, New York
  


  
    

  


  
    Toni sat in the chair next to Guru’s bed, watching the old woman sleep. Mrs. DeBeers had been lucky, the doctor told her. The stroke was mild, and she was in otherwise remarkable health for an eighty-three-year-old woman. There was only a slight effect on her grip and speech, no real paralysis, and they expected she’d make a full recovery. There were still tests they had to run and medications they had to administer and monitor for a couple of days, but pretty much they thought she was out of the woods.
  


  
    The doctors only told her that because Guru had listed her as next of kin, even though that wasn’t true.
  


  
    Toni was more than a little relieved. Guru DeBeers had been a part of her life since Toni had seen her, at sixty-five, clean the clocks of four neighborhood toughs who tried to give her a hard time. Toni had been amazed at the sight and had known immediately she wanted to learn how to protect herself against physical attacks that way. Men tended to take women for granted physically, and even at thirteen Toni had known she did not want to be at the mercy of some man who decided he wanted something from her she didn’t want to give. The training in pentjak silat, starting with the simple bukti negara style and progressing to the more complex serak, had been a part of Toni’s world ever since. She still went over to see her teacher whenever she went home to visit her parents, and the trip across the street had never gotten dull.
  


  
    Old as Guru was, it was impossible to imagine her gone.
  


  
    “Ah, how is my tunangannya today?”
  


  
    Toni smiled. Best girl. There was the smallest slur to Guru’s voice, hardly noticeable. “I’m fine, Guru. How are you feeling?”
  


  
    “I’ve felt worse. Better, too. It would be nice to have some coffee.”
  


  
    “The doctors won’t let you do that, not after a stroke.”
  


  
    “I have outlived three sets of doctors so far. I will outlive this set if they wait for coffee to kill me. And if does kill me, at least I die happy.”
  


  
    Toni smiled again, and reached into her purse. She brought out a small stainless steel thermos.
  


  
    The old woman’s smile was radiant, if a trifle saggy on the left side of her face. “Ah. You are a dutiful student.”
  


  
    “It’s not fresh,” Toni said. “I didn’t have time to go by your place and grind your grand-nephew’s beans and make it. I got it at Starbucks more than an hour ago. I’m sorry.”
  


  
    Guru shrugged. “It will do. Raise the bed.”
  


  
    Toni operated the controls, and the motor hummed and raised Guru into a more-or-less sitting position. Toni poured the coffee into the thermos’s cup and passed it over.
  


  
    Guru inhaled deeply through her nose. “Espresso?”
  


  
    “Of course. The darkest they had.”
  


  
    “Well, stale or not, it is welcome. Thank you, my best girl.” Guru brought the cup to her lips and took a small sip. “Not bad, not bad,” she pronounced. “Another hundred years or so, and Americans might learn how to make a decent brew. And certainly it is better than nothing.” She took another sip, then smiled again. “And how is our baby doing?”
  


  
    “Fine, as far as I can tell. Mostly he elbows me in the bladder or rolls around and tries to boot my stomach inside out.”
  


  
    “Yes, they do that. And he is tiny yet. Wait until you are eight or nine months along, and he kicks you so hard your pants fall down.” She chuckled.
  


  
    “There’s a pleasant thought.”
  


  
    “You are worried because you cannot train,” Guru said.
  


  
    Toni shook her head. How could she know exactly what was going through her mind?
  


  
    “I had four children,” Guru said. “All after I began my training. Each time, I had to alter my practice.”
  


  
    “So I’m discovering.”
  


  
    “You can do djuru-djuru sitting down,” she said. “Your langkas will need to be sharpened, but there is no reason to stop upper body movements.”
  


  
    Toni nodded. The Indonesian martial art forms Guru taught were divided into two parts, upper body, or djurus, and lower body, or langkas. You usually lumped them together and called the whole thing a djuru, though that was not technically correct.
  


  
    “I have some things in my house for you to take home with you when you go. I have packed them into a big box by the front door.”
  


  
    Before Toni could protest, Guru continued, “No, it is not my time yet, and I am not giving you your legacy before I go. These are merely things I think you will enjoy and that I no longer have a need for.”
  


  
    “Thank you, Guru.”
  


  
    “I am proud of you as a student and as a woman, best girl. I expect I will live long enough to cuddle your child.”
  


  
    Toni smiled. She certainly hoped so.
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    Quantico, Virginia
  


  
    

  


  
    The woman was young, maybe twenty-two, twenty-three, and dressed in jeans, a black T-shirt, and running shoes, nothing that unusual about her appearance. She was nobody you’d cross the street to get a better look at, but nobody you’d cross the street the other way to avoid because she was hideous, either. Average-looking.
  


  
    The woman approached an automated bank teller, put in her card, and stood back. Apparently there was some malfunction. The woman smiled, then, without preamble, drove her fist through the teller’s vid screen. Shattered glass flew every which way, and even before it finished falling, the woman was grabbing at a garbage basket on the sidewalk. She picked up the basket and began hammering at the teller, smiling all the while.
  


  


  
    Alex Michaels leaned back in the chair and said, “There’s something you don’t see every day.”
  


  
    Jay Gridley said, “Actually, it happens quite a lot, according to Bureau agents I’ve talked to. Although the level of violence is usually much less. People tend to spit at the screen or camera, slam it with the edge of their fist once or twice, even kick at it. Sometimes they scratch the glass with their car keys. Nobody’s ever seen one quite this ... ah ... active before.”
  


  
    “What happened after she trashed the videocam recording it?”
  


  
    Jay said, “According to witnesses, the destruction continued until she really got pissed off, whereupon she somehow managed to rip the machine free of its mountings, scattering several thousand dollars in twenty-dollar bills all over the sidewalk. A small riot ensued as concerned citizens sought to ... ah ... recover the money for the bank.”
  


  
    The boss laughed. “I bet. How much of it was turned in?”
  


  
    “About fifteen percent.”
  


  
    “Well, at least there are still a few honest citizens left. So we have another drug berserker who destroyed a bank machine. Why is this more special than the others?”
  


  
    “The woman is Mary Jane Kent.”
  


  
    “Related to the arms and chemical companies Kents?”
  


  
    “Yes, sir. She’s the secretary of defense’s daughter.”
  


  
    “Oh, my.”
  


  
    “Slumming in those clothes,” Jay said. “Way I hear it, she could paste her diamonds all over herself and show less skin than in jeans and a T-shirt. With enough left over to make a cape.”
  


  
    “The family has a bit of money.”
  


  
    Jay nodded. There was an understatement. The Kent family had become modestly rich during the Spanish Civil War in the ’30s, running guns into Spain via Portugal. They made out like bandits in World War II, and had done quite well in assorted revolutions and border wars, since. The men in the family generally took turns managing the family fortune and tended to became ambassadors, cabinet officers, or U.S. senators; the women did charity work, ran foundations, and tended to marry badly. Every now and then, a couple of the scions would switch roles, and the girl would manage the company while the boy ran a foundation.
  


  
    Certainly, the rich had their problems, too, but Jay couldn’t feel too sorry for somebody with half a gazillion dollars tucked away waiting for them to come of age. It was one thing to start poor and earn your way to luxury, another thing to be born with a platinum spoon in your mouth.
  


  
    He said, “She beat the crap out of four of LAPD’s finest before she ran out of steam. A passing doctor happened along during the struggle and sedated her. Hit her with a hypo full of enough Thorazine to knock out a large horse, according to the reports, and it slowed her down, but not completely. She isn’t talking about what drug she took or where she got it, but she was apparently on a shopping trip, and she used her credit card until it maxed out. That was why the bank machine wouldn’t give her any cash.”
  


  
    “Ah,” the boss said. He thought about it for a few seconds, then said, “Just how much does a billionaire’s daughter have to spend to max out a credit card?”
  


  
    “Take a look.”
  


  
    He handed Michaels a ROM tag, and the boss thumbed the pressure spot and looked at the number that appeared on the tag.
  


  
    “Good Lord!”
  


  
    “Amen. Enough to buy a yacht and an island to sail it to,” Jay said. “I got most of the credit card company’s tags. If we can backtrack her and find out how and where she spent her money, the DEA guy you sicced on me says they are willing to put more bodies on the street to check everything out. It’s not much, but it’s what we have.”
  


  
    Michaels nodded. He looked at the tag again.
  


  
    “Never fear, boss, Smokin’ Jay Gridley is on the case.” He gave Michaels a two-finger Cub Scout salute and headed for his office.
  


  
    Michael’s com chirped, and the caller-ID signal told him Toni was trying to reach him. He grabbed the headset. “Hey.”
  


  
    “Hey.”
  


  
    “How’s Guru doing?”
  


  
    “Doing okay,” Toni said. “Doctor says she’s gonna be all right.”
  


  
    “Good. I know you’re relieved to hear that.”
  


  
    “Yes, I am. Anyway, I’ll be catching a shuttle back this afternoon. I should be home when you get there.”
  


  
    “Great. You want me to stop and pick up something for supper?”
  


  
    “Nah, we can just call the Chinese place when you get home, if that’s okay.”
  


  
    “If you promise not to get the octopus/squid special again,” he said.
  


  
    She laughed. “I get cravings, what can I say? It’s part of the pregnancy.”
  


  
    “Me eating in the other room is going to be part of the pregnancy, too, you keep slurping that slimy stuff down.”
  


  
    She laughed again. “How’s work?”
  


  
    “The usual. Got a lead on that drug thing we talked about. It’s not much, but Jay is running with it. Other than that, it’s pretty quiet around here. A yawn in the park. Be nice if things picked up a little.”
  


  
    “Careful what you wish for. I miss you.”
  


  
    “I miss you, too. Fly safe.”
  


  
    “I will. See you tonight.”
  


  
    She hung up, and he blew out a relieved sigh. With all the pregnancy stuff, having her silat teacher kick off would have been another brick on Toni’s load, and she didn’t need any more weight right now.
  


  
    A nice, quiet evening at home with Chinese take-out would be fine by him.
  


  
    “Sir. You have a call from Richard Sharone on line five.”
  


  
    Michaels shook off his daydream of supper and Toni. “Who is Richard Sharone, and why should I talk to him?”
  


  
    “He’s the president and CEO of Merit-Wells Pharmaceuticals.”
  


  
    Michaels blinked. Why would the head honcho at one of the world’s largest drug companies be calling him?
  


  
    Oh.
  


  
    Michaels stared at the com’s headset. He might not be the sharpest needle in the package, but he wasn’t completely dull. What did Net Force have to do with drugs? Nothing, until the DEA asked for their help with this esoteric dope they were trying to find. First it was NSA, now the overlord of a drug company. Man. Somebody wanted this stuff bad.
  


  
    Probably get a call from the Food and Drug Administration next.
  


  
    “This is Commander Alex Michaels. How can I help you, Mr. Sharone?”
  


  
    But he was pretty sure he already knew.
  


  
    
  


  


  
    

  


  
    Net Force Shooting Range, Quantico, Virginia
  


  
    

  


  
    John Howard stood on the line at the firing range, ready to start. He said, “Eight meters, single. Go.”
  


  
    A three-hundred pound crazed biker blinked into existence eight meters down the alley. The biker held a tire iron, and he lifted it and charged right at Howard, no hesitation.
  


  
    Fast for a fat man, he was, too.
  


  
    Howard slipped his right hand under his Net Force windbreaker, cleared the jacket, caught the smooth wooden grips of his side arm, and pulled the weapon from the custom-made Fist paddle holster. He brought the Phillips & Rodgers Model 47 Medusa up and shoved it one-handed toward the biker as if punching him.
  


  
    The biker was less than four meters away now, three, two...
  


  
    Howard pulled the trigger, once, twice ...
  


  
    The gun roared and bucked hard.
  


  
    Two rounds hit the biker five feet away. The running man collapsed and slid to a stop inches from Howard’s spit-shined, patent-leather-bright shoes.
  


  
    Cut that a little close, John.
  


  
    The biker disappeared, like turning off a lamp.
  


  
    Which, in essence, was what happened. The hologram was, after all, just a particularly coherent brand of light. But the computer cams that watched it all calculated the flight path of Howard’s two .357 slugs as they zipped down range, and having decided they would have struck vital areas on a real human target, gave him the ersatz victory.
  


  
    Score one for the good guys.
  


  
    Howard reholstered the handgun and looked at the score screen. He saw the image of the biker there and noted the pulsing red spots where the bullets hit. The one marked with #1 was in the heart, the #2 round was slightly higher and to the right. With the best .357 Magnum or .40 rounds, one-shot knockdowns hovered right about 94 to 96 percent with a solid body hit, as good as a handgun got—and it didn’t even have to be to a fatal area. The first shot would have done the trick, and probably a real attacker would be dead or well on the way there by now. Dead wasn’t the thing, though, it was the stopping power that was important. You could shoot somebody in the leg with a .22 and it might nick a big blood vessel and eventually kill him. Thing was, eventually wouldn’t do you much good if the guy kept coming, beat you to a pulp with his tire iron or crowbar, then went home and died in a few days, a few hours, even a few minutes. No good at all. When you shot somebody, you wanted them to fall down right now; anything less was bad. They lived or died, that was something to worry about later. You didn’t have time to ponder on it in the moment.
  


  
    Handguns were lousy weapons for instant stops, relatively speaking. A shotgun was better, and a good rifle better still. He smiled as he remembered the old story about a civilian who carried a handgun. A friend asked him, “Why do you have a pistol? Are you expecting trouble?” And the guy answered, “Trouble? No. If I was expecting trouble, I’d be carrying a rifle.”
  


  
    Then again, it was kind of hard to slip a scoped .308 sniper rifle under your Gore-Tex windbreaker. And the first rule of a gunfight was ...
  


  
    Come on, John. You gonna shoot or stand here daydreaming ?
  


  
    “Reset,” he said.
  


  
    The screen went blank.
  


  
    “Ten meters, double. Thirty-second delay. Go.”
  


  
    This time, the scenario computer gave him two attackers. One looked like a pro wrestler holding a long knife, the other an NFL lineman with a baseball bat. They charged.
  


  
    Howard drew, gave the wrestler two, shifted his hand, and gave the lineman two. The last of the four cartridges in the revolver left the barrel at about the same time the lineman got within bat range.
  


  
    Both attackers fell.
  


  
    Howard thumbed the cylinder latch open with his right, pointed the gun at the ceiling, and used his left hand to slap the extractor rod hard enough to punch the empties out of the chambers. The hulls fell to the range floor. He pulled a speed loader with six more cartridges from his left windbreaker pocket. Reloading the P&R was trickier than doing it with his old S&W. There were spring-loaded clips in each chamber of the black-Teflon-coated P&R, to allow for using various calibers—the thing would shoot .380s, .38s, .38 Specials, and 9 mms, as well as .357 Magnums—and you had to keep the extractor partway out to make the speed loader work, and even so, it was slower than the Smith was.
  


  
    Still, if you couldn’t get the job done with six, you probably weren’t going to be able to get it done at all.
  


  
    He managed to get all six of the reloads into the chambers. He dropped the speed loader on the floor, hit the cartridges with the heel of his right hand a couple of times to get them fully seated, closed the cylinder, then brought the gun up into a two-handed grip as the third attacker appeared.
  


  
    The attacker was a naked woman with a samurai sword.
  


  
    Well. Somebody was getting creative with their programming. He wondered who Gunny had doing the scenarios. He’d have to ask.
  


  
    Since he was ready when the woman came to life, he had plenty of time. He lined the front sight up on her nose and fired one round.
  


  
    One to the head was plenty.
  


  
    He looked at the score screen. Three for three. Not bad for an old man.
  


  
    Gunny’s voice came over the intercom, easy to hear with the smart earphones that kept loud noises out but let normal sounds in. “General, we have a troop of Explorer Scouts coming by in a few minutes. Okay if they watch you shoot?”
  


  
    Before he could respond, Gunny said, “That’s ’cause we want to show them how not to do it.”
  


  
    “You want to come out here and let me show you how it is done, Sergeant?”
  


  
    Gunny chuckled, and Howard had to smile. That was less than an idle threat. Gunny could shoot the pants off Wyatt Earp, Wild Bill Hickok, and John Wesley Hardin all at the same time, either hand, and you pick it. He was outstanding with anything you could pick up and fire. Came from being a full-time range officer and daily practice. Too bad Gunny didn’t want to compete anymore. They could use him in the annual shoot against the other services. He claimed he was too old, and as he was only three or four years past Howard’s age. Howard didn’t much like hearing that.
  


  
    Howard himself was lucky if he got to the range three or four times a month. Usually Julio came with him, but with a new baby at home, he was doing father duty, and that cut into his practice time.
  


  
    Julio was about to learn that a baby changed all kinds of priorities.
  


  
    Gunny said, “Thirty seconds for a reload? Two-plus seconds to take out two goblins you started halfway to Los An-ju-leeez? Lord, we could have gone out for dinner and a movie and gotten back before you finished. I don’t guess you’re about to threaten the Ragin’ Cajun’s records anytime soon, sir.”
  


  
    Howard chuckled at that. The Ragin’ Cajun was Jerry Miculek, a pro shooter who’d set the modem revolver record a dozen or so years ago, down in Mississippi. Using an eight-shot .38 Special revolver, he put all eight rounds on a target in one second flat. He also fired at four different targets, two rounds each, and hit them all just 0.06 of a second slower. And with a six-shooter, he was was able to put six hits on one target, reload, and put six more there in just over three seconds. By those standards, thirty seconds was a couple of eons.
  


  
    Howard had had his revolver fitted with a set of grips designed by Miculek, but it hadn’t helped that much.
  


  
    Of course, more than sixty-five years before Miculek, the legendary Ed McGivern fired five shots from a 1905 Smith & Wesson Hand Ejector Military and Police .38 into a playing card in a mere 0.4 of a second.
  


  
    No way Howard could ever get close to any of that, not if he practiced every day of the week and twice on Sunday. Still, for his purposes, he was good enough for government work. Tests had shown that a fair-to-middling shooter took between a second and a second and a half to draw a handgun from concealment and get a shot off. If a man with a tire tool or a knife was inside twenty or so feet and was in a hurry, he’d get to you before you could shoot him. If he was closer than that, and your gun was in the holster, best you make some space or be ready for hand-to-hand to hold him off long enough to draw your piece.
  


  
    Of course, if Howard went somewhere expecting trouble, he was sure going to be carrying a rifle. Maybe a submachine gun, and it would be pointed in the general direction of any trouble, too.
  


  
    Then again, he had gotten shot when he hadn’t been expecting it, so this was a skill he needed to hone.
  


  
    “Don’t forget to stop and have your ring reprogrammed on the way out, sir.”
  


  
    Howard nodded. All Net Force guns were smart technology now. You wore a ring with a code that changed every month or so. If somebody not wearing a properly coded ring picked up a Net Force weapon and tried to use it, it wouldn’t fire. Howard still didn’t trust it, but so far there hadn’t been any failures of the system, at least not with his people. It was a good idea in theory, but if one of his team ever pointed a gun that didn’t go bang! when it was supposed to, there would be hell to pay, and he’d be leading the devil’s collection team himself, assuming it wasn’t his gun that malfunctioned and got him killed.
  


  
    “Reset,” he said. “Seven meters, one.”
  


  
    Make it a little more challenging, this time ...
  


  
    “Go!”
  


  
    He reached for his gun.
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    Los Angeles, California
  


  
    

  


  
    The gag came to Bobby as he was driving back from the desert.
  


  
    It happened because a year or so ago, he had concocted about a quarter kilo of something he called GD, short for Giggle Dust. At the time, he’d had a customer somewhere interested in it, but something must have happened, and he’d stuck it into a drawer in the RV and completely forgotten about it. When he’d been there today talking to Ma and Pa Yeehaw, who actually were married and from Missouri originally, he happened to open that drawer, and son of a bitch lookit, there it was. Eight ounces of the gray green powder, worth an easy four grand if he wanted to bother with it. Free money.
  


  
    GD was a blend of MMDA—an analog of MDA, or Ecstasy—some psilocybin from a batch of dried baeocystis mushrooms he’d bought from a guy in British Columbia, and a little dexadrine. Everybody didn’t react to it the same way, of course, but in most people, it tended to make for a really happy trip, laughing, giggling, speeding their asses off, beaming at everybody, and having a fun time in general. Problem was, the mix was iffy, and it was hard to get the recipe exact. This batch worked pretty good—he’d let Tad try a hit way back when—but the next mix might not. The mushrooms were the key, and they varied all over the place. Only real side effect was it tended to make you thirsty but not able to pee, so when it wore off, you’d be spending a lot of time in the john.
  


  
    The gag would take all the GD he had, but what the hell, if you couldn’t have fun, why bother? He had precursor for another batch of the Hammer, he already had orders for fifteen grand or so lined up, and probably another five or eight thousand would be in by the time he got ready to mix. Money wasn’t a problem. He had money to burn.
  


  
    The more he thought about it, the better he liked it. So he might be late for his dinner with the Zee-ster, no big deal. Zee was gonna be out of it anyhow, if he’d swung the Hammer last night. He wasn’t in as bad shape as Tad, Zee was a jock, but even with chemical assistance, he was gonna be dragging ass today. And he was usually late, even when he was straight.
  


  
    Drayne grinned. Yeah. He was gonna do it. He could cut over to the 405, get off at Westwood, and it would be right there, just up Wilshire, no problem. It was still early enough he could beat most of the traffic. Thirty, forty minutes, he’d be pulling up next to the Federal Building. He been there enough times when his old man had still been protecting the republic.
  


  
    The building was the home of the Los Angeles office of the Federal Bureau of Investigation.
  


  
    Oh, yeah, this was gonna be a hoot, all right.
  


  
    
  


  


  
    

  


  
    Malibu
  


  
    

  


  
    Still hardly able to move, Tad managed to sit up on the couch to stare at Bobby. There weren’t many days when he thought Bobby was crazier than he was. This was one of them. He said, “You’re shittin’ me.”
  


  
    “Nope.”
  


  
    “You blew four thousand dollars’ worth of Giggle Dust to stone fuckin’ FBI HQ in L.A.?”
  


  
    “Yep.”
  


  
    “You’re friggin’ nuts, Bobby.”
  


  
    “I’d have spent that much more to have been a fly on the wall. Maybe we can get one of the security recordings of it someday. See all those uptight fuckheads laughing and holding hands and being in tune with the universe and all.”
  


  
    “Jeez, Bobby, you have to let that go. They are just doing their jobs, you know? That’s why they hire ’em.”
  


  
    “You don’t know what you’re talking about, Tad.”
  


  
    “Yeah, yeah. Okay. How’d you pull it off?”
  


  
    “Easy. They got great security, but I went to fill out an application for a job on the floor above them. Got out to the roof, up to the air conditioners, found the right vents, moved a couple of filters, voilà! the air is full of magic.”
  


  
    “Four grand. For a practical joke.”
  


  
    “Tad, Tad, Tad. Let me tell you a story.”
  


  
    “Aw, geez, not another of your shaggy dog stories!”
  


  
    “Shut up, Tad. Listen and learn:
  


  
    “So there’s this couple in Vegas, see, and after a long day, they go upstairs and go to bed. Wife drops off to sleep, but the husband can’t, so he gets up, gets dressed, and goes down to the casino with ten bucks. He goes to the craps table, puts it down, throws a natural, and he’s a winner!
  


  
    “So he lets it ride, and wins again. And again. And yet again!
  


  
    “This is incredible stuff. He’s throwing naturals, he’s making points the hard way, he can’t lose.
  


  
    “Next thing you know, the guy has parlayed his bets up to almost a million bucks. And he’s feeling unbeatable, so he lets it ride one more time. If he wins, he’s gonna leave rich.
  


  
    “He throws snake eyes and loses it all.
  


  
    “He goes back to his room. As he’s getting into bed, he wife wakes up. ‘Where you been?’ she asks.
  


  
    “ ‘I went down to play a little craps,’ he says.
  


  
    “ ‘How’d you do?’
  


  
    “Guy slips under the covers, shrugs, says, ‘I lost ten bucks.’ ”
  


  
    The conversation sat still for a moment. Tad said, “Okay, funny. And, uh, what exactly is the point?”
  


  
    “Point is, it’s all gravy, Tad. This morning, I didn’t know the GD existed, so when I came across it, it was like something for nothing. I used it up, I had a big laugh, it didn’t cost me anything. Hell, I didn’t even lose ten bucks. I came home with as much in my pocket as when I left this morning. Except what I paid for the tofu burger for lunch.”
  


  
    “You go a long way to make a point, man. And I don’t know how you can eat that tofu shit.”
  


  
    “Yeah, well, getting there is half the fun, isn’t it?”
  


  
    Tad had to nod. “Yeah. I guess you’re right. But you’re still a crazy motherfucker.”
  


  
    “So who’s arguing with that?”
  


  
    “Jesus.” A beat, then, “So how is the Zee-ster?”
  


  
    “Probably as burned out as you are. He didn’t show. How you holding up?”
  


  
    “I’ve been worse.”
  


  
    “Want to eat something?”
  


  
    “Nah, not yet. Maybe in a day or two. I’ll just pop a few pills.”
  


  
    “Keep it up, Tad, pretty soon nothing short of tanna leaves is gonna bring you back.”
  


  
    “Karis, the mummy, with Boris Karloff,” Tad said. Like half the people in L.A., Tad was an old-movie buff. He especially loved those old black-and-white Universal monster pictures.
  


  
    “Well, at least part of your brain still works. I’m gonna get some champagne. You want some?”
  


  
    “And rot my liver? Shee-it.”
  


  
    Bobby laughed and said, “I’m gonna miss you, Tad.”
  


  
    Tad nodded. “I know. But that was always in the cards, man. Always in the cards.”
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    Hemphill, Texas
  


  
    

  


  
    Jay Gridley hiked down a country road, not far from the Toledo Bend Reservoir on the Sabine River, just across the state line from Louisiana, a place he had once visited as a child. Long-leaf pine and red dirt and lazily buzzing flies completed the summer scene. When he’d actually been here in real time, he’d been eight or so, walking with a couple of his cousins, Richie and Farah. Richie was his age, Farah was four. They had seen a long reddish snake wiggling on the road, and all excited, he and Richie had run back to tell their parents. Jay hadn’t been able to understand why his mom and Aunt Sally had jumped up in such a panic. “Where is Farah!”
  


  
    “Hey, don’t worry, we left her to watch the snake, she won’t let it get away. ”
  


  
    He smiled at the memory.
  


  
    Just ahead, a white-haired old man in a dirty T-shirt and overalls—no shoes—sat in the shade of a tall pine tree and whittled on a long stick with a Barlow jackknife. Jay liked to get the small details right in his scenario work.
  


  
    “Howdy,” Jay said.
  


  
    “Howdy, yo’self,” the whittler said. A long wood shaving curled up from the edge of the knife blade.
  


  
    In RW, Jay was querying a server for information that would be downloaded into his computer spool; but in VR, it was much more interesting.
  


  
    “What’s happenin’?” Jay asked.
  


  
    “Not much,” the whittler allowed. “This and that. You heard about them FBI guys got poisoned?”
  


  
    “Stoned,” Jay said, “not poisoned.” He smiled. Yep, that had been a funny one. Something to wave at the Bureau boys when he ran into them in the cafeteria. The regular feebs were always ragging on Net Force about one thing or another, so any ammunition Jay could gather to pop off at them in return was good, especially since the L.A. incident hadn’t hurt anybody, only embarrassed ’em.
  


  
    “Anybody come through selling snake oil lately?”
  


  
    In this case, “snake oil” was a representation of the mysterious purple cap the DEA was all hot to run down. And not just them, so it seemed.
  


  
    Along his way, Jay had stopped to chat with several local characters, and so far, he hadn’t turned up anything. But this time, it was different.
  


  
    “Well, yes, sir, there was this fellow come through a little while ago had some of that stuff, I do believe.”
  


  
    Jay’s laid-back Zen attitude vanished. “What? When? Which way did he go?”
  


  
    Whittler spat a stream of something dark and icky and pointed with the knife. “He headed on up the road, over toward Hemphill, I reckon.”
  


  
    Jesus! Could it be this easy?
  


  
    “Was he walking?”
  


  
    “In a horse-drawn wagon.”
  


  
    Speed, he needed to get moving if he was going to track and run down the dope dealer. He looked around. He could drop out of this scenario and switch to another, or do it in RT with voxax or a keyboard ... No, wait, he had a toggle he could use, a backup. He did it, and suddenly there was a moped leaning against a tree, just there.
  


  
    “Mind if I borrow the bike?”
  


  
    “He‘p yo’self.”
  


  
    Jay ran to the moped, essentially a heavy bicycle with a motor that you started by pedaling the bike. It wasn’t a Harley, but it was faster than a horse-drawn wagon, and a lot better on a gravel road than a hog would be anyhow, at least the way he rode, even in VR.
  


  
    He hopped on the moped and started pedaling.
  


  
    This contemplative Buddhist stuff was all well and good, but when things started to break, you needed to be able to move!
  


  
    The little two-cycle motor belched, emitted a puff of white smoke via the tailpipe, and started up.
  


  
    The boss would be really happy if Jay could wrap this up.
  


  
    
  


  


  
    

  


  
    Washington, D.C.
  


  
    

  


  
    Michaels was moving the boxes Guru had sent home with Toni when he came across a small, highly polished wooden one that gleamed, even under the dust. “Very nice,” he said, holding it up.
  


  
    Toni glanced over from where she was piling shoes. She already had a molehill of them in the hall, the mound threatening to become a small mountain completely blocking the door to the bedroom. “Oh, I forgot all about those.”
  


  
    Toni came over to where Michaels stood and took the box from him, flipped the brass catch up, and opened the lid, then turned it to show him.
  


  
    “Wow,” he said.
  


  
    She removed a pair of small knives from velvet-lined recesses in the box, then pulled out a shelf to reveal a hidden space under it. There was a thick leather sheath in the bottom section. It looked like somebody had chopped a third or so off the end of a banana and flattened the sides. She took the sheath out and inserted the two curved blades into it so that they rode side by side, separated only by a center strip of leather. They were all metal, the knives, and the pommel end of each consisted of a thick circle with a big hole in the middle. With a quick move, Toni pulled both blades, dropped the sheath onto the carpet, and brought her hands together. When she pulled her hands apart, each one wore a knife, with short and nasty-looking curved blades extending point forward, maybe two inches from the little finger sides of her palms. Her forefingers went through the rings on the end.
  


  
    “These are a variation on kerambits, ” she said. “Sometimes called lawi ayam. Indonesian close-quarters knives.”
  


  
    She turned her hand over, palms up, to show him.
  


  
    He took a closer look. The things were short, maybe five or six inches long, and most of that was the flat handle with the hole in it. The cutting hooks themselves looked like little talons. The steel had an intricate pattern of lines and whorls in it.
  


  
    “The traditional ones are usually longer and sharp on both edges. Guru had these made for her by a master knife smith and martial artist in Keenesburg, Colorado, a guy named Steve Rollert. I guess it must be ten, twelve years ago, now. They are forged Damascus, folded and hammered to make hundreds or thousands of layers in the steel. Edge is heat-treated differently than the body, so it’s hard and will stay sharp, while the body has a little more flex to it.
  


  
    “See, you put your forefinger through the hole and grip it so. You can also turn it around and use your little finger, with the blade coming out on the thumb side, like this.”
  


  
    She demonstrated the move, then moved it back to the first grip.
  


  
    “And perfectly legal to carry around, I suppose?”
  


  
    She grinned. “Actually, you can in some states if you wear them on your belt, out in the open. Not most places if you conceal them.”
  


  
    “Kind of like brass knuckles,” he said. “Or maybe knuckle, singular.”
  


  
    “But much better,” she said. “The blades are extremely sharp, and you can hit with the ring end without hurting your finger.”
  


  
    “Great.”
  


  
    She missed the sarcasm, or more likely, ignored it. “Aren’t they?” She did a little series of moves, whipping the two knives back and forth.
  


  
    A slight error and there was gonna be blood everywhere. His or hers. He took half a step back.
  


  
    “They aren’t very long,” he said, and even as he spoke, he was glad they weren’t longer.
  


  
    “ ’Cause they are slashers rather than stabbers. All the major peripheral arteries are fairly close to the skin’s surface. Carotids, antecubitals, femorals, popliteals. These will reach all of those. Cut a big artery, and you bleed out pretty quick if you don’t do something. Kill you quicker than not breathing will, and blood is lot harder to replace than air.”
  


  
    “How nice.”
  


  
    “I remember this guy Rollert has a sense of humor, too. These are custom work, but he makes a tool-steel version of these coated with black Teflon. He calls them box cutters, and that’s how he markets them. ‘Why, what’s the problem, Officer? This is a box cutter, see, it says so right there on the handle.’ I’ve got a set of those tucked away somewhere. Of course, those cost about a twentieth of what these did.”
  


  
    She waved the knives again, getting into it. It was spooky to watch those things blur as she whipped them around.
  


  
    “What’d the cheap ones cost?”
  


  
    “About fifty bucks each.”
  


  
    “You mean these two little pieces of steel cost a thousand dollars?!”
  


  
    “Quality doesn’t come cheap.”
  


  
    Michaels shook his head. His darling bride, carrying his unborn son, was a mistress of death and destruction. She talked about such toys the way other women talked about getting their hair done.
  


  
    “You can do your djurus holding one of these in each hand, and with only a slight adjustment, do them the same.”
  


  
    “Yeah, and slice off my nose if I make a mistake.”
  


  
    “Better your nose than some ... other extremity.” She grinned. “Don’t worry. By the time you know all eighteen djurus, you’ll be able to use these or a longer knife or a stick, no problem. Might nick yourself if you get sloppy, but as long as you keep proper form, you won’t. Silat is weapons-based, remember. Only use your hands if nothing better is available.”
  


  
    She waved the little knives back and forth, crossing and uncrossing her hands in patterns that looked damned dangerous to him.
  


  
    But she was excited, and as upbeat as he’d seen her lately, and he liked seeing that.
  


  
    “These were the first knives Guru showed me how to use. Traditionally, they were backup. Women carried them a lot. You could wind one into your hair or tuck it into a sarong. These have a leather sheath, but the old-style ones made in Java usually have wooden scabbards. Supposedly, there were guys in the old country who could grip them between their toes and turn your legs and groin into hamburger while you were still checking their hands for a weapon.”
  


  
    “Lovely.”
  


  
    She kept twirling and slicing the air as she talked. “They make them longer, but the short ones are best for djurus. Even though djurus are practice and knives are for application, you can do the moves with steel hands. Watch.”
  


  
    She stopped moving, and then did djuru three. Her hands didn’t move any slower than they did when she did the form unarmed, at least not that he could tell. “See? You block or punch like usual, only these give the moves more of a sting.”
  


  
    “ ‘A sting,’ right. I’d be careful on djuru two,” he said. “Way your boobs are getting big, you come across your chest on that inside block, you’ll shear off a nipple.”
  


  
    She laughed, then put the knives back into their little velvet nests. “Thanks. I feel better. Now I can go back and finish sorting my shoes.”
  


  
    She handed him the box. “Put these somewhere we won’t forget them, and I’ll show you how to play with them when we get a chance.”
  


  
    She went back to her chore, and he looked at the box. Well. He knew what she did for fun when he married her. She had saved his life with the art once, and he had learned enough to use it himself, a little. He had been training seriously for almost a year, and he seldom missed a day of practice, thanks to Toni’s proximity. After nearly being brained once by an assassin using a cane and pretending to be a little old lady, Michaels could hardly bitch about the down-and-dirty side of fighting. Pentjak silat was about as dirty as it came, and when somebody was trying to bash your head in, all bets were off. When you reached into your bag of tricks, this was the stuff you wanted to come up with. A guy charging at you with mayhem in mind might think twice if he saw you whirling these nasty little claws around with a demented grin while you did it. He sure as hell would.
  


  
    Rules? In a knife fight? No rules!
  


  
    He smiled at the wooden box and went to put it on a shelf in the living room. It would make a great conversation piece at a dinner party. Or a conversation stopper, depending on what you wanted to do.
  


  
    It would be very interesting to see what the two of them decided to teach their son when he got old enough to wonder about all those funny dances Mama and Daddy did. For certain, they would show him how to protect himself. Michaels’s father had taught him how to do a little boxing when he’d been about six or seven, and while he’d never been very good at it, at least he had developed a sense of self-confidence in his ability to protect himself.
  


  
    Once he’d started learning silat, he realized how much he didn’t know, but since he hadn’t spent a lot of time fighting, it had worked out okay anyhow.
  


  
    Funny to think about, teaching your son how to fight, when he wasn’t even born yet. Next thing you knew, he’d be buying him baseball gloves and electric trains.
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    Quantico, Virginia
  


  
    

  


  
    Michaels had left the director’s office, feeling a nagging sense of unease. Director Allison had ostensibly called him in for a progress report, but the real reason was, he was sure, that she had been given the word to light a fire under his ass. His backside certainly felt warm enough when she was done talking. She wasn’t exactly dumping on him for what the agency had or had not done so far, but she must have used the term “interagency cooperation” ten times during their conversation. As much as he hated politics, Michaels knew what that meant.
  


  
    Pee flowed downhill, and the director’s drain was right above his head ...
  


  
    Unfortunately, business was slow, and because it was, this was rapidly becoming the case to solve, and quickly. If there had been some major e-terrorism going, some big-time computer frauds, or even more bored hackers, he could beg off, point to those, and wash his hands of this crap fobbed off on them. But his people were good, they were on top of the day-to-day stuff. Even though it was the DEA’s problem, had almost nothing to do with computers, and Net Force was just helping out, if they didn’t do something pretty quick, it could get ugly.
  


  
    A couple more millionaires going bonzo, and the powers that be would be looking for a scapegoat to roast, and while it should be the DEA, it could well turn out to be a major barbecue, with Net Force on the spit, too.
  


  
    As he got back into the hinterlands and his own office at Net Force HQ, he saw Jay Gridley standing in the door, grinning.
  


  
    “Tell me you have good news, Jay.”
  


  
    “Oh, yeah. I think I got a solid lead on our dope dealer.”
  


  
    “Really?”
  


  
    “Yes, sir, boss.”
  


  
    “How?”
  


  
    “The rich man’s daughter. I backtracked her spending spree. Somebody remembered that she used a public computer in one of the shops for some kind of on-line transaction. I sieved the computers she might have operated, found all the e-mail for the time she would have been in the shop, and did some cross-references and keyword hits, in case she used a phony name ... which, by the way, she did.”
  


  
    “Go on, impress me.”
  


  
    “I had the searchbots looking for a long list of pointers, about forty keys, including Thor, Thor’s Hammer, and all like that. I got a hit on one and followed it up.”
  


  
    “And this keyword was ... ?”
  


  
    “Purple.”
  


  
    “Purple?”
  


  
    “As in the color of the caps. Here’s the e-mail I ran down.”
  


  
    He handed Michaels a hardcopy print. It said, “Yo, Friday Girl-I’ll have that purple thingee for you when you come by.”
  


  
    It was signed, “Wednesday.”
  


  
    “No offense, Jay, but this is a reach. A ‘purple thingee’? It could be some kind of plush kid’s toy for all we know. And days of the week as code names? Why would that be our rich woman and her dealer?”
  


  
    Jay grinned. “That’s the key, boss. Friday was named for the Norse goddess Frigga. Wednesday comes from Woden, which, as I’m sure you must know, is the way the Norse in the southern countries spelled Odin.”
  


  
    “Fascinating. So?”
  


  
    “Frigga and Odin were Thor’s mom and pop.”
  


  
    Michaels thought about that for a few seconds. “Ah. That would seem to be a bit of a coincidence, wouldn’t it.”
  


  
    “Yeah, I’d say so. Doesn’t mean it’s the chemist himself, but I’d bet my next month’s pay against a week-old, road-killed possum this ‘Wednesday’ guy has something to do with this drug.”
  


  
    “Good work, Jay.”
  


  
    “I didn’t spook the guy, stayed well back, but I can run him down to an addy.”
  


  
    “Better still.”
  


  
    “Well, the thing is, this is good and bad. If I found it, the NSA people will find it, too, if they haven’t already.”
  


  
    “How do you figure?”
  


  
    “Well, their mission is to monitor communications outside the U.S. for possible terrorist activity, assorted plots, and things it would be good for us to know in general. So they have a whole list of words which, if they come up in a telephone conversation, a com-radio, telegraph signal, or e-mail, stuff like that, it kicks in a recorder. The message is taped and downloaded into one of a shitload of mainframes NSA operates, and rescanned, then routed to a computer program that reads the message and assigns it a priority code on a scale of one to ten. Anything above five gets sent to a human, and the higher a number, the faster it gets there. So if you put the words Suicide mission and bomb into your e-mail heading in any one of a hundred major or twenty minor languages, and NSA happens across it, somebody checks it. Most of the time it’s nothing, guys screwing around or whatever, but sometimes it pans out. A message that says something like ‘Shoot and kill the president and blow up Washington D.C.’ had better be a line from a TV show or an upcoming techno-thriller novel.”
  


  
    “Nobody could be that stupid.”
  


  
    “Oh, yeah they can. Dumb crooks are legion.”
  


  
    Michaels said, “All right. I know this, in general, about NSA. So?”
  


  
    “So you think NSA confines its eyes and ears to outside our borders? Yeah, home court’s supposed to be FBI territory for such things, but everybody in the biz knows which way that wind blows. NSA has the tools, and how would anybody know they were doing it if they didn’t tell us? Sheeit. If they are as hot to run down these dopers as the DEA, they will have assigned anything having to do with Thor a high priority. If we want to beat’em to this Wednesday, we better get somebody on the street PDQ. The dealer might get taken, and that’d be good, but it’s better for us if we get some credit, right?”
  


  
    “Right,” Michaels said. “Let me step into my office and make a call. Thanks, Jay.”
  


  
    “Info is in your in-file under the name ‘Rich Girl.’ Remember me when you give out the bonuses.”
  


  
    
  


  


  
    

  


  
    Malibu, California
  


  
    

  


  
    When Tad woke up again, he looked at his watch. Not so much for the time as for the date. Sometimes after a Hammer trip, he would be more or less unconscious for three or four days.
  


  
    He had been awake a couple times before, to go pee and get some water and pain pills, and he thought he remembered Bobby telling him a story about stoning FBI HQ in L.A. all to hell and gone. Maybe that had been a dream. Make more sense if it was.
  


  
    Not too bad, if the watch was right, only a couple days since he’d crashed. If he remembered the day he’d done it right.
  


  
    And if it hadn’t been a week and some.
  


  
    He hurt all over. It was like he’d been dropped off a tall building and then bounced like a superball for a couple of blocks, slamming a different part of his body against the concrete each time. The slightest movement stabbed him with hot needles, cut at him with cold, dull razors. He managed to roll to a sitting position, then up to his feet. He swayed there for a moment, fought for balance, then headed for the shower. Moving slowly. After he got clean, he’d feel a little better, though a little better wasn’t going to be much compared to how crappy he felt. Still, that was the price you paid. You could bitch after the first time, but after that, you had no excuses; you knew what it was gonna feel like. You couldn’t blame anybody but yourself.
  


  
    He managed to achieve the bathroom without falling, though he had to lean against the wall a couple of times along the way. He stripped, then got into the shower and cranked the water up full blast from all the nozzles. Had to; water coming from only one direction would probably knock him down.
  


  
    Halfway to using all the hot water in the house—and that was saying something—Bobby stuck his head into the steamed-up bathroom and yelled: “Still alive? Amazing.”
  


  
    “Fuck you,” Tad yelled reflexively.
  


  
    “You okay enough to work?”
  


  
    “I’m up, aren’t I?” He shut off the water and stepped out, grabbed one of the beach towels, and started drying off.
  


  
    Bobby watched him, shaking his head. “You look like hammered dog shit.”
  


  
    “Why, thank you. So what?”
  


  
    “Business is picking up. I’ve got a dozen orders I need to send out today, eight more tomorrow, and four more the day after that.”
  


  
    “Got me a cap for the first run?”
  


  
    “Jesus, Tad, you do want to die, don’t you?”
  


  
    Tad didn’t answer but finished toweling off. He looked at himself in the foggy mirror. Skinny as hell, yes, but in the blurry, soft-focus mirror reflections, he didn’t really look that bad.
  


  
    Bobby blew out a theatrical sigh. “Yeah, I got one for you.”
  


  
    Tad nodded, managed a grin. He’d never gone riding with Thor twice in a week before, it always took a long time to recover completely, but with enough chemical assistance, he could get past the aches and injuries he collected while tripping. They were still there, of course, but he didn’t feel them. Well, not as much. Thing was, he’d built up a pretty good tolerance to Demerol and morphine over the years. He could take a handful of 50 mg tabs and walk around like it was nothing, a dose that would put much bigger guys on the floor in a dreamy trance for six or eight hours. Morphine was a better painkiller than Demerol, heroin better still, but of course, those had their own problems—he wasn’t a big fan of needles or gas-powered skin-poppers that blasted the drug into you. Getting addicted wasn’t a problem he worried about, and he used morphine or smack sometimes, when it got really bad, but only as a painkiller, not for the high. Some people liked downers, which was what the opiates were. Tad liked uppers. Being able to move, to do things. The months he’d spent in a bed coughing up bloody sputum when he had active TB never left him. He didn’t plan to die in bed. Live fast, die young, and if the corpse was ugly or good-looking, what did that matter? You weren’t gonna be around to hear praise or revulsion, were you?
  


  
    Time was running out. Take the trip now, or miss it. You get to be dead a long time, right?
  


  
    Even with the Demerol tabs he’d taken last time he was up, and the shower, he felt like Bobby said he looked: like shit. So a little of the Mexican white was called for, to dull the edges. Some muscle relaxants, some steroids for the swelling and inflammation, and a little speed to balance things, he’d be able to get around. And once he picked up the Hammer again? Well, then it would all go away.
  


  
    Superman don’t need no pain pills.
  


  
    “I’m on it,” Tad said. “Give me ten minutes.”
  


  
    Bobby nodded. “I’m going to start final mix now.”
  


  
    Tad waved him off. His stash was in his car, parked at the sandwich place. He’d have to go get it, come back, and hope he could find a vein he could hit. What a bitch.
  


  
    
  


  


  
    

  


  
    Washington, D.C.
  


  
    

  


  
    Toni spent an hour playing with the scrimshaw, then had to quit. Her ankles were swelling, her right thumb and forefinger had gone numb from gripping the pin vise, and she was going blind looking through the magnifying lamp’s lens. That stereoscopic microscope would sure come in handy.
  


  
    Yeah. So would some artistic talent and a lot more patience. Putting in a thousand tiny dots, each the size of a flea’s eye, was extremely exacting work. A couple of times, she had lost her concentration and put a dot outside the lines. Those would have to be sanded out and polished, and that was tricky, she’d already found out.
  


