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      There were only a handful of cars in the parking lot outside the headquarters of Sapient Systems LLC, in the prime real estate of Silicon Valley’s Sand Hill Road as Major Zhao Wei arrived. Only one was parked outside the Sapient office itself, with the rest scattered farther down the street.

      The major’s SUV drove the last hundred yards without headlights, as did an identical vehicle behind it, brought for redundancy. Both vehicles pulled up right in front of the office and killed their engines in sync.

      In total, three men exited the cars, all dressed in Menlo Park Police Department uniforms, complete with service caps pulled down low over their eyes. They popped open the trunk of one of the vehicles, and each pulled out their assigned backpack before walking swiftly toward the building’s entrance. Zhao stopped short in a pool of shadow at the head of the paved path that led to the main door, causing the other two to follow suit.

      He ran through the plan one last time, finishing with the only speedbump he’d anticipated. “It’s usually only the janitor left at this time of night. A Caucasian man in his early thirties. He arrives at midnight and leaves at five in the morning.”

      “Is it safer to wait until he’s gone?” Chen asked.

      Zhao shook his head sharply. “This is Silicon Valley. Programmers keep unusual hours. Several employees arrive for work before 4 a.m., so the building is never entirely empty. This is the best shot we will get.”

      “Understood, sir.” Chen nodded.

      “How long will this take?” Zhao asked, turning his gaze to the shorter of the two operatives who accompanied him that night, a man called Fang.

      The insertion specialist waited a beat before supplying his answer, pulling out a black magnifying scope and studying the office building’s exterior through it. “Three minutes. Probably less.”

      Zhao grunted his satisfaction and ordered the operative to start work. The man hefted his backpack over his shoulder and walked smartly without needlessly attracting attention toward the office building’s glass doors.

      They were reinforced, he knew as a result of the in-depth research he’d conducted before carrying out tonight’s operation. Bulletproof, up to a point. They wouldn’t stop a concerted onslaught of armor-piercing rounds, but they would hold off a casual attacker with low caliber ammunition long enough for the police to arrive.

      “Is the jammer working?” he asked Chen as they waited for Fang to complete his task, not because he believed that his hand-picked man would have overlooked something so basic, but because he hadn’t built a reputation for ruthless effectiveness by leaving anything to chance.

      “Yes, sir. I’ve knocked out coverage around a radius of around two hundred yards. Cellular only. I can’t do anything about the Wi-Fi without using something more powerful—and that might attract attention.”

      “That’s fine,” Zhao said, hooking his thumbs under his gun belt and splaying out the toes of his boots. It was all genuine police gear, purchased from the same suppliers the Menlo Park PD used themselves.

      The only giveaway to an unsuspecting passerby—of whom there were none, as far as he could tell—was that all three of the men on this operation were obviously ethnically Han Chinese. Even in California, which first saw Chinese immigration almost two hundred years prior, this might provoke curiosity, though probably not concern.

      The major watched Fang extinguish the light bulb over the office entrance and disappear into darkness. He indicated to his underling that they should watch the road. It was better that they were the ones to draw the gaze of anyone passing by, as opposed to the operative currently breaking into a highly secure research facility.

      Right on schedule, Zhao heard a low whistle from the main door—the signal that Fang’s work was complete. He’d defeated the building’s exterior security systems. There was another locked doorway after the reception lobby, but he was assured that this would prove as minor a hurdle as the first.

      “Let’s go,” he murmured.

      A flash of light in the corner of his vision immediately pulled his attention back to the road, and he instantly pulled up short, murmuring, “Wait!”

      A car had just rounded the corner, headlights on and driving at the speed limit. Probably just a late worker from one of the many tech offices that lined the street and most of the Bay Area. Still, Zhao froze. He was a punctilious man. To stick to his plan, he needed to be in and out of the building inside twenty minutes. In two hours he would, all being well, be on a plane headed back home to China—and safe from the long reach of American law enforcement. The last thing he needed was an external factor messing with his timetable.

      He raised his arm and gave a friendly wave as the car drove by but received no response from inside. The driver probably didn’t even see the two men dressed as cops against the darkness of the night. Zhao waited until the vehicle was out of sight before he gave the go-ahead to move, his heart racing as the implications of failure flashed across his mind.

      They joined Fang by the main door, and Zhao nodded his approval. Without pausing for breath, the man tapped an icon on a computer tablet, its screen brightness turned almost to zero, and the door lock clicked open.

      The second they were inside, Chen killed the lobby lights with a gloved hand. The receptionist had long since departed for her weekend. She clocked off at 6 p.m. on a Friday, come rain or shine. Although in California it was usually the latter. A firm of private security guards patrolled up and down the road of tech headquarters, but Fang had arranged for several of the alarms at the lower end of the road to chime on and off all night. They were presently distracted.

      “How long?” Zhao murmured for a second time as they reached the inner security door. Each of the three men lifted their packs off their shoulders and started unzipping pouches and compartments before laying equipment out on the floor to distribute among themselves.

      “Sixty seconds,” Fang murmured, tongue occupying a pocket at the corner of his mouth. “No less.”

      Chen handed him a submachine gun and warned, “The safety is off.”

      Zhao’s police-issue belt was already stacked with spare magazines, though he didn’t anticipate needing them tonight. He acknowledged the warning and checked the weapon himself.

      He waited in silence alongside Chen for Fang to complete his task. The man was an expert at defeating every type of physical and electronic security system known to man, and some that were still in the research pipelines and labs of high-grade defense contractors. In truth, right now he was simply operating a portable computer that did most of the grunt work by rote. But Zhao was too careful to rely simply on tools. Machines could fail. People might screw up, but they were able to adapt to their mistakes.

      “We’re in,” Fang reported in a low murmur, holding tight to the door’s metal handle to guard against the possibility it might open and betray their presence.

      “On three,” Zhao murmured, grabbing Chen by the arm and pushing him forward. The man was the best shot, so he would take point. Zhao wasn’t exactly a novice when it came to firearms, but he was above all else a leader who understood the differing strengths of his team and knew to play to them.

      And there was also the not unimportant fact that Chen was expendable. The man was an excellent operative, one of the best that Zhao had ever commanded, but ultimately, he was only a shooter. Zhao was humble enough to recognize that he alone was indispensable. Too valuable to lose to an unexpected rent-a-cop’s sheer dumb luck.

      Zhao pressed the submachine gun’s stock against his shoulder and nestled his cheek against it. His finger shifted from the side of the weapon to the trigger. “Two…”

      Breach.

      Chen surged through the open doorway into the blazing light of the office. All three men knew that the janitor was still loose inside the building. He was only a civilian, but until the facility was secure, he remained a loose end. Since the exterior windows were either frosted or covered with blinds, it had proven impossible to determine whether he had a set cleaning rota on any of their prior reconnaissance operations.

      “Clear left,” Chen reported softly before rotating to his right and repeating the same information.

      The office was arranged over two stories. The first floor, it appeared, provided desk space for the coders and computing experts, along with the requisite hardware and test equipment. It was a large space—perhaps ten thousand square feet—and while it was mostly open-plan, glass-walled offices lined the outer walls of the building. Zhao presumed they were for higher ranking staff. The executive offices and conference rooms were on the floor above.

      Where is he? Zhao wondered silently, pirouetting like a dancer as he followed the muzzle of his weapon in tight sweeps left and right, always covering Chen’s blind spots. He knew Fang was doing the same for him just behind.

      The lights went dead.

      “Who was that?” Chen mumbled, noting the deviation from their plan.

      “Not me,” Zhao snapped. Fang reported the same.

      “Shit,” Chen said, flashing a hand signal that both men behind correctly interpreted as a signal to crouch. They each occupied spots behind desks and banks of server equipment. Nothing that would reliably stop a bullet, but which at least provided cover.

      They had night vision equipment in the backpacks, and Zhao now cursed his decision not to use it from the start. It was a mistake he would not make again. His stomach was tight, not from concern about his safety, but rather fear of failure.

      “What do you see, Chen?” Zhao whispered, his dark eyes never stopping their arcs left and right across the vast open space. He sensed nothing: no other human presence.

      And yet his instincts told him the exact opposite. He didn’t have to taste danger to smell it. Someone was out there. And Zhao now suspected that he was no ordinary janitor.

      “Nothing,” Chen said softly before confirming his boss’s suspicions. “But someone is watching us. I can feel it.”

      “Push forward,” Zhao ordered. “We have the advantage.”

      His underling did so, creeping forward with his weapon raised.

      At the far end of the office was a strange glass-walled cubicle that was entirely separate on all sides from the rest of the space. Inside, hundreds if not thousands of LED lights and small screens blinked on and off in a maddening, unruly synchronicity. The light seemed to be refracting through the glass in strange patterns, as if it was glowing through some form of mesh.

      The sandbox, Zhao realized with a thrill of excitement.

      This was what they were here for. The Faraday cage confirmed his suspicion. Despite the danger he sensed all around, he couldn’t tear his eyes away from the glass box. He was so close to pulling off the greatest intelligence coup in his country’s history.

      Three single gunshots sounded inside the office. At least one of them splintered through an exterior window, which shattered but held.

      “Major,” Chen yelled in Mandarin, “go left. Fang—you take right. Now!”

      Zhao jumped into action as though he was following the orders of a drill sergeant at boot camp, not the instructions of a man many years his junior. But intelligence work was different from the military. Operatives had to be all things at all times. Each was required to take the initiative, to think on their feet. And if sometimes that meant subordinating your ego to the demands of a mission, then that is what had to be done.

      He fired several rounds for cover as he darted to a desk about five yards up ahead. Fang did the same on a channel through the office to his right. Somehow, as if the enemy knew what they were planning ahead of time, semi-accurate gunfire rattled near both the advancing men’s general locations. Zhao sensed a round pass just a few feet from his torso. He ducked behind cover as adrenaline flooded his veins.

      “Suppressing fire on three,” Chen called out from his position in the rear. He counted down. “Now!”

      Both men rose from their hiding spots with their weapons pressed against their shoulders. Zhao squeezed the trigger the second the muzzle of the weapon breached the level of the desk above him. The submachine guns rattled through their entire magazines in seconds before clicking dry. The bulk of the noise was contained within suppressors affixed to the barrels. Though still loud to the person firing, from outside the building, the noise would likely not provoke immediate concern.

      Zhao dropped back down. The barrel of his weapon smoked. Behind him, he sensed Chen rise, though the man was almost completely silent. The major loudly called out an update to mask any residual sound.

      The office fell back into silence. All Zhao could hear was the thudding of his own heart. He ejected his spent magazine and fed a new one into the weapon before racking a round into the chamber.

      Everything seemed to pause.

      Then a scrape from up ahead, near the sandbox. Under ordinary conditions, it would have been functionally inaudible. But for all three men, every sense was jacked up to a hundred. Zhao’s hearing was no exception.

      He saw a shape rise from the darkness up ahead.

      But so did Chen, and he was quicker.

      The Chinese operative fired once, and the shape dropped heavily back to the ground. It made no sound as it hit the deck. No moan of pain, no grunt as the rib cage ejected air from the lungs. The man had to be dead.

      “Forward,” Zhao snapped, needing to end this at once. He glanced at his watch, the dial a dull glow on his left wrist. They had already been inside the building for seven minutes, which meant they were five behind schedule.

      All three men crept toward the last known position of the shooter, ready to drop back down to the floor at any moment in case it was a trick. But Zhao knew in his soul that it was not.

      Chen pounced on the fallen man’s position and kicked a pistol free from his lifeless hands. The weapon skittered across the floor and disappeared under a desk.

      “Good shooting,” Zhao said. “Fang, make sure he was the only one.”

      He studied the janitor’s corpse for a few seconds longer as his underling cleared the rest of the building. It was the same individual they’d caught on surveillance shots: tall, red-headed and light-skinned. They’d run his profile through a background check and found nothing of great interest. He was—had been—exactly who he appeared to be.

      But evidently not.

      Zhao quickly searched the body and came away empty-handed. There were two additional magazines of ammunition and a key card that allowed access to the building’s outer door. That was it. On the ID photo, his red hair looked washed out compared to real life.

      “So who are you?” he murmured.

      There were really only two options. First, the body belonged to an armed security guard hired by Sapient to protect its investment. This was possible, but not likely, since in California a weapons permit would be required to hold such a position—and his record had shown no such information.

      Or second, Zhao thought, another player has entered the game.