  
    Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea, taking up something this precise. Maybe she was just wasting her time and a lot of effort.
  


  
    She went to the bathroom, washed her hands and face in cold water, and went into the living room. She sat on the couch. She could do her djuru hand work sitting down, most of it. The footwork was getting harder and harder to add in, and while Guru’s advice had been not to worry about it, it would all come back after the baby was born, she did worry about it. It had never occurred to her it would be like this.
  


  
    The Indonesian martial art had been the core of who she was since she’d been thirteen. She hadn’t gotten into team sports, school clubs, or other extracurricular activities as a young woman in high school and college, not to speak of. No, she had dedicated herself to learning how to move in balance, to being able to deliver a focused attack against an aggressor, no matter if he was bigger, stronger, faster, or even well-trained. Yes, she had school, in which she did well, and yes, she had friends and lovers and a job, but in her own mind, she was a warrior.
  


  
    A warrior with, she had to admit, some control issues.
  


  
    Now a big, fat, pale, pregnant warrior with control issues, hey?
  


  
    Shut up!
  


  
    Putting scratches and itty-bitty dots on fake ivory instead of kicking ass. Some warrior.
  


  
    Tears rose and threatened to spill, but Toni angrily wiped her eyes. No. She wouldn’t give in to this emotional turmoil. Hormones, that was all it was, goddamned hormones! She’d learned how to control PMS, and she never let her periods keep her from work or working out. She could beat this, too! It was a matter of will!
  


  
    Sure, sure, it is, as long as you watch out for peg-legged guys with eye patches carrying harpoons, whale-girl. Thar she blows!
  


  
    She was more angry than she was anything, but now the tears did flow, and she couldn’t stop them.
  


  
    The com chirped. She stared at it. It kept on cheeping. Finally, she picked it up.
  


  
    “Hello,” she said.
  


  
    “Hi, babe, it’s me. How are you doing?”
  


  
    Alex. Oh, boy. Was that the wrong thing for him to say.
  


  
    “I hate my life,” she said.
  


  
    He didn’t say anything, but he didn’t have to say anything. She had more. Much more.
  


  


  
    15
  


  
    
  


  


  
    

  


  
    Quantico, Virginia
  


  
    

  


  
    “You want me to go along on a drug raid?” John Howard said.
  


  
    Michaels nodded. “Yes. We have a vested interest here, even though it is officially a DEA matter. I just got off the com with Brett Lee. They are willing to allow a Net Force liaison to tag along ... if he’s field-qualified. In the interests of interagency cooperation, of course.”
  


  
    “Let me see if I can translate that. We need credit for this, right?”
  


  
    “Damn straight. This is going to be a high-profile bust. There is a lot of interest in catching these folks, from way up the food chain. When the media figures out what this is connected to, we don’t want to be left out in the cold. You standing there conspicuously in your Net Force blues on the six o‘clock news will make sure nobody accidentally ‘forgets’ to mention that it was us who located this evildoer and gave his location to the DEA.”
  


  
    Howard smiled. “You’re getting a lot better at this political in-fighting, Commander.”
  


  
    “I’d say thank you, but I’m not sure I consider that a compliment.”
  


  
    Howard shrugged. “Goes with the job. Same with any organization. Once you get above the rank of major in the army, most of what you do requires one eye on the chain of command, the other eye on the internal and external politics affecting your unit. Makes it hard to see what you actually want to accomplish. You don’t watch out for us, you sure can’t expect anybody else to do it. Certainly not the DEA or NSA.”
  


  
    “I wouldn’t order you to do it. Strictly voluntary, General.”
  


  
    “Well, sir, I’d be happy to go along and help our fellow crime fighters take down this dope peddler. It’s been a little slow around here anyway.”
  


  
    “Knock on wood,” Michaels said, rapping his desktop. “In case there are any bored angels watching who want to give us something to worry about.”
  


  
    “Amen.”
  


  


  
    After Howard left, Michaels’s secretary told him he had a call.
  


  
    “From?”
  


  
    “Gretta Henkel.”
  


  
    “Why do I recognize that name?”
  


  
    “She’s the CEO and largest shareholder of Henkel Pharmaceuticals, which is headquartered in Mannheim, Germany.”
  


  
    Michaels rolled his eyes. Jesus, word was definitely out about this drug thing. He reached for the phone.
  


  
    The conversation didn’t take long, and when it was done, Michaels leaned back in his chair and shook his head. Ms. Henkel, of Henkel Pharmaceuticals, the largest European drug manufacturing company and the fourth largest in the world, had offered him a job.
  


  
    Ostensibly, Ms. Henkel was looking for somebody to run their computer security department, and who better than the man who ran the computer security service for the United States government? She had, she had said, heard great things about him. Would he be interested in speaking with her personally about this? She could have one of the corporate jets pick him up and fly him to Mannheim for a chat. She mentioned a starting salary that translated to roughly four times what he was making as a government employee, plus stock options and a medical and retirement package that would, in twenty years, make him a fairly wealthy man. He could also bring two or three of his best people with him if he elected to accept the job, of course, and with hefty increases in their salaries, too.
  


  
    It was tempting to think her offer was exactly what she said. A recognition of his ability to manage a complex technical operation. An offer tendered on merit. A deserved and great opportunity.
  


  
    Michaels smiled at that. He had never considered himself the brightest light on the string, but neither had he thought he was the dimmest.
  


  
    What this was about, of course, was this damned purple capsule everybody wanted so badly. Probably Ms. Henkel wanted it to move her company from fourth largest to third or maybe even first place. Or maybe she wanted it so the Germans could gear up for another war with supersoldiers. It didn’t really matter. But she was assuming that if she paved a road with platinum for him to get there, Michaels would bring the secret of the stuff with him. It would be interesting to see if the job offer became real if he didn’t happen to have that information at hand or didn’t want to give it up. Or even how long his new job would last if he did.
  


  
    He smiled again as he thought about telling Toni: “Hi, honey, I’m home! Guess what. We’re moving to Germany!”
  


  
    Deutschland, Deutschland, über alles ...
  


  
    He chuckled at that thought.
  


  
    He’d declined the offer with appropriate regrets and thanked Ms. Henkel politely.
  


  
    Whatever the hell was in that mysterious capsule must be very interesting indeed.
  


  
    
  


  


  
    

  


  
    Beverly Hills, California
  


  
    

  


  
    He could have requisitioned a Net Force jet, but having risen on merit as a colonel in the regular army before taking command of the Net Force military arm, John Howard had a few friends still active in other services. An old Air Force buddy who had likewise risen high in the ranks got him second seat on a fighter going across the country. The training flight had to refuel midair, of course, but since it didn’t land, Howard was more than two hours ahead of Mr. Brett Lee’s commercial flight and waiting at the airport for him when he got off the plane. A small victory but worth the effort for the look on the face of a man who had left Washington, D.C., an hour before Howard had and well knew it.
  


  
    Lee filled him in on details as they drove toward Beverly Hills.
  


  
    “The suspect’s name is George Harris Zeigler, age thirty-one.” He looked at Howard as if expecting some response, but the name didn’t mean anything to him, and Howard said so.
  


  
    “He’s a fairly well-known actor,” Lee said. “A pretty boy who plays action heroes, has the teenage girls all hot for him. They call him the Zee-ster.”
  


  
    “There you go,” Howard said. “I’m neither teenage nor female. And not much of a movie fan.”
  


  
    “In any event, we have the warrants, and our surveillance teams have him at home. He lives in a big, gated estate in Beverly Hills.”
  


  
    “Of course he does.”
  


  
    “We’re going in hot and fast. We need to do this quick enough to get samples of the drug. He has bodyguards and a commercial security system. It is unlikely he is the chemist. He flunked out of high school before becoming an actor, but we think he either sells or gives the stuff to his friends, especially his female friends. He doesn’t need the money; he gets fifteen or twenty million dollars each for the movies he stars in. And you’ve never heard of him?”
  


  
    “I guess I need to get out more,” Howard allowed.
  


  
    Lee glared but then forced a smile. It was his operation, and he would be giving Howard his assignment. He’d have the last word. “You will be assisting the agents covering the garage, ” he said. “In case Mr. Zeigler decides to try to escape. It’s a twelve-car garage, but he only has ten in it at the moment. The usual toys, including a Ferrari, a Land Cruiser, a Ford Cobra, a Dodge Viper, and a couple of antique Rolls-Royces.”
  


  
    “Must be nice. How many agents do you have going into the house?”
  


  
    “Sixteen.”
  


  
    “Ah. Well, if he gets past you, we’ll do our best to try to stop him.”
  


  
    Lee didn’t speak to that, and Howard leaned back in the seat, looking out the window. Smoggy out here today. Big surprise.
  


  
    When they got to the staging area, a local park, Howard pulled his gear out of his tactical duffel bag. He had his side arm, the Medusa, his blue coveralls, and the spidersilk vest with “Net Force” stenciled in big phosphorescent yellow letters across the back. He strapped on his revolver, slipped into the coveralls, and tabbed the vest into place. It was class-one armor with full side panels and a crotch drape. The tightweave silk and overlapping ceramic plates would stop any handgun round and most rifle bullets, assuming the shooter went for the body and not the head or legs. Somehow, he didn’t think an actor who let himself be called the Zee-ster would be doing much blasting. Rich folks generally fought with lawyers, not firearms. And his chances of getting past a whole slew of DEA agents armed with subguns were slim and snowball.
  


  
    Howard had wanted to bring his old Thompson, the ancient .45 submachine gun his grandfather had gotten when he was an unofficial deputy in the preintegration days, but he thought that might be a bit ostentatious in front of the cameras. And there were sure to be news copters flitting around pretty quick in this kind of operation. Dead-eye John Howard and his Chicago typewriter might not provide the image Net Force wanted.
  


  
    During the briefing, Howard memorized the maps, met the two agents who’d be watching the garage with him—their names were Brown and Peterson, a tall woman and a short man, respectively. Lee, despite his quick fuse, gave a pretty good sitrep and assignment layout. Everybody synchronized their watches and slipped into tactical radio headphones set to a narrow-band opchan. Whatever the DEA’s political agendas, they had done enough drug busts to know how to enter a secured residence efficiently.
  


  
    They’d borrowed a tactical truck from the local police force, and it went through the heavy steel gate as if it were paper. The cars followed the truck in, five vehicles, and made for their assigned locations. Howard wasn’t sure, but it seemed to him there were more than sixteen agents leaping from cars and hurrying toward the house.
  


  
    Brown, Peterson, and Howard alighted and moved to the garage. Brown had an electronic master key she triggered, and the signal worked; the garage doors rolled up, all six of them.
  


  
    Peterson moved to stand behind the door from the garage into the house, his handgun pointed up by his ear.
  


  
    Brown crouched behind the car closest to the door, a seventies Charger, a muscle car lovingly painted in maybe twenty hand-rubbed coats of metalflake candy-apple red. Be a shame to see that paint chipped by a bullet, Howard thought.
  


  
    He looked around. Which car would he take if he was in a real hurry? Probably the Cobra. Nah, better would be the Viper, which was essentially a rocket with wheels. They’d have to use roadblocks; nobody would be catching that sucker from behind.
  


  
    He walked over to the Viper and looked into the little convertible. Had to be a real wood dash and steering wheel. Hello? What’s this?
  


  
    Lying in plain view on the passenger seat was one of those zippered plastic bags, like for sandwiches.
  


  
    Inside the bag were four big purple capsules.
  


  
    Howard grinned. Son of a bitch!
  


  
    Brown and Peterson were intent on the door. Orders from Lee rattled over the operations channel on the headset. They had crashed the front door, after some effort, and were entering the residence.
  


  
    Howard reached down, picked up the bag, opened it, and shook one of the capsules into his palm. He looked at the two DEA agents. He could have been invisible as far as they were concerned.
  


  
    He slipped the cap into his coverall pocket, zipped the bag closed, and dropped it back onto the car seat.
  


  
    The sounds of fully automatic weapon fire and Lee screaming over the headset came simultaneously: “Return fire, return fire!”
  


  
    Well. Looked like the bodyguards were earning their money.
  


  
    More full-autos came on-line. The DEA assault team carried MP-5s, and the distinctive sound of those chattered, joining the other guns. All pistol-caliber stuff, Howard thought, nothing loud enough to be rifle. The suspect’s bodyguards must have MAC-10s, Uzis, something like that. Didn’t sound like H&Ks.
  


  
    “... all available agents, they’re heading for the kitchen!”
  


  
    The kitchen, Howard recalled from the maps, was just up a short hall from the garage.
  


  
    Brown and Peterson took this as a sign they should go in. Peterson jerked the door open, Brown stepped in, pistol leading. They didn’t look for Howard but vanished into the house.
  


  
    Howard, whose side arm was still in the holster, considered his options. If sixteen DEA agents couldn’t take out a pretty-boy movie star and his bodyguards, he wasn’t going to be able to add much firepower. He’d stay right here, just like he’d been assigned.
  


  
    More shots echoed from the house. Somebody screamed, two or three different voices.
  


  
    “Shit!”
  


  
    “Fuck!”
  


  
    “Ow, ow, I’m shot!”
  


  
    Ten seconds later, a man emerged from the house into the garage. In one arm gathered to his chest, he held a young woman in a maid’s uniform. From her face, the girl was in mortal terror, and rightly so, since in his other hand, the guy held a short knife pressed against her neck. He was a handsome young man.
  


  
    This would be the Zee-ster, Howard guessed.
  


  
    He pulled his revolver, brought his other hand up, clasped the weapon in a two-handed grip, and pointed it at the knife man.
  


  
    “Hold it right there, Zeigler,” he said.
  


  
    The man froze.
  


  
    Howard forced his hands to relax a hair. Holding the revolver tightly was necessary for the shot, but clenching the thing in a death grip for any length of time past a second or two would cramp his hands pretty quickly. And he might be here a while, you never could tell.
  


  
    Zeigler, with the knife held at the hostage’s throat, tried to make himself smaller, but there was no way a five-foot-tall, hundred-pound woman was going to completely shield a six-foot-tall, two-hundred-pound man. Howard had all kinds of targets, including the only one that meant instant incapacitation, a head shot.
  


  
    “Put the gun down! Put it down, or I’ll kill her!”
  


  
    He had the shot. Sights square, lined up on the man’s left eye. At fifteen, maybe sixteen feet, he wasn’t going to miss. Unless the guy jerked at the last second and put the hostage where his head had been. Not much risk to the woman, but some. And he’d have to kill the movie star, a head shot would do that, right into the brain.
  


  
    Well, maybe not on a movie star ...
  


  
    “Listen,” Howard said, “let’s discuss this.”
  


  
    “No fucking discussion! Put the gun down, or I’ll cut her throat!”
  


  
    The maid whimpered.
  


  
    “You don’t want to do that. You kill her, you’re standing there unprotected with a knife in your hand. Think about that. She’s all that’s keeping you alive. She dies, you die, simple as that.”
  


  
    “You can’t do that. Do you know who I am?”
  


  
    “I’m not a cop, son, I’m a soldier. They trained me to kill, not capture. I see blood on that blade, it’s a done deal. I don’t care who you are. God doesn’t love men who murder innocent women, and I expect He sent me here to teach you this.”
  


  
    The man was on the edge of panic. “Let me go, I let her go.”
  


  
    “What, do I have the word stupid tattooed on my forehead? Put the knife down, you get to tell your story to a judge. Maybe a good lawyer can even get you off, it happens all the time. You’re a millionaire. Rich and famous men don’t go to the gas chamber. You cut that woman, I guarantee you’ll be dead before she is. Game over.”
  


  
    “You might hit her if you shoot!”
  


  
    Howard blew out a theatrical sigh. “Let me explain some things to you, son. This weapon I am holding in my hands is a Phillips & Rodgers .357 Model 47 Medusa. It’s about as well-made and accurate a double-action revolver as you can get, and with the hammer back in single-action mode like it is now, it’s extremely accurate. I can hit an apple at twenty-five meters all day long, and you are less than one-third that far away. You understand? You want to think about how much of you I can see that’s not behind your hostage?”
  


  
    Zeigler didn’t say anything.
  


  
    Howard continued. “There are six one-hundred-and-twenty-five-grain semijacketed hollow point rounds in this handgun. If I shoot and hit you solidly anywhere with only one shot—and I will hit you, son, you can bet the farm on that—the bullet will thump you at around twelve hundred feet per second. That means it gets there before you hear the sound of it going off. That hypersonic bullet will expand to maybe twice its size and it will put a big hole most if not all the way through you. Based on documented shootings with this caliber and particular brand of ammo, you will go to the floor ninety-six point four times out of a hundred, and no longer have any interest in anything but trying to breathe. And probably not that for long.”
  


  
    Zeigler swallowed dryly.
  


  
    “Now, here’s the deal. I don’t give a rat’s ass if you walk out of here or if the DEA drags your dead body out; it’s all the same to me. But if I have to shoot, this gun is going to make a terrible noise inside this garage, and probably my ears will ring for a couple of days, because I didn’t think to put my plugs in before I came through the door. I’d just as soon not damage my hearing any more than I have to.
  


  
    “So if I have to shoot, I am going to be real pissed off. I might as well shoot again. You following me? You put the knife down right now, or I will punch a hole in you, and when you fall, I’ll pump a couple more in you for making my ears hurt. Your movie career might survive an arrest You don’t put that knife down, you won’t. Simple as that. Your choice. Either the knife hits the floor or you do.”
  


  
    Somebody was listening on the radio, because Howard heard, “Don’t shoot him! Don’t shoot him! We’re on the way!”
  


  
    Howard tongued the radio’s off switch. He couldn’t turn off his mike, but he silenced the earphones. He didn’t need the distraction.
  


  
    He took a deep breath and let part of it out, held the rest, preparing for the shot. You never bluffed in a situation like this. He put his finger inside the guard and onto the trigger. Wouldn’t take much, just under three pounds, a nice, crisp pull, like breaking an icicle.
  


  
    “Don’t! Don’t kill me! Please!”
  


  
    Ziegler’s left hand came away from the maid, releasing her, and made a pushing motion toward Howard.
  


  
    “Come on, we can make a deal here! I’ll... I’ll give you my supplier! That’s what you want, isn’t it?”
  


  
    The knife moved away from the maid’s neck. Ziegler hadn’t dropped it yet, but he was about to. His knife hand had already relaxed, and he had taken a half step away from his hostage.
  


  
    Howard let out another sigh, quieter this time. Thank you, Lord. That would have been all he needed, millions of teenage girls hating his guts for killing their screen idol. He’d dodged a bullet himself when that knife dropped—
  


  
    Somebody ran around the comer from outside and into the garage and fired a handgun twice, hitting the suspect square in the chest.
  


  
    Zeigler collapsed. The maid screamed and fell to the floor, onto her hands and knees, scrabbled for cover behind the muscle car.
  


  
    Instinctively, Howard spun toward the shooter, gun leading.
  


  
    It was Brett Lee.
  


  
    Lee quickly pointed his gun toward the ceiling, his other hand open and raised. “Easy, easy!”
  


  
    Howard said, “Why did you shoot, you fucking moron? He had dropped his weapon!”
  


  
    “Sorry. It looked like he was about to hurt the hostage.”
  


  
    “I thought you wanted him alive!”
  


  
    Lee didn’t say anything else. He put away his weapon.
  


  
    Howard shook his head, went to check on Zeigler. One in the heart, one in the upper chest, he’d be dead before the paramedics could get him to the ambulance. Shit!
  


  
    Howard stood, holstered his revolver, helped the crying hostage to her feet. “It’s all over, ma’am. You’re safe now.” He glared at Lee. Sweet Jesus.
  


  
    He heard the sound of helicopters moving in and swore under his breath. He was gonna take the vest off. No way he wanted the name “Net Force” to show up on the evening news after this fiasco.
  


  
    Commander Michaels would surely agree with that idea.
  


  
    More DEA agents boiled out of the house, guns waving around. Day late and a dollar short.
  


  
    What a snafu.
  


  
    Sweet Jesus.
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    Net Force HQ, Quantico, Virginia
  


  
    

  


  
    “So, the only lead we had to the dealer is cooling on a slab at the morgue in sunny L.A.?”
  


  
    “Yes, sir,” John Howard said. “Apparently to the regret of teenage girls everywhere.”
  


  
    “Jesus,” Michaels said.
  


  
    “My feelings exactly. My guess is, Mr. Lee of the DEA is going to have some tall explaining to do to his superiors.”
  


  
    Michaels shook his head. John Howard and Jay Gridley both looked at him as if expecting some wisdom, and he didn’t have any on tap. He said, “Well, at least our information helped the DEA beat the NSA to the target.”
  


  
    “Might have been better the other way,” Jay observed. “I kinda liked the Zee-ster’s movies myself. He had a certain style.”
  


  
    That the first part of Jay’s observation was a thought Michaels had already had didn’t make it sit any better. And while he’d seen the actor in a couple of movies and hadn’t been that impressed, dead was dead, and shooting somebody with his hands up was bad juju, no two ways about it. Especially a rich and famous somebody.
  


  
    He said, “Well, if you give folks a knife and they cut themselves with it, that’s their problem. The director can’t fault us for what DEA screws up. What is the deal with NSA and DEA, anyway? Some kind of ongoing bad blood?”
  


  
    Jay said, “Not that I know of. No more than any other interagency rivalry. CIA, FBI kind of thing. You get the ball, you don’t pass it, you shoot, even if we’re all on the same team.”
  


  
    “What about personal histories? Agent Lee and Mr. George go to competing schools? Sleep with each other’s girlfriends?”
  


  
    Jay looked surprised. “Hmm. Never thought of that.”
  


  
    “Maybe it’s not relevant to the situation, but why don’t you poke around a little and see what you can find. From our meetings, it doesn’t seem as if these two have any great love for each other, and I’d just as soon not get Net Force splattered with incidental mud if these two are going to keep throwing it at each other.”
  


  
    Jay nodded. “Good idea, boss. I’ll do that.”
  


  
    “Even though it’s primarily their problem, we can’t just wash our hands of it. We have to help them keep looking, and right now, all we’ve got is a dead movie star and a dead end.”
  


  
    “Not altogether,” Howard said. He grinned, showing bright teeth against his chocolate skin. “There is the matter of the recovered capsules. Unfortunately, they were near the end of their life span; the movie star could afford to buy them and let them go bad if he wanted, and by the time the DEA got the things to their lab, they were so much inert powder internally.”
  


  
    “Which doesn’t do us much good, does it?” Michaels said.
  


  
    “Well, sir, probably not. But while you’ll notice that the report says there were three of the capsules, that is actually in error.”
  


  
    Michaels looked at him, waiting.
  


  
    Howard reached out and dropped a purple cap onto his desktop.
  


  
    Jay grinned. “General! You swiped one?”
  


  
    “Liberated it,” Howard said. “It won’t do us any more good chemically than the ones the DEA’s got, but I figured what they could learn from four, they could learn from three.”
  


  
    Michaels picked up the cap and looked at it. “Doesn’t seem like it’s worth all the trouble, this little thing.”
  


  
    “Diamonds are small, too, boss, and so are wetware and lightware chips.”
  


  
    “Well, as it happens, we have a friend in the FBI lab who would like to get his hands on this,” Michaels said. “That way, at least we’d know as much as the DEA about what’s in it, for whatever that is worth. Maybe some rare herb found only in bouillabaisse served in a certain bad section of Marseilles, France.”
  


  
    “Sir?”
  


  
    “Sorry, General, it’s from an old spy comedy vid I once saw. But the regular FBI boys have a huge database and long memories, and their lab techs are second to none. Might be they could come up with something. I’ll run this past them and see what they can find. Good work.”
  


  
    “Thank you, sir.”
  


  
    “And I was very happy not to see you on the news.”
  


  
    “I thought you might be,” Howard said.
  


  
    After Howard and Jay were gone, Michaels put the capsule into an empty paper clip box and stuck it into his pocket. Chain of evidence was no good, given how they’d come by it, but he was just looking for information. This whole mess was still the DEA’s bastard child, and the sooner he could get Net Force out of helping take care of it, the better. He’d drop by the lab and have a chat with the assistant section head, a man he knew from his field days. They could work something out.
  


  
    
  


  


  
    

  


  
    Malibu, California
  


  
    

  


  
    “Don’t take the Hammer,” Bobby said.
  


  
    Tad, whose last little hit of heroin was wearing off, frowned through the start of a headache. “Why not?”
  


  
    “Because I need you straight.”
  


  
    Tad grinned his lopsided grin.
  


  
    “Well, okay, relatively straight. We got problems.”
  


  
    “We’re rich and good-looking, how bad could it be?”
  


  
    Bobby smiled, but it vanished quickly. “The Zee-ster’s dead.”
  


  
    “No way! I just saw him. Gave him the caps from that last batch. He looked great. He can’t be dead.”
  


  
    “I got a contact in the police who says his body’s in a big drawer at the new county morgue and the doctors are flipping coins to see who gets to slice and dice him. He’s past tense.”
  


  
    “Aw, geez, that’s too bad. I liked him. He knew how to party. What’d he do, wrap one of his cars around a tree? He never could drive worth a crap.”
  


  
    “He was shot twice in the heart by a DEA agent leading a drug raid on his mansion.”
  


  
    “Whoa. You’re shittin’ me.”
  


  
    “No. Storm and Drang put up a fight when the narcs kicked in the door. Word is, the Zee-ster’s house walls got more holes in’em now than a colander. Both bodyguards are shot half to pieces, too, but Storm will probably make it. Drang is still in surgery, and they don’t think he’ll survive, or if he does, he’ll be a big hamburger patty ... he took a couple rounds in the head.”
  


  
    “Fuck.”
  


  
    “Yeah, it’s awful and all, but stop and think about what that means. Why would the feds be going after the Zee-ster? He’s a user, not a dealer.”
  


  
    “He spreads it around some,” Tad said. “I mean, he did. Could be they caught somebody he ran with, they gave him up.”
  


  
    “Whatever. But this puts us in a kind of bad spot. We ran with him, too. Somebody might remember us.”
  


  
    “Remember me, you mean. You look like ten thousand other surfer dudes. Me, I kinda stand out.”
  


  
    Bobby waved that off. “The point is, we let ourselves get public with him more than we should have, because he was a movie star and cool and all. If he had the Hammer caps on him when they took him out of the game, they are gonna go over his background with a microscope ... everywhere he went, everybody he saw. A guy like that can’t move in this town anonymously unless he wears a bag over his head, and Zeigler never was one to hide his pretty face. The cops and the feds will burn many shoe soles tracking every move the man made. Somebody will cover all of the trendy places where the Zee-ster liked to party.”
  


  
    Tad nodded.
  


  
    “All right, here’s what I want you to do. You search your memory and dig up every time you saw Zee in public, anywhere might have had a security cam lit. Get to those places before the feds or the local police do, get the recordings or wipe them or whatever.”
  


  
    “Yeah. I can do that.”
  


  
    “He never came here, and when I bought drinks or dinner, I paid cash, so there’s no e-trail on me. I’ve made up a list of the places where I went with him alone, or where you and him and me were. Add those to your list. Crowd he traveled with, they don’t know us well enough to send anybody here, hell, they were usually too stoned to know who they were, much less us, but vids are different. If we’re on a tape, a RAM drive or a DVD, that’s bad. If that’s gone, we’re clear.”
  


  
    Tad nodded again. “Yeah, I got it. Only a few places they might have captured images of us.”
  


  
    “We can’t do shit about some tourist who snapped a few frames of Zeigler while we were at Disneyland or the beach or whatever, but the feds probably won’t find them, either. I think we can ride this out, we do it right.”
  


  
    “I wonder how they did figure out to go for him?”
  


  
    “He fucked up. He liked to brag about doing five girls at a time while he was on the Hammer, and like you said, he passed out dope to the people around him like it was chewing gum. Doesn’t matter how they found him. What matters is, they don’t find us.”
  


  
    “I hear that.” Tad had no desire to finish out his little remaining time on earth in a cell. He’d punch his own ticket before he’d let that happen.
  


  
    “So we’re on vacation for the next couple months,” Bobby said. “No production, no deliveries, we are shut down. Maybe we’ll go to Maui, drive the crooked road out to Hana, kick back on the black sand beach and watch the girls awhile.”
  


  
    Tad nodded absently. “Yeah.” But what he was thinking was, he had Thor’s Hammer in his pocket, the last one Bobby had made, and it still had a few more hours of shelf life left. If he didn’t take it, it was going to go to waste, and Bobby wasn’t gonna be making any more until he felt safe.
  


  
    Tad might not have a couple months left in him, you never could tell.
  


  
    Should he take it? He and Bobby hadn’t spent that much time with the Zee-ster out in public. Half a dozen spots in the last couple of months, no more, and most places didn’t keep vid records more than a day or two, maybe a week, before they recorded over the old stuff. He could shave it close, check out the first few places, drop the cap, and finish the last few before it came on full blast. And even after it came on, he could maintain enough to take care of the security stuff, he was pretty sure. For a couple hours, anyway.
  


  
    There was some risk, sure, but what the hell, he didn’t have much to lose, did he?
  


  
    There was one other possibility, something he hadn’t ever tried, but he’d held in reserve, just in case something happened to Bobby before it did him. He could let the cap croak, clean up the security cam stuff, and head out to the islands with Bobby. Then, in a week or two, he could find some reason to split with Bobby for a couple days. Tell him he was gonna go camp out by the Sacred Pools or something—Bobby hated camping—then catch a flight back to L.A.
  


  
    He’d been with Bobby a long time. And while he wasn’t in Bobby’s league as a chemist, he knew a fair amount about drugs. He had managed, over the time they’d been dealing the Hammer, to be around Bobby at one point or another during every step of the creation and blending of the ingredients for the drug. Yeah, he didn’t even know what they all were, but he knew where to find the powders and how much to use of each.
  


  
    He wasn’t a genius like Bobby, he couldn’t create the stuff from scratch, no way. But while not everybody could create a major symphony from nothing, like Mozart, a whole lot of people could play the sucker if they had the sheet music. Tad knew Bobby’s routine; he’d watched it, memorized it, and he could do that much. Ma and Pa out in the RV had all the stuff for Thor’s Hammer, neatly stored in little bottles. He could pay them a visit. They’d never think twice about it. He’d collected the stuff for Bobby several times.
  


  
    Of course, when Bobby found out, he’d be pissed, so maybe Tad might have to eliminate Ma and Pa, torch the RV, and hope Bobby would blame it on rival dealers or the law. Then again, maybe Tad wouldn’t be around when Bobby found out. The hole he had to climb out of each time was deeper and deeper. One day, he’d hit the bottom and not be able to make it back, and that was gonna be sooner rather than later.
  


  
    It was something to think about.
  


  
    “You gonna sit there staring into space all day or what?”
  


  
    “Huh. Oh, yeah. I’m going. I need to, uh, freshen up a bit, then I’m good.”
  


  
    “Fine. Do what you need to do, but don’t get pulled over for a ticket or whatever, be careful, okay?”
  


  
    “Yeah, yeah, don’t worry.”
  


  
    “I have to worry, Tad, for the both of us.”
  


  
    Tad headed for the bathroom and another hit of the Mexican white. As he walked, he fingered the capsule in his watch pocket to make sure it was still there. As long as he took care of business, what could it hurt to take it? It would be a crime to just waste it.
  


  
    And even if he did take it, a few weeks from now he could still come back to L.A. And if he skipped the final step when he mixed the stuff, left out adding the self-destruct catalyst, the resulting caps maybe wouldn’t be quite as potent, but they wouldn’t go bad, either. He could take one every day until it killed him, and that wouldn’t be the worst way to go out, now would it?
  


  
    He smiled at himself in the bathroom mirror.
  


  
    It was like looking at a grinning skull.
  


  
    Drayne was pissed off at himself. He knew better than to associate with people he dealt to, he knew better. He’d talked to a lot of dope dealers over the years, had wrangled access to a lot of FBI files via his father, without the old man knowing, of course, and he’d learned a whole lot about the biz before he had ever sold his first pill.
  


  
    The upside of things were big bucks and big thrills. Dopers who were smart made fortunes, and they got to make the assorted varieties of cops look stupid while they did it. Big money, big rushes, the thrill of victory, and all that green to feed the machine.
  


  
    There was a downside, of course. Stupid dopers could get killed by a rival dealer. Or ripped off and maybe killed by a customer. Or busted and sent to the graybar hotel for twenty years on a heavy federal rap. Or busted by the local yokels. Lot of minefield in the illegal trade, and you couldn’t complain to the cops if somebody pointed a gun at you and stole your dope or your money.
  


  
    The thing was, if you were a dealer, and if you did it long enough, and if you didn’t move around a bunch while you were doing it, you were sooner or later going to get caught. Ninety-nine point ninety-nine percent of dealers who stayed in the biz for more than a few years in one place eventually got nailed. Sometimes it was a distributor who gave ‘em up, sometimes it was an ex-wife or girlfriend, sometimes the cops found’em on their own.
  


  
    Once you got a lot of cash in your hands, it sometimes made you stupid. You bought expensive, flashy toys, you got to thinking because you were rich you were invincible, and just like Zeigler, all your money didn’t mean squat when the bullets started to fly. You couldn’t take it with you.
  


  
    So Drayne had always kept a low profile. No yachts, no car that couldn’t be leased by half of L.A. No bodyguards with muscles and bulges under their jackets to make people wonder who you were who needed bodyguards. Absolutely minimal risks in sales, delivery, taking on new customers. Never more stuff in the house than necessary. Nobody knew what he did except for three people: Tad and the old couple who drove the RV. Tad would never give him up, and Ma and Pa Yeehaw were lifetime criminals who would go down with guns blasting before they let themselves be taken. If not, he’d have them bailed out and gone before the feds knew what they had.
  


  
    Not perfect, no ironclad guarantees, but he had been very careful. Until he got sucked into the glitz of Zeigler’s movie-star circles. Even then, Drayne had stood in the back on the Zee-ster’s coattails, and what the hell, it had been fun, watching every door open in front of them, women falling all over themselves to get close to them, and the reflected feeling of celebrity.
  


  
    It had never occurred to him that Zeigler would be the target of a raid. Feds just didn’t kick in famous millionaires’ doors; it just wasn’t done.
  


  
    Well, it was now. And while they were probably okay, going to ground and turning invisible until all the heat died down was the way to play it. No reason to push things. He was ahead of the game. The feds were plodders, but they were like the tortoise: While the hare was taking a nap, they might creep up on him and bite him on the ass. Drayne wasn’t going to give them that chance, no sir, thank you very fucking much.
  


  
    A month or two in Hawaii in the fall? You could do a lot worse. And worse was not the way to go.
  


  
    Soon as Tad got things taken care of, they were gonna hop on one of those big honkin’ jumbo jets and zip on out to the islands. By the time they got back, all this other stuff would be old news.
  


  
    Old news.
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    Washington, D.C.
  


  
    

  


  
    Toni was going stir-crazy, she had cabin fever big time, and she had to get out of the house before she went totally bonkers. Yes, the doctor had told her to stay home and confine herself to light activity. Because, the doctor had said, if there were any more problems with cramping or bleeding, and she wanted this baby, she was going to wind up spending the rest of the pregnancy in bed, so best she not cause things to get to that state by being overactive.
  


  
    Toni’s mother had, of course, agreed entirely with the doctor’s assessment. Sure, she hadn’t slacked off any when her babies were growing, Mama said, but that was different. She was healthy as a horse, and besides, all that fighting stuff Toni did was probably upsetting the baby anyhow.
  


  
    Toni didn’t really have any place she wanted or needed to go, and she would window-shop in the mall if nothing else, as long as she didn’t have to sit here alone in the place while Alex was off at work for one more day.
  


  
    She missed work more than she’d expected, and it wasn’t the same doing little piddly consulting things on the net. There was no interaction with real people, no matter how good the virtual scenarios were. Yes, the state-of-the-art ScentWare ultrasonic olfactory generators gave some pretty authentic smells. The latest-generation haptic program from SensAble Technologies allowed you to feel pressure and touch, and of course, everybody’s visuals were getting better every day, but the differences between the best VR stimware and reality were like light-years compared to millimeters; there was a long, long way to go.
  


  
    On a whim, Toni called Joanna Winthrop.
  


  
    “Hey, Toni! How’s the pregnancy going?”
  


  
    “Awful. I feel like a bloated cow.”
  


  
    Joanna laughed. “I hear that, and I sympathize completely. No matter how many times Julio told me I was beautiful, I knew I could stand next to the hippos at the zoo and nobody could tell us apart.”
  


  
    “Alex doesn’t understand. I know I’m whining, I can’t stop myself, and as soon as I start, he runs and hides in the garage. That old car he’s working on is going to be the most overbuilt classic in all creation. I think he’s leaving early and coming home late from work just to stay out of my way.”
  


  
    “Bet on it.”
  


  
    Toni sighed. “So how is your baby?”
  


  
    “The demon child from Hell?”
  


  
    “What?”
  


  
    Joanna laughed. “He’s great. That’s just what we call him when we can’t figure out why he’s crying.”
  


  
    “Does that happen a lot?”
  


  
    “Not really. But every once in a while, none of the usual things work. He’s not hungry, he’s not wet, he doesn’t need to burp, he doesn’t seem tired, he’s too little to be cutting teeth. So far, the little battery-powered swing mostly does the trick, and if that fails, we put him in the car seat and take him for a ride in the car, and that pretty much calms him down. Or Julio takes him for a long walk. By the third or fourth mile, Julio says, he’s usually okay.”
  


  
    “Jesus,” Toni said. “What have I done?”
  


  
    Joanna laughed again, louder. “I’m kidding, sweetie. He’s a terrific kid, worth every penny. How are you doing, really?”
  


  
    Toni explained about her scrimshaw, and about how she was feeling cooped up.
  


  
    “Why don’t you come on over and visit us? The baby is asleep, he’ll be out for another couple hours, and I’d love to see you again. I’ve missed the crew at work.”
  


  
    “Me, too,” Toni said. “You’re sure it’s okay?”
  


  
    “Of course I’m sure. I’m a new mama and you’re gonna be in a few months. If we can’t help each other, who will?”
  


  
    Toni felt as if her load had been lightened immeasurably.
  


  
    “Thanks, Joanna. I’m on my way.”
  


  


  
    Bobby’s “work” phone jangled as he was looking for his suitcase in the garage. He frowned. Only a few people had the number, which was supposedly a direct line to his “office.”
  


  
    He went to the kitchen and touched the com’s caller ID button.
  


  
    Nothing; whoever was calling was blocked. Probably a wrong number. He tapped the speaker button.
  


  
    “Polymers, Drayne,” he said.
  


  
    “Hello, Robert.”
  


  
    Jesus Christ! “Dad?”
  


  
    “How are you?” his father said. He sounded old.
  


  
    “Me? I’m fine. How, uh, are you? Everything okay?”
  


  
    “I am well.”
  


  
    “How’s the dog?”
  


  
    “He’s fine.”
  


  
    There was a long pause.
  


  
    “What, uh, what’s up, Dad?”
  


  
    “I have some bad news, I’m afraid. You remember your aunt Edwina’s son, Carlton?”
  


  
    Aunt Edwina’s son. He couldn’t have just said, “Your cousin”?
  


  
    “Yeah, sure.”
  


  
    “Well, he was in a boating accident yesterday. He passed away in the hospital this morning.”
  


  
    “Creepy’s dead?” Jesus.
  


  
    “I asked you not to call him that, Robert.”
  


  
    Drayne shook his head. His father would remember that. Still worried about the name, even though the man was dead.
  


  
    Carlton Post had been called Creepy as long as Drayne could remember. He was three years younger than Drayne, and whenever his folks had come to visit—Edwina was his old man’s younger sister by five years or so—they’d brought their four kids along. Creepy was the only boy, and Drayne had usually been stuck watching him. Drayne didn’t know who had nicknamed him in the first place; the oldest girl cousin, Creepy’s sister, Irene, had passed the name along to Drayne once when she and Drayne had been teaching each other how to play doctor. The name came from the way he stared at people. He’d been a shrimpy little black-haired boy who looked at you crooked without blinking for what sometimes seemed like ten minutes.
  


  
    “What happened?” Drayne said. He hadn’t known Creepy that well, but hearing about his death left him feeling oddly distressed.
  


  
    “He was waterskiing on Lake Mead. Apparently he fell and was run over by another boat. Knocked unconscious, then cut by the boat’s engine propeller. He lost a lot of blood before he was fished out, and there was extensive head trauma.”
  


  
    His father related the information as if talking about the weather, no excitement, no grief, deadpan and almost in a monotone. Fell. Run over. Cut. Always the cool federal agent.
  


  
    “Oh, man. That’s awful. How’s Aunt Edwina holding up?”
  


  
    “She is, of course, greatly distressed.”
  


  
    Creepy was dead. It was hard to imagine. The kid had grown up, gone to school at UNLV, married a girl he’d met there, gotten a degree in history, then stayed to teach high school somewhere outside Salt Lake City. Orem? Something like that? Him and—what was her name?—oh, yeah, Brenda, probably the only two non-Mormons for as far as the eye could see. They’d gotten a divorce after a couple years, and Creepy stayed there. It had been five, six Christmases since Drayne had seen his cousin. He’d actually turned out okay, a nice guy.
  


  
    “The funeral will be day after tomorrow at Edwina’s church in Newport Beach. I’ll be driving up for it.”
  


  
    Edwina and her husband, Patrick, were Presbyterians. God’s frozen people.
  


  
    His father was coming to L.A. Well, shit. So much for jetting off to Hawaii. Drayne said, “You, uh, need a place to stay?”
  


  
    “No, I’ll stay at Edwina’s or get a hotel room nearby. She’ll need family support. The funeral will be at ten o’clock. Can you get off work to attend?”
  


  
    That was the kind of man his father was. If he’d still been working for the FBI when his nephew had been killed, he would have worried about shit like that. Sure, he’d have taken a personal day and gone, but he would have fretted over missing work. Duty was his reason to get up in the morning.
  


  
    Drayne said, “Sure, no problem, I can take off.”
  


  
    “I’m going to be at Patrick and Edwina’s at nine and then drive over to the church. You can meet me either place. You remember how to get to her house?”
  


  
    It had been a long time since he’d been there. “She still at that place overlooking the highway?”
  


  
    “Yes.”
  


  
    “I can find it.”
  


  
    “Good. I’ll see you then. Good-bye, Robert.”
  


  
    Drayne tapped the speaker button and shut the com off. That was his old man. Just the bare facts—who, where, what, when—and he was done. No emotion in his voice that his sister’s only son, his nephew, was dead; it was just a flat recitation: “Your cousin is dead. We’re going to bury him. We’ll see you there. Good-bye.”
  


  
    Jesus fucking Christ.
  


  
    Drayne sighed. Well, okay, this was gonna put a small crimp in his plans, but Creepy had been his cousin. He was family. You couldn’t just not go, not if you ever had to bump into the rest of the family again. Traffic would be a bitch that time of day, he’d have to get up and get rolling on the PCH early, by seven, at least. Maybe six-thirty. You didn’t want to be caught in a traffic jam on the way to a funeral.
  


  
    Shit. First it was Zeigler, then Creepy. Bad things came in threes. He hoped the next one wouldn’t be Tad.
  


  
    Or himself...
  


  
    
  


  


  
    

  


  
    December 1991
  


  
    Stonewall Jackson High School Cafeteria, Cool Springs, Georgia
  


  
    

  


  
    Jay Gridley stood in the cafeteria line. The woman behind the counter slopped a big ice cream scooper full of mashed potatoes onto his compartmentalized baby blue Melmac plate, turned the scoop over and pressed it against the creamed spuds to make a concave indentation, dipped the scoop into a pan of greasy brown liquid, and said, “Chon‘tgravyth’thet?”
  


  
    Jay made the translation mentally: “Do you want gravy with your mashed potatoes?”
  


  
    By the time he’d figured out what she said, the server had already poured the warm goo all over the plate, slopping into the green beans, the hamburger steak, and the little empty slot where Jay had planned to have a piece of cherry pie. Forget that.
  


  
    “Uh ... sure,” he said, way late.
  


  
    She handed him the plate back, under the angled glass sneeze guard.
  


  
    This was where Mr. Brett Lee of the Drug Enforcement Administration had gone to high school, graduating at age seventeen, third in the class of’91, before going off to Georgia Tech to get his master’s in criminology. He’d gone to work for the DEA the year after he had graduated college and had thus spent nearly thirteen years working for them.
  


  
    In the real world, Jay would be looking at the school yearbooks, talking to teachers and fellow students, downloading pictures and stats, and putting together an education history of Mr. Lee. In VR, he had built a scenario that would let him walk through the school itself—or rather what he imagined a place named after a Southern Civil War hero might look and feel like—and absorbing the information in a much more interesting manner.
  


  
    Lee had been well-liked, had gotten good grades, and had hung with jocks, having been a middle-distance runner on the school’s track team.
  


  
    Jay had come as far back as high school because he had not been able to discover any connection between Brett Lee and-Zachary George either in their work careers or college. While the two men were only a year apart in age—George was thirty-seven, Lee, thirty-six-Lee had been born and raised in Georgia, while George had grown up in Vermont. When Lee was at Georgia Tech, George had been at New York University. They had not crossed paths that Jay could tell until they were both working for the federal government, and while there was no record of their first meeting there, there was some kind of friction apparent by the time both had been in harness for a few years.
  


  
    Jay had all that—the two didn’t like each other, maybe they just rubbed each other the wrong way or something—but the cause of the conflict had not come to light. He could pass on what he’d come up with to Michaels, but it didn’t tell them anything they didn’t already know.
  


  
    The young Lee, sitting at a table with four guys and two girls from the track teams, dipped a French fry in catsup and ate it as Jay moved to sit at a conveniently empty table behind the group.
  


  
    Convenient, hell. He had designed the setup that way himself.
  


  
    The conversation was hardly enlightening. They talked about things of interest to teenagers: music, movies, who was going out with whom, teachers they hated, the usual. And in the twenty-year-old jargon, it was pitifully dated. Lee was close to Jay’s age, and if he’d talked like this, he must have seemed a terrible dweeb to any passing adult. Or dork. Or dickhead. All phrases the boys used fast and furiously, mixing and matching as needed:
  


  
    “Yeah, well, Austin is a dickhead dweeb,” one of the boys said. “He gave me a fuckin’ C on the midterm because I didn’t use the right color ink!”
  


  
    “Yeah, Austin’s a dork, all right,” another boy said.
  


  
    One of the girls, a pretty bottle-blond in a gray T-shirt held together with safety pins, said, “Yeah, but he’s kinda cute.”
  


  
    The other girl, a brunette with hair worn so short as to almost be a crew cut said, “Yeah, too bad he’s gay.”
  


  
    One of the boys said, “Gay? Shee-it, he ain’t gay. I seen him lookin’ up Sissy Lou’s skirt and gettin’ a hard-on in debate one, you know how she sits with her knees apart. You’re just pissed’cause he don’t look at you that way. Maybe if you wore a skirt instead of jeans all the time, you’d see.”
  


  
    “I don’t think Jessie here owns a skirt,” the third boy said, poking the short-haired girl on the shoulder. “But I hear she’s got some black bikini panties.”
  


  
    Jessie slapped at the third boy. “You won’t never find out, dickhead.”
  


  
    “Whatever, ” the safety-pinned girl said, dismissing the topic.
  


  
    He could die of boredom here, Jay thought. Or worse, start laughing so hard he’d spray milk out of his nose.
  


  
    Brett Lee said, “He’s not queer, he’s just smart, is all. He got us that trip to the Debate Finals in Washington, D.C.”
  


  
    “Pro’lly had to give somebody a blow job to do it,” Safety-Pin said.
  


  
    “I’m tellin’ you, he’s not queer,” the second boy said.
  


  
    “Hell, Hayworth, maybe he was lookin’ at you instead of Sissy when he got the hard-on,” Jessie said.
  


  
    “Your ass!” Hayworth said.
  


  
    “Whatever,” Safety-Pin said.
  


  
    Jay shook his head. Oh, yeah, he was gonna learn a lot here. Jesus.
  


  
    “So,” Jessie said to Brett, “you going to the debate thing?”
  


  
    “Yeah. There’s gonna be people from all over the country there.”
  


  
    “Mostly Yankees,” Hayworth said. “ ’N’ queer Yankees, at that.”
  


  
    “I’m goin’,” Lee said. “I’m not gonna live the rest of my life here in Hickburg. I’m gonna meet people, make friends, get myself a job where I can make a shitload of money and retire by the time I’m forty.”
  


  
    “Your ass,” Hayworth said.
  


  
    Jay shook his head. He’d heard enough of this.
  


  
    Then, as he was about to leave, he had a thought.
  


  
    Maybe Zachary George had been interested in debate in high school?
  


  
    Hmm. Well, he could take a little run up to Montpelier High and check that out. Easy enough to do when you were Jay Gridley, master of virtual space and time.
  


  


  
    18
  


  
    
  


  


  
    

  


  
    Washington, D.C.
  


  
    

  


  
    Michaels walked into the Columbia Scientific Shop, not expecting much from the small size of the storefront. An error, he quickly found.
  


  
    The place didn’t have much frontage, but it opened up once you were inside. It wasn’t the size of a Costco or anything, but it was a lot bigger than he’d expected.
  


  
    There were racks and racks of items, ranging from Van de Graaff generators to home dissection kits to chemistry sets to huge telescopes.
  


  
    Lord, he’d wander around in here forever.
  


  
    “May I help you, sir?”
  


  
    Michaels turned to see a woman who looked as if she might be the perfect TV grandmother smiling at him. She was short, slight, wore her gray hair in a bun, a pair of cat’s-eye reading glasses hung from a string around her neck, and she had a white sweater draped over her shoulders. The blue print dress she wore went almost all the way to the floor. She looked to be late sixties.
  


  
    “Yes, ma’am,” he said. “I’m looking for a stereomicroscope.”
  


  
    “Ah, yes, aisle nine. What kind of working distance would you need between the lens and object?”
  


  
    Michaels didn’t have a clue. “I don’t know.”
  


  
    “Perhaps if you told me the purpose?”
  


  
    “Um, it’s for my wife. She’s pregnant and has to stay at home, so she’s taken up scrimshaw.”
  


  
    Granny beamed and nodded. “Congratulations! Your first child?”
  


  
    “Yes.” Well, it was his and Toni’s first child. And their last, too, according to Toni.
  


  
    “If you’ll follow me.”
  


  
    He did, and in due course, they arrived at aisle nine and a rack of optical equipment, most of which he couldn’t put a name to. None of it looked cheap, however.
  


  
    Granny said, “Your wife will need a focus distance at least the length of her inscribing tool, eight or nine inches. This unit here will give her a foot, so that will do it. It’s a Witchey Model III, and it comes with ten times and twenty times. Much more power than she needs, but if you put an oh point three times auxiliary lens on it, right here, that will give you three times and six times, which should be sufficient for scrimshaw. Just to be sure, we can add in another lens that will ramp it up to five times and ten times.”
  


  
    Michaels nodded, not really understanding what she was talking about.
  


  
    “We could use an articulating arm, but probably a standard post mount would be fine.” She looked around and leaned a little closer toward him. “My supervisor would just as soon I sell you a fiber-optic shadow-free ring light to go with it, but frankly, you can get a gooseneck lamp and a hundred watt bulb and save yourself three hundred dollars.”
  


  
    Michaels blinked. “Uh, thank you.”
  


  
    She gave him a perfect grin, full of smile wrinkles and dimples. “The basic scope is eight hundred dollars, and the two lenses normally retail for about one hundred dollars each, but I can knock a bit off that. Say, nine hundred and fifty dollars all total? And I’ll throw in a gooseneck lamp at a discount, too.”
  


  
    Michaels blew out a small sigh and nodded. The profit he’d made on the Miata rebuild was pretty much shot after the honeymoon and the Chevy, but he had a thousand or so left. Toni wanted this but wouldn’t buy it for herself, and the truth was, he was feeling guilty about not being more supportive about the pregnancy. It was his son she was carrying, after all, and the least he could do was try to make her enforced inactivity more bearable.
  


  
    “I’ll take it,” he said.
  


  
    Granny laser-beamed another smile at him. “Excellent. If you’ll follow me, I’ll have one brought up to the checkout counter.”
  


  
    Michaels followed her toward the front of the store. On the way there, a pair of small boys ran past on the cross aisle in front of them. A second after they passed, there was a crash, yells, then what sounded like glass shattering.
  


  
    Granny said, “Shit! You little bastards! You’re not supposed to be running in here!” Whereupon she herself took off at a good sprint. The long dress’s hem kicked up enough for Michaels to see that Granny wore a pair of flaming red Nike SpringGels, high-end running shoes that went for almost two hundred bucks a pair.
  


  
    He had to smile. Another example that things were not always what they appeared to be.
  


  
    
  


  


  
    

  


  
    Quantico, Virginia
  


  
    

  


  
    John Howard, in shorts, a T-shirt, and his old sneakers, was working up a pretty good sweat on the obstacle course near Net Force HQ. There were a few Marine officers he recognized running the course, a few FBI types, and there, just ahead on the chinning bars, none other than Lieutenant Julio Fernandez.
  


  
    Julio saw Howard but kept doing his chins, palms forward and hands a little wider than his shoulders.
  


  
    Howard stopped and watched. He counted eight before Julio gutted out the last one and let go, then leaned forward and started rubbing at one bicep.
  


  
    “How many did you do?”
  


  
    “Twelve,” Julio said.
  


  
    Howard raised an eyebrow.
  


  
    “Yeah, yeah, I know, I used to do fifteen, sometimes twenty on a good day. I haven’t been getting out here as often as I should.”
  


  
    “The joys of family life,” Howard observed.
  


  
    “Yes, sir, that’s for sure. I wouldn’t trade it for anything, but it does change things some. Before I met Joanna, if I woke up in the middle of the night and felt like it, I could suit up and hit the gym or go run a couple miles, whatever. Now when I wake up in the middle of the night, it’s to the sound of a crying baby. Changing a diaper full of gooey yellow poop at three in the morning was never in my flight plan. I don’t think I’ve had three hours of sleep at any one stretch for three months.
  


  
    “How’d you do it, John? How’d you live through a tiny baby?”
  


  
    Howard laughed. “I stopped working out. I stopped going to have a drink with the boys after dinner because I was falling asleep in my chair watching TV. You have to change your priorities.”
  


  
    “Yeah, I hear that. I can see it all now: I’m gonna wind up like a certain fat old general, too stiff and tired to walk from the couch to the bed. It’s a pitiful thing to think about.”
  


  
    “Fat old general? You want to run the course, Lieutenant, and see just how fat and old I really am? Perhaps I should give you a handicap. Ten seconds? A minute?”
  


  
    “Your ass, General, sir. I might be in terrible shape, but that’s compared to a twenty-five-year-old SEAL, not a man your age.”
  


  
    “I’m not a man my age, Julio. I’m getting better every day.”
  


  
    “You got your stopwatch?”
  


  
    Howard smiled. “As it happens.” He pulled the watch from under his shirt where it hung on a loop of old boot-lace.
  


  
    “Start it. I’ll see you at the end. Time you get there, I can probably shower, shave, and catch up on my sleep.”
  


  
    “Go, Lieutenant. The clock is ticking. But be careful of your heart.”
  


  
    Julio smiled, and took off.
  


  


  
    On the way home, Michaels’s virgil played a few bars of Franz Liszt’s Les Preludes, a somber, regal musical sting that, according to Jay Gridley, was the basis for the theme that announced the Emperor Ming in the old Flash Gordon movie series in the ’30s. Buster Crabbe, the swimming champion, had starred in those, Jay had told him. Jay had been to what had once been Buster’s house, as a boy in SoCal. It had a big swimming pool in the backyard. Talking a bigggg pool...
  


  
    It was Susie. He saw her tiny picture appear on his virgil’s screen, and he activated his own minicam so she could see him.
  


  
    “Hey, yo, Daddy-o!”
  


  
    “ ’Daddy-o’? What happened to ‘Dadster’?”
  


  
    “Oh, that’s so yesterday,” she said. “You really did go to school with the dinosaurs, huh?”
  


  
    “It’s true. I had to hike a prehistoric trail ten miles long every morning, in the tropical heat, uphill both ways, and be careful of stepping into the tar pits. You have it easy, kiddo.”
  


  
    “So Mom says.”
  


  
    “How are you?”
  


  
    “Fine.”
  


  
    “Everything going okay with, ah, Byron?”
  


  
    “Yep. He’s a good guy, really.”
  


  
    Michaels felt his belly clutch. He had thought he was going to lose contact with her after the nasty business with Megan, but somehow, his ex-wife had relented. Thank God for large miracles.
  


  
    “I’m glad to hear it,” he said. Boy, that came hard.
  


  
    “He argued with Mom something awful about letting me see you.”
  


  
    Michaels felt the heat begin in him, threatening to rise and shut off his breathing and vision. That bastard!
  


  
    “Didn’t like the idea, huh?” he managed to say, faking a smile. She could see him, after all.
  


  
    “Oh, no, Daddy-o, it was Mom who didn’t like it. Byron said it wasn’t right to keep a father from seeing his daughter. He wouldn’t give up until she agreed.”
  


  
    Michaels’s anger turned to wonder. “Really?”
  


  
    “Yeah, he doesn’t like you much after you insulted Mom and knocked him down, but he tries to be fair. He’s just not you. I miss you, Dad.”
  


  
    As always, that broke his heart. “Me, too. You tell Byron thank you for me, would you?”
  


  
    He debated for a moment about whether to tell his preteen daughter that she was going to have a new little brother. Well, half brother. Then he decided she ought to hear it from him.
  


  
    “I have some news for you. Did you know you’re going to have a baby brother in a few months?”
  


  
    “Mom told?” she said. “She told me I couldn’t say anything to you. But it’s not a brother, it’s a sister.”
  


  
    For a moment, he couldn’t track what she said, it was as if she had spoken words he understood but arranged them wrong. What she said made no sense.
  


  
    Then it came to him:
  


  
    Megan was pregnant!
  


  
    “Daddy-o, where’d you go?”
  


  
    “Huh? Oh, sorry, sweetie, I’m in my car, I had to, uh, switch lanes.”
  


  
    “Pretty cool, huh?” she said. “A baby sister. Almost none of my friends have any that little. Chellie’s got a brother who’s two, and Marlene’s got a sister who’s like one, but nobody else’s mom is preggers.”
  


  
    “Pretty cool,” he said. “Congratulations.”
  


  
    Susie’s slip brought up a whole wave of things he didn’t want to think about. He loved Toni, and she loved him in a way Megan never had. He was over his ex-wife, finally. Well, almost over her. There was always that little wonder about the road not taken, even though the roads they had traveled the last few years had been pretty ugly. But she was Susie’s mother, and there had been some good times. Wonderful times, at the beginning.
  


  
    Now that she was having another man’s baby, the old jealousy tried to rear its viperlike head, and for a moment, he almost let it.
  


  
    No. That serpent was dead.
  


  
    And now what did he tell Susie about her half brother? Should he say anything? He didn’t want to get into any kind of competition with Megan for his daughter’s affection as much as he didn’t want to lose it.
  


  
    And yet, if he was going to continue to be part of Susie’s life, Toni was also going to be a part of it, as would their unborn child.
  


  
    Sooner or later, word would get back to Megan; somehow it always did, and he would rather Susie hear it from him.
  


  
    “Well, Li’l Bit, it looks like you are going to be really cool.”
  


  
    “Huh?”
  


  
    He smiled into the virgil.
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    Santa Monica, California
  


  
    

  


  
    The Safari Bar and Grill was first on Tad’s list. This was an old but little-known watering hole not far from Santa Monica City College. The food was good, the drinks generous, and the place was far enough off the main drags so the locals had mostly kept it hidden from the tourists.
  


  
    Tad approached the assistant manager on duty and gave him the bullshit story he’d worked up.
  


  
    “Say, man, I got a problem maybe you can help me with?”
  


  
    The assistant manager, a smiling black guy of thirty with nice teeth, dressed in khaki safari shorts and matching shirt, said, “What’s the problem, bro?”
  


  
    “Okay, look, a while back, my brother and his wife were having some difficulties. I uh, got together with her to, you know, help them out. We had lunch here a few times.”
  


  
    “Uh-huh, so?”
  


  
    “One thing kinda led to another. My sister-in-law and I, well, we, ah, stepped over the line, you know what I mean?”
  


  
    “You punching your brother’s wife? That’s bad biz, bro. Gonna make Thanksgiving dinners a bitch.”
  


  
    “Yeah, yeah, I know. It just happened, you know. Anyway, they got their shit worked out okay, they’re back together. But my brother, he’s a jealous type, and he suspects that while they were on the outs, his wife maybe did some stuff she shouldn’t have done.”
  


  
    “He’s right, too, idn’t he?”
  


  
    Tad looked at his boots. “Yeah, and I feel like shit about it, okay? But he only suspects, he doesn’t know, and he sure as hell don’t know about me. The thing is, my brother is big and kinda mean, and he’s with the cops, and if he starts poking around and finds out his wife and I spent any time together, I’m fucked.”
  


  
    “I hear that.”
  


  
    “So like I said, we were in here a few times, had a few drinks and a few laughs, and if he shows up here somehow and gets his hands on your security tapes, I could be in deep shit.”
  


  
    The assistant manager smiled. “Not to worry, my man. You here further back than a week, he won’t find nothing. We record three days at a time. Nobody sticks up the place or starts a fight the police need to see, we start the disk over again. No permanent records.”
  


  
    Tad smiled. “Hey, man, I appreciate you tellin’ me this.” He pulled a couple of tightly folded twenties from his pocket and extended his hand. When they shook hands, the twenties pressed into the assistant manager’s palm, and he grinned and nodded. “No problem, bro. You be more careful now, you hear? That pussy will kill you, you not careful.”
  


  


  
    After the Safari, Tad rumbled the big Dodge along surface streets to two other restaurants within a few miles of each other and ran the same story.
  


  
    At the Sun’n’ Shore, it played pretty much the same, except for the time. The security cams there recorded over the old stuff after only twenty-four hours. Not to sweat it.
  


  
    At the Irish Pub, they had cams, but all they did was feed a couple of show monitors, no tapes or disks.
  


  
    Tad was feeling pretty good about this. He had three more places to hit, and he was done. He could take the Hammer cap and get the trip rolling, they were all gonna be this easy.
  


  
    But of course, just to fuck up that plan, the Berger Hotel, on the hill overlooking the ocean, was more of a problem. A lot of well-off people with well-known faces came here and got a room to get laid in, and the bar was dark and quiet. And when you had folks with fame and money in your house, you were smart to spend a little more on security to make sure the rich and famous didn’t get ripped off. That was bad for business.
  


  
    So at the Berger, they kept their recordings for a year on long-running superdense video diskettes, SDVDs. The system wasn’t full-frame twenty-four-a-second vid, but blink cams that snapped stills every few seconds. You didn’t get full motion stuff that way, but you could store a lot more time on a lot less space, and the cams were set to take snaps often enough so you couldn’t walk across the lobby without being caught. A still picture that showed faces would do the trick.
  


  
    Tad ran the sister-in-law number on the assistant manager of the hotel, some kid who looked like he was just out of college with a degree in hotel management, and got sympathy, but that was all.
  


  
    The kid, a pale, green-eyed, dishwater blond in a dark suit and tie, said, “I’m sorry, sir, it is against hotel policy to allow anybody to see the security recordings.”
  


  
    “Even the cops?”
  


  
    “Well, of course, we cooperate with the police in criminal matters.”
  


  
    “So if my brother shows up and flashes his badge, he gets the SDVD? And my sister-in-law and I get drummed out of the family? Not to mention by brother kicks the shit out of me, maybe breaks an arm or two?”
  


  
    “I... I wish I could help, really.”
  


  
    “Look, if I knew the date we were here, couldn’t you get that diskette out and, uh, misfile it? Accidents happen, right? Somebody could have put that into the wrong file drawer or something, couldn’t they? It would have been like a month ago. If anything had happened on that day, the cops would have come looking for it by now, right?”
  


  
    The kid was wavering.
  


  
    Tad brought out the heavy artillery. “C’mon, man, I made a big mistake, but it’s done. Nobody got hurt, and as long as it never gets out in the open, nobody ever will. I love my brother. What he don’t know won’t hurt him. Or me. Put yourself in my shoes.”
  


  
    The kid wanted to help, but he was skittish.
  


  
    Tad went for the throat: “Enter it... nobody will ever know. I sure won’t tell, and it’s not like you’d be doing anything criminal. It would be worth a lot to me to keep my brother from finding out. Look, I just sold my car. I got enough for a down payment on a new one, plus about a thousand bucks extra. You get me the diskette, I give you the thousand. Everybody comes out ahead. My brother doesn’t find out I screwed up, he and his wife live happily ever after, and even if anybody ever comes looking for the recording—which they probably won’t—all they’ll think is that it got mislaid. Hell, you could even put a blank one in the slot, and they’d probably just think the cams were out of whack... if anybody ever bothered to look. Cut me some slack here, please.”
  


  
    Everything Tad said made a certain kind of sense. And the bottom line was, who would know or ever find out? Not to mention that a thousand bucks tax-free cash was surely more than this kid took home in a week. A week’s pay and then some for a thing nobody would ever miss? How tempting was that?
  


  
    The kid licked his lips. “What was the date?” he asked.
  


  
    Tad kept his face serious, even though he wanted to smile. One born every minute.
  


  
    When Tad got back into the Dodge and cranked it up, he had the SDVD, a little silver disk about the size of a half-dollar coin. He broke it in half, broke those pieces in half, and stuck them in the ashtray. He lit a cigarette with a throwaway Bic, dialed the flame up to high, and torched the diskette pieces. They smoked but didn’t catch fire, just melted into sludge after a minute. The greasy smoke coming off the molten diskette did stink up the car something fierce, so he rolled down the windows to let the smoke escape.
  


  
    So much for that.
  


  
    Two places left on Bobby’s list, and neither one of them was going to be as tough as the hotel. One was a movie house the Zee-ster rented to show one of his pictures to a hundred of his closest friends at the moment, the other was a gym where Bobby and the Zee-ster had worked out together a couple of times. Probably neither of them even had security cams, but if they did, between his sister-in-law story and a pocket full of cash, he didn’t foresee any problems. People would help you out if the story was good enough, and if they were a little reluctant, a fat wad of green went a long way to moving things along. Everybody had a price; you just had to find it.
  


  
    So there was no reason not to pick up the Hammer that Tad could see.
  


  
    He swallowed the big purple cap, washed it down with a swig of bottled water, and headed for the movie theater.
  


  
    
  


  


  
    

  


  
    April 1992
  


  
    Washington, D.C.
  


  


  
    

  


  
    The ballroom at the hotel was crowded, mostly fairly well-dressed teenagers, with a sprinkling of teachers and employees here and there. Jay walked through the twenty-year-old scenario, looking at the students as they headed for their seats.
  


  
    This was the quarter-final round for the debate, whose topic this year was: “Resolved—Imminent Threats to National Security Should Supersede Habeas Corpus.”
  


  
    Boy, didn’t that sound exciting?
  


  
    Jay had learned in his research that debate teams were given an issue at the beginning of the year, and that this issue would be the same nationwide. The teams-two on a side—had to be able to argue both sides of an issue, and the reason for that was that sometimes they might not know which side they were going to be assigned until the last minute. The topic, which certainly sounded like ends-justify-the-means to him, spoke to the idea of the scope of legal protection, habeas corpus, being a shortened version of the full term habeas corpus ad subjiciendum. Technically, he had just learned, it meant something like, “You can have the body to undergo the action of the law,” or some such. What it meant was, you couldn’t be thrown into jail without due process of the law. If you were suspected of a crime, then you had to be arrested, charged, given access to legal counsel, arraigned, and eventually brought to trial. The authorities couldn’t just throw you in a jail cell and leave you there without offering a reason. As such, habeas corpus was the cornerstone of British and U.S. law.
  


  
    To Jay, such a debate was a yawner, about as exciting as eating a bowl of cold oatmeal while watching paint dry, but the buzz in the room was certainly enthusiastic.
  


  
    The reason Jay was here was because the DEA agent Brett Lee and the NSA agent Zachary George had both attended this conference as teenagers. It could have been a coincidence—there were hundreds of students here, one team from the small states, and multiple teams from the bigger ones—but maybe this was where the two had run afoul of each other originally.
  


  
    That would make sense, Jay reasoned. Being on opposite sides of a debate would mean that one would lose and the other would win, and maybe arguments had gotten heated to the point of personal anger.
  


  
    However, a check of the records once he got to looking revealed that Lee and George had not been on teams that debated each other. In fact, neither of their teams made it to the finals. Georgia got blown out in the first round. Vermont did get to the quarter-finals, and had argued the affirmative position against a team from Nebraska, the result of which was that they had also been eliminated. Georgia and Vermont had not even been staying on the same floor of the hotel.
  


  
    Jay’s scenario was based on old news footage, hotel records, and camcorder tapes and photographs taken by students and teachers, as well as the official society recordings that had been compiled and sold commercially. The net was still in its infancy in the early nineties, but there were some old debate web pages in WWW archives, and some BBSs. Jay had set his searchbots and blenders and strained it all, feeding it into a simple WYSIWYG view program. Added a few bells and whistles, of course.
  


  
    So there he sat, with the Nebraskans and the Vermontians—the Vermontinese? the Vermin?—about ready to go at it.
  


  
    Zachary George was the leader of his duo, and he was the opening speaker for the round.
  


  
    He got up, defined terms, and began his introduction to his reasoning.
  


  
    George said, “In times of war or national disasters, the country as a whole must come before individuals. While we are a nation based on liberty for all, destruction of the national structure could easily result in liberty for none.
  


  
    “If a man has a cancerous finger, is it not wiser to cut off the finger than allow it to spread and destroy him? Is a single finger worth the whole man? No, of course not. Likewise, if the life of the nation is threatened, a single or a few individuals cannot be allowed to cause such destruction. As the great Roman general Iphicrates said two thousand years ago, ‘The needs of the many must outweigh the needs of the few.’ ”
  


  
    Huh. Jay thought that quote came from the Vulcan Star Trek character Spock, in one of the old movies from the eighties or nineties.
  


  
    George continued in this vein, but Jay was busy looking around, trying to spot Lee. It didn’t take long. The young Brett Lee, looking much as he had in Jay’s earlier scenario at Stonewall Jackson High, watched George from a third-row seat, leaning forward eagerly, hanging on every word.
  


  
    Jay got up and moved to get a better look at Lee.
  


  
    George droned on: “... and did not Plato say, ‘No human thing is of serious importance’? How then can the temporary suspension of liberty by a man or even a small group of men compare to the liberty of millions?”
  


  
    Jay walked to a point where he could see Lee’s face.
  


  
    Hmm. Lee’s expression certainly did not seem like that of a young man who scorned what he was hearing. It was more like a believer hearing a sermon by his favorite preacher. Or a young man listening to the words of his beloved. Could these two have been friends who later had a falling out?
  


  
    This definitely needed more exploration, Jay decided.
  


  
    But scenario could only do so much. As the speech continued, Jay’s attempt to learn more was frustrated by the facts—or lack thereof. Whether in scenario or RW, if it wasn’t there, any speculation about an event was just that, speculation. The program would let Jay make anything he wanted to happen in VR happen, but it would not necessarily be what actually happened.
  


  
    Despite Jay’s best efforts, he could not put the two boys together at the debate conference outside the presentation done at the quarter-final competition. Sure, it was likely both Lee and George had been at the semifinals and the final team debate. Both the Vermont and Georgia teams had stayed until the conference was over; the records reflected that. They almost certainly would have been in the audience watching, and it was not inconceivable that they had somehow met before or after that.
  


  
    There were a few records after the quarter-finals on both boys, but nothing that put the two of them in any closer proximity than they were in Jay’s scenario.
  


  
    Maybe wasn’t the same as for sure.
  


  
    Even so, Jay felt as if there was something buried here, something he needed to uncover.
  


  
    The problem was, how?
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    Washington, D.C.
  


  
    

  


  
    When Toni walked into the kitchen, she saw the microscope. It sat on the table, a red bow stuck to it.
  


  
    She was stunned. A total surprise.
  


  
    “Alex! Where are you?”
  


  
    After a moment, he came into the kitchen, grinning.
  


  
    “You shouldn’t have done this.” She waved at the scope.
  


  
    “Yeah, I should have. I’ve been slack in my husbandly duties lately.”
  


  
    “I hadn’t noticed that.”
  


  
    “Not those duties. The, uh, expectant father ones.”
  


  
    “It’s a beautiful piece of equipment,” she said, touching the scope mount with one hand. “But we can’t afford it.”
  


  
    “We can. I had enough left in the car account to get it. You deserve it.”
  


  
    “It was a want, not a need,” she said.
  


  
    “Nah, you needed it. I could tell.”
  


  
    She smiled, and realized she hadn’t been doing enough of that lately. “Thank you, darling.”
  


  
    “What, you aren’t going to make me take it back?”
  


  
    She laughed, and she knew he’d said it to make her laugh.
  


  
    “I got two lenses to do whatever it is it is supposed to do so you can work under it,” he said. “Supposedly you’ll have a foot between the lens and the work object. I hope that’s enough.”
  


  
    “It is. My pin vises are only about seven inches long or so.”
  


  
    “Yeah, mine, too,” he said, waggling his eyebrows.
  


  
    Again, she laughed.
  


  
    “I should buy you one of these every day. Well, go set it up and see how it works.”
  


  
    “Later,” she said. “I have something else in mind first.”
  


  
    “What else could be more important?” Butter wouldn’t melt in his mouth.
  


  
    “Come along, and I’ll show you.”
  


  
    Now it was his turn to laugh. And even if she was pregnant, they were still newlyweds, right?
  


  
    Toni headed for the bedroom, and Alex was right behind her. No farther than seven inches, the way she figured it.
  


  


  
    Jay was deep in cyberspace, working a scenario that involved hunting something big and mean with a pack of dogs, when a disembodied voice said, “Honey, I’m home!”
  


  
    He dropped out of VR, blinked, and beheld Saji.
  


  
    Saji, stark naked.
  


  
    “Whoa!” he said.
  


  
    “Sure, now you notice me. I’ve been here for half an hour. If I were a thief, I could have walked off with everything in the place, including you, and you’d have been oblivious.”
  


  
    “Uh...”
  


  
    “What’s the matter, goat-boy? Cat got your tongue?”
  


  
    “I hope,” he said, grinning.
  


  


  
    John Howard and his wife Nadine were about to take a shower together, something they hadn’t been able to do much in the last ten or twelve years with their son running around the house. But now that he was in Canada, well, it was time to make hay while the sun shone.
  


  
    “I’m fat and ugly,” Nadine said. “I don’t know why you want me around.”
  


  
    “Well, you’re a pretty good cook,” he allowed.
  


  
    She threw her shoe at him, but he was expecting it, so he managed to dodge it.
  


  
    “Of course, you also have lousy aim.”
  


  
    She reached for her other shoe.
  


  
    The phone rang.
  


  
    “Let the robot answer it,” he said.
  


  
    “This from the master of duty? It could be Tyrone.”
  


  
    Nadine picked up the phone. The extension in the bathroom was a faux antique dial phone that didn’t have a caller ID screen. “Hello? Oh, hey, baby!”
  


  
    Yep. Tyrone.
  


  
    Howard had mixed feelings about the call. Of course he was happy to hear from his son. He’d have been a little happier if the boy’s sense of timing wasn’t so lousy. Half an hour earlier or an hour later, those would have been better. People who didn’t have children didn’t know what happened to their sex lives after the little ones got big enough to pad down the hall and shove the bedroom door open, looking for Mama and Daddy.
  


  
    “Yeah, sweetie, he’s right here. I’ll put him on.”
  


  
    Howard took the phone. Unfortunately, he stopped paying attention to Nadine as soon as Tyrone said hello. A mistake.
  


  
    The second shoe hit him on the butt.
  


  
    “Hey, ow!”
  


  
    “Dad?”
  


  
    “Nothing, son. Your mom is just being cute.”
  


  
    
  


  


  
    

  


  
    Santa Monica, California
  


  
    

  


  
    The Hammer was coming on by the time Tad left the movie theater. Like he thought, there hadn’t been any surveillance cams set up in the theater proper. There was one installed in the redi-teller in the lobby, but neither he nor Bobby had used the money machine when the Zee-ster had done his private showing. There wasn’t any need; everything had been on the tab Zeigler ran.
  


  
    By the time he got to the gym, the chem was working pretty good in Tad. It had come on faster than usual. Maybe it was because he had tripped such a short time ago and was still wrung out, or maybe it had to do with the other dope he’d been taking to stay ambulatory. Whatever. Thor was on a roll, urging Tad to join him in a night of ass-kicking and taking names, and it was all Tad could do to maintain control.
  


  
    Steve’s Gym was an upscale place just off the PCH that catered to serious jocks. Tad pushed open the door, got a blast of frigid AC in the face, and almost had an orgasm from the cold rush.
  


  
    Lifting weights had never been Tad’s thing. As a kid, his lungs had been too bad to let him do squat physically. Between the bronchitis and asthma that later opened him up for tuberculosis, and his naturally skinny frame, he was never gonna be able to bulk up, so he hadn’t ever tried.
  


  
    With the Hammer working, he could probably go over and grab one of those big barbells and twirl it like a drum majorette’s baton if he wanted to, but why bother? Nobody here he wanted to impress.
  


  
    “Can I help you?” came a deep voice from off to Tad’s right.
  


  
    He looked. There was a woman there who looked like the Incredible Hulk’s sister: She was big, heavy, ugly, and looked as if she needed a shave. But she had tits—fake ones—and the red leotard she wore showed an absence of male equipment down south. A definite woman, sort of.
  


  
    Tad smiled, enjoying a particularly nice rush of something in the chem cocktail. “Steve around?”
  


  
    According to Bobby, Steve was the owner of the gym. He was a former Mr. America, Mr. Universe, and Mr. Whatever Came After That, past his prime but still as big as a rhino and plated with slabs of steroid-cured muscle. Maybe six two, two sixty, down twenty or thirty pounds from his competition days, Steve was still as wide as a door with arms as big around as most guys’ legs. Bobby wasn’t in the same class as most of the bodybuilders who came in to move mountains of iron plates, but he was buffed enough so nobody laughed when he took off his shirt, and in better shape than most of the celebrity jocks who made it a point to be seen here. Guys like the Zee-ster, who had personal trainers the way most people had toothbrushes, would stop by, do a few sets, work up a sweat, and have their pictures taken by their publicity guys as they left, all pumped up and manly.
  


  
    Anyway, Bobby had told him to talk to Steve, who’d be happy to help out any friend of Bobby’s. Bobby dropped a lot of money in this place, doing private sessions, buying T-shirts and vitamins and shit.
  


  
    The Amazon said, “He’s with a client right now. Maybe I can help you?” Her expression at seeing his pipe-stem frame in his black clothes said she didn’t really think she could help him, that God Himself would have trouble helping such a pencil-necked geek.
  


  
    Tad smiled, his mind zipping along quickly, making connections and drawing conclusions that were usually beyond him. The Hammer made you strong as Superman, but it also gave you Lex Luthor’s brainpower. That wasn’t just subjective on his part, either, he had done some things that convinced him the increase in processing power was real.
  


  
    He said, “Nah, it’s personal biz.”
  


  
    “He’s gonna be about an hour,” the woman said. “You can wait if you want.”
  


  
    Normally, Tad might have gone for that. An hour was nothing when he was straight—well, more or less straight. But when the Hammer was pounding in your brain, doing nothing for an hour when you were in the gotta-move stage was pretty much impossible.
  


  
    Another body rush swept over Tad, and as it did, he got an erection, a woody that came up all of a sudden, like a switchblade opening, boing!
  


  
    He looked at the woman bodybuilder. She probably outweighed him by thirty or forty pounds, and no way, no how was she his type, but she was female and she was right here. He said, “You want to screw? I bet I can wear you out in an hour.”
  


  
    The woman laughed, a deep, resonant rumble way down in her belly. “Oh, wow, that’s really funny. You and me? Ha!”
  


  
    Tad smiled pleasantly.
  


  
    “Even if I was into men, which I’m not, you’d be the last guy I’d choose, fuzz-brain. I’d want somebody who could pick me up and put me down easy, and you don’t look like you could pick up an empty beer bottle without help.”
  


  
    Tad continued to smile. Quickly, he stepped up to her, scooped her up, and held the startled bodybuilder cradled in his arms like a baby. “You mean like this? So, I passed the test, right?”
  


  
    With that, he used his left arm to support her weight, reached over with his right hand, caught the leotard between her breasts and ripped it down the front, all the way to the crotch. The cloth fell away like tissue, showing the muscular nudity underneath.
  


  
    The woman was still behind the curve, so startled by what he had done and probably that he had been able to do it, her mouth just gaped.
  


  
    “Nice hooters,” Tad said. “You get a good deal on ’em?”
  


  
    He stuck his hand between her legs, and whatever surprise she felt faded enough for her to scream and punch him at the same time.
  


  
    Tad ignored the loose fist she threw as it bounced off his cheekbone, and sought to explore the area his hand had found. She started kicking and screaming, and even with the Hammer, he was having trouble keeping her still.
  


  
    The cavalry arrived then, three guys who together probably weighed as much as a small car.
  


  
    “Hey! What the fuck are you doing?!” one of them said. “Put Belinda down, asshole!”
  


  
    “You got a security cam setup in here?” Tad asked.
  


  
    “You’re damned straight we do, you fucking psycho!”
  


  
    “Where is it?”
  


  
    “Charlie, call the cops. And call an ambulance for this moron,” the guy said.
  


  
    “You must be Steve, right?”
  


  
    “That’s right, dickweed, and you’re dead. Put her down!”
  


  
    Tad grinned. As it sometimes did when he got excited, the drugs in the Hammer came up full blast, roaring in like a tornado.
  


  
    “Here,” he said. He threw Belinda at the three. Charlie had stepped away, heading for a phone, but Belinda hit Steve and his Neanderthal buddy hard enough to knock them over. All three of them tumbled to the floor, hard.
  


  
    Tad leaped at Charlie, grabbed him under the armpits, and lifted him into the air until his feet cleared the floor. Charlie had to go about two fifty, maybe two sixty, a nice hefty lad. “Which way is the security cam control room?”
  


  
    Charlie, who hung there like a kid’s doll, stammered, “Th-th-there!”
  


  
    He pointed.
  


  
    Since Steve was almost back on his feet, Tad turned and threw Charlie at him. The collision of beef was pretty hard.
  


  
    Tad ran for the unmarked door, didn’t bother to use the knob, and knocked it open. There was a video monitor and a computer set up, a big hard drive working.
  


  
    Tad glanced around. No diskettes stacked up anywhere, no removable drives on the shelves. He moved closer and divined that the security device was no more than it appeared to be: a short-time recorder that ran a cycle, recording over and over, using the same storage device.
  


  
    He grabbed the thing, smashed it against the floor, and shattered it into several pieces. The HD disk popped out, and he picked that up and broke it in half, then stuck the pieces in his back pocket. Never knew but what they could recover stuff even if it was busted.
  


  
    All done now.
  


  
    He started for the door.
  


  
    Steve, too stupid to know when he was outmatched, came at Tad, swinging a steel bar. Even without weights on it, the bar had to go fifteen pounds, and it would have broken something had it hit him.
  


  
    Tad dodged, ducked, and the bar whistled over his head, slammed into the wall, and punched a long hole in the Sheetrock. The force of Steve’s swing buried the steel rod half its length in the wall.
  


  
    Tad drove his knee into Steve’s kidney, and the big man went down as if his legs had suddenly vanished.
  


  
    Nobody else got in Tad’s way as he left the building.
  


  
    He headed for his car.
  


  
    Nobody came after him. Just as well, too. He had enjoyed wrestling with the folks in the gym, and if they’d come out for him, why, he would just have had to oblige ’em.
  


  
    Now that that was over, he could relax and let the Hammer swing him along.
  


  
    Gonna be a good night, yessir, he could tell.
  


  
    Let’s move it, Thor!
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    Newport Beach, California
  


  
    

  


  
    The Newport Beach Community Presbyterian Church (USA) was not as ostentatious as, say, the Crystal Palace, but certainly it was L.A.: in your face enough so it wouldn’t pass for a church most other places. Philosophically, God’s frozen people tended to have conservative views on politics, conservative views on social issues, and of course, conservative views on religion. They were very liberal on converting the heathen, though, and never let a chance to start up an overseas mission pass by unmolested. An old running joke in the church was, the Presbyterians had offered to completely fund the Red Cross and CARE, provided those organizations would let them pack a dehydrated minister in with each big shipment of blood or food. They were mostly Republicans, Drayne figured out back when he was still going to church, mostly white and old Republicans, at that. His family had been members since Grandpa Drayne, a deacon of his church back home in Atlanta, had moved out here eighty years ago. The synods were different, but California and Georgia weren’t that far apart as far as the basics were concerned.
  


  
    The building itself had a lot of glass, giving it a light and airy look, and the air conditioning unit out back, roaring to keep the assembled cool, was the size of a half-ton pickup truck. Drayne figured the reason the Baptists always preached about hellfire was because in those un-air-conditioned Southern churches, the congregation could relate to the concept. If the AC went out during a mild spring hot spell in a Presbyterian church, services would be canceled for fear the assembly would all die of heat stroke.
  


  
    The place sure didn’t seem somber enough for a funeral, and most of the mourners were wearing anything but black. Looked like a flock of parakeets, all the pastel colors. What could you expect? It was L.A., wasn’t it?
  


  
    Drayne’s father had been a deacon at one time, though his FBI travel had cut into that, but last Drayne knew, the old man still attended church every Sunday down in Arizona. If he wasn’t a true believer, he sure gave that impression.
  


  
    Drayne himself had skipped every Sunday when his father hadn’t been around to make him go, and hadn’t been inside a church except for a couple of weddings since he’d left home for college. Oh, and that once when he made a major chemical sale to somebody who thought a Catholic church in Berkeley would be a safe place to do a dope deal. Turned out the buyer was wrong. He got busted after a fender-bender accident leaving the parking lot.
  


  
    Drayne had managed to dig up a dark suit, a white shirt, and a plain tie that were all five or six years old, unworn for almost that long, knowing that if he came in a T-shirt and shorts, his father would probably pull his gun and shoot him. And even though he was retired, the old man always carried a piece when he went out, a habit he couldn’t let go of. He’d still be protecting the republic when he was in a wheelchair and blind.
  


  
    Despite the fact he was pushing seventy, the old man still looked pretty healthy. His hair was white, and his fair skin, pale most of his life, was now a ruddy color that was almost a tan, from spending more time out of doors in the Arizona sunshine. Drayne knew he looked just like a younger version of his father. The family resemblance had always been strong, even though he had refused to believe it for a long time. Then one day he’d caught sight of himself in a rest room mirror as he was washing his hands, and lo! there was the face of his father staring out at him. Assuming he lived so long, the old man was what Drayne was gonna look like at his age.
  


  
    Amazing, that.
  


  
    His father stood outside the church, looking at his watch, waiting for Drayne. He wore a black suit, probably one of a dozen black or dark gray ones he owned, and since he hadn’t gotten fat after he retired, it still fit. A better fit than the suit Drayne himself had on.
  


  
    “Robert,” his father said.
  


  
    “Dad.”
  


  
    “Let’s go inside. We’ll sit with Edwina.”
  


  
    People were still filing in. The service wouldn’t start for another twenty minutes. Drayne knew that his father would be early, and that he expected everybody in the family to be early, and so it was.
  


  
    Drayne offered condolences to his aunt and uncle and cousins. Irene, the girl who had showed him hers while he showed her his when they’d been nine, had grown up to be a good-looking woman, though she was married with three kids of her own now, and a little on the hefty side. Sheila, the middle girl, wore dark-rimmed glasses and a black dress with long sleeves, and had also gotten a little chunky. But Maggie, the youngest, who’d been a little geeky-looking girl with thick glasses, was now a beautiful redhead of twenty-five who, he had heard, taught aerobics somewhere in the Valley, and looked as fit and as tight as a violin string.
  


  
    “Hey, Maggie. I thought you wore glasses. I don’t see any contacts. You have the laser surgery?”
  


  
    “No, I’m on the NightMove system. You wear these hard contact lenses to bed, and when you wake up, you can go without glasses or contacts all day.”
  


  
    “No kidding?”
  


  
    “Yeah, it’s called Ortho-K. Been around for a while, but they finally got it pretty much perfected. You can go sixteen, eighteen hours, and in my case, I have twenty/ twenty without glasses.”
  


  
    “Great. Hey, I’m sorry about Creepy.”
  


  
    “Thanks, it’s such a shock. Can’t believe he’s really dead.” She leaned over and kissed him on the edge of the mouth.
  


  
    Definitely a cousin worth kissing, Maggie. If it hadn’t been her brother’s funeral, he would have thought about hitting on her, though the family would have howled at that. Shoot, he wasn’t going to marry her or have kids, what did it matter if they were cousins? He’d seen the way she looked at him, she’d be up for it.
  


  
    His father said, “How are things at work, Robert?”
  


  
    He came away from his mild sexual fantasy. “Fine. I’m up for a promotion. They are considering me for head of Polymers. Be worth another ten thousand a year.”
  


  
    “Congratulations.”
  


  
    “How is Arizona? The dog okay?’
  


  
    “Fine. The dog is fine.”
  


  
    That pretty much exhausted everything Drayne and his father usually said to each other. But sitting here waiting for some preacher, who at best probably had not seen Creepy in ten years, to talk about what a wonderful boy he had been and God’s plans and all, Drayne felt an urge to poke at his father. He said, “You hear about what happened at HQ in L.A.?” There was no need to identify HQ, that was all it had ever been called in their family.
  


  
    “I heard.”
  


  
    Drayne wanted to grin, but of course, that would have been inappropriate in this place at this time.
  


  
    “Sounds like something you’d pull,” his father continued.
  


  
    For a second, Drayne felt a cold splash of terror. “What?”
  


  
    “I haven’t forgotten the incident in your English class.” His tone was stem, disapproving.
  


  
    He felt a sense of relief, and at the same time, of irritation. Jesus Christ! The old man was still pissed off about that? Drayne hadn’t thought about it in years.
  


  
    It had been nothing. He’d made a little stink bomb, one with a kitchen match and a cheap ballpoint pen, the kind of things kids did. You took the ink cartridge out, put the match inside the body of the pen, and rigged a bobby pin in the spring, then screwed the thing back together. The bobby pin stuck out where the ballpoint tip had been, so when you pulled it back and let it go, it thumped into the head of the match, lighting it. But since the flame didn’t have anywhere to go, it flared up and down the pen’s barrel and vaporized some of the cheap plastic before it went out. The result was a short blast of godawful smelly smoke; that was it.
  


  
    Drayne had been fourteen, in the eighth grade, when he’d dropped one of the pen stink bombs into the garbage can next to the English teacher’s desk when she hadn’t been looking. It had been a hoot, that stinking smoke belching from the trash, but some goody-goody had seen him do it and ratted on him. He’d gotten two days off to consider the heinousness of his crime, and the old man had taken his belt to him when he found out. And never let him forget it.
  


  
    “I’m not fourteen anymore, Dad. That was a long time ago.”
  


  
    “I didn’t say you did it. I said it sounded like the kind of childish prank you used to do.”
  


  
    Drayne didn’t say anything, but it pissed him off that the old man was still throwing up ancient history in his face. Even though he had done the FBI prank, that shouldn’t have been the first thing out of the old man’s mouth.
  


  
    “Nobody got hurt, did they?” Drayne finally said.
  


  
    His father had been thinking about it. He came back fast: “But they could have been. People unwittingly exposed to drugs are at risk. Somebody could have been injured. What if some of the agents or staff had been allergic to the drug? On medication that it might have interacted with? What if there had been some kind of emergency needing a prompt response? A fire in the building, maybe a bank robbery or a kidnapping, and they had been unable to respond properly? The idiot who thought it was funny to chemically assault an office of federal agents didn’t think about those things, you may be sure. It was an irresponsible, criminal act, and he’ll be caught and punished for it. I hope they lock him up and lose the key.”
  


  
    Drayne gritted his teeth. It would be a bad idea to say anything. Just let it go. What did you expect? The old man was gonna express admiration for the cleverness of the stone job? C’mon, Bobby, you know how he is. Now is the time for all good men to shut the fuck up.
  


  
    But he couldn’t help himself. Drayne said, “Maybe not. From the reports, it didn’t sound as if they had any leads. Maybe the guy was too smart for them.”
  


  
    The old man turned to look at Drayne, blinking at him as he might at seeing a dog turd dropped into a church social punch bowl. “If he had been smart, he would have known better than to assault agents of the FBI. They’ll get him.” He paused a second. “Do you admire this criminal, Robert? Is that what you are saying? Didn’t you learn anything from your upbringing?”
  


  
    Drayne flushed but finally realized it was time to keep silent. He just shook his head.
  


  
    Yeah, Dad, I learned plenty. Much more than you will ever know.
  


  
    But then the minister arrived, a guy who looked to be about a hundred years old, and it was time to get down to the business of burying Creepy.
  