      It was no surprise that Sapient’s technology had attracted other interested parties, but it was nevertheless a concern.

      “The place is empty, boss,” Fang reported a moment later. “He was the only one.”

      “Good,” Zhao snapped, looking up from the corpse with a bullet hole in its forehead and properly surveying the glass-walled sandbox for the first time. It was a test cell for whatever inventions the coders and engineers employed by Sapient devised. Except for electricity, it was designed with no wired network connections, and the Faraday cage running through the glass closed off the wireless ones as well.

      But something was wrong.

      The door to the sandbox was open. A wire ran through the open doorway and appeared to be attached to one of the servers within. Zhao traced it out and saw that it was connected to a device with an antenna. He raised his weapon from the sling around his neck and put a single round through it.

      “He was stalling us,” Zhao growled, a surge of rage burning through him. He turned around and kicked the man’s body viciously. The flesh, now dead weight, rocked but otherwise barely moved.

      His two underlings stared at their raging superior nervously. He turned on them. “What are you waiting for? Strip the place. Take everything electronic, no matter how unimportant it seems.”

      They snapped to it, and Zhao pitched in, pulling several large vacuum-packed grab bags from his backpack and filling them with servers from the racks inside the sandbox, as well as any hard drive or memory storage device he laid his eyes on. He worked furiously for several minutes, with Fang in his line of sight for most of it.

      Chen was on the other side of the office, doing much the same and making occasional trips toward the office’s secure interior doorway, where he laid the already-filled bags so they were ready to go.

      Zhao heard something. His neck snapped around as he tried to pinpoint the source of the sound. “Chen, was that you?”

      “Was what me, boss?”

      He heard it again: footsteps sprinting behind him. A door to one of the private offices near the entrance was closing slowly. He pivoted, reaching for his weapon, and searched for a target. He found one, but it was a blur. He squeezed the trigger.

      The person disappeared through the exit, a stitch of bullet holes missing the shape by inches.

      “After them!” Zhao snapped.

      Chen dropped what he was doing and sprinted after the target. Fang made to follow, a guilty expression on his face—after all, he was supposed to have cleared the building.

      “No,” Zhao said with a voice of thunder, pointing at the door he’d just seen move. “Check that office. Someone was hiding in there.”

      Fang did as he was instructed and returned holding a sleeping bag and a cell phone. “I found this under the desk,” he said, shaking the bag. “Someone was sleeping under it.”

      “Give me the phone, you fool,” Zhao growled. He snatched it out of his junior’s hands. It was locked. “Can you open it?”

      “It will take a few minutes,” the man said as Chen reappeared back inside, shaking his head.

      “Whoever it was, I lost them,” he reported.

      “Do it in the car,” Zhao said coldly, silently fuming. Someone had seen everything. “First we empty this place. Get moving.”

      He walked toward the office in question. A name was inscribed on the door in black paint. It read Emily Wilkes.
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      Will Roper guided the 2017 Toyota Corolla hybrid to the curb, turned on the warning lights, and the tech bro in the back opened the door and climbed out without a word of thanks. It was dark, and the glow of the kid’s cell phone briefly illuminated his hooded face before he turned away.

      A moment later, a notification flashed up on the screen of Roper’s cellphone, which was attached to a jack on the windshield. The rideshare app was giving him kudos for a job well done, with a special badge of appreciation for the cleanliness of his car.

      No tip, though.

      “Jackass,” Roper muttered.

      It was almost three in the morning, though the glow from the Bay Area metropolis reflected off the cloud cover, meaning that it was never really night. That was enough, he decided. He’d been driving since nine the previous evening, and he was dog tired.

      Not that he would sleep.

      Roper leaned forward and tapped through a few windows on the rideshare app before selecting an option that told the big algorithm in the sky that he wanted to head home—and to find him fares that took him that way. He didn’t want to burn gas for free if someone was going to pay him to drive back to Monterey. It was the best part of a ninety-mile drive, and he hadn’t meant to come this far north.

      But that was the job. His first rider, six hours earlier, hadn’t put San Jose in as his first destination. He changed it when they were halfway up the 101, and by then Roper figured that it wasn’t worth an argument.

      His rating was hanging on a thread as it was. It wasn’t that he was a bad driver, just sometimes he forgot he had a passenger in the back. Rode corners a bit too hard. Let his foot get a bit too comfortable with the gas pedal.

      4.5 ain’t so bad, is it?

      It didn’t seem that way to him, but the algorithm that governed his working life generally didn’t see things the same way. If he dropped much further, it would boot him off the system without so much as a second thought.

      And then what would he do?

      He sat there for about five minutes, waiting for the app to kick out his next journey. It was late, but the Bay Area was busy at any hour of the night or day.

      Except, apparently, tonight.

      Roper checked the app a second time as he rolled down both the front windows with his spare hand. He killed the AC, and the dry Californian air rolled into the car to give him a warm embrace.

      He frowned. Maybe he’d keyed in his destination wrong. The computer was supposed to match him with riders heading the way he wanted. It didn’t usually work out that you just got one ride the whole way—especially not all the way back to Monterey—but most of the time you could at least daisychain a string of riders far enough that you made a bit of scratch for the effort.

      But it seemed his luck had run out. He’d pushed all the right buttons, but it seemed that either the algorithm wasn’t shining on him tonight, or there just weren’t any fares.

      “Great,” Roper said out loud. “Another glitch.”

      He zoomed in on the map and thought about the contents of his glovebox. Perhaps this didn’t have to be such a bad outcome, after all. He could drive down the coast road toward Pescadero and stake out a spot on one of the state beaches. They’d be empty this late. No one would notice a pinprick of light—and they wouldn’t care if they did.

      He’d sleep just fine on the beach after a few drags. It was warm, and there was no rain on the horizon. Hadn’t been for weeks.

      Roper sighed. He was 29 years old. He needed to grow out of this. He couldn’t spend the rest of his life driving rideshare, smoking weed, and picking up passengers who earned ten times what he did but who never bothered to leave a tip.

      “Yeah, yeah, but it’s not the job that’s the problem, is it, Will?” he said, grimacing not for the first time at his own failings.

      He glanced hopefully at the app one last time, hoping that it would magic up a solution to his dilemma. But, of course, it did not. So he exhaled a second time, put the car into drive, and headed for the ocean.

      About three minutes in, his phone pinged.

      “You’ve got to be kidding.”

      They app had found him a fare after all. It promised almost $30. But the direction was all ass backwards. It wanted to take him back toward Silicon Valley.

      What the heck? You’re supposed to be getting me home.

      And besides, Roper thought, he’d been at this for six hours, and it was late. He might feel a little guilty about his plans for the rest of the night, but that didn’t mean he intended to change them.

      He tapped his blinker and pulled to the side of an empty, dark residential road just to be safe. With it still clicking in the background, he tapped the screen to cancel the ride request. It registered his decision, and he reversed the blinker and checked his mirrors for any oncoming traffic before easing the car back onto the road.

      “Oh, come on,” he grumbled a second later. The app was still directing him to the new rider, even though he’d rejected the request. “Why so glitchy tonight?”

      He repeated the charade, pulling onto the side of the road and putting on his hazards. He zoomed in on the screen, then made extra sure that he wasn’t hitting the wrong icon when he canceled the journey. He leaned back, waiting for his cell service to transmit the message to Big Rideshare HQ, and whatever server deep in the basement that was having an off day.

      The system hung for a few seconds, and then the screen refreshed. But only to insistently remind him that his rider was still waiting.

      “Shit,” he said, thinking back to his driver rating. It was creeping low enough as it was. He could just turn off his app, that would kill the ride, but it would also give him a full tenth of a point ding on his score. That might just be enough to take him off the call list entirely.

      And he couldn’t afford that. Not with how his checking account was recently. Too much month at the end of the money.

      Fine, he decided, the sour expression on his face a guide as to his opinion on the matter.

      The journey to the rider only took about five minutes. It would add just half an hour to his evening’s work, and it wasn’t as if he had plans anyway. He crossed over the 280 and into Woodside Heights, not far from where he’d picked up the tech bro a little earlier. He passed the Chevron garage on his left and automatically glanced at his fuel gauge. A bit under a quarter of a tank left.

      Plus whatever was in the hybrid’s battery. Though that would only take him about seven miles if he nursed every drop of juice.

      Roper pulled in on Northgate Drive and waited. He idly tapped through to the profile picture of his soon-to-be customer. The icon was tiny, and about all that he could make out was that she was pretty, blond, and in her late twenties. Either that, or she was aging well.

      “Princess,” he muttered grumpily, wondering what the heck she was doing out here so late.

      Porch lights glowed on a few of the houses on the road. Though house wasn’t really the correct term. These things were full-on mansions. There was no street lighting, but he could tell anyway. They wouldn’t give much change for $10 million.

      He wondered why the girl—Emily, it said—hadn’t requested a more expensive car model. If she lived around here, she could probably afford it.

      But then again, maybe she just worked here. A nanny, maybe.

      Or a booty call.

      Get your mind out of the gutter.

      He jumped as the passenger door opened, startled even though he should’ve been expecting the sound. Didn’t matter how long you did this job, there was still something creepy about letting strangers into your car in the witching hour.

      Roper twisted and said, “Are you—?”

      A backpack soared through the open doorway and bounced off his arm, cutting him off mid flow. A blonde followed a second later and slammed the door closed behind her. She practically screamed at him, “Drive!”

      “Hey,” he protested, not liking the tone. “Who the hell are you?”

      “Emily,” she replied, her voice frenzied. She twisted in her seat, staring wild-eyed into the darkness. “Please, just go. Quick—he’s coming.”

      The girl’s panic started to get to Will. He put his blinker on and put the car into drive but didn’t put his foot on the gas. Something didn’t smell right about this. “Hold up. Who’s coming?”

      “Please,” Emily pleaded with him. “I’ll explain everything. Just get me out of here.”

      Roper shrugged but did as the girl wanted. He didn’t like this. Maybe it was a domestic dispute? It certainly had that feel to it. A young woman fleeing in the middle of the night with a bag. Yeah, that had to be it.

      “Listen,” he said as the Toyota climbed past ten miles an hour, heading for the bright lights and safety of Woodside Road. “If you’re in some trouble, I can get you help. That’s no problem. All part of the service.”

      “You don’t understand,” Emily said, panting. She looked over her shoulder. “We need to get out of here.”

      He accelerated slowly. The roads were dark, and the last thing he needed right now was to hit someone’s dog trying to appease this chick. For all he knew, she might just be crazy. And if one of the owners around here decided to sue him, their lawyers would take him for everything he had.

      All of nothing is still nothing, you know…

      Roper saw the flash in his rearview mirror before he heard the crack. He knew exactly what it was. He’d spent five years hearing that sound, training and fighting every day.

      Gunfire.

      “Shit!”

      He stomped on the gas pedal, and the sedate Corolla did a poor impression of a drag racer. The damn thing accelerated about as fast as his dear departed grandma.

      He screamed as fast as he could up to Woodside Road and hugged the fast lane up to Alameda, adrenaline pumping in his veins. It was mostly empty at this hour. He took a left, passing the dark, empty golf course on that side.

      The streets were well lit here, and there was almost no traffic. He glanced constantly in his mirrors, checking to see if anyone was following. As far as he could tell, they were clean, but his knuckles were still white as they gripped the steering wheel. He was doing almost double the speed limit—and for once he wasn’t worried about being pulled over by the cops.

      He would have welcomed it.

      He glanced over his shoulder as the adrenaline began seeping out of his system. The nearest car behind him was at least fifty yards back and making no move to run him down.

      “We’re clear,” he reported, the relief evident in his voice. He took the next left onto a quiet residential street, drove about half a mile down, and killed the engine.

      And just to be sure, the lights too.

      “So, Emily,” he said a few seconds later after his breath had returned to a fair approximation of normal. “You mind telling me why the hell someone just shot out my back window?”

      He reached for his phone and lifted it off the windshield jack. She stared at him like he was an idiot.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Calling the cops. Someone just took a pot shot at us, or don’t you remember?”

      She reached out and gripped the bare skin of his forearm, stopping him dead with an almost electric shock. It surprised him. It had been longer than he cared to remember since he’d been with a woman. He’d had offers, of course. But the thought rarely appealed these days.

      “You can’t. It’s too dangerous.”

      Roper squinted and rubbed his eyes with his free hand. What the hell kind of trouble was this girl into? And then it hit him. She must have a warrant out for her. That was the only reason she was trying to convince him not to call the police.

      Whatever she’s done, it’s not your problem.

      He turned to look at her and saw real fear in her eyes. This wasn’t worry about going to jail. It was something deeper than that.

      “Dangerous? What are you talking about? You gotta give me something here.”

      “You can let me out here,” she said after a tortured pause. She gripped her backpack tight against her chest almost like a shield.

      Roper thought about it, and as quickly dismissed the idea. Blake would know what to do, he thought. If she was in trouble with an ex, his friend would sort it out nice and quietly.

      And if it’s something more serious…

      Ordinarily, a flash of headlights in his rearview mirror wouldn’t draw his attention. He was pulled over and tight to the side of the road, well out of the way of traffic. But ordinarily, people didn’t try and put a bullet through his windshield in the early hours of the morning.

      He glanced up at the mirror, instincts firing hard. The lights were still a ways back. They were high up off the road. Had to be an SUV or truck. And they were coming way too fast.

      Roper punched the engine start button. It wasn’t as satisfying as twisting the keys, but right now he didn’t care. “Dammit. Hold tight. Here we go again.”
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      Roper accelerated the Corolla as fast as he could, killing his headlights as the car’s quiet electric motor died away and the main engine kicked in. He braked just before rounding a corner and winced, knowing there was nothing he could do about the brake lights. They were hardwired in.

      He glanced to Emily sitting beside him. She was still clutching her backpack and looked to be on the verge of hyperventilating. The truth was, he wasn’t faring much better. He felt light-headed, and his field of vision was closing further in with every second that passed.

      “You still wearing your seatbelt?” he asked, first smiling, then outright laughing.

      “What’s so funny?” Emily asked, gripping the handle on the passenger door tight for comfort.

      “You better give me a five-star rating,” Roper said, knowing the words weren’t quite so funny outside his head, yet unable to hide his laughter. “And a fat tip.”

      “Sure,” she said quickly, her voice half-choked. “You got it. Anything you want. And I’m sorry about this.”

      Sorry doesn’t really cut it, lady.

      Roper kept that part to himself.

      He braked hard, yanked the wheel, and stepped on the gas. The car zoomed around another empty corner into the darkness. The road was both hilly and winding, so he only occasionally caught a glimpse of the headlights of his pursuers in the rearview mirror. Strangely, even if he wasn’t quite getting away from them, he was at least holding them off. The small Japanese car had the advantage in this winding terrain, though the SUV behind them would beat it hands down in a drag race.

      It seemed imperative, then, to avoid that outcome at all costs. The only question was how. Roper had dropped passengers off in this neighborhood before, though he didn’t know it well. It was a warren of private roads and would be almost entirely empty at this time of night.

      They needed to get out of here and find somewhere safe to hole up. Preferably in a nice and bright location, with plenty of witnesses.

      He took a left off the main road, braked as he approached a turn, and his stomach sank the second he rounded it and saw what was on the other side. “Not good.”

      Emily was looking over her shoulder through the rear window and twisted as he braked a second time. “What isn’t?”

      Roper grimaced. “It’s a dead end.”

      Already, he could see the chasing headlights growing in intensity. He knew he had to act fast. There were houses on either side of the road, a little lower down on the side of the hill, so their driveways angled downward.

      It was an option. But not a good one.

      He grasped for it anyway, spinning the Toyota into a sharp right and slamming on the brakes. He brought the car to a sharp halt about three inches in front of a closed garage door. He could practically smell the tire rubber burning.

      “What the hell are you doing?” Emily squealed.

      Roper killed the engine and twisted in his seat, eyes on stalks as he searched for whoever was trying to kill them.

      “Quiet,” he whispered, motioning for Emily to duck out of sight. “Don’t move. Just stay very, very still.”

      The roar from the vehicle in pursuit was evident, especially now that his own engine was off. The Corolla’s hood popped a couple times as it started to cool, causing him to wince. It was an irrational fear—after all, there was no way whoever was in the SUV could hear him, but there’s little rational about the mind of someone in fear of their life.

      His heart was thudding, palms sweaty. He wiped them on his pants, then did it again just to make sure. He was practically on the verge of a panic attack. Things hadn’t been this bad in months.

      You need to get a hold of yourself, he thought. You can melt down later. Do it now and you’re kissing your ass goodbye.

      The SUV burst past without stopping. Roper’s index finger reached for the engine start button, then paused just in time as a second rocketed past the rear of the Toyota. He’d almost forgotten. He released a thankful sigh, then started the car. The hybrid’s battery must already be emptied, because the main engine started.

      “Crap.” He winced as the headlights flashed on.

      He instantly flicked them off, but the damage was probably already done. He selected reverse and twisted the steering wheel all the way to the right, stepping as hard on the gas pedal as he dared. The hybrid was still sluggish as hell, especially climbing the incline back to the road, but a second later the rubber met the road. He braked, selected drive, and stomped the accelerator.

      Roper’s eyes were glued to the rearview mirror as he drove. As expected, the chasing SUVs were already hitting the brakes and coming to a halt. But the road was narrow, and it would take time for both big beasts to spin around, and more still for them to catch up. He braked hard and turned back onto Northridge Lane without using the blinker. The odometer started to climb again.

      He reached for the cell phone on the windshield but took his eyes off the road for a second and had to yank the steering wheel to avoid colliding with a parked car. The momentary brush with death did nothing to alleviate the pressure on his heart.

      “What are you doing?” Emily asked, startled. Her voice was high-pitched.

      He tried again, and his fingers closed around the cool edges of the cell phone. “Calling the cops. What the hell does it look like?”

      She tried snatching the phone from him, but only half-heartedly, and he batted her away with ease.

      “I told you, it’s too dangerous. We can’t trust them,” she said.

      “The way I see it,” Roper said through gritted teeth, “we don’t have a choice. Either we get help now, or we both die, and that’ll be the end of it. And besides, we ain’t a thing, lady. I don’t even know you. So I hope you don’t get offended if I have more faith in the cops than I do you.”

      He kept one hand on the wheel and drove right down the center of the road. Without headlights, it was a hair-raising experience that had him ready to stamp on the brakes with a second’s warning. He pulled up the phone’s digital keypad and dialed 911 with his thumb.

      The call failed.

      Roper squinted at the screen. “What the hell?”

      He tried again, but just before he tapped call, a familiar ring tone rang out.

      It’s the eye of the tiger, it’s the thrill of the fight…

      Feeling a pang of embarrassment, Roper glanced down at the screen. The road ahead was empty, so he allowed himself to concentrate on the letters that had just appeared on the device. It was a blocked number.

      He was about to cancel the call, but something inside him pushed against it. He tapped accept and held the cell phone to his ear.

      “I need to speak to Emily. Please arrange this immediately,” a strangely androgynous voice intoned.

      “Who the hell is this?”

      As the words escaped his mouth, Roper’s eyes jumped to a flash in the rearview mirror. The SUVs were back—and gaining fast. The road ahead wasn’t exactly straight, but it was a long, gentle bend which was as close as, meaning the SUVs could finally make full use of their powerful engines.

      The message just repeated again. Whoever was on the other end spoke in exactly the same tone, as if the words were prerecorded. “I need to speak to Emily. Please arrange this immediately.”

      Roper’s foot pushed down on the gas pedal until it hit the footwell. He pressed down harder, as if that might help. “Screw it,” he grumbled, glancing up at the rearview again. “I don’t have time for this.”

      He held out his hand with the cell phone attached. “It’s for you.”

      Emily sounded confused as she answered, which only added to Roper’s confusion. If even she didn’t know what the hell was going on, then what chance did he have?

      “Hello?”

      The SUVs were barely a hundred feet back now. Roper turned the car’s headlights back on, figuring that stealth hadn’t exactly worked the first time. They illuminated a turning in the road about fifty feet up ahead. By this point, his mental map of the area was turned completely upside down. He didn’t know where the hell it led, but staying on the straight was a recipe for disaster.

      He made the turn too fast, almost coming off the side of the road and tumbling into a thicket of towering redwoods. His adrenal gland dumped another dose into his veins, but he was already so wired it had little effect.

      “Shit,” he moaned a second later as the headlights flashed on an obstruction in the road up ahead. A traffic circle, around which half a dozen expensive houses were arranged. There was no other way out, only the road up which he’d just driven.

      Another dead end.

      “I need a route,” Emily said. Her voice sounded clipped, almost disbelieving, but he got the sense that she trusted whoever was on the other end of the call. “Can you do that?”

      “Who are you talking to?” Roper said. He didn’t really care what the answer was right now; he just wanted the comfort of hearing the voice of the only other person who knew exactly how screwed they were.

      She ignored him. “Okay. Okay.”

      “Right,” Roper muttered to himself. “Why talk to the guy trying to save your life?”

      He checked the rearview mirror. The SUVs were just behind, both on the same side of the road as he was. There was only one way out. The question was—had they recognized it before he did?

      He braked and twisted the steering wheel hard, screaming around the traffic circle about three times as fast as whoever built it probably intended. This time, the tires really did smoke. The smell of burning rubber came right through the vents.

      “You’re not driving on racing wheels, Will,” he reminded himself. “Much more of this and they’ll blow.”

      The Toyota rounded the circle, the rear end of the vehicle still drifting out behind, and then he gunned the engine. The hybrid battery had refilled a little and dumped some additional power into the drivetrain, so the car surprised him with a kick as it sped out of the traffic circle and passed the two SUVs on the other side.

      Out of his peripheral vision, Roper saw one of them twist the wheel and jump out onto his side of the road, but the big SUV missed him by a matter of inches.

      He rocketed back out onto Woodside. Emily jabbed his arm and said, “Take the next right.”

      “Who is that—the cops?”

      “Just do it. Trust me.”

      “I told you, I don’t even know you,” he snapped back. But as the turn approached about fifty feet up ahead, something in Emily’s tone convinced him. He did as he was told. He drove down a gently winding road for about ninety seconds with as much speed as the Corolla’s little engine had to spare.

      Roper’s heart sank as a mansion appeared through the windshield, its dark windows reflecting the glow of the headlights. It was about a quarter of a mile up ahead. Just before it, two other properties appeared on either side of the asphalt, so the three buildings together formed a T with the mansion at the long end. “There’s no more road.”

      “There,” Emily said, pointing at a driveway with her free hand. The backpack was now shoved between her knees. His cell phone was still pressed against her ear. “And kill the headlights.”

      “There what?”

      “Park up by the big house. Facing out. And keep the engine running.”

      Roper’s eyes made their by now familiar journey back up to the rearview mirror. The SUVs were gaining again. Their headlights were only fireflies in the darkness, but that would change fast.

      “You better have a plan,” he said.

      “Just do it.”

      The Corolla rocketed past the two houses on the short sides of the T. He flicked the headlight lever, and the road ahead returned to darkness—which meant he didn’t realize it disappeared into a gravel driveway until the car’s tires hit the uneven surface just as he tapped the brakes.

      “Hold tight,” he yelled as he wrestled with the steering wheel. The Toyota skidded out from underneath him like he’d hit a patch of black ice, but he feathered the brake until the car slowed enough for him to get the skid under control.

      Roper carved a pair of parallel skidmarks in the shape of a U into the loose shale and then stopped entirely with the windshield facing back out toward the oncoming SUVs. They were only a few hundred feet away and gaining fast.

      “I guess they learned their lesson, huh?” he muttered, still gripping the steering wheel with slippery palms. He didn’t dare peel them off long enough to wipe them on his pants.

      “What?” Emily said, distracted by the phone.

      “Look, they’ve got one on each side of the road,” he pointed out. “We can’t repeat the traffic circle trick. They’re too good to fall for that again.”

      The oncoming headlights now illuminated the driveways on either side of the road on the short end of the T. There was a Tesla in each driveway. One white, one red. That wasn’t exactly unusual this close to Silicon Valley. Roper’s hybrid was practically persona non grata in the Bay Area these days. Tech types would rather spit in an orphan’s breakfast cereal than admit they owned one.

      He drummed his fingers anxiously on the steering wheel. His right thigh was shaking underneath it, and he had to resist pushing down on the gas pedal with every fiber of his being. He stared intently at the two SUVs that constituted his onrushing doom. One was about fifty feet behind the other, but no driver in the world could squeeze through that gap.

      “What are we doing here?” he asked, finally lifting his hand off the wheel and reaching for the door handle. “Come on, we have to go.”