  
    
  


  


  
    

  


  
    Malibu, California
  


  
    

  


  
    Tad was still up, though about to crash, watching the morning bunnies and studs jog along the beach. The early fog had mostly burned off by nine or ten A.M., showing the brilliant blue hiding behind the gray.
  


  
    Man, he was wasted. As the chemicals of the Hammer faded and lost their grip on him, he felt a bone-deep weariness begin to claim him. This was gonna be a hard one to recover from, he knew. Best thing to do would be to take a shitload of downers and sleep for as long as he could, twenty-four, thirty-six hours, let his body get as much enforced rest as he could. Couple of the long-lasting phenobarb suppositories, some Triavil, maybe some Valium mixed in, to keep the muscles relaxed. Some Butazoladin for the joints, Decadron for the inflammation, Vicodin and little snort of heroin for pain, Zantac for his stomach, maybe even a little Haldol, just for the hell of it.
  


  
    Bobby, off at his cousin’s funeral, wasn’t gonna be too happy with him when he found out about Tad busting up the gym. Probably they wouldn’t want to be seen hanging together for a while, in case ole Steve the bodybuilder ran into them somewhere and made the connection. Tad didn’t think the gym rats knew he was tight with Bobby, he was pretty sure they didn’t know, but book it, they weren’t gonna forget him after last night.
  


  
    It would probably be in the papers and on the tube, about the gym, but Bobby wasn’t plugged into the news, only what he caught on the radio when he was out driving, so maybe he wouldn’t hear about it until Tad had a chance to break it to him, put a little spin on it.
  


  
    He managed a grin, even though his face was sore from the drug rictus he’d worn for most of the night. Yeah, spin, right. How much spin could you put on trashing a place and beating the crap out of folks because you had suddenly gotten horny?
  


  
    Well, at least there weren’t any public recordings of the Zee-ster and Bobby floating around, Tad knew that. That was the important thing. Maybe Bobby was right. Maybe they should jet over to the islands and mellow out for a few weeks, come back when things settled down. Way he felt right now, the idea of swinging the Hammer again any time soon didn’t really appeal. Of course, if he lived through the recovery and got to feeling better, the desire would come back pretty quick. It always did.
  


  
    Being able to do what he had done last night when he looked like a male version of Olive Oyl? That was a big fucking draw.
  


  
    Hell, after he’d left the gym, he’d lost interest in sex, but he had driven up to the Hollywood sign, hopped the fence, and climbed up to the top of the big H. Sat there watching the city for a while, climbed down, and driven to Griffith Park, where he’d roamed for hours, just enjoying the green. Hadn’t gotten home until after Bobby left, which was a good thing, ’cause he’d probably have told him about the gym, being fearless at the time.
  


  
    No, better he learns about it in a couple, three days, back when I’m straight again and it’s all past tense. Bobby could go to World or Gold’s or one of the other upscale places to work out, it was no big loss.
  


  
    “Time to get the doc-in-a-box out, Tad m’man,” he said aloud. “And settle down for long nap.”
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    Quantico, Virginia
  


  
    

  


  
    Michaels put a pair of dollar coins into the soft drink machine and pushed the button marked Coke. Change clattered into the return as the plastic bottle hit the bottom slot and rolled into view. He had pretty much given up drinking fizzy sugar water, but now and then he indulged. His father had liked the stuff; he drank three or four a day.
  


  
    It brought back old, pleasant memories from his childhood to sit and sip one.
  


  
    He took the Coke out, fed the change back into the machine, added another dollar coin, and looked at Jay Gridley.
  


  
    “Club soda,” Jay said.
  


  
    Michaels pushed the button. Three bucks for two soft drinks. What a racket.
  


  
    “So you can’t come up with any history on Frick and Frack other than they were at a conference at the same time twenty years ago as teenagers?”
  


  
    Jay took his bottled drink and popped the cap off, then swigged from it. “Nope. I know there’s something there, but I haven’t found it yet.”
  


  
    “Well, don’t kill yourself looking. It probably doesn’t mean anything anyway. Better you should concentrate on the drug thing. We find what they want, they are off our back. Any leads there?”
  


  
    “Nothing to speak of. The local cops and the DEA are all over Zeigler’s place like white on rice. He had to get the drug from somewhere, and they figure if they backtrack him enough, they might find something.”
  


  
    “You don’t?” Michaels drank some of the Coke. Okay, so it was bad for you, but sometimes you just had to indulge. He didn’t smoke, or drink more than the occasional beer or glass of wine. He ate pretty well; he worked out every day. A bottle of Coke now and then ought not to kill him.
  


  
    Famous last words.
  


  
    Jay said, “Maybe, but I wouldn’t bet on it. Guy like that, big-time movie star, he probably didn’t play golf with his connection. I’d be real surprised if he had a listing in his address book under Dope Dealer.”
  


  
    Michaels shrugged. “So how do we run the dealer? Wait for somebody else to go berserk and backtrack them?”
  


  
    “Don’t have to wait,” Jay said. “Apparently some guy walked into a gym in Santa Monica last night and laid waste to the place. Threw some guys bigger ’n Hercules around like rag dolls when they objected to him feeling up the woman working the desk, who apparently was pretty well-built herself. Knocked doors down, punched holes in the walls, like that.”
  


  
    “The police have him?”
  


  
    “Nope, he got away. We got the description—he sounds like a beatnik from what the witnesses said—and we have the police sketch.”
  


  
    Jay grinned, and Michaels joined him. Police sketches all seemed to look alike, and not very much like any of the guys they were supposed to represent. Plug a saint into an ID kit, he’d come out looking like a thug.
  


  
    “According to the reports, after he got working, this guy went to the security cam setup, tore up the recording device, and made off with the disk drive medium.”
  


  
    Michaels considered that for a few seconds. “So he was not so stoned he couldn’t think about covering his ass.”
  


  
    “Maybe. Or maybe there was something on the disk he wanted, though it probably wasn’t him. According to the complaint, all the people involved swear they would have remembered this guy if he’d ever been in their place. Guy was built like a toothpick, bodybuilders notice such things. That he was the proverbial ninety-seven-pound weakling made his rampage all that much more amazing. The bodybuilders couldn’t believe it. Got to be our friend Mr. Purple Cap responsible ... or a major number-busting coincidence.”
  


  
    “So what good does this do us?”
  


  
    “Well, we know that three of the dealer’s customers live in or around L.A. The rich woman, the dead movie star, and the live beatnik. I’m thinking maybe our dealer might like the sunny lifestyle. The shelf life of this mojo drug is pretty short, it rots in a day or so, and for the Zee-ster to get stuff himself, then to the rich girl, and for her to have time enough to use it? I’m thinking maybe the guy who supplied Zeigler is not halfway around the world. FedEx, or even a paid courier, are limited by the speed of a jet. The farther away he is, the narrower the window when the drug will still work.”
  


  
    Michaels nodded. “Okay. So hypothetically speaking, maybe he lives within spitting distance of SoCal. Does that help us much?”
  


  
    “Narrows down the search. I can start checking chemical companies, drug supply houses, running lists of convicted dealers, like that. And maybe the cops will turn up something on the late Mr. Zeigler’s travels.”
  


  
    Michaels said, “Good a direction as any, I suppose.”
  


  
    Jay took another long swallow of the club soda. “Anything new on the drug itself? How’d that cap assay out?”
  


  
    Michaels frowned. Crap! He’d tucked the thing into his pocket and forgotten about it. Those trousers were in a heap on the floor in his closet. He hoped Toni hadn’t sent them to the laundry yet.
  


  
    He smiled at that thought. The only way Toni was going to do his laundry was if he specifically asked her to, and he hadn’t done that. The pants would still be there when he got home. She hadn’t signed on to be his maid, he’d found that out pretty quickly. Nor had he expected that.
  


  
    “Boss?”
  


  
    “Nothing. I mean, nothing on the capsule. I haven’t had a chance to get by the lab yet.”
  


  
    It was Jay’s turn to shrug. “I got the DEA’s breakdown of what ingredients they could find. I’ll use those for a starting point. If the guy is smart, he’ll buy his chem for cash, and far away from home, but you never know. Sometimes it’s the little things that trip you up. Remember Morrison, the HAARP guy?”
  


  
    Michaels nodded. How could he forget that? “Yeah, I remember.”
  


  
    “He had all the big stuff worked out but slipped up on something as simple as a night watchman. Him and the Watergate guys.”
  


  
    “Well, do what you can do, Jay. Keep me in the loop.”
  


  
    “Sure thing, boss.”
  


  
    Michaels looked at his watch. Getting close to noon. Maybe he’d stroll on down to the gym and do a little workout. That way he could take a break when he got home without Toni making him practice his silat first. She’d work him harder than he’d work himself, but if he’d already done his djurus for the day, she’d let him slide.
  


  
    
  


  


  
    

  


  
    Newport Beach, California
  


  
    

  


  
    Drayne came away from the funeral experience pretty depressed.
  


  
    The church service had been fairly saccharine, like he’d expected. The old minister, if he remembered Creepy at all, couldn’t speak in anything other than platitudes and generalities, and he put in a pitch to save souls while he did it. Neither Edwina nor Pat could bring themselves to get up and say anything, and Creepy’s sisters and ex-wife managed some personal stuff that was touching and surprising. Drayne never knew that Creepy had a collection of Star Wars cards, nor that he coached a boy’s soccer team in Utah.
  


  
    The procession to the graveyard and the internment service at the family plot was no more fun. While he was standing there, a sudden flash of déjà vu hit Drayne. Another funeral he’d gone to when he’d been ten or eleven popped up in his mind, something he had completely forgotten about. A kid a year or so younger than Drayne who lived across the street and down a couple of houses, Rowland, his name was, had been killed in a gruesome freak accident. Rowlie’s father had worked at a small private airport somewhere. Rowlie and his two brothers had gone with their father one Saturday to the airport. The boys had been playing chase in and around the hangars. Somehow, Rowlie had run in front of a small plane that was about to taxi out for takeoff. The plane’s propeller had hit him. He’d been killed instantly. The coffin had been kept closed because he’d been almost decapitated and chopped up pretty good; at least that was what Drayne had heard.
  


  
    Jesus. He didn’t need another reminder of death, not with Creepy just lowered into the ground.
  


  
    There wasn’t an official wake, though family and friends were welcome to stop by Pat and Edwina’s, so of course Drayne had to do that. What did you say at such times? People standing around, drinking coffee or tea, talking about the recently departed as if he’d gone on some kind of trip?
  


  
    Drayne got out of there as soon as he could. His old man was busy, taking charge, making sure everything was shipshape, and they didn’t really have much to say to each other, Drayne and his old man. They never really had. The old man had never thought much of his only son, never seemed interested in what he did, always expected perfection. He brought home a report card with five As and a B, the old man didn’t say, “Hey, good job! Congratulations!” No, he said, “Why the B? You need to apply yourself more.”
  


  
    Once, when he was about twelve, he’d been visiting his grandma, out in the Valley. He found some old photo albums and started digging through them. In the back were a stack of his old man’s report cards. The son of a bitch had made straight As through high school. Had been valedictorian of his class before he went off to college and law school, and eventually the FBI. Jesus. Drayne couldn’t even bitch about the old bastard holding him to a higher standard than he’d achieved on his own.
  


  
    Oh, yeah, Drayne had been a whiz in chemistry. It had been his natural element. And he was smart enough to get good grades in his other subjects without having to crack a book most of the time. He just didn’t see the point in working his butt off to learn stuff like “Tippicanoe and Tyler Too!” when it wouldn’t ever be any part of his life. Who gave a rat’s ass about gerunds and split infinitives, or ancient Greek history, or what the current names for countries in Africa were? Drayne was going to be a chemist, he was going to make his fortune playing with things he wanted to play with, and to hell with the rest of it.
  


  
    No, they had not gotten along for as long as he could remember, his old man and him. And yet he felt some kind of perverse need to demonstrate to his father that he was competent. Which was kind of hard to do when what you were most competent at was mixing and selling illegal drugs, and your old man was a pillar of law enforcement who put people like you away.
  


  
    The drive back to Malibu was bright and sunny. The fog had long since burned off, and traffic wasn’t too bad. Neither the weather nor the lack of usual stop-and-go traffic lifted his mood.
  


  
    He hadn’t seen Tad last night or this morning, and he suspected that was because Tad had taken another Hammer trip, even though Drayne had told him not to. The Hammer was Tad’s reason to get up in the morning. Tad was a full-time doper, he could mix and match his chems to suit his needs better than anybody Drayne had ever known, and for him, Thor was the ultimate party friend, the guy Tad had been looking for all his life. And Thor would be the guy who’d kill him, too.
  


  
    Then again, in his own way, Tad was fairly reliable. If he had swallowed the cap and gone hyper, it had probably been after he had done the job Drayne had sent him to do. It was rare if Tad came home and hadn’t done whatever Drayne had sent him to do, and even when that happened, it was due to something Tad couldn’t control.
  


  
    He didn’t really know why Tad was so important to him. They had run into each other doing biz, and something about the reedy guy in black had tickled Drayne. Nothing sexual, they were into women—though Tad preferred drugs to pussy, mostly—and not as if Tad were some kind of sparkling conversationalist or brilliant intellect. But he was loyal, and he did think Drayne was a genius. And he got the job done. If he wanted to go out in a blaze of Dionysian glory, that was his right. Tad was pretty much the only friend Drayne had. Making and dealing illegal chem didn’t open you up to a whole lot of deep relationships with honest people. When Tad croaked, that was going to leave a big hole in the list of people Drayne could relax around.
  


  
    Of course, he had enough money now that if he invested it right, he could almost live off the interest. Another year or so of thousand-buck-a-hit sales, he’d be set. Then he could retire if he felt like it, maybe move into a better class of people, make some friends who started out thinking he was a dot.com millionaire, or had made a killing in the market or something, who’d take him at face value. Live his life out in the open, perfectly legal, no looking over his shoulder.
  


  
    That made him grin. Yeah, he could do that. Would he?
  


  
    Not an ice cube’s chance in a supernova he would. Because it wasn’t just the money, it was the game. The ability to do what he did, to do it better than anybody else, and to get away with it. Hell, if he wanted to, he could take his formulas to the legitimate drug companies, and they’d fall all over themselves to shovel money at him. A lot of what Drayne had discovered and created was what the pharmaceutical giants had been researching for years. Got a patient with muscle wasting who is bed-bound and on the way down? What would it be worth to him to enjoy some mobility in his final days? Got a guy who can’t get it up, and Viagra doesn’t work for him? How much would he spend to get an erection so hard it would hum in a breeze? You about to take the GRE to get into graduate school? What would adding fifteen points to your IQ for a couple hours be worth? Stuff Drayne worked with could do that and more.
  


  
    Drayne could have gone to work for those guys a long time ago. He could have brought just part of what he knew to the table, and they would have kissed his shoes and given him a blank check to get it. But there wasn’t any challenge there, not to be straight.
  


  
    Not to be like his father.
  


  
    He sighed. He was smart enough to know he was a little fucked up when it came to such things. Had done some reading in psychology, knew all about Oedipus and shit like that. But he was what he was. However he had gotten there, it was his path, and he was going to walk it, and the devil take the reasons.
  


  
    Jesus, he was tight, wound up like a spring. Maybe he should stop at the gym on the way home, loosen up a little, take it out on the weights. He’d feel better if he did. A good, hard workout was the cure for a whole lot of things, tension, stress, it would mellow you out almost as much as champagne.
  


  
    Yeah. Maybe he’d do that. It would be relaxing.
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    Malibu, California
  


  
    

  


  
    Drayne couldn’t remember the last time he had been so pissed off. He pounded the steering wheel of the Mercedes hard enough to crack it, and he wished it was fucking Tad’s head!
  


  
    Jesus Christ!
  


  
    By the time he got home, however, he had calmed down somewhat. He was almost detached, almost fatalistic about it when he pulled into the garage and shut the engine off. He had always known this was a possibility, though he hadn’t expected it would ever really happen. He was too smart to be caught by the plodders; he’d been giving them fucking clues and they couldn’t do it. Only, Tad wasn’t. And the boy had stepped in it good this time.
  


  
    Tad was out cold on the couch, and even the pitcher full of ice water hardly roused him. He mumbled something.
  


  
    Drayne started slapping his face. Eventually, his hand got sore and tired, but Tad came awake, sort of.
  


  
    “What?”
  


  
    “You idiot! You don’t have any idea what you did, do you?”
  


  
    “What?”
  


  
    “The gym! You trashed the gym! I stopped by there to work out, and that was all anybody was talking about! Even if I hadn’t sent you, I could recognize you from their descriptions! You moron!”
  


  
    Groggy, Tad sat up. He rubbed at his face. “I’m all wet,” he said.
  


  
    “You got that right. Christ on a pogo stick, Tad!”
  


  
    “I don’t understand, Bobby. I got the disk from the security drive, the job’s done, we’re free and clear, nobody has anything to link us to Zeigler. There’s no proof of anything.”
  


  
    “You really don’t see it, do you?” Drayne sat heavily on the couch next to his partner. Of a moment, he felt sorry for Tad. He kept forgetting most people didn’t have his horsepower when it came to cranking up the mental engines. “Obviously, the smart drugs hadn’t kicked in when you decided to feel up Atlas’s sister. Think about it.”
  


  
    Tad shook his head, still not tracking.
  


  
    “Look, I know you’re tired and stoned, and ordinarily I’d let you sleep it off, but time just got to be a problem. You made a mistake.”
  


  
    “I don’t see it. They don’t know who I am. No way.”
  


  
    “Okay. Let me explain it to you.” He looked at Tad, who made death warmed over seem the picture of health, and realized he had to take it slow for him to keep up with it. He eased off his anger a little. “Let me tell you a story. Just sit back and listen carefully, okay?”
  


  
    Tad nodded.
  


  
    “When I was in middle school, they had us in an arts and crafts track. We got three months each of music, art, and speech in one bundle, and three months of drafting, shop, and home arts in another.
  


  
    “So the first day I show up in music class, and sweet little old Mrs. Greentree, had to be about a hundred and fifty or so, has us all sitting there, and she says, ‘What is the universal language?’ And of course, none of us have a clue. And she says, ‘Music. Music is the universal language. The notes are the same in Germany as they are in France or America.’
  


  
    “Right, okay, so we got it. Music is the universal language.
  


  
    “So later that day, we get to to the first section of second bundle, which turns out to be drafting class. This is taught by Coach. Back then, every other male teacher in the school was Coach.
  


  
    “So we’re sitting there, and Coach says, ‘Okay, what is the universal language?’
  


  
    “So anyway, being as how I am newly educated and eager to impress, I shoot my hand up and Coach grins at me. ‘Yeah?’
  


  
    ‘Music, Coach,’ I say. ‘Music is the universal language!’
  


  
    “Coach just about kills himself laughing. ’Music?! Haw! Music ain’t the universal language, you dip, pictures are the universal language! You in China and you run into some Chinaman and you want to ask him where the toilet is, what are you gonna do, sing to him? ”Oh, mister Chinaman, please tell me, where is the toilet, la la la...?”
  


  
    “ ‘Jesus, get your head out of your butt, son! You draw him a picture! Music! Haw!’
  


  
    “A couple years later, that same question came up in math class, and guess what? I kept my hand down and my mouth shut. Same thing happened when I got to basic computer class. Music, pictures, mathematics, binaries, they are all considered universal languages.”
  


  
    Drayne shut up and looked at Tad, who shook his head.
  


  
    “Okay, so what’s the point?”
  


  
    “Context is my point, Tad. Context.” He spoke slowly, as if talking to a retarded child. “Not just what gets said or done, but where and when it happens is critically important.”
  


  
    Tad frowned, and Drayne could see that he still didn’t get it.
  


  
    “Let me tell you another story.”
  


  
    “Jesus, Bobby, okay, I get it that you’re pissed—”
  


  
    “Shut up, Tad. Once upon a time I knew a guy who was a bouncer at a titty bar. One night, he and some of his friends went to a heavy metal rock concert, you know the kind, head-bangers, primal rock, big crowds standing on the floor screaming to the music, half of them stoned or drunk. So in the middle of the concert, a girl who is sitting on her boyfriend’s shoulders decides to pull off her top and flash the crowd, or the band, or whoever.”
  


  
    “I’ve seen that a few times,” Tad said, trying to follow him.
  


  
    “Right. So’d my bouncer friend, and no big deal. And normally, the way it works is, the girl waves her hooters around, then puts her top back on, a fine time is had by all, and that’s that. But this time, while she was unbound and waving in the breeze, her boyfriend reaches up and grabs her breasts, starts rubbing them. Now, she doesn’t slap his hands away, she laughs, and next thing you know, she’s pulled off her steed and felt up by thirty or forty heavy metal fans. We’re talking mob mentality here, and the atmosphere is ripe for trouble. My friend the bouncer is too jammed in to help, and the crowd is so thick that concert security can’t get there, either. The girl vanishes.
  


  
    “Fortunately, aside from getting passed around and fondled against her will, it didn’t go any further. They let her go, she gets her clothes back, her nipples are sore, end of event.
  


  
    “So, whose fault was it she got mauled, Tad?”
  


  
    “Hers. She should have kept her top on.”
  


  
    “Yes. And people shouldn’t get drunk or do drugs and go to rock concerts, and we should always look both ways before crossing the street. No, it’s the boyfriend who set it off, and the girl, who could have stopped it, made it worse. See, soon as he laid a hand on her boob, she should have slapped the shit out of him. The implied message when somebody flashes in such a situation is ‘Look, but don’t touch.’ When the boyfriend broke the implied rule, the others assumed that a girl who’d do that in public, who was willing to allow touch along with the looking, well, she might be willing to let somebody else play, too, so they helped themselves.”
  


  
    “Not right.”
  


  
    “Nope, it wasn’t. But given the circumstances, a bunch of stoned mouthbreathing head-bangers, you can understand how it might progress to that, or worse. There’s the way things should be, and the way things are. You might not like it, but you ignore the way things are at your peril.”
  


  
    “And you are saying that I fucked up even though I got rid of the evidence. That it is going to progress to something else?”
  


  
    “That is exactly what I am saying. See if you can stay with me here: The police and the feds will know you were on the Hammer, because nothing else can explain a burned-out matchstick like you kicking major steroid ass like you did. And the bust at Zeigler’s was a major deal and on the minds of the cops. And if they dig just a little, they’ll come up with the Zee-ster working out at Steve‘s, and zap! A light will flash over their heads and they’ll think, ‘Hmm. Big movie star shoots it out with the DEA, and they find this superguy drug in his house. Then, within a real short time, somebody trashes a gym where the big movie star works out, obviously on the same superguy drug. Say ... isn’t that a funny coincidence?’ And somebody ... somebody in the FBI or the local police . . . they are gonna ask themselves the big question: Why? Why’d the guy—that’s you—why’d the guy come in and steal the security cam’s recording device? Other than coming in to feel up Brunhilda and kicking the crap out of a few bodybuilders, that’s all you did. And they are gonna come up with, ’Hey, maybe there is something on that disk the guy doesn’t want us to see. What could it be?’ And somebody is gonna take it one step further and make an assumption, since they know the Zee-ster worked out there, and that somebody is gonna say, ‘mm. Maybe because the big movie star was there with somebody who really doesn’t want to be seen?’ ”
  


  
    “But the recording is gone—” Tad began.
  


  
    Drayne cut him off, but his voice was quiet. “So it is. But the people who work there aren’t. I know Steve, the owner, and he might remember that a couple of times when Zeigler was there, he and I came or went together. And if Steve or Tom or Dick or Harry or anybody else in the place remembers that, then my name is gonna come up in a conversation with the feds or cops. And even if Steve doesn’t remember, the cops will get a list of members and go looking for a connection. This is a cop lesson I learned at my daddy’s knee: When you don’t have anything, you check everything. And sooner or later, they are gonna send somebody out to talk to folks on the list, just routine, and there will be a knock on our door. And I have a nice made-up job that fortunately I didn’t mention on my application at the gym, one that’s all nice and electronically vouched for, so maybe they can poke at it a little and it might even hold up, but ... What is the fucking job, Tad?”
  


  
    “Oh, shit.”
  


  
    “Oh, shit, yeah. I’m a chemist. Think that’ll, you know, raise any red flags or ring any bells? Illicit drugs and a chemist? There are millions of test tube jockeys in the world, but how many of us working out at the same gym as the dead guy they are investigating up the wazoo? Even the stupidest cop alive could run with that one.
  


  
    “The feds might not be the fastest mill wheels in the world, but they grind exceedingly fine. They are plodders, but that’s what they do best, and if they get this far, we are fucked. Even if the house is as clean as a wetware assembly room. If they can’t prove anything, they’ll know who I am, and that will throw a big rock into the gears. I won’t be able to go pee from now on without seeing an underwater camera lens in the toilet bowl looking up at me.”
  


  
    Tad shook his head. “I’m sorry, man.”
  


  
    Drayne shook his head in response. “I know, Tad, I know. And it’s done. Now, we have to see if we can manage some kind of damage control.”
  


  
    “How?”
  


  
    Drayne looked at him. “You know the guy in Texas, down in Austin?”
  


  
    “The programmer who buys two caps every three or four weeks, for him and his girlfriend.”
  


  
    “Yeah, him. I read about him in Time. He’s supposed to be a genius, supposed to be able to make a computer sit up and bark like a dog, if he wants. Got his start hacking into secure systems just for the fun of it.”
  


  
    “So?”
  


  
    “So, we make him a deal. He does us a favor, we supply him with whatever rings his bell, for free.”
  


  
    “Dude is richer than Midas, he doesn’t need the money.”
  


  
    “But I know how geniuses think,” Drayne said. “Especially outlaw geniuses. He’ll do it so we’ll owe him, and in the doing, he can prove he’s still got the chops he started out with. He gets to exercise the old muscles and feel like a badass outlaw again.”
  


  
    “What is he gonna do that’ll help?”
  


  
    “He’s going to make us invisible. Get ahold of him.”
  


  
    “Now?”
  


  
    “Right now.”
  


  
    The more he thought about it, the better he liked the idea. It could work. If they moved fast enough, it definitely could work.
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    Baghdad, Iraq
  


  
    

  


  
    Sweat ran down John Howard’s face.
  


  
    In the heat of battle, the SIPEsuit’s polypropyl/spidersilk layers didn’t get rid of the perspiration nearly fast enough to keep you dry. The weight of the ceramic plates wasn’t bad, but it didn’t help cool things any. Even during a tepid night, such as it was now, the helmet’s sweatband quickly got soaked, and you had to blink away the moisture that oozed down into your eyes. And you couldn’t raise the clear face shield to let some air in, because the heads-up display wouldn’t work without the shield, and neither would the seventh-gen spookeyes built into the armored plastic.
  


  
    The good thing was, night was no cover for the bad guys. The latest-release intensifiers in the starlight scopes were powerful enough to let you see with the slightest city glow, and the suit’s computer false-colored the images so they didn’t have that washed-out, pale green look. The blast shield cutouts had been upgraded so that if some yahoo threw a flare or a flashbang, the filters would pop on-line within a hundredth of a second, saving you from a sudden nova-lume that would sear your eyeballs blind in a heartbeat. Though this was something of a mixed blessing.
  


  
    “You can run, Abdul, but you can’t hide,” Howard said.
  


  
    From the LOSIR headset, Sergeant Pike’s voice: “Sir?”
  


  
    “Disregard that,” Howard said. He shifted his grip on the tommy gun. His good-luck piece wore the pistol grip forestock and a fifty round drum, weighed a ton, and it took a little practice to use properly, especially if you were used to the cheek-spot-weld, right-elbow-high, left-hand-under-the-foregrip the Army liked to teach long-arm shooters when Howard had gone through basic all those years ago.
  


  
    “Sir, I make it nine ceejays coming in through that alley to the left.”
  


  
    Howard’s own heads-up display verified that. “Copy, Sergeant. That’s two each and one left over. Wake up troops and mind your fields of fire.”
  


  
    The other three men with Howard did not respond. They knew what they were supposed to do.
  


  
    Howard clicked the selector onto full auto and raised the finned barrel with its Cutts compensator over the top of the rusty oil drum he had chosen for cover. The old drum was full of what looked like brick and concrete fragments, so it was cover and not just concealment. If the enemy spotted him and directed fire his way, he did have some protection.
  


  
    The first of the nine soldiers appeared at the mouth of the alleyway. They stopped, and the leader held up his hand, signaling for the others to halt. He looked around, didn’t see Howard or the rest of his quad, then hand-signaled for the rest to advance.
  


  
    Howard touched a recessed control on his helmet and shut off the spookeyes. The bright-as-noon scene went immediately dim, but there was still enough ambient light to make out the shadowy forms of the enemy troopers. He slitted his eyelids, to make the scene even darker, forcing his pupil to dilate wider.
  


  
    When the ninth soldier appeared, one of Howard’s quad tossed a five-second photon flare. Bright, actinic white light strobed, casting tall, hard-edged shadows from the startled soldiers.
  


  
    Howard waited a beat, then opened his eyes wider.
  


  
    His men let go with their subguns, and the enemy soldiers returned fire, yelling and blasting away.
  


  
    Howard indexed the two in his assigned field of fire and gave them each a three-round burst.
  


  
    In the light of the still burning photon flare, the nine went down like pins in a bowling alley. The scene fell quiet. The five-second flare winked out, and it went dark, much darker than before. Even though he had been using hardball .45 auto ammo with low-flash powder, the after-images of his fire decreased his vision. Howard touched the control, and the spookeyes turned night into day again. The heat sigs on the downed soldiers showed no movement. Good. A perfect ambush.
  


  
    “End sim,” Howard said.
  


  
    The Baghdad street scene vanished, and John Howard removed the VR headset and leaned back in his office chair. The exercise had been designed to practice with the spookeyes, and it had gone as planned. The ability to see in almost total darkness was a great help, but there were some drawbacks. Because of the automatic filters built into the scopes, any scenario that included random, repeated weapons fire effectively rendered the spookeyes useless, just as it did wolf ear hearing protectors.
  


  
    With a single bright flash of light, the scopes’ filters would kick on long enough to diminish the light to safe levels, then open back up. This worked great for an explosion. However, with multiple flashes of bright orange muzzle blasts going off all around you, the filters would kick on and off, going from light to dark so fast it was extremely disorienting. The effect was rather like being surrounded by strobe lights all timed differently. Early sims showed the accuracy rate of troopers firing in such a scenario dropped dramatically.
  


  
    So different tactics had been employed to get around the problem.
  


  
    At first, the scientific types had tried to rig the scopes to drop filters and leave them down for five or ten seconds. Unfortunately, this made the scene too dark to see anything except much-dimmed muzzle flashes, your own or the enemy’s. Spray and pray was a sucker’s game.
  


  
    They tried adjusting this, but since firefights sometimes lasted for five seconds, sometimes a lot longer, the results were less than satisfactory.
  


  
    They also tried raising the gain threshold, so it took more to cause the shields to deploy, but even an amplified kitchen match in the dark would be enough to temporarily blind a soldier.
  


  
    The scientists and engineers scratched their heads and went back to their CAD programs.
  


  
    It fell to the men and women in the field to come up with a better way, like it usually did. Using the scopes to find and track an enemy, then reverting to the old-fashioned method seemed to be the best approach. At least it worked in VR scenarios and at the range. How it would work in the real world remained to be seen, at least for his units.
  


  
    Howard sighed. He had run dozens of war game scenarios over the past few weeks, and there was only so much of that a man could take. In his time as the commander of Net Force’s military arm, there had been slack periods, but never as slow as it had been these last few weeks. He knew he was supposed to be happy about that, the idea that peace was better than war, and he was, but—
  


  
    —sitting around and doing nothing but figurative paper clip counting was boring.
  


  
    Of course, he wasn’t as likely to get shot sitting around and doing nothing, and that had been on his mind lately, too.
  


  
    
  


  


  
    

  


  
    Washington, D.C.
  


  
    

  


  
    Toni tried doing her djurus while sitting on the couch, just using her upper body, as Guru had told her. Yeah, she could do it, and yeah, it was better than nothing, but it was like taking a shower with a raincoat on. You couldn’t really feel the water.
  


  
    She stood, moved the coffee table out of the way, and did a little stretching, nothing major, just to limber up her back and hips some. The doctor hadn’t said she couldn’t stretch, just nothing heavy-duty, right?
  


  
    The elastic of her stretch pants cut into her belly as she sat and bent over to touch her toes. Damn, she hated this, being fat!
  


  
    After five minutes or so of loosening up, she felt better. Okay, so she could do a few djurus with the footwork, the langkas, if she went real slow, right? No sudden moves, no real effort, it wouldn’t be any more stressful than walking if she was careful, right?
  


  
    For about ten minutes, she practiced, moving slowly, no power, just doing the first eight djurus. She skipped the forms where she had to drop into a squat, number five and number seven, and she felt fine.
  


  
    Then, of course, she had to go pee, something that happened five times an hour, it seemed.
  


  
    When she finished and started to leave the bathroom, she looked into the toilet.
  


  
    The bowl had blood in it, as did the tissue she had just used.
  


  
    Fear grabbed her in an icy hand.
  


  
    She ran to call the doctor.
  


  
    
  


  


  
    

  


  
    Austin, Texas
  


  
    

  


  
    Tad drove the rental car, Bobby riding shotgun and giving him directions.
  


  
    “Okay, stay on I-35 going south until we cross Lake Whatchamacallit, and look for a sign says Texas State School for the Deaf. We have to find Big Stacy Park—as opposed to Little Stacy Park, which is just up the road a piece—then Sunset Lane, then we turn onto—you piece of Chinese shit!”
  


  
    This last part was accompanied by Bobby slapping the little GPS unit built into the car’s dashboard.
  


  
    “What?”
  


  
    “The sucker glitched, the map disappeared!” Bobby hammered the malfunctioning GPS unit again. “Come on!”
  


  
    “I don’t see why we had to come here in person,” Tad said. “We could have called or done this by e-mail over the web.”
  


  
    “No, we couldn’t have. The feds can monitor phones and e-mail, even encrypted stuff. They were able to do it for years before the public even realized they could and already were. Besides, this guy wants an insurance policy. He wants to see our faces. He’ll know the name, and he can use that, but we could change our identities.”
  


  
    “We could change our faces, too.”
  


  
    Bobby hit the GPS again. “Ah, there it is. I got the map again.” He looked at Tad. “Yeah, we could, and he’ll know that. But the thing is, he wants us to come to him with our hat in our hand and say please. Then he dazzles us with his techno-wizardry, and we owe him big-time and forever. It’s an ego thing. Besides, as long as we’re in business, he’ll have something on us, doesn’t matter what our names are or what we look like. We have the market cornered on Thor’s Hammer, remember? Whoever is selling it is gonna be us, no matter what we call ourselves.”
  


  
    “Yeah. I have to say, though, this might be out of the frying pan and into the fire, man. Even if it works, we’re trading one problem for another one.”
  


  
    “I don’t think so,” Bobby said.
  


  
    Tad said, “There’s the lake, up ahead.”
  


  
    “Okay, watch for the deaf sign, should be just after we cross over that.”
  


  
    “I’m watching. Back to this maybe biz. The guy will have something to trade if he ever gets busted. You think he wouldn’t give us up to save his own ass?”
  


  
    “Don’t think that for a second. I’d give him up, if positions were reversed.”
  


  
    “Jeez, Bobby—”
  


  
    “C’mon, Tad, think a little bit past the end of your nose. The clock is running at the cop shop. This computer dick-wad can get into the gym’s computer and the police system and make my name go away. He does that before they get to me, we’re clear.”
  


  
    “If the cops didn’t just get a hardcopy.”
  


  
    “They didn’t. Steve told me they downloaded his membership files into their system over the wire. Nobody uses hardcopy for this kind of stuff anymore. I didn’t even fill out a treeware registration form when I signed up; I just logged it all into a keyboard at the gym.
  


  
    “So the immediate threat, the law, is taken care of. Mr. Computer Geek is a potential problem, but that’s down the line. He isn’t going to run to the cops and turn us in now, not if he wants help from mighty Thor to keep wearing blisters on his wang with his lady friend. You see what I’m saying?”
  


  
    “Yeah, but—”
  


  
    Bobby cut him off. “You know about Occam’s Razor?”
  


  
    “No. You not gonna tell me another fucking story, are you?”
  


  
    Bobby laughed. “No. It’s a way of looking at problems. A rule that basically says, don’t get complicated when simple will do the job. The simple thing here is, if the cops don’t know about me, they can’t come looking for me.”
  


  
    “Okay, I can see that. You buy some time, get out from under the immediate threat. But you still got the potential thing later.”
  


  
    “Well, if you just let it hang out there, yeah. But this computer guy could, you know, have an accident. He could slip in the bathtub and dash his brains out or get hit by a bus crossing the street or maybe an allergic reaction to shellfish, and just up and die. There are certain chemicals that can kill somebody and make it look just like anaphylactic shock. And hey, stuff like that happens all the time, right? Cops would investigate, but if it was an accident, that would be the end of it, right?” Bobby grinned, that all-his-shiny-teeth smile that showed he was really amused.
  


  
    Tad got it, finally. He nodded. “Oh. Oh, yeah. I see what you mean.”
  


  
    “There’s hope for you yet, Tad m’boy—there, there’s the sign, pull off at that next exit!”
  


  
    Tad nodded. Bobby was almost always a step ahead of the game, even when things got creaky. Push him out a window, and he would land on his feet every time. He had it under control. It felt good to know that.
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    Washington, D.C.
  


  
    

  


  
    Jay sat seiza and tried, like the old joke about the hot dog vendor and the Zen master, to make himself one with everything.
  


  
    He was having some problems with it. First, the sitting-on-your-heels position was very uncomfortable. They might do it in Japan, where everybody was used to it, but in America, you didn’t normally sit that way, or knotted up in a lotus pose, or even on the floor—not without a cushion or pillow to flop on.
  


  
    Second, while he was supposed to be concentrating on his breath, just sitting back and watching it come and go without trying to control it or count it or anything, that was almost impossible to pull off. As soon as he became aware of his breathing, he kept trying to slow it and keep it even and all, and that was a no-no. And counting just came naturally for him, it was automatic. So he had to make a conscious effort not to count, and that was a no-no. Don’t count, and don’t think about not counting.
  


  
    Third, you weren’t supposed to think of anything at all, and if a thought came up, you were supposed to gently move it away and get back to nothing but breathing. Thoughts were products of the monkey brain, Saji had told him, and had to be quieted to achieve peace and harmony with one’s inner self.
  


  
    Yeah, well, in his case, the brain was more like a whole troop of howler monkeys all hooting and dancing through the trees, and quieting that jabbering bunch was a tall order.
  


  
    His knee hurt. That last inhalation turned into a sigh at the end. The thoughts about work, dinner, Saji, and how stupid he felt sitting here just breathing rolled in like a storm tide, as unstoppable as if he stood on the beach waving his arms at the ocean and telling it to hold it right there.
  


  
    Get a grip, Jay. Millions of people do this every day!
  


  
    Who knew that meditating would be so difficult? Sitting here and doing nothing was harder than anything Jay had ever done, or in his case, not done.
  


  
    In the back of his mind, nagging at him, was something about work, some little thing flitting up and around like a moth, something he couldn’t quite pin down. Something about the drug thing, and the DEA and NSA agents Lee and George ...
  


  
    No. Push it away. Get back to that later. For now, just be...
  


  
    Lee and George. Not much to know about them. Close to the same age, both career men, both lived in the District. Both of them married briefly but divorced, no live-in girlfriends at the moment. A lot alike ...
  


  
    Don’t think, Jay, you’re supposed to be meditating!
  


  
    Oh, yeah. Right. Breathe in. Breathe out. Breathe in ...
  


  
    Lee’s ex-wife was originally from Florida, now a lawyer in Atlanta who also taught law at a local college. She and Lee had met in law school. Jay had checked her out, and while she was well-regarded as a teacher, she was also considered something of a radical. She was a member of the Lesbian Teacher Association or some such, big on women’s rights. A no-fault divorce, no hard feelings, at least not in any official records or interviews. Still, that must have made Lee feel weird. You get a divorce, your ex-wife switches her sexual preferences to the other side of the street. Might tend to make you doubt your masculinity a little.
  


  
    George’s ex was a stockbroker. A law-school graduate who didn’t practice but who worked for one of the big trading companies on Wall Street, did well enough that she had a two-million-dollar condo overlooking Central Park, single, no significant boyfriends five years after the divorce, didn’t seem to date much, according to what Jay had uncovered about her. Like Lee with his ex-wife, George apparently got along famously with his ex.
  


  
    We’re all very civilized here ...
  


  
    Thoughts, Jay, watch it!
  


  
    Okay, okay! Breathe in, breathe out, breathe in ...
  


  
    Kind of made you wonder, though, how a woman who was rich enough to afford a condo that expensive didn’t have guys lined up waiting for her favor. Good-looking woman, hair cut short, built like a dancer.
  


  
    Well, it didn’t really matter, did it?
  


  
    Breathe out, breathe in, breathe out ...
  


  
    The next thought that swung down from the monkey tree and chittered at Jay so startled him that his eyes popped open, and he said, “Oh, shit!”
  


  
    Sitting seiza on floor across from him, Saji came out of her own meditation. “What? The place on fire?”
  


  
    “No, no, I just had a thought—”
  


  
    “Don’t worry, it’s part of the process—”
  


  
    “No, I mean, an idea. About the dope case!”
  


  
    “Let it wait, it will keep.”
  


  
    “No, it won’t. I have to get to my computer now!”
  


  
    “Jay, this is not how to meditate.”
  


  
    “I know, I know, but I have to check this out.”
  


  
    Saji sighed. “Fine. Do what you have to do.” She closed her eyes and went back to her sitting. Jay was already up and hurrying from the bedroom to his terminal.
  


  


  
    Michaels took the day off to be with Toni. She was still in bed, sleeping hard, and he planned to let her sleep as long as possible. The spotting the day before wasn’t a sign of fetal distress, the doctor had told them, but it had caused Michaels more than a little dry mouth and nervousness. By the time he had gotten to the clinic, Toni had already been examined, was getting some blood tests, and the doctor had pulled him aside to talk to him.
  


  
    The doctor, a tall, very dark, and spindly gray-haired man of sixty or so with the unlikely name of Florid, was blunt: “Listen, Mr. Michaels, if your wife doesn’t sit down and prop her feet up and do a lot of nothing for the next four months, there is a chance she is going to have a preterm birth and lose this baby.”
  


  
    “Jesus. Have you told her this?”
  


  
    “I have. She’s still relatively young and healthy, and the baby seems fine, but her blood pressure is up a little. Normally she’s one twenty over seventy-four, but today she’s at one thirty over eighty-six. That’s not technically considered high, but we always watch that, especially in a primagravida ... that’s a first-time pregnancy.”
  


  
    “Why is that?”
  


  
    “There is a condition called preeclampsia that happens in around five pregnancies out of a hundred. Usually it’s mild, and by itself it usually doesn’t cause problems, but sometimes it can cause what is known as abruptio placentae, which is a spontaneous separation of the placenta from the uterine wall, not a good thing. Usually this is in the third trimester, sometimes at delivery, and we can work around it, but it makes things hairy.
  


  
    “Worse, sometimes preeclampsia can progress to full eclampsia, which, while very rare, involves seizures, coma, and sometimes, a fatal event.”
  


  
    A fatal event.
  


  
    Michaels swallowed. Now his mouth was really dry.
  


  
    “Is this what’s happening to Toni?”
  


  
    “Probably not. There isn’t any albumen in her urine, and she doesn’t have much edema, and usually you get those with the rise in BP, but better safe than sorry.”
  


  
    “Toni is the toughest, strongest, healthiest woman I know.”
  


  
    Dr. Florid smiled. “Yes, I expect she can bend steel in her bare hands. Normally, pregnancy is not a medical problem, women can go about their business and do everything they were doing before they got pregnant. Most women. But interior plumbing isn’t the same as voluntary muscles. No matter how strong-willed you might be, you can’t toughen up the inside of a uterus. Toni’s is fragile; likely she was born that way. Now, she could go on to deliver this baby without any more problems, but I’d be a lot happier and that would be a lot more likely if she took it easy. You need to impress on her how important it is for her to relax. After the baby comes, and assuming she has time, she can go swing on a vine like Sheena, Queen of the Jungle, and kick the crap out of lions and rhinos for all I care, but for now, no strenuous exercise. What I think is strenuous and what she thinks that means are probably different. I don’t want her doing any heavy lifting, jogging, horseback riding, or deep knee bends, and I don’t want her doing those martial art dances she can’t seem to live without. She can lie in bed. She can sit in a chair or on a couch, she can walk to the kitchen to take her vitamins, but that’s about it.”
  


  
    Michaels nodded. “I understand.”
  


  
    “If we have another epsisode of second-trimester bleeding, I am going to confine her to bed for the duration. I know she won’t like that.”
  


  
    Michaels had to grin. “No, sir, that’s for sure.”
  


  
    He had another question, started to speak, but decided that maybe it was selfish to ask it.
  


  
    The doctor read his mind: “Sex is permissible, assuming you don’t like to pretend she’s a trampoline while you do it.”
  


  
    Michaels flushed, embarrassed.
  


  
    The doctor laughed. “Listen, I know this all sounds very dramatic and scary, but you need to remember that in medicine, we have to plan for the worst-case scenario. Chances are very good that nothing bad will happen to your wife or your unborn son. But we have to let you know the possibilites, no matter how small. We have to cover all the bases.”
  


  
    “So you don’t get sued,” Michaels said.
  


  
    “Hell, son, I could give my patients and their families movies, recordings, documents, a degree in medicine, and get ’em to sign a paper saying they understood them all and would never even talk to a lawyer in church, and we’d still wind up in court if anything went wrong. We always get sued when something goes wrong.”
  


  
    “Must be awful.”
  


  
    “Catching babies makes up for it. The look on the new mama’s face when she sees her child for the first time is priceless. Pure joy. Long as my malpractice insurance and my hands hold up, I’m going to keep doing it.”
  


  
    He clapped Michaels on the shoulder. “What I personally think is that this pregnancy is going to do fine, if your wife will just kick back and let it roll along.”
  


  
    “Thank you, sir,” Michaels said. “I appreciate it.”
  


  
    Now, as Toni slept and Michaels puttered around the condo, he hoped the doctor had been right in his assessment. Toni wanted the baby, and he did, too. It was going to be the center of their new family and life together, and it would be devastating to lose it.
  


  
    Him, not it.
  


  
    In the living room, he came across the box with the two kerambit knives. He took them out, put one in each hand, got a feel for how they worked. Odd, to be playing with knives and thinking about a new baby.
  


  
    Well, maybe not, given the boy’s parents.
  