      “Wait…” Emily whispered, her eyes fixed to the road. She looked like a rabbit caught in headlights.

      Maybe we both are.

      Roper’s neck itched with fear. He left his fingers on the door handle. “Wait for what?”

      Up ahead, another set of lights began to glow. Not headlights. He squinted and saw that the big LCD on the center console of the red Tesla in the driveway of the house on the righthand side of the road had just lit up. It was only the briefest flash, and his brain barely had time to compute what it might mean.

      Then his attention was stolen back by the SUVs screaming toward them. Only a hundred feet away. A bit closer to the driveways of the two houses up ahead.

      It happened so quickly he almost missed it. One Tesla was parked facing the road, and the red one facing away from it. Both headlights lit up. Both started moving at the same time, picking up speed with the pace that only the torque of an electric motor can generate.

      The creepy thing about it was that as far as Roper could tell, it was almost silent.

      The red Tesla reversed right into the path of the closest of the two SUVs, hitting it just behind the front wheel and sending it skidding off the road. A big chunk of the car’s bumper was sheared clean off, and shattered glass and plastic littered the street.

      “Damn,” he whispered.

      That was all he had time to say before the white Tesla smashed into the trailing SUV. Its driver hadn’t had time to react—or was too stunned to do so—and so the electric car T-boned it, crumpling the driver and passenger doors and embedding itself into the side of the SUV with incredible force.

      Both vehicles came to a screeching, shuddering halt, and Roper was pretty sure he thought he saw airbags deployed behind the windshield of the dark SUV that had given chase to them.

      For a few seconds, both Will and Emily sat in the front of the Toyota in absolute, stunned silence. The first SUV had landed on its side. Its engine was dead, but the front wheels were still spinning.

      Emily reached out and gripped his forearm with hands that were strangely ice-cold. She turned to face him with shock in her expression. “What are you waiting for? Go!”
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      Roper parked his Corolla in the mostly empty parking lot of a McDonald’s on Nueva Avenue, just off the 84. It was a little before five in the morning, and the first tendrils of dawn were beginning to caress the horizon. A Stars & Stripes hung limply off a flagpole just outside the restaurant, on which a printed sign read: Now Hiring All Shifts.

      A grumble in his stomach reminded him of how long it had been since he’d eaten. He didn’t want the job, but he could compromise on a few items off the breakfast menu.

      His hands were glued to the steering wheel, white-knuckled and sweaty. He was leaning slightly forward in his seat and had been for long enough that his back was beginning to ache. They both sat in silence as he dragged in several long, calming breaths. They’d barely exchanged a word since the crash.

      Finally, Roper leaned back and let his skull fall against the headrest. He closed his eyes, and the full weight of the situation he’d fallen into began to press home on him.

      “We need to go to the cops,” he mumbled. “Clear this whole thing up before they come asking questions. It’ll be better that way. Whoever was chasing you, they’re gone. Injured, at least. No one’s walking away from those wrecks in a hurry.”

      Emily’s voice sounded after a second’s pause. It was soft and apologetic, almost plaintive. “We can’t.”

      Roper’s face screwed up into a snarl that was most unlike him. But he was tired and angry, and it was pretty hard to forget that a group of wackos had just tried to kill him several times, all to get to the woman sitting in his passenger seat.

      His eyelids snapped open, and his pupils narrowed with fury.

      “No, you can’t. Lady, I don’t know who the hell you are, just that you’ve been more trouble than any five-mile ride has any right to be. You can give me any rating you want. Hell, I’m done driving rideshare. So really, you tell me what the hell is going on, or you get out of my car.”

      Clearly anguished, Emily said, “You don’t understand. It’s not that simple.”

      Roper met her gaze. “You keep saying that. But why don’t you dumb it down for me, and I’ll put my big boy pants on and decide for myself.”

      After a long silence, during which she opened and closed her eyes several times in deliberations causing obvious agony, she gave him a curt nod. “Okay. But not here. Somewhere private.”

      “I live in Monterey. It’s a long drive,” he said, putting his hands back on the wheel. “But we can be there before most folks leave for work. Roads should be nice and quiet this time in the morning. For once.”

      Emily’s eyes flashed with fear. He noticed she was still clutching on to his phone. “We can’t drive!”

      “Well, we can’t stay here either. What are you so worried about, anyway? Like I said, those SUVs got hit hard. Whoever was inside won’t walk right for a week.”

      “More will come,” she replied, anxiously kneading her knees. “They won’t stop.”

      “Who is they?” Roper asked, his frustration mounting at her half answers.

      “I—”

      “Can’t tell me, right,” Roper snapped. “Okay, let me lay it out. Someone just tried killing both of us. It sounds like they can track the car, right?”

      Emily nodded dully.

      Roper’s eyes went wide. He tried grabbing his phone. He got his fingers on it, but she resisted giving it to him entirely. They each locked on to one side of it, caught in a Mexican standoff.

      “What about this? If they can track the car, surely they can track the phone?”

      She yanked it back off him. “The phone is fine.”

      “What’s the difference?”

      “I, I don’t know exactly. It’s just what I was told.”

      “Told by who?”

      “I can’t tell you that.”

      He grimaced. “Well, you better tell me you have a plan. Because if you don’t, I’m getting out of this car right now, and I’ll walk to the nearest police station. You can keep my phone, I don’t care. You’re obviously in trouble, and I respect that. But you can’t expect me to throw my life away just on your say-so. At least meet me in the middle.”

      She glowered at him, clearly willing him to understand the predicament she was in. But at the same time, he sensed that she understood his concerns too. Her face was easy to read and told him that she was locked in an internal duel.

      Eventually, she sighed. “Okay. We need to ditch the car. Let’s get a motel room somewhere before it gets light. When we’re safe, I’ll tell you—” She caught herself just in time. “I’ll tell you what I can.”

      That wasn’t exactly a marital commitment, but it would have to do. Roper nodded in agreement. “You got any cash?”

      For the first time, she frowned with confusion. “Cash? Why?”

      He smiled. Only a little, but it was his version of a peace offering. “Well, I’m guessing if it isn’t safe to stay in the car, then the people who tried to kill us will be watching our bank accounts as well. If they aren’t yet, they will be soon.”

      “They don’t know who you are,” Emily said softly, sounding almost sorrowful.

      Roper laughed hollowly. “This car’s registered to me. It’s about the only thing I have to my name.”

      Or should that be had to my name?

      There was an ATM across the road. The sign just above it glowed in the pre-dawn gloom. Both their eyes settled on it at the same time, then met back in the middle. Emily looked kind of guilty, he presumed at the situation she’d landed him in.

      “I think my card will work.”

      Roper reached for his wallet. “I can do it.”

      She shook her head vehemently, lots of blond hair flying in every direction. “No, let me. I owe you. And besides”—she offered a wan smile—“I cost you the rest of the night’s work.”

      Emily opened the car door before he had a chance to argue. She started to close it behind her, then opened it again and reached in for her backpack. She slung it over her shoulder, then the passenger door slammed shut.

      “Fine,” Roper grumbled under his breath. “Don’t trust me.”

      Then again, he probably would have opened it. He wasn’t usually a jealous partner. He’d had a few girlfriends, and he’d never once been tempted to read through their phones. But it was a little different when someone jumped into your car in the middle of the night, and a second later people started shooting at you.

      Who was Emily? And why the hell wasn’t he just driving to the nearest police station?

      You always did have a thing for blondes…

      Roper screwed up his face with irritation. This wasn’t about personal attraction. She was clearly in trouble, and it didn’t seem as though she had anyone looking out for her.

      “Except the guy on the cell phone,” he mumbled to himself.

      Now how the hell did he know my number?

      As he considered the problem in his mind, Roper turned his attention to the ATM. Emily was standing in front of it, but he had a side-on view. He wasn’t exactly close enough to steal her pin code, but he could just about see what she was doing.

      Or could he?

      She pressed the cell phone to her ear as she stood there, and her cheeks moved as though she was moving her lips. Instead of reaching into the backpack for a wallet or card as he expected, her free hand stayed obstinately by her side as she continued her conversation.

      “So what are you waiting for, Emily?” Roper wondered. “And who exactly are you talking to?”

      Emily nodded, presumably mirroring a verbal agreement with a physical response. She glanced over her shoulder, her blond hair dancing with momentum in the glow thrown by a streetlight overhead. She was checking whether she was being watched.

      By me.

      Roper rolled his neck and pretended he was doing anything but, though he never took his peripheral vision off her. The same question bugged him. Who was she? He considered himself a good judge of character, and the strange thing was Emily was giving off all the right vibes. Sure, she was hiding something—but he didn’t get the sense that she was guilty of any kind of crime. In fact, she seemed kind of innocent. Good people, his momma would have said.

      Or she’s just a good liar…

      Emily turned back to the ATM, and Roper adjusted the rear mirror so that he could watch her without making things obvious. She nodded in agreement, glanced at him a second time as if to settle her nerves, and then lifted her free hand to the machine as if to feed in her card.

      “What the heck?” Roper muttered, leaning forward and squinting into the mirror to see if he could make out any more detail. Emily was making all the right moves; the only thing was as far as he could tell—she wasn’t actually holding a debit card.

      So maybe she’s just crazy?

      She appeared to type in her security code, then waited just like anyone might before tapping a couple of buttons. Each time, she deliberated just long enough that it seemed she was actually reading something on screen.

      Roper tried convincing himself that his eyes were deceiving him. The light wasn’t great, and she was at least thirty feet away across the road. But then again, he had pretty decent eyesight, and it wasn’t that dark. She hadn’t inserted a card. And she definitely hadn’t tapped her phone against the side of it—he’d seen a few ATMs you could access that way.

      So what, then?

      Emily glanced over her shoulder again and then looked down as if her attention had been attracted by something else. Perhaps the sound of the ATM spitting out cash.

      Roper narrowed his eyes. That was exactly what was happening.

      And happening.

      And happening.

      His eyebrows danced upward. “Damn, girl—how rich are you?”

      Emily waited for the machine to finish for at least sixty seconds before she bent down to scoop the cash into her hands. She moved her body in front of the machine to do so, closing off his viewing angle at the last moment. She swung the backpack off her shoulder, opened it, and stuffed the money inside.

      But Roper was pretty sure that he’d seen exactly what he’d just seen.

      Somehow she’d gotten the ATM to spit out what must have been a few thousand bucks. When the flow of bills finally stopped, she scooped them up, unzipped her backpack, and thrust them inside. Only then did she return to the car with the visible anxiety of a person unaccustomed to carrying around large sums of cash.

      “Ready to go?” Roper asked, hoping his tone was neutral. He reached up and adjusted the mirror back to its original position before she noticed. “I say we dump the car a few miles from here, then get a cab. If someone picks up our trail, it will be harder to follow that way. Sound good?”

      Emily nodded and shot him a smile. She seemed somehow more content. “Sounds good.”

      Roper posed the question as casually as he could. “You manage to get enough cash out of that thing to pay for it? My card cuts me off at a few hundred bucks.”

      “Yeah,” Emily replied, twisting to grab her seatbelt—and in the process hiding her face. “Mine too. But we’ve got enough for a room and a taxi. We can figure things out after.”

      “Sure,” he replied, starting the engine and looking away, lost in thought. “That sounds good to me.”
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      Raymond Lister didn’t look up from his notes until his driver had climbed out of the car and walked around to open his passenger door. He nodded his thanks as he stepped out. He was dressed in slacks, a white shirt, and a navy blue pullover that zipped to the neck, but presently hung open. His hair was more salt than pepper.

      Fake it till you make it, right?

      Grimacing at the truth in the stray thought, he closed the door behind him. The success of this morning’s pitch was more vital than he cared to admit, certainly to others. Decades of investment successes had more recently given way to several years of heavy losses. His own personal finances were under increasing stress, though outwardly his lifestyle indicated no such issues.

      It was a little chilly for June in California, perhaps 55°, but the sky was almost clear of clouds. The two palm trees that sat on either side of the vehicle entrance to the luxury Rosewood Sand Hill Hotel swayed slowly in a calm breeze. His personal assistant, a mousy-haired and slim German, was waiting for him by the glass doors.

      “Everyone here?”

      “Yes sir. Charles Pullman asked me to give you his apologies but sent his investment advisor to hear the briefing in his place.”

      Lister grimaced. Pullman was a petrochemicals billionaire, but over the past eighteen months, he had been diversifying his portfolio into tech companies. They were golf partners, but not close friends. “That’s frustrating.”

      “He did apologize, and I’m sure—”

      “If he was interested, he’d have come himself,” Lister snapped.

      Not a good start.

      Jakob nodded and led him in silence through the marble-floored hotel entrance lobby to the private dining room that had been set aside for the morning’s investment breakfast. The space was entirely free of guests this early in the day, but the few employees they passed paused to nod their heads in greeting. Lister was a name in Silicon Valley. One of California’s preeminent venture capitalists, he had been one of Microsoft’s earliest hires before he sold his options and invested ahead of the curve in Google, PayPal, Amazon, and a half dozen other tech unicorns.

      There were few people in the Valley who wouldn’t take his calls, and mostly they were investors whose money he’d refused to take. Except a twinge of anxiety reminded him that a new breed of investors was threatening to replace the old beasts. Founders still picked up the phone, but when was the last time one had wanted him to lead a funding round?

      Lister shook off the thought as he followed Jacob through a double set of wood-paneled doors and entered the dining room. It was a small but opulently decorated space, with a podium at one end of the rectangular room and a few tables arranged around it. Each was occupied.

      He recognized each of the money men present, pleased that he still had the cachet to pull such a crowd. He was ordinarily good with faces, but this was especially the case when they could do something for him. There were about a dozen investors present and with them about as many assistants.

      The new money—mostly tech investors from across the US—dressed casually in slacks, jeans, polo shirts, and in one case even shorts. The old money tended to dress more conservatively. They usually hailed from the private offices of wealthy European dynasties. Lister concealed a smile, knowing that you could spot their type in the Valley from a hundred yards. The Europeans were the only ones who still wore suits. Even the Arabs had recently adopted black jeans and a turtleneck.

      In both cases, they were flaunting their personal narrative, whether they knew it or not. Old money wanted you to know that they knew how to dress themselves. And the newbies wanted you to understand that they knew how not to.

      He went around the room shaking hands and greeting his guests one by one and then walked to the narrow silhouette podium. He placed his notes on top and ostentatiously turned them over.

      “Thank you for joining me this early,” he remarked.

      “This isn’t early,” a familiar voice scoffed from the back of the room. “I finished a 10K an hour ago with my PT, and still had time to fit in a shit and a shave. But it’s nice of you to grace us with your presence anyway, Ray.”

      Lister smiled amiably. That was another thing about the Valley. Nobody did anything because they actually wanted to—they did it so they could tell you about it. It wasn’t enough to drink a green smoothie to stay healthy; you had to import the spinach leaves from Peru and the kale from Switzerland, and the wheatgrass had to be harvested with tweezers and a fresh razor blade for every stem to make sure you preserved the nutrients.

      And all that cost only added up on the balance sheet if it bought you mind share. Which meant making sure everyone knew about it.

      “You too, Mark. Now, I know you’re all busy men, so I’ll get right to it. What do you all know about call centers?”

      The question prompted no obvious response, only a collection of fake frowns of surprise and disapproval. Call centers were classic old-tech business. They were labor-intensive, which was everything that new-tech wasn’t. Labor demands wages, which depresses profits, and the investors in this room weren’t interested in low-margin opportunities.

      And they were boring.

      “I didn’t know much either. But I learned that there are almost eight thousand call centers in the United States alone that employ more than 50 staff. That’s hundreds of thousands of”—he grinned—“mostly sentient beings who sit on uncomfortable chairs screwing up their backs and reading off a script. And that’s before you get to the millions of outsourced call center employees across the world who barely speak English and whose only job is to escalate your call to someone who actually knows what they’re doing.”

      Lister paused to gauge the impact of his opening pitch. There was a standard template that all investment pitches in the Valley were supposed to follow. You started with the total addressable market, then outlined your technology, then told everyone how much money they were going to make.

      And then you named your price.

      You certainly didn’t start with talking about call center workers. Because no one in this room cared about the health of the little people. He was no different. But there was a method to his madness, and so he plowed on.

      “But what if there was a better way? Imagine the hours of your life you’d get back if every time you dialed up Comcast for technical support, you spoke to the guy who designed your cable box.”

      He paused again and saw no more understanding on the faces of his audience than when he’d started. “Okay, I’m guessing I’m speaking to the wrong crowd. Mark—when was the last time you handled your own cable plan?”

      The investor grinned back, his hygienist-approved teeth almost blinding Lister. A rolling laugh echoed around the room.

      “I’ll try something you will have more experience with. Humor me and put your hands up if you have kids,” he said. About ten of the investors raised their arms into the air. One of the assistants followed, before glancing around the room and dropping his hand like he’d been stung.

      “Now keep them up if you pay for any kind of tutor for them.”

      None of the hands dropped.

      Lister smiled. “I guess that proves my point. I’m sorry to pick on you again, Mark, but your daughter’s learning the violin, right?”

      Another flash of Mark’s gleaming molars. He was a proud parent, and never more so when he got asked about it. “That’s right.”

      “Do you mind if I ask you how much you pay per hour?”

      “Just so long as you don’t tell my ex-wife.”

      Another round of knowing chuckles broke out around the room. Several of the assistants looked studiously at the floor.

      Lister held up three fingers. “Scouts’ honor.”

      “Three hundred bucks an hour. She used to be concertmaster for the LA Philharmonic Orchestra. That means she was first violinist,” he bragged.

      “Impressive,” Lister said with a whistle of approval. “I’m guessing that’s about the best that money can buy?”

      “Of course,” Mark replied with a wrinkle of his nose. “She means everything to me. And the tutor says she’s one of the most talented pupils she’s ever taught. Money is no object.”

      Well, Lister thought, she would hardly bite the hand that feeds her.

      “Naturally,” he said instead. Then, glancing up at a thicket of still-raised hands, he chuckled and said, “The show and tell portion is over. But I’ve got a thought experiment for you all. Let’s say that one of my companies has invented a time machine—”

      “Then I’ll write you a check here and now,” Mark said loudly. “Name your price.”

      “As I said, it’s just a thought exercise. But let’s say I own a time machine, and I could go back and hire Mozart or Bach or Beethoven to teach your daughter to play the violin. Would you choose one of the old masters or still your lady from the Philharmonic?”

      “Mozart,” Mark replied without sentiment. Obviously.

      Lister made sure to pass his gaze over the rest of his audience—at least, the ones who controlled the bank accounts. “What about the rest of you?”

      He got the same response.

      “Well, what if I told you that within five years, this hypothetical will be reality? Mark’s daughter will be taught to play her violin by a computerized intelligence as skilled as Mozart. She’ll learn chemistry from Nobel Prize winners. She will be tutored in the beauties of the English language by minds on a parallel with Hemingway and Twain.”

      “I’d say that’s nice,” Mark grunted. “But how will it make me money?”

      “I’m guessing the rest of you feel the same way?” Lister asked. As he looked out, he saw his assistant Jakob unobtrusively attempting to attract his attention, cell phone in hand. His forehead wrinkled for a second, and then he refocused on the task at hand. Whatever Jakob wanted could wait. He had these men hooked.

      Another murmur of agreement sounded.

      “Would it surprise anyone in this room to learn that the call center industry is worth $340 billion globally? Or that this year in just the United States alone we will spend over $1 trillion on education?”

      Judging by the surprise reflecting off some of the faces arrayed in front of him, it did. Behind them, Jakob waved, the cell phone still in his hand. Its screen was lit up as if it was on a call.

      Not the time, kid.

      “I thought so,” Lister said smugly. “And that’s only the tip of the iceberg. Forty years ago, every large company had thousands of typists. Then we invented the personal computer. Thirty years ago, accounting clerks were needed to tally every purchase and sale down on paper. Now all that information gets sent to a computer system which does it automatically, and all those clerks found something else to do. Two decades ago, the average American watched television seven hours a day. Now my kid spends twice that staring at his phone. This—”

      At that moment, Jakob walked up the side of the small dining room, past the tables where the investors were seated, and sidled up to the podium. He had an urgent look on his face.

      Lister frowned and apologized to his audience. He turned away and spoke with his voice low. “What the hell’s this about? Can’t you see I’m busy?”

      “I’m sorry to interrupt, boss, but there’s been an incident at Sapient. The CEO has been blowing up my phone. He says it’s urgent.”

      Shooting an apologetic grimace at the small crowd of investors, Lister said, “You know how much I’m looking at raising today?”

      Jacob shook his head.

      “Five billion. More if these men reach deep into their pockets. Can you front me that?”

      “No, sir,” Jakob replied in a quiet, horrified voice.

      “Then why the hell are you interrupting me?”

      “Sir, he says unless he hears from you in the next ten minutes—seven, now—he’s going to call the cops.”

      Lister screwed up his face in disbelief. “What about?”

      “He wouldn’t say over an open line.”

      “Fine,” Lister growled through gritted teeth.

      His quick mind darted through his options. He couldn’t risk losing the money on offer in this room. But a week from now, these investors would still be rich. Miles knew how important this morning was. If he was interrupting, then it had to be serious. “Hold him for two minutes. Don’t let him hang up. I’ll deal with this.”

      He turned back to the podium and held up his hand to quiet an outbreak of low chattering. “I apologize for the interruption. I’m going to have to cut this a little shorter than I had hoped. A private matter requires my attention.”

      The reaction on several of the investors’ faces was one of sheer disbelief that something so trifling might stand in the way.

      Lister carried on. “I have to go, but I’ll leave you with this thought: Five years from now, we may no longer need teachers, or call center workers, or retail staff, or writers, or musicians, or artists. Artificial intelligence will perform all these tasks better than any human possibly could. Whoever invests in this technology first will end up richer than Croesus himself. Richer than Gates or Musk or Jobs ever was. But getting there will require money. Lots of that. Machine learning and AI PhDs are leaving Stanford on a Friday and walking straight into a seven-figure salary by Mon–”

      “You can’t be serious,” one of the suited investors said. He had a cultured French accent.

      “Deadly.” Lister nodded. “See it from their point of view: They’re effectively inventing their way out of a career. They are training their own replacements. And that’s what you all will be doing if you miss out on the opportunity to invest in my newest fund. Because in 10 years’ time, it’ll be seen as a mistake on a par with the guy who spent $4 billion worth of Bitcoin on a pizza.”
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      It was past eight in the morning before they found somewhere far away enough to feel safe. The motel room smelled like stale cigarettes. The stench wasn’t deeply ingrained enough for it to be a smoking room, but clearly more than one prior occupant had ignored the clearly-displayed signage near the bathroom. Even so, it looked like heaven.

      “Give me a second,” Roper said, putting out an arm to block Emily’s path as he stepped through the front door. He was still in work mode. It had been a while since his survival instincts had needed to be in play, but now that they were, it was a frame of mind that was kinda hard to turn off. His eyeballs darted rapidly from left to right, even up to down, as he searched for explosives, hidden weapons, drugs, anything that could cause them harm.

      There was, of course, no reason to suspect anyone knew where they were. Viewed through a rational lens, there could be no scenario in which the people chasing them could have known they would pick this motel, out of dozens within a five-mile drive, much less this exact room.

      And if the bad guys were thinking that many moves ahead, then why not just put an end to the chase the old-fashioned way?

      But the human brain, for all its unparalleled brilliance, is not always a rational creation. And Roper’s body was still hopped up on adrenaline, which even now tasted sharp on the back of his tongue. The scent of it radiated out of his sweat glands, and his brain, recognizing the unusual scent, sent more warnings of danger that only added to his anxiety.

      The room’s front door emerged onto a courtyard terrace with stairwells at either end. On the other side of the room was a glass window that started at about knee height and ended just above his six-foot frame. It looked out onto a busy road. It wasn’t possible to open the glass.

      The carpet was a mocha brown floral pattern that looked straight out of the 1980s, even though the building itself couldn’t be more than a decade old. Roper wondered who was still churning this stuff out. And why people were still buying it…

      The bathroom door was closed. He stalked toward it, his posture tense as he quietly closed his fingers around the handle. He paused for a moment to get his breathing under control, then twisted it and shouldered it open. The back of the door clattered against the wall, adding to the thumping of blood in his ears.

      It was empty.

      “We’re clear,” he called out, checking that the window latch worked.

      This one opened, and the frame was just about big enough for a man to climb through. He twisted the latch and stuck his head out. There was a fire escape about five feet over. It would be a hairy jump—and though Emily was slim enough, he had no idea about her athletic pedigree. He closed the window and locked it.