  
    He moved the knives slowly and carefully. It probably wouldn’t do Toni’s stress level any good at all for him to accidentally slice his wrist open. Not to mention his own health. Still, the little blades seemed familiar in his grip, comfortable, and the djuru moves didn’t seem to put him in any danger of cutting himself. At least not this slowly and carefully. One hurried wrong move could put the lie to that quick enough, though.
  


  
    He put the knives up, and tiptoed back in to check on Toni.
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    Somewhere Over New Mexico
  


  
    

  


  
    On the flight home, Drayne felt pretty good. The computer guy was as good as he’d been cracked up to be. The police in SoCal and Steve’s Gym no longer had any reference to one Robert Drayne in their systems. More, the techno-whiz was able to determine that they hadn’t gotten around to where his name had been to assign anybody to check it before it had magically vanished. Nor had it been printed out to a hardcopy. The list had been renumbered, and unless you knew somebody had been erased and knew precisely where to look and how to look, you wouldn’t be able to tell it had been done. And even if you could tell that, you wouldn’t know who was gone.
  


  
    Once again, Drayne was golden. And all it had cost was a promise of free dope as long as the guy lived. Cheap beyond measure, even if he had to pay it.
  


  
    Drayne smiled as the flight attendant walked along the first class rows, asking if anybody wanted complimentary champagne. Probably the stuff was Korbel, or at best one of the California domaines owned by the French. Not bad if you had no experience with the really good stuff, but as far as Drayne was concerned, he wouldn’t use it to clean the chrome on his car bumper. Still, the attendant was a babe, not wearing a wedding ring, and the flight from Dallas-Fort Worth to LAX was still hours out from landing. He could strike up a conversation with her, maybe get her number. Say, have you ever considered acting? You have great bone structure....
  


  
    The attendant stopped to talk to a woman Drayne thought he recognized as somebody in L.A. politics, a city council member or maybe a spokesperson for the mayor’s office. Drayne glanced at his watch.
  


  
    About now, Tad would be buying the computer whiz a dinner at a great little out-of-the-way Italian restaurant locally famous for its fresh produce, ostensibly to make arrangements to deliver a dozen caps of the Hammer as a first payment of a lifetime drug supply. The computer geek, a health nut, had raved about the place. The salad that came with the meal featured fresh wild greens, mushrooms, and other local herbs, and was terrific, he’d said.
  


  
    Drayne had smiled, regretting that he had to be back in L.A. and would have to miss that, but hey, Tad loved salad!
  


  
    The last time Tad had eaten a salad or anything remotely healthy had probably been twenty years past. Anybody who looked at him could see that. But a guy as full of himself as Mr. Computer Wizard would skate right past that obvious fact without blinking. People saw what they wanted to see, not what was really there.
  


  
    So the guy had chosen his own exit and made it easy for them to hold the door open.
  


  
    If everything went as planned, just as the computer geek was about to lay into this garden delight, he was going to get a call on his com. Tad had the number programmed into his own com, and a touch of a button would do the trick. While Mr. Wizard was distracted, Tad was going to add a couple of different kinds of sliced mushrooms to the man’s salad that weren’t on the menu. These grew wild in places as hot and damp as Austin still was this time of year, easy to find if you knew where to look, and once they were sliced were virtually identical to any other small, white-fleshed mushrooms.
  


  
    The first variety of these particular’shrooms contained heavy concentrations of amatoxins and phallotoxins, either of which could be fatal, and both of which would almost certainly destroy liver and kidney functions, leading to death within a week to ten days 80 percent of the time.
  


  
    The second variety was chock-full of Gyromita toxins, which, while not quite as nasty as the others, also attacked the liver and kidneys, plus the circulatory system, leading to heart failure in extreme cases. Mostly Gyromita poisoning was uncommon in the U.S. because cooking these mushrooms usually mitigated the toxin. Nice, crisp, raw ones in a salad would still pack a nasty punch, however.
  


  
    Mr. Computer Wizard would enjoy his meal. He and Tad would part company on the best of terms. A day later, maybe two, Mr. Wizard would come down with flulike symptoms: nausea, vomiting, diarrhea, cramps. His doctor would probably miss the diagnosis at first, but even if he didn’t, the only way to keep the victim alive would be a liver and maybe a kidney transplant, and even then, the heart was still at risk.
  


  
    No guarantee, of course, but eight chances out of ten he would croak weren’t bad odds. And if he made it, he’d be a long time recovering, on immunosuppressive drugs if they could find him a new liver, and unable to screw with his body chemistry if he wanted to stay alive. And if he made it that far? Well, they could always pay him another visit.
  


  
    If he died, it would be due to mushroom poisoning, a terrible tragedy, a freak accident. Bad for the restaurant’s reputation and insurance carrier, but, hey, that was how life went sometimes. You want an omelette, you gotta break a few eggs.
  


  
    The flight attendant approached. “Care for champagne, sir?”
  


  
    “That would be nice. Look, I don’t want you to think I’m hitting on you, but I’m a movie producer. Have you ever considered acting?”
  


  
    He held up his producer business card and smiled.
  


  
    She took the card, looked at it, and smiled back. “I’ve thought about it. I was the lead in my high school play.”
  


  
    Life was very good.
  


  


  
    Life is crappy, Toni thought. Nobody had told her what might happen when she got pregnant, nobody had said she’d be reduced to the mobility and muscularity of a slug. She hated this.
  


  
    Alex had hung around to take care of her, but she had made him leave. He was sweet, but she wasn’t going to be pleasant company, and she didn’t want him thinking of her as a constant bitch. Better he should see her smiling and at least offering some pretense of being happy once in a while.
  


  
    “You sure?” he’d asked, after three exchanges on the subject.
  


  
    “I’m positive. Go.”
  


  
    And he had, and that pissed her off, too. Yes, she had said for him to, she had insisted that he do so, but she hadn’t really wanted him to leave. Why didn’t he know that? How could he just ... take her at her word that way? Why were men so stupid?
  


  
    Yes, yes, all right, she knew it was illogical, but that was how she felt.
  


  
    Now that Alex was gone, she was at a loss for what to do with herself. The doctor had made it crystal clear she was on light duty from now on, and since a big part of her had always been physical, this was proving to be intolerable. She couldn’t move, she might as well put down roots and turn into a fucking houseplant. She really hated this.
  


  
    She didn’t feel like sitting at the scrimshaw project. She didn’t feel like watching television or listening to music or reading. What she felt like doing was going for a five-mile run to clear her mind. Or a half hour of stretching and then silat practice. Or anything requiring sweat and sore muscles.
  


  
    No point in even bothering to think about such things. It would only make her feel worse, if that was possible.
  


  
    Other women must have gone through this. She could do it if anybody else could, she kept telling herself. But that didn’t help.
  


  
    The house was clean. She had spent way too much time doing that lately, wiping counters, sweeping floors, rearranging shelves. You could eat off the floor—if you were allowed to bend over and take the risk.
  


  
    She wandered into the bedroom. The bed was made. The bathroom was clean. Nothing.
  


  
    The floor in Alex’s closet by his shoe rack had some clothes piled up to be dry-cleaned. Well, she could do that. Surprise Alex, given as how she didn’t usually fool with his chores.
  


  
    She picked up a suit, a sports jacket, a couple of good silk shirts, a few ties. The laundry-to-go basket was in the garage, where Alex would usually notice it when it got full, toss the dirty clothes into his car, and drop it off at the Martinizing place run by a family of Koreans on the way to work.
  


  
    As she started dropping the clothes into the hamper, she automatically went through the pockets. Being raised in a family full of brothers had taught her that when doing the wash. Boys left all kinds of crap in their pockets, and a handful of coins clattering in the washer or dryer would drive you nuts, not to mention chipping the inside of the machines. Ink pens could ruin a load of whites, and it was no fun picking lint from a washed, shredded, and dried paper napkin from a load of dark shirts, either.
  


  
    In the suit trousers, Toni found a paper clip box, and inside that, the capsule.
  


  
    She knew what it was from Alex’s description, it being big and purple and all, and it puzzled her as to why it was in his pocket. But maybe it was important. She seemed to recall the stuff had some kind of timing chemical in it, and it would be inert after a day or so. Alex hadn’t worn this suit yesterday, had he?
  


  
    She reached for the phone on the workbench, looking at the capsule. She put it down next to the scrimshaw piece she’d been working on as Alex’s com bleeped.
  


  
    “Hey, babe, what’s up? You okay?”
  


  
    “Yeah, I’m fine. I was taking your dry cleaning out to the hamper—”
  


  
    “You were what?”
  


  
    “Don’t sound so amazed.”
  


  
    “Sorry. Go on.”
  


  
    “Anyway, I found this purple capsule in your pocket.”
  


  
    “Ah, damn. I keep forgetting about that. I was going to take it by the FBI lab and have somebody look at it. That’s the one John got on the raid I told you about.”
  


  
    “I can do that for you, run it by the lab.”
  


  
    “No, you can’t. You aren’t supposed to be driving, remember? Hang on to it for me, I’ll do it tomorrow.”
  


  
    “Fine.”
  


  
    “Uh, thanks for calling me about it.”
  


  
    “You at work yet?”
  


  
    “Almost there.”
  


  
    “I’ll see you later,” she said.
  


  
    After she broke the connection, Toni stared into space. She sure hoped this baby was worth all this crap. He’d better be.
  


  
    She wandered back into the house. All of a sudden, she was tired. Maybe she would lie down and take a short nap. Might as well. She couldn’t do anything else.
  


  


  
    Jay shook his head, feeling stupid. It had been right there in front of him all along, and he had just skipped over it. He had narrowed his focus too much and missed the connection.
  


  
    Maybe all this navel-gazing was good in the long run, learning how to clear your thoughts, to relax your mind, but the old Jay Gridley wouldn’t have let this slide past unseen.
  


  
    Maybe it wasn’t a good idea to be too relaxed mentally in his business.
  


  
    He ran it down. The most important piece took a while, but finally, he got it. Wasn’t proof of anything, of course, but certainly it was a circumstantial lump that would choke an elephant.
  


  
    Jesus.
  


  
    He needed to fly it past the boss, to get his hit on it, but he was pretty sure it meant something important. He reached for the com to call, then decided maybe it would be better to avoid using the phone or net. Net Force’s corns, especially the virgils, were scrambled, the signals turned into complex binary ciphers that were supposedly unbreakable by ordinary mortals. That little episode in the U.K. with the quantum computer had cured Jay of his faith in unbreakable binary codes, however. And given the people with whom they were dealing, maybe face-to-face was better.
  


  
    “I have to go into HQ,” Jay said to Saji on his way to the door.
  


  
    “This late?” She opened her eyes and stared at him, still seated in her meditation pose.
  


  
    “It’s important. I love you. See you later.”
  


  
    “Drive safe,” she said.
  


  
    He thought about his discovery all the way to Net Force HQ. Boy, wasn’t the boss going to be surprised at this twist!
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    Dallas-Fort Worth International Airport
  


  
    

  


  
    Tad sat at the gate, slouched in a chair, waiting for his connecting flight back to LAX. Even full of painkillers, speed, and steroids to the eyeballs, it was all he could do to hold himself up. Every muscle, every joint, every part of him he could feel ached, a bone-deep, grinding throb that resonated through him with every heartbeat. The best dope he could get only dulled the pain, it didn’t come close to stopping it. He was so tired he could hardly see straight, and the way he felt, if he sneezed, his head would fall off. But his fuck-up was fixed, and, yeah, okay, he’d had to ice some poor sucker to wrap it. At least Bobby wasn’t pissed at him anymore. He hated to disappoint Bobby, who put up with a lot of his crap without kicking him out. Only friend he’d ever had, Tad knew, and the only person on earth who had ever given a shit about him. You just didn’t let people like that down.
  


  
    A goth girl of eighteen or nineteen walked by and slouched into the bank of chairs across from Tad, eyeing him. She wore a torn black T-shirt under a distressed black leather jacket with the sleeves cut off, black sweatpants, and pink tennis shoes. She had short hair dyed purple, a nose ring, lip ring, eyebrow ring, and nine ear studs showing. Tad would be real surprised if she wasn’t wearing more gold and steel in her belly button, nipples, and labia. She gave him a twist of a smile—yep, there was the tongue stud—and he managed a lifted lip in return. Probably saw him as a kindred spirit, and what the hell, probably he was. Some of the kids who dressed the part were wanna-be’s, some of them were nihilists, some of them true anarchists. You could usually tell after thirty seconds of conversation which they were, but right now, he couldn’t summon the energy needed even to wave her over and see. Not that it much mattered if she did come over; he wasn’t in any condition to slip off to the john to snort some coke, smoke a joint, or screw, if any of those were her pleasure. Truth was, he liked Bobby’s kind of woman anyhow, the pneumatic bunnies who pumped dick as well as they did iron. Not that he’d had much interest in that area lately. Well, except for that royal fuck-up in the gym with Wonder Woman.
  


  
    The announcer came on and garbled something out. Tad didn’t have any idea what she’d said, but people started to get up and shoulder their carry-on bags or tow them behind them on little leashes, like Samsonite dogs who didn’t want to go for a walk and had to be dragged. Tad didn’t have any luggage. If he needed clean clothes, he bought them and threw the old stuff away, shirts, pants, underwear, socks, whatever. It was a trick he’d learned as a street kid in Phoenix a thousand years ago. If you have to travel, better to travel light. If you don’t have nothin’, nobody can steal nothin’ from you. You don’t have to remember anything, and if you have to split, you can do so without looking back. He had his e-ticket printout, a wallet, five hundred or so bucks in it, a couple of credit cards, and his ID. That was his luggage, and it was zipped into a back pocket. Unless somebody came up and did a butt slash and rob, he wasn’t gonna lose that. And if he did? Fuck it. It didn’t really matter, did it? You could get another wallet, more cards, more money. None of that was important.
  


  
    The goth girl got up and sidled in behind Tad as he moved toward the woman taking tickets. She said, “I got some coke. You wanna do some, head to the bathroom when you see me go there.”
  


  
    Tad lifted his lip in his half-assed grin. “Cool,” he said.
  


  
    But he doubted he’d see her when she went. He was in first class, and he’d bet she was in tourist, unless she was slumming, and he didn’t think she was. Besides, he had his own coke, and he knew how pure it was. Street drugs were always risky. Maybe if he felt better in a little while, he’d share that with her. Find out what she could do with that tongue stud.
  


  
    He planned to crash when he got back to Malibu, and sleep for a week. Maybe by then, he would have recovered enough to pick up the Hammer again. Now that everything was copacetic with Bobby, there was no need to fly to Hawaii or even slow down biz. Life was normal again, such as normal was, and he could get back on the road to Hell as soon as he was able.
  


  
    
  


  


  
    

  


  
    Quantico, Virginia
  


  
    

  


  
    Jay was almost hopping up and down he was so full of whatever it was that he had to say.
  


  
    Michaels smiled and waved at the seat. Jay headed in that direction, but he didn’t sit.
  


  
    “Okay, tell me. You caught our dope dealer?”
  


  
    Jay frowned, as if that thought was the last thing on his mind. “What? Oh, no. If we were doing a movie, that would be the A story. What I did is figure out the B story. Well, at least part of it.”
  


  
    “You want to run that past me again?”
  


  
    “Okay, okay, look, I was all over the DEA guy Lee and the NSA agent George. Nothing, no connection. But I expanded the search, and I came up with Lynn Davis Lee and Jackie McNally George.”
  


  
    “Who are—?”
  


  
    “The ex-wives. Lee and George met their wives in law school, got hitched, went their separate ways a couple years later. Both are divorced.”
  


  
    “So am I, Jay. So is roughly fifty percent of everybody who got married in the last twenty years.”
  


  
    The younger man grinned. “Yeah, but Lynn Davis and Jackie McNally were roommates in law school.”
  


  
    “Really? That is an odd coincidence”
  


  
    “It gets better, boss. Lynn Davis—she dropped her married name after the split—is a lawyer and part-time teacher in Atlanta. From what I was able to determine, she ... ah ... prefers the company of women to men.”
  


  
    “How shocking. So?”
  


  
    “Same deal with Jackie McNally. She is very low-profile about it, but apparently she is also a lesbian.”
  


  
    Michaels thought about that a second. “Hmm.”
  


  
    “Yeah, you see where I’m going here? Doesn’t that seem, well, queer, that two guys married and then divorced college roommates, both of whom are lesbians?”
  


  
    “Doesn’t speak highly of the boys’ lovemaking skills, but it also doesn’t prove anything, does it?”
  


  
    “Nope. But what if Ms. Davis and Ms. McNally had the same sexual preferences before they got married? From what I can tell, that was the case.”
  


  
    Michaels chewed on that for a moment. “Ah,” he said, beginning to understand.
  


  
    “It makes sense,” Jay said. “There are a lot of places where—laws notwithstanding—being gay is still a problem. Federal agencies aren’t allowed to discriminate about such things, but you know how it is. Come out as gay, you put a glass ceiling over your own head.”
  


  
    Michaels nodded. That was true, like it or not, especially in security agencies. The theory was, an openly gay operative wouldn’t be a problem, but somebody in the closet might be a candidate for blackmail, if he or she didn’t want to be outed. And he had a pretty good idea of where Jay was going with the rest of it, but he didn’t say anything, just waved for him to keep rolling.
  


  
    “So, consider this scenario. Lee and George are ... well, let’s say, men’s men. They know that being that way is likely to top them out at a low level in a lot of agencies. And lesbians have the same problems.”
  


  
    “So you think we have a case of two gay men marrying two lesbian women to provide each other with solid heterosexual backgrounds?”
  


  
    “It wouldn’t be the first time,” Jay said. “Having an ex-wife or husband on paper would forestall some tongue-wagging, especially if you were discreet from then on. Only now, Lee and George, who maybe aren’t so close anymore, really don’t like each other. Might explain some things.”
  


  
    Michaels nodded again. “That could be. You did good, Jay. Thanks.”
  


  
    After Jay was gone, Michaels thought about it some, then reached for the com. He wanted to talk to John Howard. An ugly idea had just entered his mind, and while he hoped things wouldn’t go down that road, he had to check it out.
  


  
    Howard nodded at Michaels. He’d been figuratively shuffling paper clips when the commander called, and any excuse to get up and move was good.
  


  
    “No doubt in your mind?” Michaels said.
  


  
    “No, sir. Lee flat assassinated the man. Zeigler was clearly about to drop his knife. He had started to step back from his hostage, and when Lee fired, he was no more than twenty-five feet away. Plus, my radio mike was still on. Lee heard Zeigler say he was surrendering. No, sir. This guy was a DEA field agent for years, he went on scores of raids, some of which had gunplay on both sides, I checked his record. When he pulled the trigger, he had to know the situation was under control.”
  


  
    “Okay, let’s assume for a moment that he didn’t panic and do it by accident, he iced the man on purpose. That brings up a big question, doesn’t it?”
  


  
    “Yes, sir. Why would he do that?”
  


  
    “Any theories you want to share?”
  


  
    “I have been thinking about it. Assuming there was no personal hatred of the man, the only thing I can come up with is that he didn’t want Zeigler giving up his dealer.”
  


  
    Michaels said, “That doesn’t make any sense, because the whole purpose of the raid was to bust the guy hard enough so we could find that out.”
  


  
    “Yes, sir. Thing is, Zeigler was in a panic, and he was about to spill his guts when Lee double-tapped him.”
  


  
    Give the commander credit, he picked up on it right away. “Where somebody other than Lee could hear him. You.”
  


  
    “Yes, sir, me. And the maid.”
  


  
    Michaels shook his head. “I don’t like this worth a damn, John. Something stinks here.”
  


  
    “I do believe so myself.”
  


  
    The commander steepled his fingers and leaned back in his chair. “If it had just been Lee there, he could claim he shot Zeigler to save the maid.”
  


  
    “Who speaks about five words of English and was so terrified she didn’t know which way was up,” Howard added. “Not a great witness either way.”
  


  
    “So come the shooting review or whatever it is DEA does, anything you have to say is going to make Lee look real bad. He had to know what he did was going to cost him big time.”
  


  
    “I’d assume so, yes, sir. If they believe me, it ought to be worth his job. If he was one of mine, I’d kick him out and tell the local DA to burn him, manslaughter at the very least, maybe murder two.”
  


  
    “Which he has to know, and even so, he’s willing to horizontal somebody in front of a witness.”
  


  
    “Maybe he thinks he can blow enough smoke to get past it.”
  


  
    “I wouldn’t underrate yourself, John. You are the military commander of Net Force, a general. You can shine a lot of light on him.”
  


  
    “Yes, sir. So we’re back to the big question. Why’d he do it? What did he have to gain that was so important he’d risk his job?”
  


  
    “I don’t know. But I certainly think we need to find out.”
  


  
    “Yes, sir, I believe that’s true.”
  


  
    “There’s one other thing we need to think about here, too, John.”
  


  
    “Sir?”
  


  
    “Maybe Lee loves his job and is willing to do anything to keep it.” He raised an eyebrow.
  


  
    Well, Mama Howard didn’t raise any stupid children, either. Howard said, “Bit of a stretch, isn’t it?”
  


  
    “He killed a world-famous movie star in front of a witness who, at the very least, can get him fired and maybe charged with a nasty felony. Maybe if something happened to the witness, he might not be so worried.”
  


  
    Howard nodded. “I take your point. I’ll make sure my brakes are working before I go for a drive.”
  


  
    “And make sure nothing is attached to the ignition switch, too, John. I’d hate to have to break in a new military commander.”
  


  
    “Yes, sir, I’d hate to put you to the trouble.”
  


  
    They smiled at each other.
  


  
    But when Howard left, he considered what Michaels had said. Lee did seem to be something of a loose cannon. He didn’t want to be in front of him if he went off.
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    Los Angeles, California
  


  
    

  


  
    Drayne was not a man to make the same mistake twice, especially on something that, in theory, could cost him his freedom. As soon as he was back on the ground in L.A., still in the car on the way home, he made a call to a real estate agent he’d never met. He got her name out of the phone directory and picked it because he liked the sound of it.
  


  
    “Silverman Realty,” the woman said, “this is Shawanda speaking.”
  


  
    Shawanda Silverman. What kind of intermarriage produced such a great name? He loved it.
  


  
    “Yes, ma’am, my name is Lazlo Mead, and I’m going to be living here in the Los Angeles area for about a year or so for a project I’m just starting to work on.”
  


  
    “Yes, Mr. Mead?”
  


  
    “What I want is to lease a three-or four-bedroom furnished house not too far from things, but in a nice area, you know, maybe out a little ways, in one of the canyons?”
  


  
    “Certainly I can help you with that. What ... ah ... price range are we talking about?”
  


  
    “Well, the company is paying for it—I’m in aircraft supply and maintenance—so maybe you could find one where the rent was somewhere around eight to ten thousand dollars a month?”
  


  
    He could hear the cash register in her voice: “No problem with that,” she said too quickly. “I can make a list of a few places, and we can get together and view them.”
  


  
    “Well, here’s the thing. I’m kind of in a hurry, but I’m up to my eyeballs in work. Somebody gave me your name as having done this kind of thing for people before, so maybe you could just, you know, pick a place that would work for me and my wife and just go ahead and lease it for us. I’ll e-mail you a transfer, you know, first month, last month, cleaning and security fees, whatever—say forty thousand?—and e-sign any paperwork to get the ball rolling. We can get together later. Sooner I get out of the hotel and into a real place, the happier I’ll be.”
  


  
    “I understand that, Mr. Mead. I’m sure I can find a house that will work for you. Any preferences as to furniture or schools or such?”
  


  
    “Well, my wife likes modem stuff, so we want to keep her happy. No early American or like that. No kids, so schools don’t matter.”
  


  
    “I’ll see what I can do. I’ll e-mail you pictures, if you want.”
  


  
    “That would be good.” He gave her one of the remailing addresses he used. She probably already had caller-IDed the number of the clean phone he kept for just such transactions, the one made out in the name of Projects, Inc. Now there was a term that could be stretched to fit virtually anything. What did it mean? Nothing. He gave her the number. Soon as she found something, she said, she would call. He got her e-mail address and promised to send a fund transfer first thing in the morning.
  


  
    After he broke the connection, he felt a lot better. In a day or two, he’d have a hideout, so if he had to leave the Malibu house in a hurry, there would be a place he could run to where he could sort things out. He had a big, fat, five-hundred-pound gun safe bolted to the concrete floor in a U-Store-It place way out Ventura Boulevard; he’d drive over the hill and move most of the cash from the beach house to that tonight, as a matter of fact. Maybe some of the better champagne. The locker, which was eight by ten feet, was air conditioned, he’d made sure of that. With his money safe and a place to hide if it came to that, he would be halfway ready.
  


  
    Lazlo Mead was about to come into full existence, too. Drayne had a wonderful, illegal software program and card stocks for making phony IDs. A couple of hours and a good color laser printer, a few watermarks and holograms, and presto! Mr. Lazlo Mead would have a driver’s license from, oh, say, Iowa; a social security card, maybe a library card, and a couple of credit cards that looked perfect, even if they weren’t valid. The program would also print out pictures of a mythical wife and parents, if he wanted.
  


  
    That would take care of the basics. When Tad got home, he could do the other part, the hired muscle. A few armed bodyguards could buy them enough time to haul ass if somebody came calling, especially if Drayne gave them the right story. “Somebody yells ‘Police!’ they are lying, ” he’d tell the shooters. “It’s guys trying to rip us off.” Tad knew people who wouldn’t care if whoever hired them were dope dealers or gunrunners, long as they got paid. Guys who’d shoot it out with cops anyhow, if the pay was rich enough.
  


  
    Maybe he ought to get a gun, too. He’d never had much use for those, but after the Zee-ster bought it, the thought had popped up. He didn’t have any training, but you didn’t have to be a rocket scientist, now did you? Any fuzz-brained gangbanger in East L.A. could use a gun, how hard could it be? Point it and pull the trigger, it went bang. Wave it, and it was like a magic wand; people sat up and paid attention. Something that looked cool, one of those stainless steel movie guns the action adventure guys used, pearl handles or something.
  


  
    Of course, all this would tap into his money pretty good, forty grand for the house, probably fifty or sixty more for five bodyguards, just to get started. But it had to be done. He’d been lax before, but not anymore. All this had been a wake-up call, and he didn’t want to be caught by surprise. It had been a big game, really, but when customers started getting cooked by feds, the seriousness factor went way up. He hadn’t really believed he’d ever be caught, not really, and the idea of spending years in a federal prison somewhere fending off some big horny con named Bubba did not appeal at all. So it would cost, big deal. Money was the easiest part. If he put the word out, he could move fifty or sixty hits of the Hammer a week, easy. Couple, three months of doing that every week or two, he’d make expenses and a whole lot more. Clear, say, half a million in the next few months, then take a break?
  


  
    Cross that bridge when he got to it. It had been a close call, that business with the Zee-ster. He would not get that involved with the customers again. He was smarter than most people, he knew that, and he knew he could see things better, but when you were moving in a hurry, you had to watch your step. All kinds of things out there that could trip you up.
  


  
    The “office” com number went off. He frowned at it. Saw there was no caller ID sig lit. He knew who it had to be.
  


  
    “Polymers, Drayne.”
  


  
    “Robert. This is your father.”
  


  
    Jesus. Didn’t the old man think he could recognize his fucking voice after all these years? “Hey, Dad. What’s up?” .
  


  
    “I’m leaving your aunt’s to go back to Arizona tomorrow. I thought we might get together for breakfast before I go.”
  


  
    Drayne felt a cold finger along his spine. His father wanted to see him? That was very strange. “Sure. I know a couple of places near Edwina’s that are pretty good.”
  


  
    “Give me the name, and I’ll get directions from Edwina.”
  


  
    “Sure.”
  


  
    “We’ll meet at seven A.M.,” his father said. It was not a question.
  


  
    “Seven sharp,” Drayne said. Which, when speaking to his father, was redundant. He gave him the name of a good breakfast place just off the Coast Highway.
  


  
    Drayne frowned again as he severed the connection. Well. His father was leaving town, and it might be a year or two before they saw each other again. Breakfast was not such a big deal. Except that his old man had not invited him to such an event in what, ten years?
  


  
    Maybe he just wants me to help Edwina out, Drayne reasoned. Or maybe he felt the clammy hand of death touch him while he sat in the church and wants to tell me about his will.
  


  
    Drayne laughed aloud at that thought. That would be the fucking day.
  


  
    
  


  


  
    

  


  
    Washington, D.C.
  


  
    

  


  
    Toni, feeling better after an afternoon mostly spent sleeping, listened to Alex’s day. At least he thought her brain was working well enough to ask her advice about work. Of course, she had been his assistant for a long time, she knew the game.
  


  
    “So that’s what we’ve got on our friends at the DEA and NSA,” he finished. “What do you think?”
  


  
    She considered what he’d said. “Well, you know the classic motives for crime: passion, thrills, revenge, psychosis, personal gain. On the face of it, Lee wouldn’t have any particular reason to want Zeigler dead for any kind of personal vendetta, unless maybe he really hated his movies. I don’t think he was that bad an actor. From what you’ve said, he doesn’t seem like a thrill-seeker or a psycho. So what’s the personal gain?”
  


  
    “I don’t see any right off,” he admitted. “Killing a big movie star doesn’t win you friends or money.”
  


  
    She said, “You remember those calls you got offering you work with the pharmaceutical companies?”
  


  
    He chuckled. “Yeah.”
  


  
    “Well. From what you’ve said, there seems to be a lot of interest in this drug. We’re talking about big money. Maybe somebody convinced Mr. Lee he could cash in big time if he got the dealer and delivered him—or his formula—to the right party. He wouldn’t want Net Force getting to the guy first, so he wouldn’t want John to know the dealer’s name, right?”
  


  
    He stared at her. “Wow.”
  


  
    “Don’t you dare sound so surprised, Alex Michaels,” she said. “My mind does still work from time to time, when my hormones aren’t blowing my head apart.”
  


  
    “You said that, not me.” He grinned.
  


  
    She pretended to glare but couldn’t hold onto it. She smiled in return.
  


  
    “Anyway, it’s a good theory. Maybe Jay can make a connection, some record of contact or something.”
  


  
    “These guys would be pretty good at covering their tracks,” she said, “if they’ve had years to practice it like Jay thinks.”
  


  
    “Still, it’s a place to look. Even though it is all moot if we can’t run the dealer down.”
  


  
    “You’ll find him,” she said. “I have great faith in you.”
  


  
    “You’d be the only one.”
  


  
    “How many do you need?”
  


  
    He smiled again. “Why, ma’am, I do believe one will be just exactly enough.”
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    Quantico, Virginia
  


  
    

  


  
    Howard was tired of running scenarios, more tired of sitting around. He was itchy to do something, and he was considering running some real-world field exercises just to clear the cobwebs from his brain. Get the troops sharpened up; even though there was nothing to get sharp about now, there would be, eventually. He hoped.
  


  
    “Love to see a man hard at work.”
  


  
    Howard looked up and saw Julio standing in the doorway of his office. “Lieutenant Fernandez. What brings you here?”
  


  
    “I believe that would be my size-eleven combat boots, sir.”
  


  
    “And is there a purpose for this visit?”
  


  
    “Why, good news, General Howard, sir.”
  


  
    “Come on in, then. I can use some news. Any news, good or bad, would be a change.”
  


  
    “I think you’re gonna like this.”
  


  
    Howard looked at the flat-black hard case Julio held. It was about three feet long, half that wide. “You have my attention, Lieutenant.”
  


  
    “Sir. You might recall the Thousand-Meter Special Teams Match for United States Military Services held at Camp Perry every November?”
  


  
    “Oh, I recall it, all right. That would be the match where Net Force’s sharpshooters always come in last place ... behind the Marines, the Army, and even the Navy?”
  


  
    “Only because you won’t order Gunny to enter. He’d beat ’em. And we did beat the Navy that one year,” Julio allowed.
  


  
    “Because their shooter lost his hearing protection in a freak accident and blew out an eardrum is why.”
  


  
    “Still beat’em. Take it any way you can.”
  


  
    Howard nodded at the case. “This a secret weapon?”
  


  
    “Well, a weapon, yes, but not so secret. Just new. Take a look.”
  


  
    Julio set the case down on the old map table across from Howard’s desk, popped the latches on the case, and clamshelled it open.
  


  
    Howard walked over and looked at the components inside the case.
  


  
    “Why, it is a gun. It appears to be a bolt-action five-oh BMG rifle,” Howard said.
  


  
    “Yes, sir, but not just any five-oh. This is a prototype, one of only two built, of the upcoming EMD Arms Model XM-109A Wind Runner, designed by Bill Ritchie himself. Third generation.”
  


  
    Julio reached into the case and pulled out the stock and receiver assembly. “This here receiver is made of 17-4 PH stainless and, with improved heat-treating, now Rock-wells out at forty-five-plus. Sixteen pounds, wire-cut, tolerances you wouldn’t believe, and with the fully adjustable stock here retracted, a mere twenty inches long. Stock is equipped with a carbon-fiber polysorb monopod recoil pad and nice cheek piece incorporating no-tear biogel.”
  


  
    “You have to go looking for your shoulder after you fire it?”
  


  
    “No, sir, it kicks about as hard as a stout twelve-gauge. Of course, it will shove you back about a foot if you shoot it prone, and you will want to be lying down behind it and not firing offhand.”
  


  
    “I bet.”
  


  
    “Speaking from experience, sir. You’ll notice the M-14 bipod and mounted scope, the latter of which is a U.S. Optics adjustable, 3.8X-22X, very nice optical gear, sighted in for a thousand meters. And here is a nifty little red dot switch, automatically adjusted for parallax, that gives you short-range capabilities. Short range in this case being three to four hundred meters. Put the dot on the target, that’s where the bullet goes, plus or minus a few inches.
  


  
    “Might as well throw it as shoot that close, though.
  


  
    “The new model Son of Wind Runner here uses a five-round magazine like the older models, and has a Remington-style adjustable trigger, set to three pounds. Uses your standard MK211 caliber .50 multipurpose cartridge as the primary tactical round, though match-grade handloads are the ticket at Camp Perry, of course.” Julio held up a box of ammo. “Like these.”
  


  
    He opened the bipod and set the receiver and stock up on the table. He reached back into the case and came out with the barrel.
  


  
    “Your barrel here is a twenty-eight-inch fluted match-grade graphite from K&P Gun, with an eighty-port screw-on muzzle brake, the holes set at thirty degrees. You secure the barrel to the receiver like so, using an Uzi-style nut and a self-locking ratchet, right here.”
  


  
    Julio put the barrel into the receiver and tightened it. It didn’t take long.
  


  
    “Total weight, thirty-four pounds. Insert a loaded magazine, and there she is, ready to rock’n’ roll.”
  


  
    “Very nice,” Howard allowed.
  


  
    “The original XM 107 was designed for use by the Army, particularly the Joint Special Operations Forces, and the Explosive Ordnance Disposal teams. And, theoretically, the Infantry, though the groundpounders didn’t get too many copies. SOF uses ‘em against soft or semi-hard targets out to seventeen hundred meters, and EOD uses’em to blow up unexploded ordnance from a long way outside proximity fuse range.”
  


  
    “Like I said, a nice toy. How much?”
  


  
    “These things are like hen’s teeth, sir. The waiting list is a mile long, and how can you put a price on this kind of quality?” He stroked the barrel with one hand. “There are only two of them exactly like this in all the world.”
  


  
    “Let’s try, shall we? How much?”
  


  
    “Well, with our discount, a hair over five thousand dollars each.”
  


  
    “That actually sounds pretty reasonable.” Then, knowing Julio for all the years he’d known him, he said, “A ‘hair over’ you said. How thick a hair we talking about?”
  


  
    “Call it three thousand and change,” Julio said. He grinned.
  


  
    “What? For eight thousand dollars, this beast had better dance and whistle ‘Dixie,’ Lieutenant!”
  


  
    “Well, I wouldn’t know about that, sir. But EDM Arms guarantees one-minute-of-angle accuracy at a thousand meters right out of the box.”
  


  
    Howard raised his eyebrows at that. “One MOA? Guaranteed?”
  


  
    “Just as you see it. I thought that would get your attention. But that’s only to keep the lawyers happy. EDM Arms has got verified five-round groups at a thousand meters of one-half MOA. They say they got a couple groups that good at seventeen hundred meters, even a little longer.”
  


  
    Howard looked at the weapon again. “Good Lord. That’s a tack-driver.”
  


  
    “Yes, sir. And Bowens, our newly recruited ex-Army shooter, has been doing just that with this very piece, starting yesterday. Talking about a pie-plate-sized group from a mile away. He didn’t want to let me take it long enough to show it to you.”
  


  
    Howard grinned.
  


  
    “So, come next month, Net Force’s little piece of the National Guard is going to shoot the living asses off the Navy, the Marines, and the Army.”
  


  
    “If one of them doesn’t get his hands on the other one,” Howard said.
  


  
    Julio grinned real big.
  


  
    Howard stared at him. “You didn’t.”
  


  
    “Well, sir, yes, sir, I did. If something broke on this here weapon—highly unlikely, I know, given the fine, fine quality, but if something did break—we’d want proper backup, wouldn’t we?”
  


  
    Howard shook his head. “I’ll have to beat the budget to cover this.”
  


  
    “Not the way I figure it. We do it right, we can make our costs on side bets. I can get three to one against us, easy. I wouldn’t be surprised to even make a small profit.”
  


  
    They both grinned at that.
  


  
    “Anyway, I thought you might like to take it to the outdoor range and put a few through it. That is, if you aren’t too busy here.” He looked around.
  


  
    “You missed your calling, Lieutenant. You should have been a comedian.”
  


  
    “Yes, sir, I believe I could have sparkled in such a profession.”
  


  
    Howard looked at the weapon. Why not? He didn’t have anything better to do.
  


  
    “You coming along?”
  


  
    “No, sir, I have diaper duty, starting in—” he looked at his watch “—forty-six minutes. Best I not be late.”
  


  
    Howard chuckled. “No, I understand. It has been a while since I had such duty myself, but one cannot stress the importance of it enough.”
  


  
    “If one’s wife is Lieutenant Joanna Winthrop Fernandez, one can sure as hell stress it high, wide, and repeatedly,” Julio said. “You want me to show you how to break it down? Where the cartridges go?”
  


  
    “I believe I can manage on my own, thank you.”
  


  
    “Have fun.”
  


  
    “Oh, you, too.”
  


  
    “Yeah, right.”
  


  
    Howard looked at the rifle after Julio was gone. Well, why not? He was the commander of Net Force’s military, he ought to know how the hardware worked, right? It was training. He could justify that,
  


  
    Besides, blowing holes in a target three-quarters of a mile away sure beat sitting here doing zip.
  


  
    
  


  


  
    

  


  
    The Texas Panhandle, North of Amarillo
  


  
    

  


  
    Jay Gridley walked along the trail, cutting sign. This was an exercise Saji had taught him when he’d been recovering from his electronically induced stroke, how to track somebody. A bent twig here, a blade of grass lying there, the signs were there if you knew how to look.
  


  
    In the real world, he was backtracking e-sig, net and phone and globeSat connections, but here, he was after a bad man on foot, Hans, a notorious drug seller.
  


  
    It was hot, and Jay paused to take a swig of tepid water from his canteen, the fabric of which was wet to allow some small cooling from evaporation. He thought that was a nice touch, even though he wasn’t sharing the scenario with anybody. Those little things counted. Anybody could plug off-the-shelf view-or feelware into their computer and walk through VR; a pro had higher standards.
  


  
    He took off his broad-brimmed planter’s hat, wiped his sweaty forehead with a red bandanna, replaced the hat, and stuck the handkerchief back into his pocket.
  


  
    There, just ahead, he saw something. Or rather, he didn’t see something. He bent and looked at the hot ground from only a few inches above it. There weren’t any real tracks, but the dry ground was too smooth. Carpet-walker, turned and headed that way.
  


  
    Jay kept walking. Ahead and in a little declivity was a stand of cottonwood trees and what looked like willow. Water, a pond, or an underground stream come up to the surface, he figured. He could almost smell the moisture.
  


  
    Sure enough, there was a small stream, maybe as wide as Jay was tall, clear water bubbling over a rocky bottom. The stream wound away, and Jay stepped into the water and started to follow it. A man looking to hide his tracks would use such cover, probably staying with it until he found a rocky enough spot to exit where he wouldn’t leave footprints.
  


  
    Jay enjoyed the feel of the water around his ankles as he moved slowly along. Half a mile ahead, he paused. There, to the right, were six or eight big rocks leading to a patch of gravel. That’s where he’d leave the water, if he wanted to get back on his previous heading.
  


  
    It took him more than a hundred yards before he spotted something. Another flat patch of dirt, too smooth. There were no wind riffle marks, no raindrop patterns, none of the natural weathering signs that ought to be there. Jay grinned. Bad man Hans had been here; he was sure of it.
  


  
    In the distance, Jay saw a small village. That it had a Germanic look to it didn’t really fit the Texas panhandle, but it was okay to mix scenario now and then. It kept you from getting into a rut.
  


  
    He’d bet diamonds against dog doo that Hans was in that village, smug in his belief that nobody could track him there.
  


  
    Why didn’t these fools ever learn they couldn’t screw with Lonesome Jay Gridley? Must be some kind of genetic defect that ran in bad guys.
  


  
    He picked up his pace a little. He didn’t need to worry about the signs now, he knew where Hans was. All he had to do was go and identify him. Once he was sure of that, the game would be over.
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    Washington, D.C.
  


  
    

  


  
    Toni felt terrific. She and Alex had a great night together, and when she awakened this morning, she’d been rested and much refreshed. Being able to help him with the case he was working on, that had been something, too. For a few moments there, she hadn’t felt totally useless. She hadn’t lost all her chops. Maybe that was a good sign.
  


  
    After Alex left for work, she felt creative. She decided to go and work on her scrimshaw for a while.
  


  
    At the bench, she turned on the gooseneck lamp, gathered her tools, and was about to get started when she saw the purple capsule lying there where she’d put it and forgotten all about it.
  


  
    She reached for the cap, looked at it, and decided what the hell, as long as she had it in hand ...
  


  
    She put the cap on the table in her work field and adjusted the lamp to shine on it. Focused the stereoscope on it...
  


  
    Ah. Here was a major discovery. It was a purple gelatin capsule with some kind of pale powder inside it. Oh, boy. Way to go, Sherlock.
  


  
    Maybe something inside was more interesting. If she opened it very carefully ...
  


  
    “Shit!” she said, as the powder, which was a kind of bubble gum pink, spilled all over the table. She dropped the halves of the cap and grabbed a little paint brush she used for dusting the ivory. She swept the pink powder into a little pile, then onto a sheet of paper. There it was.
  


  
    As she picked up the larger of the now mostly empty capsule segments to reload the powder, she noticed an odd strip of coloration on one end, just inside the edge. Hmm. What was that?
  


  
    She held the cap under the scope, couldn’t quite make it out. It looked almost like some kind of pattern. Well, we’ll see about that. She put the cap down, removed the auxiliary lens, and brought the scope’s magnification to 10X. Let’s have another look, shall we?
  


  
    Jesus! What was that? She fiddled with the light, turned the cap this way, then that, and got the shadows just right so she could make it out.
  


  
    Etched into the material of the cap were tiny words. “Hi, Feebs! Want to find me? Ask Frankie and Annette’s grandkids, they know where! Sincerely Yours, Thor.”
  


  
    Hello!
  


  
    She reached for the phone on the end of the bench. She had to get Alex. He was going to want to hear about this.
  


  
    
  


  


  
    

  


  
    Newport Beach, California
  


  
    

  


  
    The restaurant, Claudia’s Grill, was half a block off the highway and slightly up the hill, so it had a nice view of the water. Drayne pulled his Mercedes into the parking lot, gave the key to the attendant and got a parking stub, then went inside. It was three minutes to seven, and the place was pretty full. They served a good breakfast here, and it was a great location.
  


  
    His father sat alone in a booth, staring out through a wall of glass at the Pacific, the waters already changing from gray to blue as the sun began to burn off the morning fog.
  


  
    “Hello, Dad.”
  


  
    “Robert.”
  


  
    Drayne slid into the booth. “What’s up?”
  


  
    “Let’s order first.”
  


  
    The waitress came by. Drayne ordered poached eggs, chicken apple sausage, and whole-grain pancakes. His father asked for white toast, corn flakes, and decaf coffee.
  


  
    When she was gone to put their order in, his father cleared his throat. He said, “I’m glad your mother isn’t alive to see what you’ve become.”
  


  
    Drayne stared at him as if his father had just sprouted fangs and fur and might start baying like a werewolf. “What?”
  


  
    “How stupid do you think I am, Robert? Did it never occur to you that thirty years with the Bureau might have taught me something?”
  


  
    “What are you talking about?”
  


  
    “PolyChem Products,” his father said.
  


  
    Drayne felt his belly spasm, as if he had just gone over the big drop on a roller coaster. “What about it?”
  


  
    His father looked disgusted. “There is no ‘it.’ It’s a paper corporation, a phantom. The bank records, the history, none of it is any deeper than a postage stamp. You thought I might look at it, but not too closely, didn’t you? You are PolyChem Products.”
  


  
    Drayne couldn’t think of anything to say. He was cold, as if he had suddenly found himself shoved headfirst into a refrigerator. He’d never expected this.
  


  
    The old man looked away from him, out at the ocean again. He said, “I have friends, boy, people who owe me favors. I know where you live, and I know you live well, but I also know that you don’t have any visible way of earning money. So that means you are into something illegal or immoral. Probably both. From the way you talked about admiring that criminal who assaulted the agents and staff at HQ recently, I surmise it probably has something to do with drugs.”
  


  
    “Dad—”
  


  
    His old man turned back to face him, held up his hand to silence him, and in that moment, he was Special Agent in Charge Rickover Drayne of old, steely-eyed and fierce, one of the most stalwart protectors of the republic. “Don’t say anything. I don’t want to hear about it, I don’t want to know about it. You’re an adult; you can make your own choices. I expected better of you, that’s all.”
  


  
    Drayne lost it: “You expected me to turn into a fucking robot without feelings who would grow up to be just like you.” He was amazed at the sudden venom in his voice. “You wanted a carbon copy of yourself to send forth, a grown-up Boy Scout who was trustworthy, loyal, friendly, obedient, who would cog his way into the system and stay there smiling until he wore out, just like you. You never once asked me what I wanted to be when I grew up or cared what I thought about anything.”
  


  
    The old man blinked at him. “I wanted the best for you—”
  


  
    “Your best! What you thought I should be! Face it, Dad, you were always too busy saving the country from the forces of evil to give a shit what I did, as long as I kept my grades up, my room clean, and I didn’t bother you.”
  


  
    “Robert—”
  


  
    “Jesus fucking Christ, listen to yourself! Everybody in the world calls me Bobby except for you! I asked you to do that a hundred times! You didn’t listen. You never listened.”
  