      Exiting the room, he found Emily only a couple of paces away from him, looking at him kind of oddly.

      “Expecting trouble?” she asked.

      He shrugged, feeling a little stupid now that the adrenaline was beginning to fade from his system. He was jumpy, he knew that. But after the things he’d seen, it was hard not to be. The previous night’s events had taken him back to a place he had only just begun to dig himself out of.

      “Can you blame me?”

      Emily sighed and swung the backpack off her shoulder. She tossed it onto the nearest of the two twin beds. She sounded as exhausted as he felt. “I guess not. Listen, I’m sorry about all this. I really am.”

      “About what?” Roper asked innocently.

      “You know…”

      “Refresh my memory,” he said, knowing he was acting like an ass even as he said it. But he felt like he had a right to be just a little upset. After all, it wasn’t every day that someone tried to kill you.

      He crossed his arms. “Maybe you could start by telling me who the heck you are.”

      For a second time in as many hours, a riot of indecision broke out on Emily’s face. He thought about advising her to never play poker but held off. He didn’t know a damn thing about this woman. It was better to keep his cards as close to his chest as he could.

      For now at least.

      Fear became worry became indecision became acceptance. She walked over to the bed and sat down. “My name is Emily Wilkes. I’m a computer scientist.”

      Roper waited for her to continue, but after a few seconds, it became clear that she was all blocked up. “That’s a start.”

      Emily opened her mouth, then closed it. She started unconsciously grinding her teeth together, a muscle in her jaw twitching from anxiety. He kept staring, then started to feel guilty at the pressure he was placing on her.

      “I tell you what, I’m going to go take a shower,” Roper said. He raised his right arm somewhat sheepishly. “I’m sorry you had to sit next to this for so long. I’ll take my time. You can use it to work out what you want to tell me. And if you decide you don’t, then walk right out that door. I won’t come chasing after you. But if you’re still here once I’m cleaned up, then I want the truth.”

      He stared directly into her pale emerald eyes, noticing their opulence for the first time, though he wasn’t so green as to be seduced by it. “Deal?”

      “I’m sorry I got you into this mess,” Emily replied meekly, meeting his gaze. “I never—”

      “We can talk about it after,” Roper said, turning away and beginning to peel off his sweat-stained T-shirt. “I think we could both use a little break.”

      He was almost inside the bathroom when he heard his name. “Will?”

      Roper paused. “Yeah?”

      “Thank you for being so fair. It’s a deal. I’ll—I will tell you as much as I can.”

      That’s a start, he thought as he closed the bathroom door behind him.

      He turned the faucet of the shower on the wall over the bathtub. The bathroom was clean but smelled strongly of bleach, a scent that only built as the small room filled with steam. He gave his shirt an experimental sniff once he was done pulling it over his head, and then wished he hadn’t. It wasn’t as if he had anything else to wear.

      That’s stop number one, he decided subconsciously.

      He kicked his jeans aside and out of any splatter range from the shower, then stepped inside, turning the heat up as far as it would go. Then he closed his eyes and let the fat, heavy water drops pound against his skull.

      It didn’t take long.

      Despite the heat searing his skin, Will Roper was suddenly ice-cold. He leaned his forehead against the cool tiles and started to tremble. Until now, fear and adrenaline had driven him forward, burning reserves deep within him that he’d hoped never to call on again.

      And now he was spent.

      Roper placed his palms flat on the tiles and despite the support, shook like a leaf in a gale. A stifled sob escaped his lips and entered the swirling steam. He gritted his teeth and held the next in.

      What the hell have you gotten yourself into?

      It wasn’t fear that assailed him then. It was guilt. Guilt for surviving, not just tonight, but so many times. And guilt that he was alive when so many were not.

      He stood there until the shaking subsided without making any move to lather himself up. It might have been minutes, perhaps as long as half an hour, he honestly couldn’t say. Eventually, it was over, his skin was shriveled from the water and stung from the heat, and he felt nothing but a deep, abiding emptiness within him.

      He twisted the faucet. The flow stopped. He climbed out.

      For a few moments, he stood in the steam-filled bathroom buck naked as droplets of water rolled down his muscular frame. Perhaps he wasn’t exactly as fit as he’d been before his discharge eleven months earlier—the munchies didn’t help, he ruefully admitted—but he would still put most weekend warriors to shame. He exercised because he enjoyed doing so, not because he fed off some roided-up PT instructor screaming at him for motivation.

      Talking of weed…

      His head tipped back as he remembered where he’d left it. He’d stopped at a dispensary earlier that night—the previous day, now—before his rideshare shift started to pick up a half ounce of the good stuff. Some nights it was the only thing that allowed him to get to sleep.

      Most nights…

      And it was sitting a couple of miles away in the glove compartment of his Corolla, shrink-wrapped so it didn’t stink. Which meant that it was entirely useless to him now.

      He looked around for a towel and winced. “Dammit,” he mumbled, remembering where he had seen one.

      Rolled up at the foot of each of the twin beds. When it rains, it pours.

      Roper walked toward the door, wincing as he glanced down at himself. He put a hand over his junk and wedged as much of his body behind the wall as he could. He opened the door a crack and called out, “Hey, Emily—?”

      Before he even had a chance to articulate his request, he heard a chuckle. “Looking for something?”

      He caught a flash of white cloth in the gap between the door and the frame. Embarrassment colored his cheeks, though they were red enough from the heat of the shower that it was probably hard to tell. “Thanks. I’ll be out in a minute.”

      “Take your time…”

      Roper toweled himself dry and stepped back into his only set of clothes. The smell was at least milder than it had been, but there was something about the acrid, acidic stink of adrenaline that hung about like a bad…

      Smell.

      He winced a second time, this time with firsthand embarrassment at the quality of the joke, and returned to the bedroom. Emily was sitting cross-legged on the bed, her backpack only a few inches away. She looked up, anxiety written on her face.

      “How long was I in there?” Roper asked, smiling. He felt exhausted, that particular deep fatigue that’s just as much emotional as it is physical. But he knew he had to put on a show.

      “I’m not sure. Maybe half an hour?”

      “It’s all this hair,” Roper joked, pointing at his shaggy trim. He’d fallen off the wagon of Air Force appearance regs since being discharged, and not visited a barber in months. “It’s a nightmare, believe me.”

      She humored him with a tired smile and slumped back, supporting her torso with arms behind her back. After a short while, she said, “So…”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            6

          

        

      

    

    
      “So,” Roper agreed. He held his tongue after that, waiting for Emily to make the first move.

      Unfortunately, it seemed like she had the same idea.

      She grimaced. “Will, look. I know I’m in over my head, and I’m sorry for dragging you into this mess.”

      “Why do I get the feeling there’s a ‘but’ coming?”

      “You got me. It’s because there is. Before I clue you in on what’s going on, I need to know that I can trust you—”

      Roper reacted fast, stung by the implied criticism. “It’s not enough that I saved your life? And maybe sacrificed my own future in the process?”

      Emily winced. She looked truly heartbroken by the events of the last few hours. But at the same time, a quiet resolve passed across her face. “I’m grateful. I really am. But there’s something going on here that’s above both our pay grades. And until I know I can trust you, I just can’t tell you what I know.”

      “Starting with?”

      “Who taught you to drive like that?”

      “Who have you been speaking to on the phone?” he countered. He rubbed his temples. His head was pounding. He could really do with a joint right now. Just to take the edge off things.

      “I asked first.”

      Roper met her gaze, and quickly came to the conclusion that she wasn’t going to bend. “Fine. I was in the Air Force, all right?”

      “Don’t they, you know, fly planes?”

      Despite himself, he smiled—though he quickly wiped the expression off his face. “It takes all sorts, I guess.”

      “Are you still an airman?”

      “Well look at you, you know the lingo and everything.”

      “That’s not an answer.”

      She’s sharp.

      “I guess it’s not,” he agreed. “And no, I’m not. I’ve been out almost a year.”

      “Honorable discharge?”

      “What’s stopping me from lying to you? I could tell you they gave me the Air Force Cross, and you’d have no way of proving me wrong short of taking a trip to the Personnel Center down in Texas. And I doubt they’d tell you a damn thing. It was hard enough getting them to forward on my own records, and I’m me!”

      Emily waved her hand vaguely. “Just tell me. Let’s say I’m a good judge of character.”

      “I don’t doubt that,” he said dryly. He couldn’t help but suspect there was something more to it than that, but he didn’t push the matter. “It was medical, okay?”

      “Serious?”

      “I guess it depends on your definition. My contract was almost up. Guess my CO figured he wasn’t going to get much more use out of my busted ass. Easier to drum me out.”

      “What did you do while you served?”

      It was his turn to brush off the question. “Jumped outta helicopters, that kind of thing. Any more questions?”

      Emily dropped that particular line of questioning, but Roper was left with the sense that she wasn’t done with it. “Okay.”

      “I was better than okay…”

      She smiled, and for a second, her pale green eyes flashed, and even exhausted she looked beautiful. And then the seriousness returned. “I’m sure you were. Any family, Will?”

      “Is this a job interview, Emily?” he fired back.

      “For all intents and purposes, yes.”

      He clenched his jaw but found himself strangely willing to answer every query she shot at him, just so long as she kept talking. “Fine. A stepsister somewhere in the Midwest. We don’t speak.”

      “Why not?”

      “Mom got cancer when I was 15. She passed away just before I hit the big one eight. Dad gave it all of a year before he was remarried to a divorced woman with her own baggage. The girl was 10. Still cute, I guess. I didn’t see them much after I signed up. So I never really knew her.”

      “And your dad?”

      “Dead. Heart attack a week before his fiftieth birthday.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      Roper shrugged though the pain—dulled by the years that had passed—was real enough. “I wish I’d gotten to talk to him one last time before he passed. But that’s life, I guess.”

      “I guess,” Emily said softly.

      “You done?”

      “For now.”

      “So I passed your little interview?” Roper jibed.

      “For now…”

      “Then I have a few questions for you, Emily.”

      “That’s only fair, I guess.”

      “I’ll start with an easy one. Why are people trying to kill you?”

      Emily sighed. “It’s a long story.”

      He pointed out the window, meaning they had at least until the sun went down. “Well, we’re not going anywhere fast.”

      “Okay. I’ll level with you. You deserve it. Do you know anything about machine intelligence?”

      Roper frowned. “Like AI?”

      “You could call it that, I suppose,” Emily replied, scrunching up her nose a little at the layman’s terminology, but clearly too polite to call him out.

      “Then I will.”

      She didn’t argue.

      Roper continued. “Okay, I don’t know much. And that’s probably overstating things. I read something about a Google AI playing StarCraft. That’s about it.”

      “And winning,” Emily agreed with a slight nod. “StarCraft is practically the Korean national sport. Imagine Google built a sports robot that got first pick in the NFL draft. That’s what we’re talking about. But I’m impressed. You know more than most of the population.”

      “Just what I picked up on stoner podcasts.” Roper shrugged self-deprecatingly. “The finer details slip right past me.”

      “That’s why people like me exist,” Emily agreed, the tips of her blond hair flicking as she spoke.

      “So you work in AI?” Roper started. “Or whatever you call it.”

      “AI is fine. Easier, probably. It’s the term everyone uses. And yes. I finished my PhD at MIT’s Artificial Intelligence Laboratory two years ago, following a Master’s program at the Stanford Intelligence Institute. A week later, a small startup called Sapient Systems hired me and flew me out to the Valley. I’ve been here ever since.”

      Roper’s forehead bunched in wrinkles. “What’s Sapient?”

      “It comes from Latin.” Emily laughed. “Pretentious, right? It means wisdom, or more accurately the capacity to possess it. But I didn’t care. They paid well, and they let me do my own thing.”

      “How well?” Roper asked absent-mindedly. His lips formed a perfect O when he realized what he’d said. He held up his palms. “Don’t answer that.”

      “I don’t mind.” Emily shrugged unselfconsciously. “About 900 grand. Plus an annual bonus, healthcare, that kind of thing.”

      Entirely forgetting his earlier embarrassment, Roper’s mouth dropped wide open. “You’re kidding me.”

      “Nope. Disgusting, isn’t it?”

      “I guess you deserve it,” Roper said magnanimously, though he couldn’t quite bring himself to believe it.

      “Not really,” she replied with a shake of the head, sending her hair flying. “But that’s what the competition is paying. Three years ago, I was on a Ramen diet, twelve months later I had enough for a mortgage. It’s a funny world.”

      Sensing they were getting sidetracked, Roper refocused. “Okay, but what does this have to do with what happened earlier? You’re saying it was an attempted kidnapping or something?”

      “No. If it was, I’d have gone right to the police.”

      “Then…”

      “I’m not entirely certain,” Emily admitted. “At least, I’m not sure who came after me tonight. But I think I know why.”

      “Do tell…” Roper remarked dryly. She had a way with words, this one.

      “You would have had a security clearance in the Air Force, right?”

      “Sure.” Roper nodded. “Probably still do. Or at least, I could get it back without much effort.”

      “Okay. I’ll take your word for it. Sapient had a contract with DARPA. I was on the project team.”

      Roper’s face didn’t reflect the surprise he felt at the mention of America’s preeminent defense laboratory. “Developing?”

      “An advanced network penetration tool.”

      “You’re talking about hacking, right?”

      “I suppose you could call it that,” Emily replied, her lips kicking up into a little smirk at her callback to their earlier repartee.

      “But you wouldn’t,” Roper said rhetorically, rolling his eyes. “Just humor me. You built a hacking tool. I won’t understand them, so you can spare me the details. You’re saying a competitor did this?”

      “It’s possible,” she agreed, a thoughtful expression crossing her face. “Or an intelligence agency.”

      “What, like the CIA?” Roper asked dumbly.

      “It’s possible,” she repeated. “But on balance, probably not. I guess in the long run, the CIA is who I was working for. It could be the Chinese, the Russians, anyone really.”

      “So this tool you built. It works?”

      For the first time, Emily started to look evasive, though it passed so quickly that Roper started to think he’d imagined it. “We’d started trialing it this week.”

      “And you think tonight was no coincidence?”

      She nodded. “Exactly.”

      Roper stood, energized by what he was hearing. “Then we go to the cops. Tell them everything. This is a defense contract we’re talking about. They’ll call in the FBI, or the NSA, or the damn Marines for all I know.”

      “We can’t,” Emily said vehemently.

      “Why not?”

      “I—I can’t tell you.”

      “That’s not good enough,” Roper snapped.

      He stopped, closed his eyes, and collected himself. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it like that. I’m worried for you, that’s all. Look, a buddy of mine works for the SFPD. We served together in the PJs. I trust him like a brother. If you’re scared, we can do this quietly. There’s no way whoever’s after you could find out.”

      “No. Not yet. Give me 48 hours,” Emily begged.

      “For what?”

      “Do you trust me?” she asked.

      Roper studied her intently, diving into those intoxicating eyes of hers and asking himself the same question. He certainly didn’t distrust her. She was giving him no reason to believe that she was lying to him, or that she had any ulterior motive. But sometimes he sensed she was hiding something from him.

      Is that any surprise? he wondered. You barely know her.

      A second thought occurred to him: What was he even doing here? A girl he barely knew had jumped into his car, nearly gotten him shot, and then spun a tall tale about advanced military technology and foreign intelligence agencies. If he had any sense at all, he would have gone to the police long ago. He still should now.

      And yet he couldn’t bring himself to do it. Because the truth was, for the first time in months, he felt something. Excitement. The hunger for adrenaline. And he couldn’t face turning his back on it.

      After a long pause, he exhaled deeply. “I hope you know what you’re doing.”

      “Is that a yes?”

      “For now,” he replied with a callback of his own.

      “Thank you,” she said softly. Her expression narrowed with interest. “You said you were in the PJs. What is it?”

      “My unit, that’s all,” Roper replied brusquely. “Maybe we should get some sleep.”

      He checked that the door was secured—though he knew already that it was—then lay down on the bed nearest to it and closed his eyes. He didn’t feel like sleeping.

      But barely a minute later, it seemed that Emily did. Her breathing audibly changed, smoothing out, the breaths becoming both longer and deeper. His eyes flickered open, and he softly turned his head to the side.

      Her eyelids were closed. She was already fast asleep.

      Despite his best intentions, Roper felt deep jealousy at how easy it was for her. There was a reason he drove the night shift, after all. His thoughts turned black the moment the sky did.

      No, he didn’t feel like sleeping.

      He stared at the ceiling for a while, cursing his brain. He started counting sheep, knowing even as he did so that it wouldn’t work. It didn’t take long before a nervous energy gripped his body.

      Roper glanced over at Emily again, guilt now replacing jealousy. She would be out for eight hours easy. She wouldn’t even know he was gone. And he needed to rest too, didn’t he? Right now, he was the only thing keeping her safe.
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      Naval Air Weapons Station (NAWS) China Lake

      150 miles north of Los Angeles

      

      President Charles Nash peered out of the tinted windows of Marine One and watched the Mojave Desert disappear underneath the aircraft. The shadows of two more Marine Corps VH-3D Sea King choppers chased close behind, forming the second and third points of a triangle on the dusty soil.

      Though he knew it was childish, he couldn’t help feeling a slight thrill of excitement over what he was there to visit. It was easy for a man in his position to be seduced by military trinkets, whether those were as simple as a leather flight jacket or as adrenaline-inducing as a celebratory fighter jet landing on an aircraft carrier.

      The brass liked it that way, he knew. If they got their president to ride in an experimental tank, he was ten times more likely to champion their budget requests through Congress. It was something he was careful to bear in mind every time the Pentagon lobbied to get one of these dates in his diary. And if he’d stayed in the Corps, maybe he would have tried the same trick on a president himself.

      Still, it was easier to avoid falling for the scam when you knew you were being played, Nash assured himself.

      The choppers touched down on the south end of a triangular A-frame of runways, near a bustling tent city of white prefabricated structures that reminded Nash of a NASA base on the face of Mars. They were a legacy of an earthquake several years back that had resulted in several billion dollars of repair costs—an effort that was evidently ongoing.

      Though the word tent wasn’t the best way to describe them, he reflected. Several of the white buildings were as large as aircraft hangars—which, he realized a moment later, they probably were.

      The three helicopters disgorged about thirty men and women—although mostly the former, a combination of security personnel and White House advisors. Nash recognized most of them—particularly those who belonged to his protective detail—but some of the faces escaped him. He recalled that the trip had attracted an unusual level of interest from the staff of his National Security Council and decided that that probably accounted for it.

      He was guided into a waiting golf cart, and a convoy of similar vehicles traveled a short distance before stopping outside a heavily guarded section of the base. As far as Nash could tell, the perimeter was manned by naval security forces, and those closer to the entrance were Secret Service. The secure section of the base was surrounded by opaque privacy fencing, which was pulled back for the cars to pass through. The convoy stopped on the concrete in front of a prefab hangar.

      A greeting party was waiting there. It was composed of about half a dozen men and women in equal numbers. Most wore military working uniforms, but one woman in particular caught Nash’s eye. She looked to be in her early sixties, with coral white hair and a grandmotherly appearance. A pair of spectacles rested on top of her head, and she wore civilian clothes.

      Nash stepped off the cart and walked over.

      “Thank you for joining us, Mr. President,” a naval officer in dress blues growled, his voice raspy from years of shouted commands as the gold on his wrists flashed in the already simmering morning sun. “Welcome to China Lake.”

      “My pleasure, Admiral…” Nash squinted, realizing he’d already forgotten his briefing from earlier that day. The general public might like to think that their leaders possessed superhuman levels of both intelligence and dedication—but at least in his case, that wasn’t always true. Names could be a particular embarrassment for him, especially when an aide wasn’t close enough to whisper them into his ear.

      “Rear Admiral Luther Pickett, sir,” the man said. “I’m the CO of Project Leapfrog.”

      “You must be hot in that get-up.” Nash grinned, extending his hand as he indicated the man’s dress uniform. “That was one good reason I left the Corps. I heard the brass wanted to station me out on Okinawa, and that was a hard no.”

      “I hear that, sir. I’d like to introduce you to my technical lead, Dr. June Cooper,” Pickett said, turning to the woman at his side. “She’s the real brains of the outfit.”

      “Delighted to meet you, Doctor,” Nash said, extending his hand once more.

      “Now don’t be silly,” she said with a gentle Southern twang, waving away the use of her title. “June’s just fine. Only Luther here calls me by my letters, though I’m working on him, don’t you fret.”

      She caught herself just in time and pulled up short, patting down her jacket with what seemed to be a flush of embarrassment. “Excuse me, don’t you fret, Mr. President. Sometimes I get carried away with myself.”

      Nash grinned and raised his eyebrows. “Luther, huh? I think it would be safer for me to stick with Admiral.”

      “Well, I keep trying.” June shrugged. “But I guess it just don’t stick.”

      For all the woman’s faintly forgetful persona and Southern charm, she was no fool. Nash had detected the gleam of intelligence in her piercing blue eyes the moment he laid eyes on her.

      “More important things to be thinking about, I’m sure,” he said. “Now I’ve been told you all were working on something interesting down here.”

      “That’s correct, Mr. President,” Pickett said, taking over smoothly and stepping toward the closed hangar door. Nash detected the slightest flash of irritation from him at the use of his first name, though perhaps it was just his ordinary demeanor. It was sometimes hard to tell with Navy lifers. “Right this way.”

      As they walked toward the hangar three abreast, with a procession of aides trailing behind, the roller doors began to trundle open as if responding to some unseen signal. At first, the contrast between the bright sun reflecting off the desert and the darker interior made it difficult to see inside.

      But the effect didn’t last long. As Nash’s eyes adjusted, they widened with surprise and intrigue.

      The noses of half a dozen sleek, deadly-looking aircraft faced him. The airframes were painted in a matte charcoal that blended into the background and evidently formed part of the stealth coating. They were at once recognizably the same base model and subtly different. Each had a trapezoidal fuselage that narrowed to a swordfish point at the nose, sharp V-shaped tail fins, and an air intake on top that reminded Nash of the nose of a manta ray.

      The most obviously unusual feature, though, was that none had a cockpit.

      Nash whistled. “I guess we were the future once.”

      The leather soles of Pickett’s dress shoes clapped against the hangar’s concrete floor as he walked toward the nearest drone. He stopped in front of it, stroked the nose for a second in silence, then turned.

      “Yes, sir. As far as I’m concerned, this is the future of naval aviation. I was a pilot. Still am, when they let me up in the air. Hell, I love flying. I grew up sniffing jet fuel and having the Navy foot the bill for a mach one back massage every time I climbed inside a bird. But mark my words, in a decade, pilots will be a thing of the past. Hell, it’ll only take half that time if we get the funding we need.”

      “That’s what it always comes down to isn’t it, Admiral?” Nash remarked in a tone of voice that neither demanded nor elicited a response.

      Both Pickett and June allowed him to circle the drone in silence, which he was grateful for. He reminded himself of the trick they were pulling on him and found it was increasingly hard to care. The drone was a thing of deadly beauty. It looked much like an F-35, only half as long and without any of the recognizably human bits. Somehow, that caused the hairs on the back of his neck to salute one by one.

      The first of the drones—the one he was standing in front of—had all of its weapons and fuel bays closed. The others, though, were each made up in a different configuration. A gun pod loomed from the undercarriage of one, air-to-air missiles on the next, and guided bombs on the one after that. The final two were configured as electronic reconnaissance birds, judging by the equipment mounted on hard points underneath the wings, and the last was a bit of a mystery. It was the same length and width as all the rest, but much fatter.

      Nash pointed it out. “What’s this?”

      “That’s an aerial refueling model,” June explained. “Would you like me to walk you through the whole weapons platform now?”

      “That’s what I’m here for, isn’t it, Doctor?”

      “I suppose it is. Let me introduce you to the XQ-61 Maverick—”

      He held up his hand. “Stop right there. You’re serious?”

      “About what?”

      “I’m guessing someone sat down to watch a Top Gun marathon before they named this program, huh?”

      “Before my time, sir.”

      Nash grinned. “I don’t believe that for a minute. I shouldn’t have interrupted, June. Carry on…”

      “As I was saying, this is the XQ-61 Maverick. It’s a similar base platform to the XQ-58 Valkyrie the Air Force has been working on, but navalized and adapted to a slightly different mission set.”

      She waved at each of the different airframes in turn. “As you can see, we have a number of specialized variants that can operate in a number of different roles: aerial superiority, fire support, reconnaissance, electronic warfare—basically, you name it, the Maverick can handle it.”

      Nash held up a finger, frowning. “I thought that was what the F-35 was for?”