  
    Nobody said anything for a long time. Finally, Drayne said, “So, what are you going to do? Give my name to your friends who owe you favors? Have them investigate me?”
  


  
    The old man shook his head. “No.”
  


  
    “No? Why? Because I’m your son and you love me? Or because you wouldn’t want your old FBI chums to know your son was anything less than the soul of respectability?”
  


  
    The old man was spared whatever answer he might have made as the waitress returned with their breakfast. Drayne had never felt less like eating in his life, but both he and the old man smiled at her.
  


  
    When she was gone, the old man said, “You can think whatever you want. You... You’re a brilliant man, son. Smarter than I ever was. I always knew that. You could have gone into legitimate business and made a fortune. You could have been somebody important.”
  


  
    “What makes you think I can’t do that now?”
  


  
    “Oh, you could. I don’t think you want to. You were always more interested in pulling my chain than anything else, weren’t you?”
  


  
    And I still am, Drayne was smart enough to realize. But he didn’t want the old man to walk away with any kind of victory, no way, so he said, “No. All I wanted was to get your attention. Any attention, good or bad, was better than indifference. That’s what you gave me, Dad. Indifference. So now you finally notice me, enough to bust my balls. Thank you so fucking much. You want to turn me in for being a criminal, go ahead. I don’t care.” And if you do turn me in, I win, he thought.
  


  
    Drayne stood, dropped a fifty on the table, and said, “I’m not hungry, but you enjoy your breakfast. It’s a long drive back to Arizona. Give my regards to the dog.”
  


  
    Drayne turned and stalked off. Dramatic, but he’d made worse exits. Let the old bastard chew on that for a while.
  


  
    Once he was in his car, he realized how shaken he was. Even after all the years of layering scar tissue and callus over it, on some level, he still cared what the old man thought of him. Amazing to realize that.
  


  


  
    Tad couldn’t sleep. He was topped off with enough drugs to put a stadium full of rabid football fans into a trance, but his mind wouldn’t go down.
  


  
    He had taken a hot shower. He had tried to blank his mind. He had gotten up and eaten another phenobarb, and while he was so stoned he could hardly move, he was no way about to sleep, and he needed that, bad.
  


  
    Bobby had told him about the new operations plan, the safe house, moving the money, and wanting to hire some armed muscle to ride shotgun. Tad had shrugged that off. Whatever Bobby wanted was fine. Tad had made some calls. Some guys were coming by to see Bobby later, shooters who didn’t care who they cooked, long as the money was good. It wouldn’t cramp things here, they had five bedrooms, plenty of space. Bobby was thinking he could post one as a lookout, have him watching the road, scanning police radios, shit like that. Somebody came calling, they’d hit the beach before the visitors got to the door, jog a ways down to the parking lot where his car was already parked, ready to roll. Could maybe leave another ride in the opposite direction, at the bed-and-breakfast place, slip the owner a few bucks for parking. Maybe even have a jet ski or something, take to the ocean. Maybe rig a bomb to the front gate or something.
  


  
    Bobby got into the details of stuff like this, and once he did, he covered it pretty fine.
  


  
    Tad didn’t think it was gonna come to that, but that last biz had put the fear of God into Bobby a little, so that was cool, whatever.
  


  
    Tad went out on the deck, sprawled in the padded lounge chair, lit a cigarette, and blew smoke at the ocean. The wind blew it back in his face, and he smiled at that. Bunnies in thong bikinis jogged past, guys with tans dark as walnuts, all going about their boring lives. Tad waved at them, some of them waved back. Jesus.
  


  
    A helicopter zipped by a few hundred feet up, probably looking for people caught in the rip and pulled out beyond the surf. Welcome to the Promised Land, folks. Sun, water, beautiful people, even airborne lifeguards to make sure you don’t venture too far away from paradise by accident.
  


  
    Tad finished the cigarette, ground the butt out on the arm of the chair, then snapped it out toward the water using his thumb and middle finger. This was what his life had come to: There was the Hammer, and then there was waiting for a chance to grab the Hammer; that was it.
  


  
    Except for the waiting part, it was okay.
  


  
    He leaned back and watched the seagulls wheel and work the uncertain air currents over the beach, diving and rolling, sometimes hovering almost still against the force of the wind. Some real intricate patterns there, those flights.
  


  
    The aerobatic dance of the gulls was what finally lulled him to sleep.
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    Net Force HQ, Quantico, Virginia
  


  
    

  


  
    Michaels said, “Mean anything to you?”
  


  
    Jay shook his head. “Nope, not right off, but I’ve turned the searchbots loose on it. I should be getting a first-hit list any moment.”
  


  
    Howard came into the conference room. “Sorry I’m late. I had to park in the secured lot. There’s some, ah, hardware I was checking out locked in the trunk of my agency car I didn’t have time to return yet. I wouldn’t want to lose it.”
  


  
    “No problem. Do you recognize the names Frankie and Annette?”
  


  
    “No, sir.”
  


  
    Michaels slid a hardcopy printout across the conference room table to Howard, who picked it up and looked at it.
  


  
    Howard shook his head. “And this came from where?”
  


  
    Michaels explained how Toni had discovered the hidden message inside the capsule. He was feeling a certain sense of pride when he told them.
  


  
    Jay said, “Tell Toni that’s nice work. Nothing in the DEA reports about this. Somebody there is maybe sitting on this information?”
  


  
    “That’s what I thought,” Michaels said. “I asked the director to pull some strings, and she’s gotten the original lab reports from DEA. They went over the caps they’ve recovered with a fine tooth comb. None of those have this little grandkids riddle inscribed in them.”
  


  
    “We think the DEA might be hiding things from us?” Howard said.
  


  
    Michaels nodded and brought him up to speed on what Jay had discovered.
  


  
    “And there’s one more little tidbit,” Jay said when Michaels had finished. “I have a record of a telecon between Hans Brocken and our Mr. Brett Lee, of the DEA, from three months back. Herr Brocken is the chief security officer for Brocken Pharmaceuticals, of Berlin, Germany.”
  


  
    “Careless,” Michaels said.
  


  
    “I did have to look for it. It wasn’t something you’d stumble across accidentally. They made a pretty good effort to hide it.”
  


  
    Howard said, “You really think Lee is in bed with a drug company? Looking to sell the formula for this stuff?”
  


  
    “It makes a certain kind of sense,” Michaels said. “We talked about reasons for him shooting the movie star before, remember.”
  


  
    “And you think Lee is in league with the NSA?”
  


  
    “Only with one particular person there. No point in casting aspersions on the entire agency,” Michaels said. “It seems that Mr. Lee and Mr. George have history about which they have not been entirely forthcoming, though this is still circumstantial evidence.”
  


  
    “I’ll get harder stuff eventually,” Jay said. “Oops, speaking of which—” He tapped keys on his flatscreen. “Okay, here’s what the Sherlock searchbot has to say about my query...”
  


  
    Jay frowned at the flatscreen.
  


  
    “You want to let us in on it, Jay?”
  


  
    “Huh? Oh, sorry.” Jay tapped a key.
  


  
    The flatscreen’s vox began reading aloud in a smoky, sexy woman’s voice:
  


  
    “Frankie Avalon and Annette Funicello, teen singing and television idols from the late 1950s and early 1960s, first appeared together in the low-budget movie Beach Party, from American International Pictures, 1963, co-starring Robert Cummings, Dorothy Malone, and Harvey Lembeck, and featuring musical roles by Dick Dale and the Del-Tones, and Brian Wilson and the Beach Boys. The movie was the first of several in the chaste surf-and-sand genre, which was to remain viable and popular for the next two years.
  


  
    “Avalon and Funicello were paired in several additional surf movies, including a distant sequel, Back to the Beach, Paramount Pictures, 1987, also starring Lori Loughlin, Tommy Hinkley, and Connie Stevens.”
  


  
    The computer’s voice went silent, and the three men looked at each other.
  


  
    Michaels said, “The stars of fifty-year-old teenybopper movies? Fine. Who are their grandchildren?”
  


  
    Jay shook his head. “I’m cross-checking here, but it does not appear that the two had any off-screen relationship that would have resulted in children together. They were both married to other people.”
  


  
    “Not having children would make it hard to have grandchildren, wouldn’t it?” Howard observed.
  


  
    Michaels said, “Maybe we aren’t talking about literal grandchildren. Maybe movie grandchildren?”
  


  
    Jay tapped away at the keyboard. A moment passed. “Nope, nothing that fits. Nobody ever did another beach movie with the actors who played their children in the’ 87 picture.”
  


  
    “Maybe the message is speaking metaphorically?” Howard said.
  


  
    Jay looked at him.
  


  
    Howard said, “Anybody make any similar kind of pictures recently? Celluloid grandchildren, so to speak, of the originals?”
  


  
    Jay smiled. “Well, film isn’t made out of celluloid anymore, but that’s pretty good, General. Let me see... Okay, here we are, under Beach Movies, there are several, hmm...ah. I think I found it!”
  


  
    A few seconds passed while Jay read to himself.
  


  
    “Jay?”
  


  
    “Sorry, boss.”
  


  
    The flatscreen’s vox said, “Surf Daze, an homage to the surf movies of the early 1960s, Fox Pictures, 2004, starring Larry Wright, Mae Jean Kent, and George Harris Zeigler. Set in Malibu in 1965, Surf Daze chronicles the adventures of—”
  


  
    “Stop,” Michaels said.
  


  
    Jay paused the recitation. “What?”
  


  
    Howard beat him to it. He said, “George Harris Zeigler.”
  


  
    Jay nodded. “Oh, yeah. The Zee-ster.”
  


  
    “The recently departed Zee-ster,” Michaels said.
  


  
    Jay said, “This was, um, seven years ago. Before he hit it big. He’d have been about, what? Twenty-four or -five then. Thing is, where he’s gone, I don’t think he’d be telling us anything useful.”
  


  
    “This is too much of a coincidence. This dope dealer is pulling our chain. We need to talk to the other actors.”
  


  
    “You gonna turn it over to the regular feebs?”
  


  
    Michaels took a deep breath and let it out. “No. I think maybe we ought to go check this out ourselves.”
  


  
    “Not in our charter,” Howard said.
  


  
    “The current waters are very murky,” Michaels said. “Given the capabilities of the DEA and NSA, I’m not altogether sure just who we can trust. Sure, the FBI are our guys, and they love us—in theory, anyway—but we can’t cover any leaks on their part. We don’t want to be behind the eight ball on this, do we?”
  


  
    “No need to convince me, Commander,” Howard said, smiling. “I’m going senile from boredom in my office. The drug raid was the most interesting thing that’s happened in three months. I’m game.”
  


  
    “Me, too,” Jay said.
  


  
    “I thought after your last adventure in the field you’d want to avoid it,” Michaels said.
  


  
    “I was alone then,” Jay said, “and dealing with a militant gun dealer. With the general here and you, I’d feel secure enough to interview a drop-dead gorgeous movie star. Did you see Mae Jean in Scream, Baby, Scream?”
  


  
    “I must have missed that one,” Michaels said.
  


  
    “Me, too,” Howard said.
  


  
    “I’m telling you, she’s got lungs could raise the dead, aurally and, um, visually. One of the great on-screen screamers of all time, right up there with Jamie Lee. And did I mention she was drop-dead gorgeous?”
  


  
    “I thought you had a pretty intense relationship going, Jay?”
  


  
    “That’s true, boss, but that doesn’t mean I’m gonna do anything. I can look, can’t I?”
  


  
    Howard and Michaels grinned at each other.
  


  


  
    Howard went back and collected his staff car, then headed for home. He didn’t want to take the time to return the rifle right now, but it would be safe enough at his home; safer, in fact, than in the general access parking lot at Quantico. Since they weren’t going to drop everything and rush over to La-La Land in the next few minutes, he’d have time to pack a bag and tell Nadine good-bye. They’d be flying commercial—Commander Michaels did not want to attract any attention by cranking up one of the Net Force jets—and they’d be flying incognito, on open-ended agency tickets, so they wouldn’t have to put any names on a passenger list until just before boarding, and those would be cover noms anyhow.
  


  
    Given that he’d just been out to the left coast, it might not be as big a thrill for him as it was for Jay Gridley; still, it would get him out and moving, and at this point, anything was better than spending another day doing make-work.
  


  
    He headed out toward the freeway and the drive back to the city.
  


  
    Normally, the drive was a straight run up I-95 and into the District, loop around the belt and to the north end of town where he lived.
  


  
    But after a couple of miles, he spotted what he thought was a tail.
  


  
    A lot of people drove this stretch of road, and there were scores of cars and trucks heading in the same direction, so there was no way to be sure, but he first saw the car as he changed lanes to pass. A little way farther, when he pulled back over into the right lane, the car did likewise.
  


  
    Big deal. This was hardly conclusive evidence. But he had been through the standard Net Force surveillance course as part of his in-processing, and something one of the sub-rosa guys from the FBI who’d taught the class had said always stuck with him: “If you think you’re being followed, it is easy to check, and very cheap insurance. If you’re wrong, you might feel a little silly. But if you are right, you might keep yourself from winding up in deep shit. ”
  


  
    Maybe he was overly cautious, but as a professional military man, Howard had learned long ago that being prepared was not the same as being paranoid. And like the instructor had said, checking it out was easy enough.
  


  
    There was a little state road running northeast to Manassas not far ahead, and Howard eased over into the exit lane. If the car behind him—looked like a white Neon—kept going, he’d catch the next on-ramp and head on home.
  


  
    Six cars back, the Neon reached the off-ramp and exited a couple hundred yards behind him.
  


  
    Well, well.
  


  
    That didn’t prove anything for certain. Two or three times, he remembered the FBI guy saying, it could still easily be a coincidence. “Think about it. What would happen if one of your neighbors heading home happened to get behind you on the freeway? They’d make every turn you would, right? Could be perfectly innocent. Don’t jump to to a conclusion until you are sure. ”
  


  
    And there were several simple ways, Howard remembered, to be sure.
  


  
    He tooled along on the state road, which was narrow but scenic, heading away from the suburbs toward the more rural country. There was an intersection ahead, and apparently the Occoquan Reservoir was to the left. Fine, left it is.
  


  
    He went maybe a quarter of a mile, didn’t see the white Neon turn behind him.
  


  
    So, okay, he was paranoid. He’d find a place to turn around and go home. He was relieved.
  


  
    There was a little gas station minimart a half mile or so ahead, and Howard pulled in there, stopped, and went inside. He used the bathroom, bought a pack of Corn Nuts and a can of root beer, and headed back to his car. If anybody had been following him, he’d had an excuse to stop. The idea was, the surveillance guy had told them, not to let the people following you know you knew they were there. Better the tail you know than one you don’t.
  


  
    He kept going the way he’d been going, figuring to loop back around to a main road or the freeway eventually.
  


  
    Five hundred yards out of the minimart, he caught sight of the white Neon in his rearview mirror. The car was a ways back, maybe half a mile, but he was pretty sure it was the same vehicle.
  


  
    Hmm. He was pretty convinced, but a few more tests should make it interesting.
  


  
    Howard made a series of turns as he came to little branching streets, right, left, right, right, driving several miles until he was on a nice little country road—and thoroughly lost. He was going to need to use the GPS to find his way out of here. He had no idea where he was.
  


  
    Eventually he found himself on another road that led, so the sign said, to the Civil War battlefield of Manassas. The two big battles there had been originally named, he recalled, for the little river that went through the area, Bull Run.
  


  
    Several times, the Neon disappeared from sight, sometimes for as long as two or three minutes, and it seemed to Howard that the guy tailing him had an uncanny ability to guess the right way to turn.
  


  
    Then it dawned on him that there might be some kind of bug on his vehicle, and all the guy had to do was follow the signal.
  


  
    Damn, he should have thought of that sooner.
  


  
    But after half a dozen random turns, there was no doubt in his mind that the Neon was shadowing him. Now, the questions were, who was it, and why were they following him?
  


  
    He could have called the highway patrol, had a few beefy state troopers pull the Neon over and politely ask those questions. Of course, if the shadower turned out to be Lee, he’d just as soon not air that laundry in front of Virginia authorities; best to keep that in house. Or he could have scrambled a Net Force military team and had them brace the driver, but the truth was, he could take care of his own business. He had his side arm right here, and as yet there was no reason to call out the troops, especially if this turned out to be a huge coincidence. Somebody lost trying to find their way out by following him.
  


  
    Yeah, right.
  


  
    He was mindful of what Michaels had said about the DEA agent Brett Lee. After that shooting in L.A., Howard could cost the agent his job, maybe even cause him to face a criminal prosecution. And since the man seemed to be involved in something illegal besides that, he might not be too unhappy if Howard were to run his car into a tree somewhere and not survive the accident.
  


  
    Of course, it was a long way from following somebody around in your car to premeditated murder, and maybe that wasn’t what this was all about. Maybe it was somebody else altogether. Somebody Howard had run afoul of and didn’t recall, out stalking for other reasons entirely.
  


  
    So, the thing was, he needed to box up whoever it was tailing him, stroll on over, and have a few words with him and find out.
  


  
    Out here in the country, among all the trees and fields and pastures, he ought to be able to find a place to do that.
  


  
    He started looking.
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    Malibu, California
  


  
    

  


  
    Drayne was not surprised when Shawanda Silverman got back to him within a day. She had a nice place all lined up, and any time he wanted to come by and take a look, she would make herself available.
  


  
    Times must be hard in the real estate biz, he figured.
  


  
    He got the address and information and said he’d be by to pick up the keys soon. All the legal stuff had been handled over the net, e-sigs and the money transfer from one of the blind-alley addys. It was a done deal.
  


  
    He wouldn’t go himself, of course, he didn’t want his face to stick in her mind. Normally, he would have sent Tad, but Tad was still zoned out on the deck. Drayne had tossed a blanket over him when it got dark and cool, then put a beach umbrella up to shade him when the sun came up. Old Tad might not move for another day or two, if ever he moved again at all.
  


  
    Fortunately, the bodyguards had shown up, and while two of the four he hired weren’t the sharpest knives in the drawer, the other two were fairly bright. All were armed with handguns, they had a couple of pump shot-guns in a big case, and all claimed fighting expertise in some Oriental martial art or another. The biggest of the bunch was six two and two fifty, easy, and had a face that had stopped a few punches. One of the smarter ones was Adam, a tall and muscular dishwater-blond in his late twenties who looked as if he might have done some surfing at one time.
  


  
    Drayne decided to send Adam to meet with Ms. Silverman, to collect the key for the new place.
  


  
    “Your name is Lazlo Mead, M-e-a-d, and you work for Projects, Inc.,” he told Adam. “If she says anything about your voice sounding different, tell her you had a cold when you talked on the phone.”
  


  
    “Won’t be a problem,” Adam said. He took a breath, blew half of it out, then said, “Hello there, Miz Silverman. I’m Lazlo Mead.”
  


  
    Drayne had heard his own voice on recordings enough to recognize that Adam’s impersonation was dead-on. “Jeez, that’s good.”
  


  
    “I do a little stand-up now and then,” Adam said. “Unfortunately, it doesn’t pay real well. Not yet, anyhow.”
  


  
    After Adam was gone, Drayne pondered the bodyguard situation a little. He wasn’t planning on telling any of them the location of the safe house, just in case push came to shove and they got left behind when he took off. Adam was smart enough to figure it out, and if he wanted to bother, he could con it out of Silverman easily enough. After all, he would be Lazlo, wouldn’t he? That might be a problem, so if things went into the toilet, he’d have to make sure Adam either got clear with him or wasn’t going to be able to tell anybody what he knew about the hidey hole.
  


  
    Maybe it was time to get that gun, Drayne figured.
  


  
    But at least things were on the move, his insurance was in place, and he felt a lot better.
  


  
    He had put the word out to his customers that the Hammer was going to be available with the timer starting in forty-eight hours. Within a matter of a few minutes, he had twenty orders, and an hour after that, twenty-five more. That was forty-five hits of the drug, plus one for Tad, if he was awake by then. And since Tad was out cold, Drayne would have to do the deals himself, but that wasn’t a problem, he’d use net cutouts and FedEx Same Day only, no Zee-ster face-to-face to worry about. Now all he needed was some chem.
  


  
    With the guards, he didn’t want to start out too wild, so he decided to go to the RV to do his mixing when it came time. He wouldn’t need them to go with him, they were mainly to protect his castle and his retreat if he needed to run. Nobody would know him from, well, Adam out in the desert where the RV would meet him.
  


  
    He grinned. Yep, things were back on track. Except for that crap with his old man. Well. He could sort all that out later. Come up with some story that would make the old man feel bad, like maybe he was a spy or an undercover cop or something. Yeah. Wouldn’t that be poetic justice? Having his father think he was serving his country while being accused of doing something illegal and immoral. That would be a hoot.
  


  
    For now, maybe it was time to pop a cork and have some bubbly. And maybe get one of the new bodyguards to show him about guns, too.
  


  
    
  


  


  
    

  


  
    Washington, D.C.
  


  
    

  


  
    “You are leaving me here and going where?” Toni said.
  


  
    “Hey, you discovered the clue,” Alex said. “We need to follow it up.”
  


  
    “We need to do that? Net Force doesn’t do that kind of field work, that’s for the regular FBI.”
  


  
    “Yeah, well, I don’t know how secure that would be now. If Jay’s suspicion is right, we have two guys who are capable of getting information not normally available. NSA has ears everywhere.”
  


  
    “Come on, you couldn’t figure a way around that? Couldn’t you hand-carry this info to somebody in the shop and have them check into it without exposing it to outside ears?”
  


  
    Alex continued packing his overnight bag, tucking his bathroom travel kit into the case. “If I knew who to trust, sure. The director is on our case about this. If it goes wonky, even if it’s not our fault, you know who will get the blame. Much easier to shove it off on Net Force than to admit problems in her house. Or worse, making accusations against a brother agency without ironclad proof. You’ve been around long enough to know which way that wind blows.”
  


  
    “It sounds like rationalization to me,” she said. “An excuse to get out of the office. And. out of here.”
  


  
    He stopped packing and looked at her.
  


  
    “I’m fat, hormonal, pale, and pregnant,” she said. “And I’m driving you crazy.”
  


  
    He came over and caught her shoulders. “No. You are carrying our child, and I love you. You are the most beautiful woman in the world, more so now than ever.”
  


  
    “You’re just saying that to make me feel better.”
  


  
    “Well, yeah,” he said. But he grinned.
  


  
    She grinned back at him. “You’re a bastard.”
  


  
    “Take that up with Mom. She never told me, and I’m sure my father would have been surprised to know that.”
  


  
    “A smart-ass bastard at that.”
  


  
    But she grinned, too.
  


  
    “I’m meeting Jay and John Howard at the airport in about three hours. We have time for a shower and a proper good-bye, don’t we?”
  


  
    “A smart-ass goat-boy bastard.”
  


  
    He laughed, and she did, too.
  


  


  
    The area around Manassas was, like much of northern Virginia, rolling hills, suburbs and mini-malls, and roads that gridlocked during rush hour. Still, there were areas where the pine and oak trees still held their own, and there were a few stone fences and old houses standing against the weather.
  


  
    Howard had driven for about thirty minutes, until he found an empty, tree-lined rural road narrow enough for his purpose. He drove along until he was a half mile or so ahead of the Neon, then turned right into a narrow tractor path leading to a cattle-guard gate in a barbed wire fence. He shut off the engine. There were no houses nearby, just some brown and white cows grazing in the pasture.
  


  
    What he planned to do was get out, head through the cow pasture and into the little patch of woods opposite it, and then circle behind the Neon, which he figured would stop and wait to see what he was up to. Once he was behind the shadower, he’d creep up on him with his revolver in hand, and find out exactly who he was and what he wanted. A simple plan, but one that should work.
  


  
    Behind him, the Neon pulled off the road about four hundred meters away, turned sideways with the passenger side facing Howard, and stopped.
  


  
    Howard waited a few seconds, then got out of his car.
  


  
    He was still on the driver’s side closing the door when there came a chink! chink! as the passenger’s and driver’s side windows shattered, followed by the sound of a rifle shot. The bullet, traveling faster than the sound, missed him by maybe two inches.
  


  
    Shit!
  


  
    Howard took two steps to the front tire and dropped into a crouch behind it. He pulled his revolver. The engine was the best protection, and the heavy steel wheel would probably deflect a sniper’s bullet aimed lower.
  


  
    Another shot, another round pierced the car’s doors, through and through, and if he’d been there, it would have gutted him.
  


  
    This was bad.
  


  
    There was no other cover nearby. It was fifty meters through an open pasture to the tree line, and trying to cross the road the other way would be equally stupid, he’d be exposed. A decent shooter could nail him. And his handgun, while a fine weapon, was not going to do the job at four hundred meters unless God intervened in his favor.
  


  
    He risked a quick look.
  


  
    Another shot echoed over the pasture land, and the round smashed into the car’s side above the front tire but stopped when it hit the engine. Made a terrific clang.
  


  
    If the guy came toward him, he’d still have the advantage for another three hundred, three hundred fifty meters, and if he circled around, Howard was really in deep shit.
  


  
    He could call for help, but it would never get here in time. What the hell was he going to do?
  


  
    Memory was a funny thing. Up until that moment, he had forgotten what he had in the car’s trunk. He felt a sudden surge of hope and possibility flow over him when he remembered.
  


  
    Howard scooted toward the rear of the car.
  


  
    Another shot hit the car amidships and must have struck a frame support or something in the door; it didn’t go all the way through to his side.
  


  
    He reached the back tire. He had his keys, and the trunk release was on the electronic alarm and opener. He took a deep breath, put his revolver over the car’s trunk, pointed it at the Neon, and triggered off three shots as fast as he could.
  


  
    At the same time, he popped the trunk control, lunged under the still-rising lid, and grabbed the hard-shell case inside. He jerked it out and fell back behind the tire.
  


  
    The sniper’s next shot was great; it hit the passenger-side tire, lanced through the steel-belted radial, hit the driver’s side tire and penetrated that, then punched a hole in the comer of the hard-shell carrying case, almost jerking it from Howard’s grip.
  


  
    The car dropped to its rims, and he wasn’t going to be driving it anywhere any time soon.
  


  
    Howard popped the latches and dumped the parts of the .50 BMG rifle onto the ground. The bullet had missed anything important. He put his handgun down and, with a speed aided by adrenaline, assembled the rifle in what had to be record time. He loaded the magazine with five cartridges of the match-grade ammo, chambered a round, and lit the red-dot attachment on the scope. It was sighted in at three hundred meters, he recalled, so he’d have to adjust his aim a bit. Or maybe not. This thing shot pretty flat for a long way.
  


  
    Time to make an assumption here. The shooter was probably using a scoped deer or sniper rifle, 30-6, maybe .308, something like that, and if it was, it would likely be a bolt action. So he was going to have to manually chamber a round after each shot, which meant that Howard would have half, maybe three-quarters of a second between shots.
  


  
    Not much time to get set up. And if it was a semiauto, that would be really bad. But it was what he had.
  


  
    Howard took a grip on the heavy rifle. He stuck his head up, held it there for an agonizingly long time, maybe half a second, then ducked.
  


  
    The shot came, hit the trunk, zipped through, but missed by a good six inches.
  


  
    Then Howard leaped up, dropped the .50’s bipod on the trunk’s lid, slamming it shut, and put the red dot on the middle of the Neon. He squeezed the trigger, a shade too quickly, and the recoil from the weapon knocked him back and almost off his feet. The blast of sound was like a bomb; it deafened him. Even as he fought to regain his position, he chambered another cartridge, the empty extracted and smoking to his right.
  


  
    That would give the son of a bitch something to think about! Not so much fun when the victim can shoot back, is it?
  


  
    Howard looked through the scope. On high magnification, he could see the bullet hole where the side of the Neon had buckled in around it; it had blown paint off in a hand-sized crater, but there was no sign of the shooter. If the guy had any brains, now he would be behind the front tire with the engine block protecting him. When the .50 went off, it sounded like the wrath of God, and the assassin would know that the odds had just shifted dramatically into Howard’s favor.
  


  
    Howard’s ears were ringing and he couldn’t hear anything over that. He looked down, saw the earplugs that came with the rifle, and risked the second it took to scoop them up. He shoved them into his ears.
  


  
    No sign of the shooter.
  


  
    Fine. Let’s see how you like being dinner, asshole.
  


  
    He put the red dot on the top of the front tire and squeezed a shot off, more careful now.
  


  
    The bullet hit a few inches high and must have shattered and sprayed the engine compartment. Vapor came out from under the hood, maybe from the radiator, maybe coolant for the AC. He’d bet that car wasn’t going anywhere, either.
  


  
    Now it was time to get the troops out here. He pulled his virgil and hit the emergency sig control in a rapid sequence.
  


  
    “Sir?” came a voice.
  


  
    Howard smiled. Gotcha now, sucker.
  


  
    “Hold on a second.” Howard shot the Neon again. Hit the front tire this time. The car sagged.
  


  
    “I want a helicopter with a squad of troops ready to shoot landing twenty meters east of the GPS location of my virgil in fifteen minutes maximum. This is not a drill.”
  


  
    “Yes, sir!”
  


  
    “Here is the situation....”
  


  
    But when the chopper from Quantico arrived and a dozen of Net Force’s finest hit the ground, fanned out, and surrounded the mortally wounded Neon, the shooter was nowhere to be found. The car was much closer to the tree line than Howard’s car was, and somehow, the would-be assassin had managed to slip away without Howard spotting him.
  


  
    Damn!
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    Washington, D.C.
  


  
    

  


  
    Jay looked up from his flatscreen at the boss and the general. “The shooter’s car was stolen,” he said.
  


  
    They were in the airport, in one of the VIP lounges that the boss had access to, waiting for the flight to L.A. If John Howard was rattled about somebody trying to shoot him out in the boondocks where Stonewall Jackson had earned his fighting nickname, you couldn’t tell it by looking at him.
  


  
    As a licensed federal agent, however, Howard would be carrying a gun with him onto the plane, this at the boss’s insistence. Both Michaels and Jay had their air tasers with them, too, though Jay had only fired his in the required semiannual qualification sessions, and the last of those had been four months past. He didn’t try to kid himself that he was any kind of gunfighter, even with the nonlethal shock ‘em and drop’em tasers most Net Force personnel outside the military arm were issued.
  


  
    “A stolen car. Not a major surprise there,” Howard said. “It would have been too much to hope for that he’d use his own vehicle. I don’t suppose the lab rats managed to get any fingerprints or DNA for a match?”
  


  
    “Not yet, sir,” Jay said.
  


  
    “That isn’t a surprise, either,” Michaels said. “Not if it was who we think it was in that car. How about Lee’s whereabouts?”
  


  
    “That’s a little trickier,” Jay said. “We couldn’t just have the FBI hunt him down and grab his ass, not without tipping our hand. According to a sub-rosa contact we managed with the DEA, Mr. Lee was today taking some personal time. He was in Maryland, visiting his paternal grandmother, who is in a nursing home just outside Baltimore. Accessible on-line records at the Sisters of Saint Mary’s Home for the Aged indicate that Mr. Lee did sign in about an hour before the attack on General Howard, and he signed out ten minutes after the attack. Nobody has gone in and done a face-to-face with the staff to check that yet, however.”
  


  
    “How easy would it be to fake the in and out signatures and records?” Howard asked.
  


  
    “I could do it with both hands tied behind me and a cold so bad the voxax could only pick up every thirteenth word,” Jay said. “While blindfolded and in my sleep.”
  


  
    “That hard, huh?”
  


  
    “Shoot, boss, you could do it.”
  


  
    “All right, so we get an investigator out there to see if Lee actually did go visit his old granny.”
  


  
    “If he was there, that would make it impossible for him to have been the shooter,” Jay said.
  


  
    “Let’s just see before we try to cross that bridge.”
  


  
    “I’d be very surprised if we can find a nurse or ward clerk who remembers seeing Lee there today,” Howard said.
  


  
    “Anything on other forensics at the scene?” Michaels asked.
  


  
    “Nothing to write home about,” Jay said. “No empty shells lying on the ground, no blood, no hair, no dropped bar matchbooks or IDs or maps showing how to get to the perp’s house. Shoe prints are a popular brand of cheap sneaker. Fibers from where the shooter kneeled appear to be lightweight gray cotton, probably sweatpants.”
  


  
    “And the clothes and shoes and no doubt gloves are probably in a trash bin or burned to ash by now,” Michaels said.
  


  
    “This was a pro,” Howard said. “If I hadn’t had that portable cannon, I think he might well have taken me out.”
  


  
    “You tell your wife about it?” Michaels asked.
  


  
    Howard looked at him. “Would you have told yours?”
  


  
    The boss looked uncomfortable. “Maybe. Toni was a Net Force op, she knows how things go sometimes. Of course, she’s pregnant, and I wouldn’t have wanted to upset her once everything was over with.”
  


  
    “The local cops weren’t called in, the media doesn’t have it, we’re keeping it in house,” Howard said. “I didn’t want to worry my wife, either. I’ll mention it to her later. After we catch the son of a bitch who did it.”
  


  
    Jay didn’t say anything. He’d have told Saji, but she was a Buddhist, they were into the real world and all. He looked around. Technically, they weren’t supposed to be doing this, since it wasn’t really part of their mission statement. Plus they weren’t supposed to be flying on the same jet. If the flight went down, it would take out the commander, the military chief, and the head of Computer Operations, which would be bad for Net Force. The director would be royally pissed; then again, Jay wouldn’t much care about that, being dead and all. What the hell.
  


  
    Jay wasn’t worried about flying, that had never bothered him. A plane went down now and then, that was awful, but it was like being struck by lightning. If it happened, it happened. What were you gonna do, stay home all your life?
  


  
    He was looking forward to visiting Hollywood. Outside virtual visits, he had only been there once in real time, on a trip when he’d been in high school, part of a computer team entered into a national contest. They’d come in second and should have won, except that one of the twits on his team had flubbed an easy program a third-grader could have managed. As much time as Jay did creating scenario in VR, he felt as if he’d be right at home among the moviemakers. It would be the middle of the night before they got there, and they’d head straight for the hotel, but tomorrow would no doubt be sunny and delightful.
  


  
    He spun up the flatscreen’s power, hit the wireless air-net key, and logged via an encoded sig into the Net Force mainframe again. He had VR gear in his bag, but he didn’t like to do VR work in a public place, too many people, no telling who might decide to come up and swipe your luggage while you were sensory deprived and deep in scenario. Probably they’d be okay here in the VIP lounge, but no sense in developing bad habits. He’d just have to do it the old-fashioned and boring way, using the vox controls and hand-jives, a pain, but there it was.
  


  
    
  


  


  
    

  


  
    Banning, California
  


  
    

  


  
    Drayne had the air conditioner going full blast in the RV, and Ma and Pa Yeehaw had unshipped the little car they towed behind the RV and gone into town to do a little bar hopping or whatever, while Drayne mixed up a new batch of the Hammer. He’d hold off on adding the final catalyst until he got back to town. Now was a good time to check out the new safe house, and nobody would be looking over his shoulder there while he did the final mix. Once the clock started running, he’d send one of the bodyguards to FedEx with the packages, and that would be that, another forty-five thousand into the secure e-account, and wasn’t life beautiful?
  


  
    He grinned. I wonder what the poor folks are doing now?
  


  
    
  


  


  
    

  


  
    Beverly Hills, California
  


  
    

  


  
    Mae Jean Kent was an impressive-looking woman, Michaels noted, oozing sexuality, and however powerful her lungs might be, they were certainly augmented with a major pair of headlights, doubleD, at least. Toni had been quick to tell him these weren’t real, but nonetheless ...
  


  
    She was beautiful, blond, tanned, fit, and wore a halter top and hip-hugger pants and sandals. She also wore big sunglasses. She agreed to meet them at some local restaurant that was apparently the place to meet locally, and she was constantly waving at people who passed the outdoor table at which she, Michaels, Jay, and John had been situated.
  


  
    “Hi, Muffy! Hey, Brad! I’m sorry, Alex, what was that again?”
  


  
    “Ms. Kent—”
  


  
    “Oh, please, call me MJ, everybody does!”
  


  
    Michaels guessed her age at thirty, judging from her hands, but she was acting more like eighteen. Part of the youth culture out here, where you might be over the hill at twenty-five.
  


  
    “MJ. So tell me about this beach picture.”
  


  
    “Oh, it was a terrible shoot! First thing was, Todd—that’s Todd Atchinson, the director?—was having a major crisis and he ran out of Paxil and was a bear to work with. He just kept yelling at everybody. Then Larry—that’s Larry Wright—had a major fight with his boyfriend, he’s gay, such a waste of a perfect bod, you know? Anyway, Larry was so depressed he just moped around like an old hound dog. And George—I was so sorry to hear that he died, so sorry, but he was a major doper, major—kept getting a, you know, a woody every time we shot a scene together, and they had to shoot around it because his bathing suit was, you know, bulging all the time!” She giggled and took a deep breath, showing off the results of what must have been expensive plastic surgery.
  


  
    Michaels wished Toni were here, so she could see just how vapid and unattractive this woman was, despite her looks and attempt at what she thought passed for sophisticated animation.
  


  
    Michaels glanced at Howard, who kept a straight face but offered no help. Jay seemed entranced by the rise and fall of MJ’s hooters under the barely-able-to-hold-them halter top.
  


  
    “Is there anything you can think of that might have a connection to something called Thor’s Hammer?”
  


  
    She turned and waved at somebody passing the tables. “Hey, Tom, baby! How are you!” She made a kissy face at Tom baby.
  


  
    Michaels caught the hint of a grin on Howard’s face, but when he looked closer, the grin vanished.
  


  
    “MJ?”
  


  
    “What? Oh, no, I don’t remember anything about a sore hammer.”
  


  
    “Where was the movie shot?” Jay asked. Apparently his breast-induced trance was not as deep as Michaels thought.
  


  
    “Where?”
  


  
    “Yes. The location.”
  


  
    She glanced upward, as if expecting the answer to be written on the underside of the big umbrella sheltering their table. Then she looked at Jay and gave him her full-wattage smile: “Malibu,” she said. “On the beach.”
  


  
    Michaels got the gist of Jay’s question and followed it up. “Anything unusual about the location?”
  


  
    “Unusual? No, I don’t think so. It was kind of like a private beach, Todd knew some of the owners who had houses right next to it, so they roped it off for the shoot. A lot of tourists came by every day and asked for autographs between setups. I have a lot of fans.”
  


  
    “I heard a critic say your performance in Scream, Baby, Scream was first-rate,” Howard put in. He smiled.
  


  
    Michaels looked at Howard. Butter wouldn’t melt in his mouth.
  


  
    “Really? I tried hard to get some subtext into that, but the script was, you know, just full of major problems. Writers just don’t understand what a proper vehicle should be like for actors. They are all hacks out here.”
  


  
    Probably used too many big words, Michaels thought. Those two-and three-syllable ones must be killers.
  


  
    That was unkind, Alex. This is Hollywood, remember, it’s all about what looks good. It’s not her fault how it works.
  


  
    “Well, we thank you for your time, MJ,” he said. “You’ve been a great help to us.”
  


  
    “Hey, no problem. I’m glad to cooperate with the government any way I can. If you get a chance to talk to the IRS, tell them to quit auditing me, okay?” She flashed the smile, inhaled deeply, and then turned to wave again. “Barry! How are you!”
  


  
    Waiting for the parking lot attendant to fetch the rental car, Howard said, “Well, that was helpful in a major way, you know?”
  


  
    Michaels said, “And when did you see Scream, Baby, Scream, John? Dial it up on your room cable last night?”
  


  
    “Just my bit to keep the conversation moving,” he said. “Besides, I didn’t say I’d seen it, I said ‘a critic said.’ That would be our staff critic here. I was just taking Gridley’s word for it.”
  


  
    “Well, I suppose we should go try Larry,” Michaels said. “And hope that he and his boyfriend have patched things up since Surf Daze.”
  


  
    “Or Todd,” Howard said. “Maybe he’s gotten his Paxil refilled.”
  


  
    “Maybe we don’t need to,” Jay said.
  


  
    Michaels and Howard looked at him.
  


  
    “The inscription in the capsule said the grandchildren would know where to find him. I think MJ might have told us.”
  


  
    “The beach at Malibu,” Michaels and Howard said together.
  


  
    “Big-time drug dealer could afford to live there.”
  


  
    “It’s a long stretch of coastline,” Howard said. “Hundreds of homes.”
  


  
    Jay said, “But movie shoots in cities have to have all kinds of permits. I can access the records for the surfer pic and find out exactly where the location was. That would narrow it down to a handful of houses. We could check ownership records on those, eliminate some of them.”
  


  
    Michaels said, “That’s good thinking, Jay.”
  


  
    “I didn’t think you were paying full attention to your work back there,” Howard said.
  


  
    “Silicone doesn’t do it for me,” Jay said. “Besides, she’s much smarter in her movies, which ain’t saying much.”
  


  
    “Okay, get on-line and find out what you can.”
  


  
    “One other thing,” Jay said. “I got a blip during the interview.” He waved the flatscreen, looked at Howard. “Several witnesses, a couple of them nuns, attest that Brett Lee was in the nursing home yesterday when you were being shot at. It couldn’t have been him.”
  


  
    “Damn,” Howard said. “Then who?”
  


  
    “Maybe your dog crapped on somebody’s lawn,” Jay offered.
  


  
    “I don’t think so,” Howard said. “We don’t have a dog.”
  


  
    “Maybe you should get one. One with big teeth.”
  


  
    The car hop arrived and pulled the rental car to a stop. Michaels took a five from his wallet and gave it to the man, who looked at it as if it were a piece of used toilet paper. Lord, what kind of tips was he used to getting?
  


  
    Inside, Michaels said, “Find us a place to go, Jay.”
  


  
    “I’m on the case, boss.”
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    Malibu, California
  


  
    

  


  
    When Tad woke up, he noticed a couple things: First, he was on the deck, with the beach umbrella doing its best to keep him in the shade, but starting to lose that battle.
  


  
    Second, there were some men with guns wandering around in the house.
  


  
    Fortunately, he recognized one of the gunslingers, so he realized the bodyguards had showed up, and Bobby must have decided to hire them.
  


  
    Shit happened when you went into hibernation. You got used to it.
  


  
    He looked at his watch, and the date showed he’d been out for a couple of days. Not too bad.
  


  
    His head felt as if somebody had opened it with a dull shovel and poured half the beach into it. He was way beyond grainy. All the rest of him just hurt. Bad.
  


  
    He managed to get to his feet, using the umbrella for support, and headed toward the bathroom. Once, after sleeping for a couple of days, he had stood over the toilet peeing for more than a minute, on and on, must have pissed half a gallon. For some reason, his bladder never let go while he was out, and he counted that as a blessing.
  


  
    The guy with the gun that Tad recognized nodded at him. “Hey, Tad.”
  


  
    Tad nodded in return. The name came to him, slow, but there. “Adam. How’s it going?”
  


  
    “Good. Bobby’s out. He’s supposed to be back in a while.”
  


  
    “Cool.”
  


  
    He shambled into the bathroom, cranked the shower up, then stripped. He waited a few seconds for the water to heat up, then stepped into the shower. He stank, and he could pee just as well in the shower.
  


  
    He needed to get to his stash. He wasn’t gonna be able to function real well for a couple of days yet, no matter what, but certainly not straight.
  


  
    He opened his mouth, let the needle spray rinse the taste of tar and mold out, spat three or four times, then swallowed a couple of mouthfuls of the hot water. He knew he was dehydrated, and if that got bad enough, his electrolytes could get wacky enough to stop his heart. He’d known guys on speed who hadn’t eaten or drunk anything for a couple of days who’d died that way. Heart just stopped beating.
  


  
    He stayed in the shower for ten minutes, letting the spray pound him. He felt a little better when he stepped out onto the cool tile floor and started drying himself with the big fluffy beach towel. A little better wasn’t going to cut it.
  


  
    His stash was in the wheel well of his car’s trunk, and the car was parked in the lot of the sandwich place two down from them. When Bobby was running in paranoid mode, which was most of the time, he wouldn’t let Tad keep anything in the house that might get them busted. Not even in the car, if Tad wanted to park it in the driveway or garage or anywhere inside the security gate. Nothing more than you can swallow, Bobby told him, and close enough so you can do that if somebody crashes the gate.
  


  
    Tad mostly tried to do it that way. For a while, he buried his drugs on the beach. He had kept his stuff in a mason jar with a plastic lid so no coin-hunter or narc would find it with a metal detector. He would sneak out late at night and bury the jar in the sand. But he’d lost one that way, completely spaced out on where he’d hidden it. And another time, somebody’s dog had dug up one of the jars, so he’d stopped that. The walk to the car wasn’t that far, half a block, but of course, it felt like a thousand miles after a session with the Hammer.
  


  
    Well, there was no help for it. He wasn’t going to send Adam or one of his hard-ass friends to collect his dope. He didn’t trust anybody that much except Bobby, and Bobby wouldn’t do it anyway.
  


  
    Tad slipped on a pair of raggy black sweatpants, a black T-shirt, and a pair of black zorrie sandals. Might as well get to it. It was gonna take a while.
  


  
    “I’m walking over to where I parked my car,” he told Adam. “Don’t fucking shoot me when I come back.”
  


  
    “Why waste a bullet?” Adam said. “You look like somebody could kill you with a hard look. Hell, you look dead already.”
  


  
    “You need to work on your material, Adam. I heard that one already.”
  


  
    “Lots of times, I bet.”
  


  
    Tad thought about his route for a minute. Out the front gate and along the road was longer. But walking along the beach through the sand would be harder. The road would be noisier, all the traffic. The beach would be hot. He’d have to walk around cars parked on the highway. He didn’t need any more obstacles at the moment. Until he got his medicine mixed and working, just breathing was an effort.
  


  
    Okay, the beach. He headed for the deck stairs.
  


  


  
    Michaels said, “One of those three or four houses?”
  


  
    Howard drove, Michaels rode shotgun, Jay sat in the back. As they idled slowly along the highway, looking toward the beach, Jay said, “Got to be. Permit specifies this part of the beach. That sandwich shop over there is in the movie. I pulled it up and scanned location shots. That house to the far left was built two years ago, so it wasn’t there then.”
  


  
    “Do we have owners on these?”
  


  
    “Yes. The pinkish one is owned by the actress Lorrie DeVivio. She got it in the divorce settlement with her fifth ex-husband Jessel Tammens, the movie producer.”
  


  
    “DeVivio is what ... sixty and rich? Hard to image her making and peddling dope,” Howard said.
  


  
    “Ah, you know the old movie stars, eh, General?”
  


  
    “She won an Oscar,” Howard said. “And not for her looks.”
  


  
    “What about the other houses?”
  


  
    “Second one belongs to the chairman of the board of the Yokohama-USA Bank. He’s also sixty-something and also richer than God.
  


  
    “Third one, the pale blue and white one, is owned by a corporation called Projects, Inc. Some kind of corporate retreat, maybe. I’m running down the incorporation stuff now. They are out of Delaware.
  


  
    “Fourth one belongs to one Saul Horowitz. Don’t know who Solly is, and the searchbots haven’t been more forthcoming so far.”
  


  
    “That sounds promising. Pull over there, into that restaurant lot, and let’s think about this for a minute,” Michaels said.
  


  
    All four of the houses had security gates and fences, at least to the road side. As Howard parked the car, a Mercedes convertible arrived in front of the third house and pulled up to the gate. The car’s top was down, and a sun-bleached blond, deeply tanned young man in a Hawaiian shirt who looked like a surfer held up an electronic remote and pointed it at the heavy steel gate, which slowly swung open to admit his car. He pulled into the drive, and the gate started to close behind him.
  


  
    “Yo, kahuna dude!” Jay said, in a valley-boy voice, “Surf’s up!” Jay held up his hand, the middle fingers closed, his thumb and little finger extended. He waggled his hand back and forth. “Mahalo!”
  


  
    “Thank you, Brian Wilson. You get the license plate number?” Michaels said.
  


  
    “Crap! I’m sorry, boss—”
  


  
    “It’s a vanity,” Howard said. “P-R-O-J-E-C-T-S.”
  


  
    “Run it,” Michaels ordered.
  


  
    Jay, chagrined at his failure to catch the number, dialed up the California DMV and logged in, using his Net Force access code.
  


  
    A few seconds later, he said, “Car is owned by Projects, Inc.,” he said. “Big surprise there, huh? Looks like you get wheels to go with the house. Nice perks.”
  


  
    “So, what do you think?” Michaels said.
  


  
    “Either it’s that one or the Horowitz place,” Howard said. “Rich bankers and rich movie stars might use dope, but they don’t need to sell it.”
  


  
    “Just FYI, General, they found a bug on your car. That’s how the shooter kept from losing you.” Jay pointed at the flatscreen. “Also, Mr. Lee, who as we all know couldn’t have been said shooter, called in sick today.”
  


  
    “Something fatal, I hope,” Howard said.
  


  
    “And to keep things interesting, Mr. Zachary George is on vacation this week and next,” Jay said.
  


  
    Michaels said, “Anything on the searchbots for Mr. Horowitz here yet?”
  


  
    “Nope,” Jay said. “But I don’t think we need it.”
  


  
    “And why would that be?”
  


  
    “Take a look at the death-warmed-over stick in black walking along the road there, coming from the sandwich place,” Jay said.
  


  
    “So?”
  


  
    “Look again, boss.”
  


  
    Michaels did. He frowned.
  


  
    “Yeah,” Jay said. “Kind of hard to picture him beating the crap out of a room full of bodybuilders and trashing a gym, isn’t it?”
  


  
    Michaels nodded. “But that’s the guy.”
  


  
    “Never thought I’d see an actual match to a police ID composite,” Jay said. “All we have to do is watch and see if he chooses door A or door B. Whichever one he picks, I’d bet my next month’s salary against a bent quarter that’s our dealer’s house.”
  


  
    The three watched the man, who looked as if he might fall down any second, as he shambled along. It took him a while to get there, but he finally did.
  


  
    “And we have a winner,” Jay said. “It’s the surfer dude’s pad. Net Force rules!” He looked at Michaels. “Now what, boss? We gonna go kick ass and take names?” He held up his air taser and waggled it.
  


  
    Both Howard and Michaels laughed.
  


  
    Michaels said, “I see your experience in the field didn’t teach you anything. We’re not going anywhere. We’re calling the FBI. They’ll go in.”
  


  


  
    Drayne parked the car and went in. He saw one of the bodyguards skulking behind the banana and short palm trees nod and wave at him. Good to know they were watching the place like they should.
  


  
    Inside, Drayne walked out to the deck. Adam was there, looking at the ocean. “Where’s Tad?”
  


  
    “He stepped out, said he was going to his car,” Adam said. “Said he’d be back in a few minutes.”
  


  
    Drayne nodded. Tad would be self-medicating as soon as he was ambulatory again, and his pharmacy would be in his car, parked away from the house. It better be.
  


  
    The front door opened, and speak of the devil.
  


  
    “Hey, Bobby.”
  


  
    “Tad. You all right?”
  


  
    “Will be in about half an hour.” He headed for the kitchen.
  


  
    Drayne followed Tad into the kitchen, watched as Tad counted out ten or twelve pills, caps, caplets, and tablets, filled a glass with water from the tap filter line, and washed the drugs down in one big swallow.
  


  
    “While you were napping, I set up some things,” Bobby said. “I was gonna send one of the bodyguards, but now that you’re awake, you can make the FedEx run.”
  


  
    “Okay.”
  


  
    “We’re moving forty-five hits of the Hammer.”
  


  
    Tad raised an eyebrow.
  


  
    “Might as well make hay while the sun shines,” Drayne said.
  


  
    “You mixed it already?”
  


  
    “Yep. Did the final at the new house, so the stuff is just under an hour old.”
  


  
    “Got mine?”
  


  
    “It’s too soon, Tad, you ought to sit this batch out. I’ll be doing another bunch next week.”
  


  
    Tad didn’t say anything, and Drayne shook his head. “It’s your ass.”
  


  
    “Such that it is, yeah,” Tad said. “Give me thirty minutes for the stack to kick in, I’ll be ready to roll.”
  


  
    Drayne shook his head again. “Your funeral.”
  


  
    “Geez, Boss, you don’t think the three of us could take one surfer dude and a zombie?”
  


  
    Michaels had already put in the call to the director, and she in turn had called the local FBI shop and started the ball rolling. He said, “Isn’t this the zombie who wiped up the floor with a gym full of guys strong enough to pick up tractor trailers? Didn’t you just bring that up?”
  


  
    “Yeah, but—”
  


  
    “And don’t you recall the recordings of a white-haired old man who shrugged off a cloud of pepper gas and air tasers like they were mosquitoes and tossed guards and cops around a casino like a kid throwing toy soldiers? Or a woman who ripped an ATM machine out of a wall with her bare hands?”
  


  
    “Yeah, but he can barely move now. He can’t be on the drug.”
  


  
    Howard said, “There are too many things we don’t know here, Jay. Think about it. What is the lay of the house? Can they sneak out the back while we’re climbing the front gate? Are they armed? Who else is in there with them? I’m the only one with a gun here, so do you and the commander run around back and make sure they don’t escape with your tasers while I try to kick in what might be an armored front door? Not to disparage your shooting ability, but even if you hit something, you’ve only got one shot before you have to reload, and the fastest AT reload I’ve ever seen took almost two seconds. I’d guess you couldn’t do it in five or six. In two seconds, a man can run twenty, twenty-five feet, knock you down, and take off. In six seconds, he could be down the road having a beer, figuratively speaking. And that’s unarmed. If the surfer or the zombie have weapons, what do you think they’ll be doing with them if you miss? Or if you yell ‘Stop!’ and they shoot first? They could have a submachine gun in there, and they could take out twenty civilians out there on the beach. That would be after they cut you down.”
  


  
    “Mm,” Jay said. “That would be bad for public relations, not to mention my personal love life. So why didn’t we call in Net Force troops? We can trust them.”
  


  
    “That would have been my choice,” Howard said, “but the commander is right. We found them, but it isn’t our operation, we aren’t supposed to even be here, we’re outside our job description. If we had a dozen Net Force military troops kick in the door of a Malibu beach house, we’d all be looking for jobs. Assuming we could even get our people here in the next couple of hours, which we could not.”
  


  
    Michaels said, “By rights, this belongs to the DEA. Even if the director decides to let FBI agents make the arrests, it’s still a hot political potato. The director can risk pissing off a brother agency, we can’t. We can’t even get warrants, so even if we were willing to get fired, the capture wouldn’t be legal. Even an ambulance-chaser lawyer with a lobotomy could get them off. The arrests would be completely illegal.”
  


  
    “Yeah, okay, I can see all that,” Jay said. His voice was reluctant.
  


  
    Michaels looked at his watch. “We should have agents showing up within thirty or forty minutes, if we’re lucky. We do it by the numbers, get part of the credit, and most importantly, the drug dealer is off the street. The end result is the same, no matter who hauls them off.”
  


  
    “For how long is he off the street?” Jay asked.
  


  
    “Excuse me?’
  


  
    “This guy is carrying around a secret that is worth millions, maybe tens of millions, you said so yourself. Won’t the drug companies be falling all over themselves to be first in line to hire him the best legal team in the world? How high can his bail be?”
  


  
    Michaels nodded. He knew what Jay said was true. “Probably. But that’s not our worry. We were supposed to find him. We found him. We did our part. What happens to him after they catch him isn’t our problem, we don’t have any control over that. We’re just a cog in the big machine, Jay. We do our job, we have to hope the rest of the system does its job. Can’t be everywhere.”
  


  
    “That sucks,” Jay said.
  


  
    “Welcome to the real world, son,” Howard said.
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    Drayne gave Tad the minipackets with the Hammer caps, the list of addresses, and pointed him at the door. By now, most of the payments would have already been transferred electronically into the safe accounts. Before Tad stuck a packet into the FedEx clerk’s hands, he’d check again to make sure the payment for it had cleared.
  


  
    As the door closed behind Tad, the phone rang. It was the business line.
  


  
    “Polymers, Drayne—”
  


  
    “If you have a lawyer, call him,” came his father’s voice. “You’ll need him soon.”
  


  
    His father hung up without identifying himself, and Drayne felt a rush as cold as liquid nitrogen envelop him.
  


  
    “You!” he said, pointing at the nearest bodyguard. “Go get Tad! Don’t let him outside the gate!”
  


  
    The bodyguard hurried away.
  


  
    Drayne’s fear, cold at first, now flushed into an uncomfortable warmth that suffused his whole body.
  


  
    The old man had turned him in!
  


  
    No. If his father had done that, he wouldn’t have had any second thoughts. The old man never apologized for anything once he decided it was the right thing to do. And though he hadn’t said anything specific, it didn’t take a rocket scientist to read the volumes between those lines.
  


  
    Drayne was about to be busted. The old man had found out about it, and he’d called to warn him.
  


  
    Son of a bitch.
  


  
    Almost more important than getting arrested was that his father had gone against thirty years of duty to tell his son he was in trouble. Couldn’t bring himself to give it all away, of course, but even this much, knowing how smart Drayne was, and that he would figure it out, was nothing short of a miracle.
  


  
    Son of a bitch.
  


  
    Drayne went to the security console in the kitchen and looked at the camera focused on the front gate. Nothing there. He touched the controls. The cam was mounted on a gimbal, could look pretty much in any direction. He put the cam into a slow 360-degree pan.
  


  
    Across the street at the Blue Gull, a car was backed into a parking slot, and a man sat in the passenger seat, the window down, looking in the direction of Drayne’s house.
  


  
    Drayne stopped the pan and focused the cam on the car.
  


  
    Okay, that could be somebody waiting for his wife to come out of the bathroom or something.
  


  
    He hit the zoom. The glare on the windshield wouldn’t let him see inside, but the security folks knew about glass glare, and a dial let him polarize the lens. The windshield cleared to show a second man in the driver’s seat and a third man in the back.
  


  
    Shit! They were already in place!
  


  
    Tad came back into the kitchen. “What’s up?”
  


  
    “Company,” he said. “Look.”
  


  
    Tad looked at the screen. “So? Some guys in a car. Don’t mean nothing.”
  


  
    “Yeah, except that my father just called and told me to call my lawyer.”
  


  
    “Your father? Oh, shit.”
  


  
    “Exactly.” Drayne took a deep breath. He said to Adam, “Go see if anybody is hanging around out back.”
  


  
    Adam returned in thirty seconds. “Nope. Couple of girls with their tops off lying facedown on beach towels next door, that’s it.”
  


  
    “Okay, they haven’t covered the rear of the house yet. Tad, Adam, we’re going for a walk. The rest of you stay here. If anybody comes to call in the next five minutes, don’t let them in. After that, it doesn’t matter. You don’t know anything. Not who I am, not where I’ve gone. You got that?”
  


  
    There was a murmur from the guards. They pulled their pistols out.
  


  
    To Adam, Drayne said, “You have an extra one of those?” He pointed at the gun in Adam’s holster.
  


  
    “Sure.”
  


  
    “Give it to me.”
  


  
    Adam did so. The gun was kind of squarish, black, and made out of some sort of polymer. Drayne said, “What do I do?”
  


  
    “It’s a Glock .40,” Adam said. “Point it like you would your finger and pull the trigger. It’s ready to go. You have eleven shots.”
  


  
    Drayne hefted the black plastic gun, then tucked it into his pants in the back, under the tails of the Hawaiian shirt.
  


  
    “Let’s go,” he said.
  


  


  
    “Here comes the cavalry,” Howard said.
  


  
    Three unmarked late-model sedans cruised slowly up the highway from the south. The cars turned into their parking lot and pulled to a halt.
  


  
    “More behind us,” Jay said.
  


  
    Howard looked around and saw three more cars and a van convoy into the lot.
  


  
    A tall man in a gray sweatsuit got out of the lead vehicle and walked to the passenger side of their car. “Commander Michaels? I’m Special Agent in Charge Delorme.”
  


  
    Michaels waved at Howard and Gridley. “SAC. General John Howard and Jay Gridley.”
  


  
    “No offense, sir, but isn’t Net Force supposed to be a computer-based operation?”
  


  
    “It is.”
  


  
    “With all due respect, sir, once you located the suspects, you should have called the proper agency in right away, not come out here on your own.”
  


  
    Gridley leaned forward and said, “Yeah, well, last time we found a suspect, the proper agency rolled in like gang-busters and shot him dead. We were kinda hoping to avoid that this time.”
  


  
    Howard grinned a little. He was a mouthy kid, but he did put his finger right on the problem from time to time.
  


  
    “Thank you, Jay,” Michaels said. To Delorme, he said, “Don’t worry. We’ll sit right here out of your way while you do your job.”
  


  
    “Sir,” Delorme said. He stood and waved his hand in a circle, index finger pointing up at the sky. Three of the cars pulled out of the lot and across the highway, skidding to stops on either side of the target house. Doors opened, and agents in body armor with FBI lettered in big Day-Glo yellow on their backs, armed with assault rifles and wearing goggles and LOSIR headsets, boiled out of the cars. Delorme pulled a headset on, caught a vest somebody tossed at him, and moved toward the highway.
  


  
    Other agents alighted from the cars still in the lot and ran across the road.
  


  
    Two cars rolled toward places where the beach was accessible from the road, and more agents leaped out and hut-hut-hutted toward the ocean, to circle around behind the house.
  


  
    “Not bad deployment,” Howard said, after watching them move into position outside the gate. “A little slow, kind of sloppy, but not bad for civilians.” All the high-tech gear in the world, and when it came right down to it, it was still going be the ground troops who had to gain the territory.
  


  
    “Might as well sit back and enjoy the show,” Michaels said. Then he said, “Shit!”
  


  
    “What?” Howard and Jay said together.
  


  
    Michaels pointed. A big Dodge rolled out of the sandwich shop parking lot and roared away, heading north.
  


  
    “Sir?” Howard said.
  


  
    “The zombie is driving that car!”
  


  
    Howard didn’t hesitate. He started the rental car’s engine and pulled out onto the highway.
  


  


  
    Jay said, “Why don’t you get closer, General? We might lose them!”
  


  
    Howard said, “If they see us behind them, we’ll sure as hell lose them. We’re going up a hill here. This gutless piece of crap rental can’t begin to keep up with that hot rod they are in. So far, they are obeying the speed limit, but if they see us and decide to run, we can’t keep up with them.”
  


  
    Michaels was on his virgil, trying to call the SAC running the bust.
  


  
    The man wasn’t answering.
  


  
    “Come on, come on!”
  


  
    “He’ll have his com shut off, tactical channels on LOSIR only,” Howard said. “You don’t want to have to answer the phone in middle of a firefight.”
  


  
    The boss swore.
  


  
    “Try FBI HQ,” Jay offered.
  


  
    Michaels shook his head. “Probably half their guys are on this raid already, and it’s gonna take anybody else as long to get here as it did to get to the beach. Maybe longer.”
  


  
    “What about the local police?” Howard said.
  


  
    “Who are the local police? Where are we? Who has jurisdiction?”
  


  
    “Call CHP,” Howard said. “Probably they can get here fastest. Put up a roadblock. Better than nothing.”
  


  
    Michaels nodded. He tapped a button on the virgil, waited a few seconds, then started talking. The woman’s voice coming from the virgil was calm enough, but her news was bad:
  


  
    “Sorry, sir, but we have a major traffic accident on the Ventura, ten cars and a semi full of hazardous chemical that’s on fire, all available officers are there or on the way there. I can put you through to the county sheriff’s patrol.”
  


  
    “Damnit!” Michaels said. He shut the virgil off.
  


  
    “We’re okay,” Howard said. “We stay with them, they’ll stop sooner or later. When they do, we’ll get whatever police agency that covers the area to roll.”
  


  
    “If we don’t lose them,” Michaels said.
  


  
    “If we don’t lose them,” Howard agreed.
  


  


  
    “Close,” Adam said. “FBI assault team, looked like. What did you guys do?”
  


  
    “Don’t worry about that,” Bobby said from the backseat. “Close only counts in horseshoes and hand grenades. They didn’t follow us, right, Tad?”
  


  
    Tad looked into the rearview mirror, but anything more than a few feet back was a blur. He hadn’t gotten his stack just right; he was having a little trouble focusing his vision. But nobody was within a block of them, and if the feds were there, they’d have already zoomed up and tried to run them off the road by now, right? Out here on a road over the hill with nobody around, that was the way to do it. There was a curve maybe a quarter mile back, and if he squinted hard, Tad could see that the road was empty at least that far.
  


  
    Tad said, “No. Nobody followed us.”
  


  
    Adam, in the front, turned around and looked. “Looks clear.” He rolled the window down and stuck his head out, glanced around, then pulled his head back inside. “No helicopters. Where are we going? The safe house?”
  


  
    “Yeah. For now. After that, I think maybe we need to take a nice long trip somewhere out of the country.”
  


  
    “All of us?”
  


  
    “No reason for you to go,” Bobby said. “Nobody knows who you are. We’ll give you a nice bonus, you can get back to your life.”
  


  
    Fuzzed as his brain was, Tad didn’t think that was a very good idea, but he didn’t say anything. Bobby knew what he was doing. Bobby always knew what he was doing.
  


  
    “Fine by me,” Adam said. He turned around to watch the road in front of them again.
  


  
    Bobby said, “Loud noise, Tad.”
  


  
    Tad didn’t have time to think about that when two bombs went off-Boom! Boom!—that fast, and the windshield spiderwebbed on the passenger side.
  


  
    “Fuck!” Tad screamed. The car slewed onto the shoulder, hit a couple of rocks, and jounced hard. He fought the wheel, managed to get it back on the asphalt.
  


  
    Tad looked into the mirror, saw Bobby just leaning back into the seat, that black gun in his hand. He glanced over at Adam. There was a bloody splotch on his chest and more blood oozing from a hole right over his heart. His left eye and part of his nose was also gone, shredded, gore running down his face. He was slack, only the seat-belt keeping him upright.
  


  
    It took a second for Tad to get it.
  


  
    Bobby had just shot Adam. Twice. In the back and in the back of the head. One of the bullets had gone right through him and through the windshield, which was now whistling with the breeze coming through it—what he could hear with his ears ringing from the noise.
  


  
    “Jesus fucking Christ, Bobby!”
  


  
    “He was a liability,” Bobby said. “He knew where the safe house was. He knew you personally. We have to make a clean break here, no loose ends.”
  


  
    Tad nodded. “Yeah, okay. Whatever you say.”
  


  


  
    “What was that?” Jay said. “Sounded like some kind fire-cracker—look at the car!”
  


  
    Howard eased up on the gas pedal and the rental car slowed dramatically. The little four-cylinder gas-alkie engine with battery backup was barely able to move them uphill.
  


  
    The Dodge ran off the road, hit something and bounced, then scraped and skidded back onto the tarmac.
  


  
    “Gunshots,” Howard said. “Two of them. Pistol caliber.”
  


  
    “They shooting at us?”
  


  
    Michaels said, “No, not us. Somebody in the car.”
  


  
    “Why?”
  


  
    Michaels looked at Jay over the back of the seat. “Did I get here before you? What can I see that you can’t? I don’t know.”
  


  
    The three men stared at the car, which rounded another curve in the wavy road and disappeared.
  


  
    Howard shoved the accelerator pedal down. The little car moaned, and not much else. Their speed picked up slowly. He pounded the steering wheel. “Piece of Japanese crap! Go!”
  


  
    Michaels reached for the in-dash GPS, thought better of it, and pulled his virgil. Its GPS would be more accurate. Better find out where they were. Maybe they could get a helicopter from somewhere.
  


  
    Los Angeles DEA had those, didn’t they? All the drug raids they went out on, they’d have to have air cover.
  


  
    Could he risk calling the DEA in?
  


  
    Well, why not? Lee wasn’t the guy who shot at Howard, he had witnesses saying he was elsewhere. And he didn’t have to call Lee back in D.C., just the local HQ.
  


  
    He didn’t want to do it. But what was more important here? Letting the DEA get the credit? Or maybe losing the drug dealer altogether?
  


  
    Crap—
  


  
    The decision was interrupted by his virgil beeping. Michaels pulled it from his belt. The ID showed it was the director. He tapped the link-on, and the vid control, held the virgil up so the cam could see his face.
  


  
    “Yes, ma’am?”
  


  
    “My SAC tells me that the drug dealer was not in the house they raided, nor was the other man. What is the situation there, Commander?”
  


  
    “Three men managed to escape by car just as the raid went down, ma’am. The agents didn’t see them. General Howard, Jay Gridley, and I are in pursuit. We are heading east over the mountains at the moment. We have been unable to contact SAC Delorme’s team.”
  


  
    “I’ll have them spot on your GPS signal,” she said.
  


  
    “I was thinking we might call in the DEA,” he said. “They’ll have air support.”
  


  
    “Already done, Commander. They should have a helicopter in the air by now, and they are also tracking your virgil’s GPS, have been all along.”
  


  
    Howard nodded. “I see.”
  


  
    “We have to let them in, Commander. There is no choice in the matter, you understand?”
  


  
    He understood, all right. “Yes, ma’am.”
  


  
    “Try to maintain your surveillance. I expect you’ll be seeing the DEA forces show up soon. Call me when you have something to report.”
  


  
    “Yes, ma’am.”
  


  
    Michaels discommed. Howard glanced over at him.
  


  
    “You heard the director. Try to stay with them. DEA is in the air.”
  


  
    But that wasn’t quite true, Michaels realized a few seconds later. The DEA had a helicopter, all right, he saw it not more than a block ahead as they rounded the next curve.
  


  
    The copter was parked across the middle of the road.
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    Drayne saw the helicopter blocking the road a good two seconds before Tad’s drugged reaction time finally kicked in and he slammed on the brakes. The big Dodge’s wheels locked and the car skidded to a rubber-burning stop.
  


  
    Adam’s body twisted out of the seat belt’s shoulder strap and he thudded against the dashboard, then slid sideways into the door, smearing blood all over the window and door post.
  


  
    “Shit!” Tad said.
  


  
    “Turn around, turn around!”
  


  
    But as he said it, Drayne looked over his shoulder in time to see a car a hundred feet behind slew to a stop and turn so it blocked the road.
  


  
    Tad saw it, too. He hit the brakes again.
  


  
    To their left was a rocky slope, the wall of the mountain. To the right, a fairly steep drop down the hillside into a valley of rock, dried brown bushes, and eucalyptus.
  


  
    A half-dozen men with guns were crouched around the copter, pointing their weapons at the Dodge. Drayne looked back in time to see three men pile out of the other side of the car behind them. They came up behind the hood and trunk, and pointed weapons, too.
  


  
    Well, shit.
  


  
    “Fuck! What do we do?”
  


  
    Drayne thought fast. There was a dead body in the front seat of their car. Tad had enough drugs to stone a parade, not even counting the scores of Hammer caps. This was bad.
  


  
    Drayne leaned forward and gave Tad the pistol he had. “Here, take this.”
  


  
    “We’ll get slaughtered,” Tad said.
  


  
    Drayne reached around the seat and took Adam’s pistol from the dead man’s holster. “Maybe not, I’ve got an idea. Stick the gun out the window and shoot it into the air.”
  


  
    “Why?”
  


  
    “Just do it.”
  


  
    Tad did, the sound loud in the quiet afternoon.
  


  
    The men behind the copter ducked, but they didn’t return fire.
  


  
    Drayne almost smiled. Good, that was good. They wanted him alive. Alive, he was valuable. Dead, he was worthless.
  


  
    And now Tad, bless him, had powder residue on his hand showing he had fired a gun.
  


  
    “Okay, okay, let’s think about this. We got their attention, but we’re boxed, so we’re gonna have to do this with lawyers. We have money, and we have power. The pharmaceutical companies want what I have. So we get out with our hands up, and surrender.”
  


  
    “You sure?”
  


  
    “Trust me, I know what I’m doing. One phone call, we’ll have some very heavyweight people lined up to help us.”
  


  
    “Okay, man.”
  


  
    Of course, Tad would have to take the fall for killing Adam. And since Tad would get shot resisting arrest or trying to escape, he wouldn’t say otherwise. Drayne could pull that off. If he yelled, “Hey, don’t shoot, Tad! Put the gun down!” at the right moment, the feds would hose Tad. DEA rules of engagement wouldn’t be that different from the FBI rules when facing an armed perp. Too bad, but Tad had one foot in the grave anyhow. He liked him, but his death might as well count for something. No point in Tad being dead and Drayne being in jail, was there?
  


  
    Drayne climbed over the seat.
  


  
    “What are you doing?”
  


  
    “I want to be right behind you when we get out, we don’t want them to think you’re reaching for something when you move the seat to let me out.”
  


  
    “Oh, yeah.”
  


  
    “Tuck that gun into your belt and keep your hands in the air when you get out.”
  


  
    “Okay.”
  


  
    “Let’s do it. Just stay cool. We’ll walk away from this, believe me. Once we’re out on bail, we can take off and stay gone forever.” Not that they would get bail with a corpse in the front seat of their car. Judges frowned on that.
  


  
    Tad nodded. “Okay.”
  


  


  
    Howard had braked and turned the car to block the road, and the three of them jumped out on the driver’s side, away from the stopped Dodge.
  


  
    “Get those tasers out, for all the good they’ll do,” Howard said. He pulled his gun from under his jacket, crouched behind the front wheel, and pointed the gun over the hood. “See if you can get the DEA there on your virgil’s emergency band and tell them not to shoot us.”
  


  
    Michaels nodded. He was the commander of Net Force, but he was willing to defer to the general in this kind of situation. He wasn’t going to to let his ego get them killed.
  


  
    He hit the emergency call button, got the Net Force operator, and told him to patch them through to the DEA team. The FBI Director should have their number.
  


  
    Crouched behind the trunk, his taser clutched in both hands and pointed at the Dodge, Jay nervously said, “I think ... I think I’m gonna throw up. And I gotta pee, real bad.”
  


  
    “It’s okay,” Howard said, “we all feel like that.”
  


  
    Oddly enough, Michaels didn’t. He felt relatively calm, almost as if he were watching and not participating. His mouth was awful dry, though.
  


  
    Behind them, a car approached. Howard turned and waved at it frantically. “Stop!”
  


  
    The car, a dark minivan, did stop. The passenger door opened and a man jumped out and ran toward them.
  


  
    He had a gun in his hand.
  


  
    Howard swung his revolver around and almost shot the guy—then they all recognized him.
  


  
    Brett Lee, of the DEA
  


  
    Lee crouched into a duckwalk the last few steps. “What’s the situation?” he asked.
  


  
    “What the hell are you doing here?” Michaels responded.
  


  
    “I was following you,” Lee said.
  


  
    They all stared at him.
  


  
    He said, “Look, okay, I screwed up on the bust at the movie star’s house, okay? My job is going away, at the least. I need to help catch this guy so I don’t leave in total disgrace. I need a little victory.”
  


  
    That made sense. Before anybody could speak, Michael’s virgil started its musical sting. No ID sig. That damned thing was practically useless. He thumbed the connect button. His camera was still on, but the incoming screen was blank, no visual transmission.
  


  
    “Commander Michaels? Riley Clark, DEA. Is that you in the car behind the suspects?”
  


  
    “Yes. And I have Brett Lee here with me.”
  


  
    “Hold your positions, and please don’t shoot unless you are fired upon—”
  


  
    As if his words were a signal, a gun went off. Michaels ducked instinctively.
  


  
    From the virgil, Clark’s excited voice came: “Negative, negative, do not return fire, the gun was pointed into the air, repeat, hold your fire!”
  


  
    Michaels raised from his squat and looked. The driver’s side door opened, and two men stepped out, their hands in the air. The zombie and the surfer. What an odd-looking pair they were together.
  


  
    “Which one is the chemist?” Lee asked.
  


  
    Jay said, “Gotta be the surfer.”
  


  


  
    Drayne felt tight, knowing all those guns were pointed at him, but he also knew he was the golden goose, and while the DEA field guys might want to burn his ass, the higher-ups would know which way the political winds blew. Sure, he might have to do some time at one of those country-club honor farms somewhere, working on his tan and Ping-Pong game, but in the end, he was going to cut a deal, and he was going to walk away rich. Guys worth tens of millions of dollars didn’t go to jail very often, almost never, and he’d be very cooperative. The feds would bargain with him, because he had something everybody wanted. He could turn people into superhumans. Hell, the Army would be first in line, if the Navy and Marines didn’t beat them to it.
  


  
    He was smarter than the guys they sent against him, always had been, always would be. He could think circles around them. This was a temporary setback, that was all. He was a genius, and he’d show them just how smart he was.
  


  
    He smiled. “Don’t shoot!” Drayne yelled. “We give up!”
  


  


  
    Something was wrong, Howard felt, but he couldn’t put his finger on it. Lee was right here next to him; Howard didn’t trust him, and if Lee raised that pistol, he was going to bat it down, but that wasn’t it, it was something else.
  


  
    Then he knew. It hit him like a lightning bolt.
  


  
    Lee had gotten out on the passenger side!
  


  
    He twisted around, looked at the van, said, “Shit!”
  


  
    The driver’s door was open, and a man was behind it, a rifle resting on the windowsill, but not aimed at Howard or Michaels or Jay or Lee.
  


  
    Howard swung his revolver around.
  


  
    The rifle went off.
  


  


  
    Tad was looking right at him when Bobby’s head exploded. The skull deformed in front, like it was plastic, and Bobby’s whole forehead spewed into the air, blood and bones and brain in a greasy fluid like a water balloon bursting, spraying every which way.
  


  
    Fuck. They shot Bobby.
  


  
    Tad didn’t even think about it, he bolted, ran straight for the only way not full of guns, right over the side of the hill. He hit five or six yards down, his legs collapsed, and he rolled himself into as much of a ball as he could, bouncing and smashing into creosote bushes and rocks and dirt, until he hit something so hard it took his consciousness.
  


  


  
    Michaels watched in slow motion as John Howard shoved his handgun forward and started pulling the trigger. There were orange flashes from the muzzle and smaller flashes from the cylinder, but the sound was oddly quiet, like a cap pistol.
  


  
    Brett Lee screamed—Michaels saw his mouth open—and he tried to point his pistol at Howard.
  


  
    He’s going to shoot John, Michaels realized.
  


  
    Michaels lunged, slamming into Lee. They both sprawled on the road. Lee dropped his gun to break his fall, hit, rolled up, and kicked at Michaels.
  


  
    Without thinking or pausing, Michaels swept his right hand down and up again in an arc, caught Lee’s ankle and, at the same time, dropped into a low position and shoved with his left hand at Lee’s chest.
  


  
    Lee fell backward, hit the road flat on his back, and his head thumped the asphalt and bounced. He was stunned enough so he didn’t move.
  


  
    Michaels blinked and realized he had just done an angkat, a throw against an unweighted leg. Huh.
  


  
    Jay, who probably didn’t have any more of an idea of what was going on than Michaels did, stepped up and shot Lee with his taser. Lee juddered and jittered on the dusty road as the electrical charge spasmed his muscles.
  


  
    Michaels turned to look at Howard, who was up and moving toward the minivan, gun still extended in front of him. Michaels didn’t see his taser, he must have dropped it, but he hurried to join Howard.
  


  
    Behind the still-open driver’s door, which had several holes in it, a man lay on the ground, bleeding, a rifle next to him. His chest was a ruin, dark with arterial blood, and Michaels knew the man had been shot in the heart. He’d be dead soon, if he wasn’t already.
  


  
    He couldn’t see the man’s face until Howard kicked the door shut, and when he did, it was not really all that much of a surprise:
  


  
    The heart-shot man was Zachary George of the NSA.
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    When Tad woke up, he didn’t know where he was. Outside, somewhere, and buried in some kind of sweet-smelling brush. He had cuts and bruises he didn’t remember, and felt like crap, but that wasn’t anything new, it had happened before. Lots of times.
  


  
    He tried to sit up, couldn’t make it, then fell back and gulped for air.
  


  
    This might be it, Tad, old son. The last roundup.
  


  
    Damn. How’d he get here? Where was here, anyway?
  


  
    The sight of Bobby’s head blowing apart filled his memory.
  


  
    Aw, shit! Shit, shit, shit!
  


  
    It all came back to him in a jumbled rush of pain and emotion. Killing Adam, the helicopter in the road, the leap he’d taken to get away—
  


  
    Bobby’s head exploding. In slo mo and Technicolor.
  


  
    Jesus!
  


  
    He looked at his watch to see how long he’d been out, but the crystal was shattered, the minute hand bent to the face and stopped, the hour hand gone completely. The feds would be coming for him, they might be almost here, and he had to get up, he had to get moving, or they’d catch him. Probably none of them would have just jumped off the fucking cliff like he had, but they’d figure a way down soon enough to grab his ass. He didn’t know how long ago it had been. It felt like it was still afternoon going into evening, so maybe he’d only been out for a few minutes.
  


  
    He wasn’t going to get far in his condition, he knew.
  


  
    He reached into his pocket and came out with one of the Hammer packets. A couple of them fell on the ground, but it was too much trouble to bother picking them up. Well, he sure wasn’t going to be making any deliveries anytime soon, and the clock was running on this batch. He had until tomorrow around noon before the stuff would all go sour. Use it or lose it, and he couldn’t take them all.
  


  
    He tore open the packet and dry-swallowed the Hammer cap. Thought about it for a few seconds, then ripped open another packet and took that cap, too. It would be a while before the stuff would kick in, and he couldn’t sit here waiting for it, no matter how much he hurt.
  


  
    The gun he’d had tucked in his belt was gone. His car was God knew how far up the hill, surrounded by feds. He was screwed.
  


  
    And Bobby was dead. That hadn’t really sunk in, it didn’t seem real. They’d killed him, they’d fucking executed him, he’d had his hands up, and they had blown his head off!
  


  
    Tad felt a surge of anger well up, filling him with murderous rage. He wanted to run back up that hill and tear them apart with his bare hands, rip their arms and legs off, stomp on the bloody torsos.
  


  
    The anger was good, but it was barely strong enough to get him to his feet and moving. If he could stay clear long enough for the Hammer to kick in, he’d be okay. Once the drug took hold, he’d be able to travel at speed.
  


  
    And go where?
  


  
    The safe house. They didn’t know about that. Bobby had the place stocked, there was some running-away money stashed there, more in the safe at the storage space.
  


  
    Bobby was dead.
  


  
    Tad couldn’t believe it. Bobby was smart, good-looking, rich, he had everything going for him. And they cooked him, blam! Just like that.
  


  
    Tad stumbled, fell, and managed to get back to his feet. Oh, they were gonna pay for killing Bobby.
  


  
    He was fucking going to make them pay.
  


  


  
    “No sign of the zombie?” Jay said.
  


  
    “The DEA people haven’t found him yet. Local deputies will be joining the search soon,” Michaels said. “General Howard went down with them and found this.” He held up a purple capsule. “There were several of them under a bush down there. DEA got the rest, but it doesn’t look as if they have turned sour yet. So this is still an active capsule.”
  


  
    “No great loss. We got the chemist.”
  


  
    “We have his body,” Howard said.
  


  
    Jay nodded and blew out a sigh. What a fuck-up this had been.
  


  
    “I bet forensics will match that rifle George had to the bullets they found in my agency car at Manassas,” Howard said. “George was the shooter. That’s why Lee had such a great alibi.”
  


  
    “So they were in it together all along. But why shoot this guy Drayne?”
  


  
    “I don’t know,” Michaels said.
  


  
    Lee had recovered from the fall and taser shock and was handcuffed and sitting in the back of one of the DEA vehicles that had finally arrived. He was more than a little distraught when he saw the body of George covered up and waiting for the coroner.
  


  
    He’d sobbed and begun crying. Not really the kind of reaction an op from one agency usually had for an op from another agency, certainly not the same sex. Something there, all right.
  


  
    “Bastard,” Lee had said to Howard. “You killed him!”
  


  
    “Damn straight,” Howard had replied. “I only wish I’d shot him two seconds sooner.”
  


  
    “Bastard. You’re a dead man.”
  


  
    “Not by your hand, pal. You’re an accessory to murder and attempted murder, probably seven kinds of conspiracy, and God knows what else. You’re going away for a long, long time.”
  


  
    “Maybe not. Maybe I have something to trade.”
  


  
    “Better be damned good, whatever it is,” Howard said. “And between you and me and my colleagues here, if I see you on the street anywhere close to me or mine, I’ll drop you and worry about the consequences later.”
  


  
    “You threatening me, General Howard?”
  


  
    Michaels said, “You must be mistaken, Mr. Lee. I didn’t hear any threats. Jay?”
  


  
    “Nope, I didn’t hear anything at all.”
  


  
    Howard nodded at Michaels and Jay.
  


  
    Jay smiled. Well, what the hell, they were a team, right?
  


  


  
    On the drive down the hill, Michaels called Toni.
  


  
    “Hey,” she said. “How’s the glamour there in Tinsel-town?”
  


  
    “Great, if you like chase scenes and shoot-outs.”
  


  
    “What?”
  


  
    “We tracked down the dope dealer. He’s no longer with us, however.”
  


  
    “What happened?”
  


  
    Michaels filled her in on the operation.
  


  
    When he was done, she said, “That’s good work, Alex. Nobody got hurt except the bad guy, and Net Force gets the credit. How are they going to play it with the media?”
  


  
    “Straight, I hope,” he said. “But I wouldn’t bet on that. Camera teams were all over us ten minutes after it happened, news choppers circling like mechanical vultures. I let Jay talk for us and he kept it vague, but I don’t know what the DEA and FBI guys had to say. Rogue operatives are never a good spin for any agency. You can say, ‘Yeah, we had a problem but we cleaned it out,’ but the first question from the reporters will be, ‘How’d you get a problem like that in the first place?’ It’s a no-win situation.”
  


  
    “Not for Net Force.”
  


  
    He grinned at the small image of her on the virgil. “Well, yes, that’s true. We get off smelling like roses.”
  


  
    “So, when are you coming home?”
  


  
    “Probably tomorrow morning. We need to file reports with the local FBI and DEA offices, talk to their supervisors, like that.”
  


  
    “Couldn’t you file those reports on-line from here?”
  


  
    “You know how that is, they want to see us when we tell it. Won’t take long, but by the time we get done, it’ll be late, and we’re flying into a three-hour time difference. Might as well wait until the morning.”
  


  
    “At least it’s all wrapped up.”
  


  
    “Not completely. The zombie—that’s Thaddeus Bershaw, we got that from his car registration—got away.”
  


  
    “That’s not major, is it?’
  


  
    “Not that we can tell. We don’t know for sure what his part was in things, but he wasn’t the brightest bulb on the string. Jay dug up his background, and he was an uneducated street kid. Probably no more than an errand boy. The dealer was Robert Drayne; he had a degree in chemistry. Also had a father who was with the Bureau for thirty years, retired to Arizona.”
  


  
    “Interesting.”
  


  
    “DEA and FBI put out an APB net and street on Bershaw. They’ll find him eventually. Anyway, he’s not our problem anymore.”
  


  
    “I miss you,” she said.
  


  
    “Yeah, I miss you, too. See you tomorrow. I’m thinking maybe I’ll take a couple personal days and we can do something.”
  


  
    “I’d like that.”
  


  
    Michaels discommed and leaned back in the seat. It had been a long day, and he wasn’t looking forward to the double debriefing. It would be nice if they could do it once, with ops from both the DEA and FBI listening together, but that wasn’t how it was going to go, of course. That way would make too much sense.
  


  


  
    They were way too slow coming down the hill to find him. By the time he heard them yelling at each other, Tad was six hundred yards away, and the double-hit of magic purple was coming on strong. Ten minutes after that, he was feeling good enough to jog, and ten minutes after that, he was able to run like the wind, hopping over rocks and bushes in his path, covering ground much faster than any normal man would be able to do on foot in the gathering darkness. He could run faster, see better, and make quicker decisions, and no way were they going to catch him from behind, if they even had a clue which way he had gone. Probably still looking for his body under the bushes back there.
  


  
    Three miles or so away, he angled back up toward the road, then paralleled it for half a mile until he came to a tiny shopping center. He found a motorcycle chained to a light pole, and it took all of thirty seconds to find a rock big enough to smash the lock. The owner had trusted the lock and chain, and so he’d left a spare ignition key under the seat, tucked in the cushion springs, where Tad and ten other guys he knew always kept their spare bike keys, and the sucker, a midsized Honda, cranked right up.
  


  
    They’d probably have roadblocks set up on both sides of the hill looking for him, but he could dance that or maybe go off road and around it. Now that it was fully dark, he would have an advantage: He didn’t need to use the headlight; there was enough city glow for him to see the road. Time they spotted him coming, it would be too late.
  


  
    The double dose of Hammer was something. He had never felt so strong, so fast, or so quick-witted. They didn’t have a chance. If they did stop him? Well, he would just kill them all.
  


  
    Tad sailed eastward down the hill in the dark, hitting speeds of eighty, ninety miles per hour with the lights off, whipping past startled drivers who heard him but couldn’t see him him until he appeared in their headlights. Must have scared the crap out of them.
  


  
    If the fed had roadblocks, they must have been closer to the place where the copter had been, which made sense, sort of. They weren’t figuring on a guy who could run three miles in the dark before he got back to the road. They didn’t have the Hammer and he did.
  


  
    Once he was down and in the flats around Woodland Hills, he flicked the headlight on. He didn’t have far to go now.
  


  
    He made it to the safe house without incident. Inside, he flipped on the television and tuned it to CNN Headline News. He didn’t feel like eating, but he knew he needed fuel and liquid, so he grabbed a big can of ham slices and a six-pack of Evian water. He peeled ham slices off two at a time and washed them down with water as he watched the news. He needed information as much as he needed fuel.
  


  
    The info wasn’t long in coming. A local camera crew had gotten to the site of the shooting, and while most of what the reporter had was probably total bullshit, there were a couple of things that stood out: The drug dealer who had been slain had been located through the efforts of the FBI’s computer arm, Net Force; the leader of that organization, Commander Alexander Michaels, had come all the way from Washington, D.C., to be in on the raid. The newscam had footage of Michaels, right out there on the road, looking down at the body of some agent who had been killed by the drug dealers during the raid.
  


  
    Yeah, well, if one of theirs was dead, the feds had done it themselves. Bobby hadn’t done it, and except for that one shot Tad put into the sky, he hadn’t fired, either. Lying fuckers.
  


  
    There were interviews with local DEA and FBI agents, as well as some computer geek for Net Force. It had been a coordinated operation among the three agencies, so it seemed, but Net Force got the big pat on the back for coming up with the information that led to the suspected drug dealers. One of said drug dealers had escaped, was still at large, and considered armed and dangerous. They flashed a picture of Tad, along with his name. Driver’s license photo. So they had IDed him, no big deal.
  


  
    The news moved on, and he shut it off.
  


  
    When he looked down at the ham can, it was empty. He had eaten two pounds of ham and downed six bottles of water, and he didn’t even feel full. Probably his last meal.
  


  
    Tad thought about it for a few seconds. Commander Alexander Michaels. Net Force. Washington, D.C. A long way to travel for somebody in his shoes. And nothing he did would bring Bobby back, dead was dead. Why bother?
  


  
    Yeah, well, fuck it. He’d almost reached the end of his string anyhow.
  


  
    He went into the bathroom. Bobby had stocked the place with all kinds of shit they might need if they had to run. He found scissors and an electric razor with a trim attachment and cut his already-short black hair into a flat-top. The Hammer made him want to jump up and down, but he held himself steady by force of will so that the do wasn’t too ragged. He used half a bottle of hair coloring on his new cut. He shaved off his lip-hanger goatee. Pulled out his earrings and tossed them.
  


  
    After the hair color was done, bleached to an ugly yellow, he showered. Got out, and rubbed himself down with bronzing gel, applying it carefully with the little sponge thing.
  


  
    Okay, so he wasn’t gonna pass for a surfer, but he wasn’t the same fish-belly white beatnik in the picture, he was blond and tanned. He found some slacks, a dress shirt, socks, and running shoes, all in pale gray or white, not his look at all. There was a pair of wire-rimmed glasses with plain glass lenses, and he put them on. He could almost pass for normal.
  


  
    There was about fifty thousand in cash in frozen food packages in the freezer. He took about ten grand. He didn’t expect he’d need that much, and if he somehow got back here—unlikely—he could get the rest then.
  


  
    There were some fake photo IDs in a desk drawer, three or four sets each for him and Bobby. Tad picked up a set, looked to see that the driver’s license was from Texas, and that the name was Raymond Selling. Bobby’s little joke: Selling was the winner of last year’s Los Angeles Marathon race. He’d done one for Richard Kimball, too, from the old TV series, The Fugitive. The last one was for Meia Rasgada, which was Portuguese for “torn stocking,” yet another kind of runner.
  


  
    Bobby was a riot.
  


  
    Had been a riot.
  


  
    He needed to move, he really needed to move, but he had one more thing he had to do before he could. He took one of the clean digital phones in the kitchen and punched in a number from memory. His memory at the moment was excellent; he could draw on anything he had ever seen, smelled, tasted, heard, felt, or done if he needed it, and he knew it would be there.
  


  
    “Yo,” came the deep voice.
  


  
    “Halley, it’s Tad. I need something.”
  


  
    “Yeah, me, too. Your money in my pocket. Go.”
  


  
    “I want an address for Commander Alexander Michaels, M-i-c-h-a-e-l-s. He’s the head of Net Force.”
  


  
    “I can give you that without having to burn an electron, dude. Net Force HQ is in Quantico, Virginia, part of the new FBI complex next to the Yew-Nite-Ted States Muhrines—”
  


  
    “No, I want his home address.”
  


  
    “Ah. That’ll take a little more. They’d keep that buried pretty good.”
  


  
    “How long?”
  


  
    “Ah, forty, forty-five minutes.”
  


  
    “Call me back on this number when you get it.”
  


  
    “Cost you five hundred.”
  


  
    “Not a problem.”
  


  
    “I’m on it, dude.”
  


  
    Tad took his new self outside. There were two cars in the garage. A year-old tan minivan with a Baby on Board sticker on the back window, and a three-or four-year-old Dodge Dakota. Both had keys in the ignitions. He paused long enough to grab the rear bumper of the truck, to squat and lift the tires clear of the pavement a few times, to burn off some of his excess energy. Then he climbed in and cranked the engine.
  


  
    He pulled out of the driveway and headed for the airport. On the way, he called and booked a first-class seat on the next nonstop flight to Washington, D.C. The plane wouldn’t leave for three hours. Another five or so hours to fly there, figure on maybe two more to find the place. Call it ten hours all totaled, be there by eight or nine A.M. at the absolute latest. He’d be riding the Hammer for that long, and when he started to come down, he had a whole shitload of caps that would be good until noon, and another twelve hours of Hammer to ride after he took it. Midnight tomorrow, easy.
  


  
    That should be more than enough time to have a long chat with Commander Alexander Michaels of Net Force, and to teach the fucker what a bad mistake he had made in helping get Bobby Drayne killed.
  


  
    Plenty of time.
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    Los Angeles, California
  


  
    

  


  
    Michaels had just finished shaving and was getting dressed when there came a knock on the hotel room’s door.
  


  
    It was Jay. He said, “FBI got a lead on Bershaw.”
  


  
    Michaels waved Jay in as he continued to button his shirt. “Yes?”
  


  
    Jay held up the flatscreen so Michaels could see the image thereon. A blond-haired man with glasses, dressed in casual sports clothes.
  


  
    “They sure this is him?”
  


  
    “Check the side-by-side.”
  


  
    A magnified image of the blond appeared next to an identical-sized head shot of Tad Bershaw. Overlay grids appeared, numbers scrolled, and yellow highlight outlines pulsed over the features.
  


  
    “The feeb surveillance matchware doesn’t worry overmuch about hair, eye, and skin coloring, it compares ear size and lobe shape, nose length and nares spacing, eye spacing and brow angle. Plus somatotypes, though those can be altered by shoe lifts and padding. This is him.”
  


  
    “Where was this taken?”
  


  
    “LAX, last night. The matchcam sent a sig to FBI HQ, but the priority tag imprint apparently was malfunctioning ; instead of an A-1 stamp, the file was batched with a bunch of routine no-hurry PPOIs ... that’s possible persons of interest. So they should have seen it last night, but nobody got around to scanning the file until a few minutes ago.”
  


  
    “So much for infallible technology,” Michaels said. He sat on the bed, pulled on his socks. “So where did he go?”
  


  
    “According to the gatecam at CrossCon Air, he took a nonstop red-eye to Washington, D.C. Plane landed around two A.M. this morning, eastern time. Dulles matchware showed him getting off the jet, but that’s the only image they got. FBI checked the rental agencies, he didn’t get a car, and they are talking to bus and limo drivers and cabbies. No hits yet. From the passenger list, they know he’s using the name Raymond Selling.”
  


  
    “Like the marathon runner?”
  


  
    “Who?”
  


  
    “Selling is the fastest long-distance man in the country, probably the world.”
  


  
    “I don’t follow the sport. Running for twenty-six miles hurts me just to think about it.”
  


  
    “Why Washington?”
  


  
    Jay shrugged. “Why not? Maybe he’s got an old girlfriend there, somebody he used to run with. Easier to disappear in a big city than a small one.”
  


  
    “Well, maybe we’ll bump into him when we get home.”
  


  
    “I hope not,” Jay said. “If he’s got any of that dope left, he’s not somebody I want to meet face-to-face.”
  


  
    Michaels tied his shoes, stood, and reached for his sport coat, which hung on the bathroom door. “What time does our flight leave?”
  


  
    “Couple hours. Be back in Washington about seven P.M. Five-hour flight, add three for the time zones.”
  


  
    “Well, let’s go have breakfast and enjoy the L.A. sunshine. It’ll probably be raining when we get back to the East Coast.”
  


  
    Jay closed the flatscreen, and they started for the door. He still had a worried look.
  


  
    Michaels said, “Something else?”
  


  
    “Yeah, a major problem. In-house Security says somebody got past the Net Force firewalls and into the mainframe last night.”
  


  
    “I thought that wasn’t possible.”
  


  
    “It’s not, for most people. I could do it. And if I could, some others could. A handful.”
  


  
    “Was anything damaged or stolen?”
  


  
    “Fortunately not. The file protection programs make that real hard without the encryption keys. Even I might have trouble wrecking any big part of the system from outside. Security says the probe rode in on a GAO line and managed to get into the personnel files. It didn’t damage them, they are read-only for the GAO auditor, who, by law, we have to let in. Somebody had to know about that to use it.”
  


  
    “Who would know?”
  


  
    “Ex-programmer, maybe ex-ops, FBI, GAO. Maybe even Net Force.”
  


  
    “Really?”
  


  
    “We’ve had people quit. Fired a few, too. Programmers always leave themselves a back door when they are building secure systems. We vetted ours, and I had our people checking, but the guy who builds it can hide a few things when you are talking millions of lines of code.”
  


  
    “So what now?”
  


  
    “We’ll run down all ex-employees with enough skill to pull it off. My hope is that it’ll turn out to be some kid hacker counting coup. But that wouldn’t be the way smart money bets.”
  


  
    “Mm. Stay on it, Jay. In the meantime, let’s don’t keep General Howard waiting.”
  


  
    On the way to the elevator, something about what Jay said bothered him. He couldn’t quite nail it down as they stepped into the lift. Jay pushed the button for the lobby; they were on the sixteenth floor.
  


  
    As the elevator descended, pinging as it passed each floor, Michaels said, “That intrusion last night. Do we know where it came from?”
  


  
    “Not really,” Jay said. “It bounced off a couple of satellites. We were able to track it as far as the West Coast, that’s it.”
  


  
    Michaels thought about that for a second. “Why would anybody capable of breaking into a secure system like Net Force’s mainframe want to look at our personnel records?”
  


  
    “If that’s what they planned to do, boss, rather than just stumbling into those records by accident.”
  


  
    “Just for the sake of argument, let’s assume they meant to go there.”
  


  
    Jay shrugged. “Who, where, what, when, why,” he said. “Find out if somebody works there, what they do exactly, how long. Maybe how much somebody gets paid.”
  


  
    “You skipped one,” Michaels said. “Find out where somebody lives.”
  


  
    “Yeah, that could be.”
  


  
    Michaels felt a sudden chill frost him.
  


  
    Jay said, “I see where you’re going here, but it’s probably just a coincidence.”
  


  
    “What if it isn’t? What if it’s Bershaw? What if he is looking to even the score for the death of his friend?”
  


  
    “That’s a reach, boss. Guy who pulled the trigger on Drayne is dead.”
  


  
    “Bershaw wouldn’t know that. He went over the side of the hill as soon as the shooting started.”
  


  
    The elevator reached the ground floor and opened. The two men stepped out and walked toward the hotel’s coffee shop.
  


  
    “He could have heard or watched news reports about it,” Jay offered.
  


  
    “You were on CNN’s coverage. The FBI and DEA weren’t saying much. Nobody said who shot Drayne, only that he was killed. And who was getting most of the credit for finding the drug dealers?”
  


  
    “Uh, that’d be us,” Jay said.
  


  
    “Yes. And there were only three of us there: you, me, and General Howard.”
  


  
    “Still a reach,” Jay said. “It doesn’t necessarily follow.”
  


  
    “Bershaw escapes. Somebody on the West Coast gets into Net Force’s personnel files within a few hours. Bershaw disappears, then shows up on a flight to Washington. I don’t like it. If you were him and you were pissed off because somebody had murdered your friend, blasted him while he stood there with his hands up, and you wanted to do something about it, who would you go after?”
  


  
    Jay didn’t say anything.
  


  
    “Yeah. That’s what I thought. The man in charge, who was right there on the scene. You could be waiting for him when he got home. Only thing is, Toni is already there.”
  


  
    He pulled his virgil, hit the voxax, and said, “Call home.”
  


  
    The virgil made the call.
  


  
    After five rings, the message recorder came on. “Hello. You’ve reached area code two-oh-two, three-five-seven ...”
  


  
    “Toni, if you are there, pick up or call me back ASAP.”
  


  
    Michaels felt a sense of panic threaten to take him as he ended the call. He tapped the resend button and selected five-minute intervals, to repeat until a connection was made or he shut it off.
  


  
    “She’s not answering.”
  


  
    “She could be asleep. Outside watering the plants. A dozen things,” Jay said.
  


  
    John Howard stood in the short line of people waiting to get into the coffee shop. He saw Jay and Michaels approaching, smiled at them. Michaels didn’t feel like smiling back.
  


  
    Howard caught it. “What’s the matter, Commander?”
  


  
    Michaels ran through it, feeling more and more nervous as he laid it out.
  


  
    Howard said, “Jay’s probably right, it’s probably nothing. But just to be on the safe side, how about I have a couple of my people drop by and check.”
  


  
    “I would appreciate that.” Being all the way across the country made him feel helpless. Once he knew Toni was okay, he’d feel a lot better.
  


  
    Howard looked at Michaels a moment longer. “One more thing, Commander,” he said. “Jay’s the one who got all the attention on TV. It might not be a bad idea for him to get hold of Saji and tell her to get somewhere safe.”
  


  
    Michaels nodded, but Jay was already pulling out his virgil. A few seconds later, Saji answered, and everyone relaxed a little.
  


  
    Howard pulled his own virgil and spoke quietly into it, muted the sound so he had to hold it to his ear like a mobile phone to hear the reply. When he was done, he turned to Michaels and said, “Somebody will be there in twenty minutes. They’ll call you back or have Toni call you.”
  


  
    Michaels nodded. “Thank you. Call home yourself, John, just to be sure, then we might as well go have breakfast.” But until he heard from Toni, he wasn’t the least bit interested in eating.
  


  
    
  


  


  
    

  


  
    Washington, D.C.
  


  
    

  


  
    It was almost noon, and Toni was in the kitchen and about to fix herself some lunch when there came a terrific crash, as if a truck had slammed into the house.
  


  
    She knew who the intruder was as soon as he came through the side door—a door he opened by kicking it, smashing the lock, and almost tearing it from its hinges. Splinters of shattered wood flew everywhere, and the door slammed against the wall hard enough for the knob to break the spring stop and punch a hole in the Sheetrock.
  


  
    She didn’t recognize him, but it had to be the drug guy who had escaped. His hair and eyebrows were bleached and his skin color was dark, but it was him.
  


  
    As she stood there in her nightgown and ratty bathrobe, she knew she had only one advantage: What he saw was a small, pregnant woman who couldn’t possibly be a threat to him.
  


  
    And in truth, she wasn’t much of a threat. Any strenuous activity could cause her to lose the baby. A full-out hand-to-hand fight would certainly do it. Even if her skill at silat was enough to overcome his drug-induced strength, she couldn’t risk applying it. She had to fall back on one of the first principles of her art: deception.
  


  
    So she played it as he would expect: “Who are you? What do you want?”
  


  
    “Alexander Michaels,” he said.
  


  
    “He’s not here.”
  


  
    “I figured that. He’s still in Los Angeles, isn’t he?”
  


  
    She didn’t say anything. She couldn’t make it too easy.
  


  
    He grinned, a maniacal, over-the-edge expression. There was a wooden coat tree by the door. He grabbed it, turned it sideways, brought his knee up and the rack down, and snapped it over his thigh as if it were a twig. He dropped the broken halves. “Don’t fuck with me, lady, I’m not in the mood, okay?”
  


  
    It wasn’t hard to act afraid. She had never seen anybody do anything like that before. The man was a scarecrow missing half his stuffing, and no way should he be able to do what he had just done.
  


  
    “He ... he won’t be home until tonight. His flight gets here around s-s-seven o’clock.”
  


  
    Bershaw—that was the name Alex had told her—grinned his mad smile again.
  


  
    “Ah. Good. That will give us plenty of time to get acquainted. What’s your name?”
  


  
    “Toni,” she said.
  


  
    “Wife or girlfriend?”
  


  
    “W-w-wife.”
  


  
    “Well, don’t worry, Toni, I’m not gonna hurt you.” He looked at her. “Got a bun in the oven. How far along are you?”
  


  
    “Five months.”
  


  
    “Congratulations. You do what I tell you, you and the kid will live to get to know each other. You can call me Tad. Why don’t you take me on a tour of the place, since we have some hours to kill?”
  


  
    “Okay.”
  


  
    The com chirped.
  


  
    “Don’t answer it,” he said.
  


  
    Toni’s thoughts ran at top speed, banging into each other as she tried to keep them straight. She had to get word to Alex somehow. This man had come here to kill him, she was certain of that, and he might or might not kill her and the baby. She had to go along with whatever he wanted until she could figure out a way to stop him.
  


  


  
    Tad followed Michaels’s wife as she led him through the condo, where he made sure there weren’t any surprises waiting for him. It was an okay enough place, nothing special, and there were some pictures of her and her husband here and there, other images of their families, easy to see the resemblance in those.
  


  
    Every five minutes or so, the phone would ring, and he’d just shake his head at her. He didn’t want her talking to anybody, especially her husband, and maybe giving him some secret code kind of clue.
  


  
    In the garage was an old Chevrolet convertible, the hood up, and parts of the engine laid out on a workbench.
  


  
    “Very nice,” he said. He walked over and put one hand on the car’s fender, rubbed it lightly. “Your old man is into cars.”
  


  
    “Yes. He rebuilds them. It’s his hobby.”
  


  
    Tad needed to work off some of the Hammer’s bubbling and insistent energy, and while he was horny again, a pregnant woman didn’t do it for him. He looked around for a pry bar or a hammer. A little drum work on the Chevy would do fine. He’d be sure to let Mr. Michaels see his project car was gonna need a lot more effort to bring back to cherry condition before he did the same deconstruction on him.
  


  
    He saw a ball peen hammer hung on pegs over the workbench and went to get it. The Hammer working a hammer, he liked the symmetry in that.
  


  
    But when he got to the bench, he noticed something else. Little pieces of ivory, needles, a microscope. Scrimshaw.
  


  
    “Your husband has a lot of time on his hands,” he said. He nodded at the bench. “Cars and art. That’s when he’s not having guys murdered.”
  


  
    “My husband doesn’t have people murdered,” she said. She glared at him.
  


  
    He smiled. She had balls, this pregnant woman did. She’d seen what he could do, and she knew he could kill her with a backhand, but here she was defending her old man anyway. Tad had never heard his mother ever say a kind word about his father. “That fucking asshole,” was about as good as it ever got. Give Toni here a point for loyalty.
  


  
    “Tell that to my friend Bobby,” he said. “He was standing in the middle of the road with his hands in the air, and the feds gave him an instant craniotomy. Blam! Blew his head apart.”
  


  
    “My husband didn’t order that. Net Force does computer investigation, they aren’t field operatives on drug busts. And they’d never shoot a prisoner, anyway.”
  


  
    “Yeah, well, he was there, I saw him on the evening news. He should have stayed at his desk on this one.”
  


  
    He twirled the hammer in his fingers, was about to go do the car, when he saw the capsule. He looked at it, saw that it was open under the microscope, and the powder emptied out. He put the ball peen hammer down and moved to look.
  


  
    He shook his head. “That fucking Bobby. He was too smart for his own good sometimes.” He turned to look at her. “You know about this? Your old man talk to you about his work?”
  


  
    “Yes. Sometimes.”
  


  
    “Bobby was a genius, you know. Certifiable, high MENSA grade, smarter than almost everybody. Even when I’m Hammering and all my edges are sharp, Bobby could still think circles around me. He had contempt for the feds, ’cause of his father. You don’t know about that part, but his father was with the FBI for like a hundred years. He and Bobby didn’t get along. So Bobby left clues in every fifth cap: little riddles, each one different.” He waved at the cap. “That’s how they found him, isn’t it? Some geek at your husband’s computer farm turned the machines loose on this and figured it out, didn’t he?”
  


  
    She didn’t say anything.
  


  
    “C’mon, you might as well tell me. I can’t kill him any deader than dead, can I?”
  


  
    “Please don’t kill him.”
  


  
    “Bobby might have fucked up and gotten caught because he underestimated his opposition—you tend to do that when you are always smarter than them—but he should be alive. Somebody has got to pay for that.”
  


  
    He was really ready to pound the car now, and he reached for the tool to do it with, when the doorbell rang.
  


  


  
    “Don’t answer it,” Bershaw said. “They’ll go away.” He considered it for a second. “No, maybe we ought to see who it is.”
  


  
    The security cam Alex had installed showed two men in uniform, with holstered pistols. Net Force troopers.
  


  
    “Cops?”
  


  
    “Net Force Security.”
  


  
    “I thought your husband was a desk jockey.”
  


  
    “He is, but they have some special teams for certain situations.”
  


  
    “Yeah, like executing drug dealers.”
  


  
    The two at the door rang the bell again. And again. They weren’t going away, and she wondered why they were here. The missed phone calls, maybe.
  


  
    Toni felt a surge of hope, but she quickly quelled the feeling. The two men at her door were in immediate danger. Bershaw was a killer, and he had a drug-driven rage that couldn’t be easily stopped. A wrong word, and he might go off like a bomb.
  


  
    “Get rid of them, some good reason to go away, and you better not give them a fucking hint,” Bershaw said. “You do, they die, you and the kid die, and I might get bored waiting here alone for hubby to come home, but that’s how it will go down.”
  


  
    “I understand.”
  


  
    Bershaw stood behind her and to one side, out of sight, as Toni opened the door. He didn’t have a weapon that she could see, but he didn’t really need one.
  


  
    “Yes?”
  


  
    “Mrs. Michaels. We’re sorry to bother you, but Commander Michaels has been trying to contact you.”
  


  
    “Oh. Oh, yes, I’m sorry about that. I was working out, doing my aerobics, and then I took a long hot bath to relax.” She was in her bathrobe. “I turned off the ringer and let the computer take messages.”
  


  
    “Yes, ma’am. If you would call Commander Michaels at your convenience, that would be very helpful.”
  


  
    “I will. I’m going to go take a nap, and I’ll call him when I wake up. Sorry to have caused you any trouble.”
  


  
    “No trouble at all, ma’am. Have a good day.”
  


  
    When they were gone, Bershaw said, “That was all right, except for the part about calling your husband. Now you’ll have to do that. But I’m gonna write a script for you. You will make the call, and you will say exactly what I tell you to say, not one word more or less, you understand?”
  


  
    “I understand.”
  


  
    “Good. We have a little time to work on it, since you are going to take a nap and all. Tell me about your family, brothers, sisters, like that. I’ve seen some of the pictures, so don’t lie to me. If I think you’re lying, I’ll just kill you, okay?”
  


  
    Toni felt her heart pounding harder than usual. He was being very cautious, and she might not get another chance to warn Alex. She had to hope he would get the message she had been able to send.
  


  
    
  


  


  
    

  


  
    Los Angeles, California
  


  
    

  


  
    They had almost finished breakfast when Michaels’s virgil announced an incoming call. He had it off his belt and thumbed to receive in two seconds. “Yes?”
  


  
    “Sir, this is Chris Carol, military ops. We just spoke to your wife at your house. She seems fine, sir.”
  


  
    Michaels blew out a sigh. Thank God!
  


  
    “Did she say why she wasn’t answering the phone?”
  


  
    “Yes, sir. She was taking a bath, sir, and had the ringer turned off.”
  


  
    He shook his head. Of course. It had to be some piddly thing like that.
  


  
    “We’ll remain in the area on surveillance, sir, as per General Howard’s orders.”
  


  
    “Thanks,” he said. “Ask Toni to call me as soon as she can, will you?”
  


  
    “She says she will call you, sir, after she has a nap. She must be tired from her workout.”
  


  
    “What? What did you say?”
  


  
    “Sir?”
  


  
    “About her being tired?”
  


  
    “Sir, I just assumed she might be. She said she had been doing her aerobics, before her bath, sir.”
  


  
    Michaels felt a shard of icy steel stab deep into his bowels. He looked at John Howard. “He’s there,” he said. “He’s got Toni.”
  


  


  
    39
  


  
    
  


  


  
    

  


  
    Washington, D.C.
  


  
    

  


  
    The general had pulled strings in a hurry and gotten them fast rides. The National Guard fighters had zipped from Los Angeles to the East Coast at speeds more than twice supersonic most of the way. By the time they were on the ground again, the trip had only been a little over two hours. It was almost two-thirty in the afternoon when the escort picked Michaels, Howard, and Jay up at the air base and took off with lights flashing and sirens screaming. They’d shut those off before they got to his neighborhood. Howard had set up a command post a half mile away from the house, and there were more Net Force people on the scene, far enough back to stay hidden but close enough to see if anybody left.
  


  
    An hour into the flight, Toni had called, and it had twisted his stomach to hear her speak the words that Bershaw must have made her say:
  


  
    They exchanged greetings, he’d asked how she was doing, and she’d said she was fine, then she said, “I’m sorry I missed your call earlier, I didn’t mean to make you worry. Listen, I can’t talk now, I’ve got my mother on the other line, some crisis with my sister-in-law she has to settle. Call me when you get to the airport tonight, okay? Bye.”
  


  
    He put in a call to Toni’s mother in the Bronx. She was surprised to hear from him, and he pretended he was calling to check on Toni’s silat teacher. Guru was doing okay, his mother-in-law told him. Say hello to Toni when he saw her, tell her to call and visit.
  


  
    If he needed any confirmation, that did it. Toni wasn’t talking to her mother. And she was being held hostage by some psychotic drug fiend who almost certainly blamed Michaels for his buddy’s death. It was a nightmare.
  


  
    “How do you want to play it?” Howard asked, as the Net Force car careened toward the city. “You want to call in the FBI kidnap teams?”
  


  
    “Would you call them in if it was your wife?”
  


  
    “No, sir.”
  


  
    “We have snipers, don’t we?”
  


  
    “Yes, sir. A couple of very good ones.”
  


  
    “Have them meet us at the staging point. I’ll try to get him in front of a window. If they have a shot, tell them to take it. It will have to be in the spine or the head to be sure to drop him.”
  


  
    “Yes, sir.” Howard didn’t say anything about job description or rules of engagement. He pulled his virgil and made a call.
  


  
    “You’re not going in there alone are you, boss?”
  


  
    “Toni’s my wife. It’s my house. I know them both better than anybody else. Damned right I’m going in.”
  


  
    “Jesus, you’ve seen what this guy is capable of. Even if you shoot him, you can’t be sure of stopping him.”
  


  
    “I know that. What choice do I have? I’ll have surprise on my side. Maybe that will be enough.”
  


  
    “We could storm the place, hit it with fifty guys—”
  


  
    “And he could break Toni’s neck before they got through the door. No. It’s me he wants, so if he spots me alone, he’ll have what he came for. If he’s in my face, Toni can get clear.”
  


  
    “And you might get dead.”
  


  
    “Yeah, well, that’s how it is. Better me than her.”
  


  
    What he didn’t say was that he still had the capsule Howard had found at the shooting site in his pocket. And that if he took it before he went in, he’d be more than a match for the zombie. He was in better shape, he had some training as a fighter, and he was motivated. The drug would cancel Bershaw’s advantage.
  


  
    But there was a big problem. It was risky. He didn’t mind the jeopardy to himself, but what if the drug didn’t do exactly for him what it did for Bershaw? What if he went crazy like some of the other druggies who used it? Saw snakes coming out of the walls or thought he was being chased by demons or whatever those people who had gone mad and committed suicide had seen?
  


  
    Could he risk Toni’s life and the baby’s life like that?
  


  
    Six of one, half a dozen of the other, his little inner voice said. If the zombie goes through you like Sherman through Georgia, he’ll probably kill Toni anyway, don’t you think?
  


  
    Michaels stuck his hand into his pocket and fingered the capsule.
  


  
    Devil or the deep blue sea, Alex. And you better decide soon. You don’t know how long it’ll take before the stuff kicks in if you decide to go that way. It might not help in time, even if you do eat it.
  


  
    Shit.
  


  
    “Ten minutes to the staging point,” Howard said. “My snipers will be there. If they can see him, they can casket him.”
  


  
    Michaels nodded. He fingered the capsule. Toni was sure Alex had gotten her warning. She could hear it in his voice when she called, and she was fairly certain the rumbling noises in the background had been a jet engine and wind noise. That meant he was on his way home, and he’d be here sooner than Bershaw expected him.
  


  
    What was he going to do when he got here? Would he bring in the regular FBI hostage negotiators? She tried to put herself in his position, and that answer came up a solid no. He would know Bershaw was desperate, probably know he was on the mind-altering drug that made him fast, smart, and strong. Alex wouldn’t take the risk that Bershaw would hurt her or the baby.
  


  
    What would he do?
  


  
    And her greatest fear was that he would try to sneak into the house and take on Bershaw alone. It wasn’t a macho thing but just how Alex was. He would see her as his responsibility, and his coming in alone as the best chance of drawing the killer’s attention away from her.
  


  
    If she had not been pregnant, she would have already tried to take Bershaw down herself. He was fast and strong, but she had more than fifteen years of pentjak silat training and practice, and she would risk that her skill could offset his drug-powered strength.
  


  
    Silat was a weapons-based art. Toni was comfortable with a knife, a stick, a sword, whatever came to hand. A knife from the butcher block rack wouldn’t take a second to pull. No matter how resistant to pain, no matter how strong a man might be, he couldn’t walk if he had no blood circulating or if the tendons controlling his feet or legs were cut or if his spine was severed.
  


  
    But in her condition, the slightest mistake would cost her. She wouldn’t risk the baby unless there was no other way. If it came down to it, she would not let this psychotic kill Alex, even if it meant she and the baby didn’t make it. You didn’t stand by and allow the man you loved to die if you could prevent it, no matter what it cost you.
  


  
    She had already rehearsed grabbing the knife in her mind a dozen times, never looking at it so as to give it away, but planning how to step, what to throw to distract him, what her targets might be.
  


  
    She had to expect Alex to show up hours before he was supposed to show up. She had to be ready.
  


  
    Right now, she had to pee. And she didn’t much want to do that with Bershaw watching her, but better that than to wet herself.
  


  
    “ad?”
  


  
    “What?”
  


  
    “I need to go to the bathroom.”
  


  
    “Let’s go.”
  


  
    He followed her down the hall. “Go ahead.”
  


  
    “Can I close the door?”
  


  
    “No. Just pee. I’ll look the other way.”
  


  
    “Thank you.”
  


  
    She thought she might be able to use that, somehow, if she could think of a way.
  


  


  
    While the woman was on the john, Tad turned away and dry-swallowed two more of the Hammer caps. He could feel the first ones start to wane, and a few seconds later, he took a third. He had built up a tolerance to the stuff by now, but it didn’t matter; the remaining caps were all going to be deactivated soon, anyhow, and any way you looked at it, this was going to be his last Hammer ride. When Ma and Pa at the portable lab heard about Bobby getting killed, they would get rid of the RV and hit the road for parts elsewhere. The plan he’d had of getting to the lab and mixing his own caps wouldn’t happen now. He could mix the stuff, but some of the chem was just beyond his ability to create from scratch. Bobby had never written his formulas down anywhere, figuring if the cops ever grabbed him, those would be his best bargaining chip.
  


  
    He heard the toilet flush, turned and saw the wife stand up, her robe falling to cover the short nightgown. She had good legs under that rounded, pregnant belly, and he caught a quick glimpse of her bush. Maybe that was worth exploring, even though it wouldn’t be his first choice. Any port in a storm.
  


  
    But there was something else he wanted to do first. That car was still in the garage. The wife could watch him trash her husband’s toy.
  


  
    “Come on,” he said. “We have stuff to do in the garage.”
  


  
    He led her down the hall.
  


  


  
    “Sir, the snipers are set. We’ve got three, two in front, one in back. They know what our man looks like. If they see him, he’s history.”
  


  
    “Thank you, John.”
  


  
    Howard handed Michaels his revolver. “Point it at his head just like you would point your finger at his nose and pull the trigger. It will kick some and buck, so hold it two-handed if you can. A head shot is the only way to be sure to stop him.”
  


  
    Michaels took the heavy black handgun and hefted it.
  


  
    “Is your ring updated?”
  


  
    “Yes.”
  


  
    “You have six shots. If he’s still coming after that, reloading won’t help. Aim for the head. Don’t say a word, don’t hesitate, if you get a shot, take it. If you don’t, he’ll kill you.”
  


  
    “I got it.”
  


  
    “Leave your virgil on and sending. We won’t try to call, but we’ll monitor you. As soon as we see Toni, or you indicate that she is clear, we’ll come in.”
  


  
    Michaels nodded. His mouth was dry, and his stomach fluttered.
  


  
    “Whatever happens, he won’t be walking away from this.”
  


  
    Michaels looked at Howard, realizing what he was saying. “Thank you.”
  


  
    “Good luck, Alex.”
  


  
    Michaels nodded. He took a couple of deep breaths and let them out, rubbed his eyes, and started toward his home to save his wife.
  


  
    He was half a block away from where Howard and Jay were when he realized he had made his choice about taking the Hammer cap. No. His mind was his best tool, and he did not want to risk Toni’s life on his mind being fuzzed, even if it gave him the strength of Hercules to do so.
  


  
    He would have to do it the hard way.
  


  


  
    Toni watched, feeling detached, as Bershaw swung the pry bar and punched a bar-shaped hole through the safety glass windshield. Little squarish chips of glass flew like jewels under the garage lights as he pulled the bar back and struck with the ball peen hammer he held in his other hand. It took four or five hits, and the windshield was gone.
  


  
    He had already done the headlights and taillights.
  


  
    After the windshield, he walked around the car and shattered all the remaining glass, the sides, the rear, scattering glittering shards in all directions.
  


  
    Then he started on the front fender, alternating the hammer and pry bar like some kind of mad drummer following a tune only he could hear.
  


  
    It wasn’t until he started on the metal that Toni got an idea of just how much power he had. The heavy gauge steel of the car’s fender and hood not only buckled like aluminum foil, several times he actually punched holes right through, trapping his tools so that he had to yank them free. The impacts were loud, the grinch! of a pry bar pulled from a car’s hood sounding like Toni imagined the unlubricated gates of hell might sound when opening.
  


  
    The destruction was terrible to watch. More terrible was Bershaw’s expression. He was laughing, having the time of his life.
  


  
    The effort had to be burning him up, tearing muscles and tendons, doing major damage to his very bone structure, but he kept laughing and pounding, hitting with such force that the fiberglass handle of the hammer finally splintered and broke, leaving the rounded nose of the hammer buried in the passenger door, and the pry bar’s loop bent almost closed.
  


  
    Toni realized that attacking this man physically would be suicide if she made even the tiniest mistake. Even with a knife.
  


  
    After what seemed like a long time, he dropped the bent pry bar, rolled his shoulders, then turned to look at her. He stared at her for a few seconds, unblinking.
  


  
    He looked like a raptor about to swoop down on prey.
  


  
    “What would you do to save your husband’s life?” He finally said.
  


  
    “Anything.”
  


  
    He grinned. “Good. I have something in mind. Let’s go to the bedroom.”
  


  
    Toni felt a small surge of hope. If he wanted sex, he would have to put himself into a more vulnerable position. He would have to allow her to get close. Silat was an in-your-face art. If he let her get close, she would have a chance. A small chance, maybe.
  


  
    If she had the shot, she might be able to take him.
  


  


  
    Michaels tucked the gun into his back pocket as he slid open the garage window. He had heard the noise half a block away, and by the time he got to the garage, he had a pretty good idea of what he would see.
  


  
    He was wrong. What he saw was much worse than he’d expected. Jesus Christ, how could a man built like Bershaw do this much damage with a hammer and pry bar? The Chevy looked as if it had rolled off a cliff.
  


  
    He saw that the door into the house was open, and he climbed through the window, pulled the revolver out, and made his way across the floor, trying to avoid stepping on all the shattered bits of glass. A head shot. Point the gun like your finger, and pull the trigger. Hit him in the head with a bullet, and it was all over.
  


  
    Michaels edged into the doorway and into the house.
  


  


  
    In the bedroom, Tad said; “Get on your hands and knees.”
  


  
    The woman climbed onto the bed and did what he said. He moved to stand behind her. “Back up a little.”
  


  
    He reached out with both hands, caught the middle of her robe, and ripped it apart, exposing her bare bottom. He reached for his zipper.
  


  


  
    Toni gathered herself as she heard the sound of his zipper going down. A twist, a hard fist to the testicles, grab and rip them off, roll to the side and onto the floor—
  


  


  
    Michaels stepped into the bedroom, saw Bershaw’s back to him, Toni beyond him on the bed. The years of law and order training tried to assert themselves. Maybe he should give the guy a chance to surrender.
  


  
    Hell with that. The bastard was about to rape his wife, he was tanked on drugs that made him the most dangerous person Michaels had ever seen. He pointed the gun at the back of Bershaw’s head and started to squeeze the trigger.
  


  
    Tad heard something, or maybe he felt the air pressure in the room change. Suddenly, he knew they weren’t alone. He spun. There was the husband, with a gun.
  


  
    Good! Tad lunged.
  


  


  
    Michaels saw Bershaw spin, his speed was incredible, and leap at him. He was halfway though squeezing the trigger. Fast as Bershaw was, Michaels was ahead of him. The gun went off.
  


  
    Bershaw tried to duck, but the bullet hit him. Michaels saw it plow a furrow into his skull, just under the hairline, but then the mirror on Toni’s closet door shattered.
  


  
    Bershaw kept coming, but the bullet’s impact changed his angle a little, so he veered to the left slightly. Michaels dodged to his right, and Bershaw almost missed him.
  


  
    Almost. His flailing hand smashed into the revolver and tore it from Michaels’s grasp. The gun flew, and Bershaw slammed into the dresser and landed on his hands and knees. But he looked up at Michaels and smiled—smiled!—with blood oozing from the head wound.
  


  
    The bullet hit at an angle and glanced off, Michaels realized.
  


  
    He had to get this maniac away from Toni, who was on the floor next to the bed.
  


  
    Michaels grabbed the small television set on the stand next to the door and threw it at Bershaw, who reached up and batted it aside like it was a pillow. The TV set hit the floor and ruptured into three pieces.
  


  
    He had to lead him out of here! Away from Toni!
  


  
    Michaels backpedaled through the door.
  


  
    Bershaw came to his feet, wiped the blood from his eyes, stuck one finger into the gory groove on his forehead, and looked at his finger. “Close, but no cigar.”
  


  
    Michaels turned and ran for the living room. “Come and get me, asshole!”
  


  
    Michaels risked a glance at his virgil. As soon as Bershaw came after him, Toni would be safe. The general’s men would be ready to hit the door when they heard Michaels yell for them.
  


  
    Oh, shit! It was gone! The virgil was gone! Where had he lost it? The window?
  


  
    He didn’t have time to worry about that now.
  


  
    He made it to the living room, and he looked around frantically for a weapon, something to throw, anything!
  


  
    He saw the little wooden case with the two kerambit knives in it. He grabbed it and jerked the lid off just as Bershaw came into the room. The man was moving a little slower, he was a little unsteady on his feet. The bullet glancing off his head must have had some effect.
  


  
    Bershaw grabbed the end of the couch as Michaels ran around behind it, trying to slip the rings of the little curved knives onto his index fingers. Bershaw heaved, and the couch came off the floor and twisted, flew five feet, and landed upside down with a crash.
  


  
    “You can run, but you can’t hide. Joe Lewis said that, did you know?”
  


  
    Stall him! “What do you want?”
  


  
    “You killed Bobby. I kill you. Even trade.”
  


  
    “I didn’t kill him. He was shot by a rogue NSA agent working for the drug companies! That man is dead, too!”
  


  
    “Doesn’t matter. You pointed the shooter at him. You get to pay.”
  


  
    Bershaw moved in, his hands held out to grab.
  


  
    Michaels had the little curved-bladed knives gripped solidly now, hidden behind his forearms and closed hands, only the forefinger rings showing. If Bershaw saw that, or cared, he didn’t give any indication, he just kept coming, moving like some Frankenstein’s monster that couldn’t be stopped.
  


  
    Michaels took a deep breath and held it.
  


  
    It might be his last.
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    Toni hurried down the hall. In her hand, she held the kris that Guru had given her, the wavy-bladed Javanese dagger that had been in the old lady’s family for years. Such daggers had been more ceremonial than used for a long time, but it was still a knife, when stick came to stab, and it was the only weapon in the bedroom.
  


  
    She heard a loud noise, felt the floor shake as she reached the living room and saw the two men there.
  


  
    Bershaw advanced on Alex.
  


  
    Alex stood in a djuru stance, and Toni immediately realized he had the kerambits in his hands, even though they were all but hidden.
  


  
    Even with a head wound, the man was supernaturally fast. He lashed out with one hand, and before Alex could move, he caught him with a slap that knocked him backward into the bookcase, showering him with hardbacks.
  


  
    “Hey!” Toni yelled.
  


  
    Bershaw turned, smiled at her. “I’ll take care of you later. Better put that down before you cut yourself, honey.”
  


  
    The distraction was enough for Alex to recover a little. He grabbed several books from the shelf behind him and threw them at Bershaw.
  


  


  
    Tad turned back to finish Michaels. He saw three books coming at him in slow motion: a red one, one with a dark dust cover, and one that opened so that the pages were flapping in the air. He dodged the dark dust covered one, backhanded the red book, and let the flapping one hit him on the chest; it was nothing.
  


  
    Michaels was right behind the books, though, and just quick enough to get a punch in on him before Tad could block it. No big deal, he would absorb that and crush the fucker.
  


  
    His vision went out on the left side, just flashed red and ... went away.
  


  
    Tad frowned and backhanded Michaels, knocking him sprawling over the overturned couch. He put his hand to his face, and it came away covered with blood and some kind of clear gel. His mind made the connection.
  


  
    The son of a bitch had ripped his eye out!
  


  
    How?
  


  
    Michaels came up, and Tad saw how he’d done it. He had a little knife in his hand. Looked like a claw.
  


  
    Tricky shit, hiding that.
  


  
    Well, fine. He’d just step in, break that fucking arm, and shove that little sticker up the man’s ass, that’s what—
  


  
    Tad moved in.
  


  
    Something hit him in the back, and he felt a stab of minor pain.
  


  
    He reached around, realized the wife had thrown that fucking curvy blade and stuck it up in the middle of his back. He grabbed the thing by the blade, pulled it out, and brought it around in front of himself. The blade was black with funny little patterns in the steel. He waved it at the woman. “Thanks. Just what I needed.”
  


  
    He turned in time to see Michaels come over the couch, that little knife leading.
  


  
    Tad grinned. He still held the wavy knife by the blade, only a few inches of it sticking out, but he jammed the somewhat dull point at Michaels’s forearm, drove it into the muscle, felt it grate on bone, to stop only when his hand hit Michaels’s arm.
  


  
    Michaels’s hand spasmed open. So much for his little claw.
  


  
    But the knife didn’t fall, it was as if it was glued to his fucking hand.
  


  
    Fine, fine. You want to play? Tad jerked his own weapon free, shifted his grip, and figured he’d just get a good swing and take the whole arm off. That would get rid of the little knife damned quick. After that, he’d just carve the bastard up in little chunks.
  


  
    Michaels felt the kris go into his right forearm, felt the tip hit his radius and then slip past and saw it come all the way through, just an inch or so of the point sticking out.
  


  
    His hand opened on its own.
  


  
    Bershaw jerked the kris free and lifted it past his ear like an ax, and he knew the man was going to chop down. Knew with his maniacal strength, the man might cleave right though the muscle and bone and slice Michaels’s hand completely off.
  


  
    But he had the other kerambit. And now he was close, inside, right where a silat serak player wanted to be when it all came down. He had one chance, maybe, and he took it. He lashed out in a punch at Bershaw’s neck, a short left hook, twisting his fist as he threw it.
  


  
    The tiny blade of the kerambit bit into the right side Bershaw’s neck a couple of inches below the jaw and ripped a channel all the way to his Adam’s apple.
  


  
    The man frowned and paused in his downstroke.
  


  
    Michaels collapsed, just let his legs go limp. It was the fastest way to get clear, and as he fell, he punched with the knife again, scoring a nasty slash across Bershaw’s thigh, just below his groin.
  


  
    Bershaw drew back his unwounded leg and kicked. His foot took Michaels in the side, just under the armpit, and he felt and heard ribs crack, a wet snap-snap that stole his breath.
  


  
    Blood fountained from Bershaw’s neck, jetting out with each pulse, spewing with his trip-hammer-fast beat like a torn garden hose spraying water under pressure.
  


  
    Bershaw kicked him again, but not as hard. Michaels managed to turn a little, so he caught it on the shoulder. Muscle tore, but he didn’t think the arm broke, even though the force of the kick turned him a hundred and eighty degrees around.
  


  
    Michaels hooked his right foot behind Bershaw’s right ankle, then drove his left heel into the bloody cut on Bershaw’s thigh.
  


  
    Bershaw lost his balance and fell backward, slamming into the couch.
  


  
    Michaels rolled away and up. He held the kerambit in his left hand up point-first at Bershaw.
  


  
    The right side of Bershaw’s body was soaked in blood from the carotid artery Michaels had sliced open. The blood still pulsed out, but much slower and with less force now.
  


  
    Bershaw came up, grinned, and took two steps toward Michaels. But now it was his turn to move in slow motion.
  


  
    Michaels stabbed at him. Bershaw put up an arm, and the blade scored a line from the wrist to the elbow, but it hardly bled at all.
  


  
    Tad suddenly felt tired, so very tired. Yeah, he had to kill this guy, for Bobby, but as soon as he did that, he was gonna have to go sit down. The Hammer was slowing, he could feel it, and it wasn’t time yet. Not yet. Just this one thing left to do first, then he could take a break. Go see Bobby.
  


  
    Bobby?
  


  
    Something about Bobby ...
  


  
    Fuck it. Kill the guy, then worry about it.
  


  


  
    Bershaw grabbed Michaels’s knife arm with both hands and squeezed.
  


  
    Michaels felt his wrist crack, and in desperation he snapped his other elbow out in a horizontal shot, right out of djuru one, out in front of him like Dracula behind his cape, only with all his weight behind it. He hit Bershaw square on the temple.
  


  


  
    Man! Who would have thought this guy could hit so hard? He’d have to tell Bobby about this.
  


  
    But he felt so tired. So weak. It was so much trouble just to stand here, and why should he even bother?
  


  
    The Hammer left him then, all by himself here with this stranger who hit him. The gray closed in on Tad.
  


  
    Bobby? Is that you, man?
  


  


  
    The light in Bershaw’s remaining eye flickered as he let go of Michaels’s arm and stumbled back a step.
  


  
    Then the light went out, and Bershaw fell, a puppet with his strings cut.
  


  
    Michaels turned and saw Toni, a book gripped in her hands, advancing toward them. In that odd interplay that sometimes happened in scary situations, he noticed the title of the book, and he started to laugh.
  


  
    Toni stopped. “Alex? Are you all right?”
  


  
    He waved at the book. “You were going to hit him with that?”
  


  
    Toni looked at it.
  


  
    It was How to Win Friends and Influence People.
  


  


  
    EPILOGUE
  


  Washington, D.C.



  
    Michaels’s arm itched, and he wanted to tear off the plastic flesh bandage and scratch the cut. The surgical glue was holding the wound closed just fine, and he had pain medicine if he needed it, for the broken wrist that ached dully and the cracked ribs that hurt every time he breathed, but nothing seemed to help with the itching.
  


  
    He sat in the kitchen nook at the table, looking at Toni as she came back from the fridge with a beer for him.
  


  
    “Thanks,” he said. “You should have let me get that.”
  


  
    “I’m in better shape than you, pregnancy notwithstanding.”
  


  
    He took a sip, put the bottle down on the table.
  


  
    “So what’s the latest from the office?”
  


  
    “Well. It turned out that Lee and George were working for the drug company, like we thought. Lee is trying to cut a deal, but I don’t think he has enough leverage.”
  


  
    “So why’d they kill the chemist?”
  


  
    “That’s the twist. The pharmaceutical house they were in cahoots with—”
  


  
    “Did you just say, ‘in cahoots with’?”
  


  
    “You want me to tell this story or not?” But he grinned.
  


  
    “Go ahead.”
  


  
    “It turned out the drug company already had a similar line of research going, upon which they had spent a lot of money, and in which they had a lot of confidence. Not as extensive as Drayne’s, but going in the same general direction. They were far enough along that they had already started some testing protocols, gotten some government approvals, and they didn’t want somebody stealing their thunder.”
  


  
    “They were trying to suppress Drayne’s stuff?”
  


  
    “Yeah. George and Lee had been given big blocks of stock to make sure Drayne’s formulas didn’t wind up on anybody else’s table. If their company reached the market first, they’d be millionaires.”
  


  
    She shook her head. “Huh. Didn’t see that one.”
  


  
    “Nobody else did, either.”
  


  
    “What about John Howard?”
  


  
    Michaels took another sip of his beer. “He says he is gonna retire. Says life is too short, and he wants to be around when his son graduates from school and goes out into the world on his own.”
  


  
    “I don’t blame him for that.”
  


  
    “Me neither.”
  


  
    “Jay Gridley still a Buddhist?”
  


  
    “Mostly lapsed, if there is such a thing. He can’t sit and contemplate his navel and stay sharp enough to run with the bad boys on-line, he says. He’ll have to work all that out. But he and his girl are going to get married.”
  


  
    “That’s great.”
  


  
    “Going to honeymoon in Bali, so he says.”
  


  
    “And what about us?”
  


  
    “Us? We’re fine. I guess I won’t be spending much time in the garage until the Chevy gets back from the body shop. Incredible what damage he did.”
  


  
    “Yes, it was. I can see why so many people wanted to get their hands on this drug. If he had been a jock on the stuff, he could have taken the entire house down to the foundations.”
  


  
    He nodded. “Tell you what. If I ever complain about things being slow at work again? I want you to slap me upside the head.”
  


  
    “My pleasure,” she said.
  


  
    They smiled at each other, and despite his aches and itches, Michaels was very happy to be able to do that.
  


  
    It sure beat the other options.
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