      “The Lightning is a good plane, sir,” June explained. “As you probably know, the Navy is rolling it out into active service as we speak. However, it fundamentally suffers from two problems: cost and range.”

      Grinding his teeth together, Nash said, “If this was such a problem, shouldn’t someone have flagged it before we spent $1 trillion churning the damn things out?”

      June shrugged. “Like I said, sir—before my time.”

      He decided to keep his mouth shut for a little while and hear her out.

      “An F-35C, the variant the Navy uses, costs about $110 million apiece. The cost will drop over time now we have the kinks worked out. You can expect a flyaway cost of around $90 million per airframe from here on out.”

      She patted the nose of the nearest drone fondly. “My Maverick comes in at a fraction of that: just $5 million for this use case. A mechanic on a carrier flight deck can swap in the correct radar or weapons package in a matter of hours. The aircraft you just asked me about—the chubby one—carries enough fuel inside to tank up three of its buddies and still get home without needing a drink.”

      Nash broke his resolution already. “How can it be so cheap?”

      “In short, we don’t need to keep a pilot alive. That means no cockpit, no ejection seat, no life-support system. All of that stuff adds weight, meaning the fuselage it sits inside needs to be bigger, which adds even more weight.”

      The president frowned. “Forgive me, June, but your Mavericks are no good to me if I have to buy twenty of them to do the same job that one of the jets I’ve already got can do.”

      The scientist shot him a beaming smile. “But that’s the magic of it, don’t you see? You won’t. For every jet the Navy presently has, you’ll only need one of these drones to replace it. You could increase your combat power fivefold and still cut three quarters off the budget.”

      Nash pinched the bridge of his nose as the implications of what he was being told hit him. “They can’t be that good.”

      Pickett cleared his throat, clearly angling to enter the conversation. June graciously gave way. “Doctor Cooper mentioned the birds have two advantages, Mr. President. Cost, obviously—but range is just as important. The Navy is gearing up to go toe to toe with China as we speak. The problem with the F-35 is that all that weight kills its range. It has a combat radius of around 700 miles, which means we need to sit one of our carriers just a few hundred miles off the Chinese coast for it to be worth more than a chessboard in my bathtub. The problem is the Chinese have missiles that will send them straight to the locker at that range.

      “The Mavericks are combat-effective out to 1500 miles. We can launch them off carriers, and then refuel them on the way back as the fleet steams out of danger. These birds change the game, sir. They put the Navy back in the fight.”

      Nash breathed out, air tenting his cheeks as he imagined the drama that introducing these would cause on the Hill. “What’s not to like? Cheaper, faster I’ll bet, and better range. What’s next—unmanned aircraft carriers?”

      Pickett said nothing, but his poker face gave the whole game away.

      “I don’t want to know, Admiral,” Nash said with a wave. “Okay, I’ll bite. If these things really are as effective as you say, I’ll back your program to the hilt. But I’m going to need some proof before I jump.”

      June clapped her hands together excitedly, causing Nash to jump with surprise. “Well, isn’t that just perfect?” she gleamed. “Lex and I were planning a major test just this week. How serendipitous. Maybe you should watch?”

      Nash shook his head, wondering how he was going to explain this latest change in his schedule to his chief of staff.

      “We’ll see, June. We’ll see…”
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      Roper entered the first convenience store he passed, only a block from the motel, after seeing a rack of clothing through the window glass. It was mostly overpriced tourist gear adorned with cloying slogans like I Heart San Francisco. He picked a gray hoodie, which was mostly unadulterated, except for a small cartoon of a convict escaping from Alcatraz over the left breast.

      It will have to do.

      He pulled out his wallet to find he had $108.45 in cash, mostly well-worn banknotes in small denominations, and a scattering of coins. He wistfully thought of the cash in Emily’s backpack but without avarice. Regardless of how she had acquired it—that part still bothered him—it wasn’t his to take.

      “That everything, honey?” the cashier rasped as he set down the hoodie and a bottle of water on the counter in front of her. She stank of cigarettes and kept blinking in a way that was uncomfortably familiar.

      “Thanks.” Roper smiled, handing over a little less than 34 bucks. “Hey, you know where I’d find the nearest dispensary?”

      It was still not yet seven in the morning, a fact which caused him some embarrassment, but she didn’t seem to care.

      “Sure,” she replied gruffly, pushing over a few cents in change before she pointed down the street and outlined the route he needed to take. “It’s about a mile away. You got a car?”

      “I’ll walk,” he replied, ripping the tags off the hoodie and slipping it over his head.

      “Better you than me.” She shrugged. “I should warn you, I don’t even know if it’s open this early.”

      “I’ll take my chances.”

      The weather was cool, and though the early-morning fog so common to the Bay Area didn’t normally sweep this far inland, today was an exception, which made him grateful for the sweater two times over. He pulled the hood up and as far down over his forehead as it would go and kept his eyes on the sidewalk in front of him.

      Roper pounded the pavement hard, losing himself in thought as his legs subconsciously hewed to the cashier’s instructions. He only really registered his surroundings after he was just a couple of blocks away from the dispensary. He wasn’t far from where they’d parked his Corolla only a few hours before.

      Though he knew he shouldn’t, he couldn’t resist taking the opportunity to check it out. He still found the previous night’s events hard to come to terms with. For all Emily’s talk of artificial intelligence and corporate espionage, some part of him still wondered whether she was just…

      Crazy.

      When he was in her presence, it didn’t seem possible, but now that he was out on his own, and his mind had the freedom to wander, his certainty was less absolute. There was no doubt that Emily was an impressive woman. She was certainly intelligent. Perhaps even a genius.

      But wasn’t there a fine line between genius and mental illness?

      The car chase was real enough, he reminded himself. Unless he was sharing her delusion, then how could he explain away the very real presence of men with vehicles and guns?

      He couldn’t.

      And yet something—a lot of things—about this story simply did not add up. Silicon Valley was full of advanced technology, and yet you didn’t hear about mercenaries and spies running around hunting people down in the papers every morning.

      “Blake will know what to do,” he muttered out loud. He’d promised Emily 48 hours, and he was a man of his word. But the second her time was up, he was going straight to the cops.

      There was, of course, the very real prospect that he could be charged with a crime. Perhaps the police were already after him. The pileup in Woodside Heights the previous evening was hardly going to escape attention, after all. And Teslas recorded video, didn’t they? It wouldn’t take long for the local cops to pull the hard drives. Maybe a few seconds after that, they would have his license plate, his home address, and everything they needed for a friendly judge to sign a warrant for his arrest.

      He would be able to argue that he was only attempting to save a woman’s life. But that argument only held so much weight. The longer he delayed before going to the cops, the less likely it was they’d believe his side of the story.

      What even is it?

      Roper started moving again and found himself on the street where they’d dumped the car. Gentrification hadn’t yet met up with this part of Redwood City, and he saw at least half a dozen homeless people sleeping on the side of the road. That was part of the attraction for leaving the car where they had. This was a part of the world which the police didn’t bother to patrol.

      Most nobody did.

      He was at the far end of the street, still a couple minutes’ walk away, so he thrust his hands in his pockets. A bundle of cloth wedged into a doorway in his peripheral vision groaned, “Hey, man, you spare any change?”

      Roper was about to brush the guy off when he saw a unit tattoo on the homeless guy’s forearm. He felt bad about ignoring a fellow veteran. There but the grace of God, and all that. Especially since there were times he didn’t feel so far away from where this guy had ended up.

      He reached into his pockets, aware that he only had about $80 left. He pulled out the pennies and moved to hand them over, then winced. What the hell good was that to anybody?

      “Here,” he said, handing the guy forty bucks. It practically wiped him out, but maybe that was a good thing. In truth, he’d known for months that his weed habit was holding him back. He just hadn’t had the kick he needed to do something about it. Maybe this was it.

      “Hey, you sure about this?” the man asked, frowning as he noticed what was in Roper’s hand. He had an old face and looked to be in his mid-forties. But living on the streets was a hard life. He might have been ten years younger.

      “Army, right?” Roper asked. He squatted down in front of the guy. “What’s your name?”

      “Yes sir,” the man said, unconsciously stiffening his posture. Some habits never left you, no matter how far you fell. “PFC Brad Renton. First Squadron, 4th Cav. I was in Iraq. Two tours, in ’05 and ’07.”

      Roper nodded with respect.

      “Can I ask you a question, Brad?”

      “For forty bucks,” he laughed, “you can ask whatever you want. I’m not saying I got the answers, mind.”

      “That car over there.” He pointed. “The white Toyota. You seen anyone hanging around it recently?”

      Brad peered over, then shook his head. “No, sir. Then again, cars ain’t my thing. It yours?”

      “Nah,” Roper lied.

      He slumped against the wall next to Brad. He didn’t know why, but the man had a comforting manner, and he was suddenly dog tired. The surroundings were less than salubrious, but there was something reassuring about being around someone who had probably experienced many of the horrors that he had.

      “So you served?” Brad asked after a little while. “You recognized the tattoo all right. Or was it your daddy?”

      “Just me,” Roper said. “Air Force.”

      “Pilot?”

      “Not that smart,” he laughed. “Pararescue. PJ for short.”

      Brad’s eyebrows rose. They were speckled with white, and thick as caterpillars. “I know what that means, kid. Hard to believe. Skinny little thing like you?”

      Roper opened his mouth to explain that he was out, and the last thing on his mind after discharge had been maintaining a gym rat physique, when he thought of a better way. He stood.

      “Where you going?” Brad said with the dismay of man who hadn’t been listened to in a long time. “Something I said?”

      Instead of answering, Roper reached for his belt buckle.

      “Man, what you doing?” Brad frowned. “I ain’t into none of that shit. You can have your money back, you know. I just don’t play that way.”

      He loosened the buckle, then unbuttoned his pants to Brad’s growing—and evident—discomfort, stifling a grin as he did so. Turning away from the homeless man, he dropped his pants to around his knees, then glanced over his shoulder and caught the guy’s eye.

      “You asked.” He grinned.

      Next he tugged the elastic of his boxer shorts down, revealing the comparatively pale flesh of his left buttock cheek—and the tattoo just on top. It depicted two green footprints, side by side:  the Vietnam War-era symbol of the US Air Force’s elite pararescue units.

      Brad moved to cover his eyes, then stopped. He squinted at Roper’s ass. “Well I’ll be damned. You ain’t full of shit after all.”

      “Satisfied?” Roper asked, still standing there, partially exposed, with absolutely zero embarrassment factor. That emotion had been whittled away from his character, starting at basic training, before being polished away over multiple deployments.

      “You didn’t need to show me your ass, man,” he grumbled good-naturedly.

      “Seems like I did,” Roper said, dressing himself once more.

      “Hey, you were asking about that car, right?” Brad grunted, seemingly with renewed interest in, and appreciation for, his conversation partner.

      “Yeah,” Roper said, picking up his chin. “What about it?”

      He saw what the man was driving at a second later. Two figures bracketed the Toyota—one standing behind, one by the driver’s side door. The guy by the door was leaning over and seemed to be holding something to the handle. The other was examining the smashed back window.

      “They jackin’ it?” Brad asked. “You want me to call the cops?”

      “You got a phone?”

      Brad pulled a dated Nokia from inside his sleeping bag. “My pride and joy,” he said.

      “I’m good,” Roper said, thinking fast.

      He stared at the pavement in front of him, knowing that to attract unwanted attention right now would be a very bad idea indeed. He cursed himself for coming here. Whether the two men by the car were cops or bad guys didn’t really matter at this point. Not while Emily was alone in that motel room.

      But at least if it was the police, it was only her trust he would be forced to betray.

      “Hey, it was good talking to you, buddy,” Roper mumbled, keeping his voice low to avoid attracting attention. “I gotta split.”

      “You do you, man,” Brad said, reaching out and gripping his arm. “And thank you. It’s not often people take the time to talk to a dropout like me. I know I’m not all that. But getting ignored every day grinds a man down, you know?”

      “You’re a good guy,” Roper said as he stood, angling his body away from the man by his car. “Don’t forget that. I don’t know what life’s like out here. And I don’t know what you saw in Iraq. But I’ll try and come back sometime.”

      “Hey, you in some kind of trouble?” Brad asked.

      “I’m not really sure,” Roper admitted. He glanced over his shoulder to check if anyone was watching. His blood went cold. “Oh, shit.”

      It had only taken a second, but he’d been spotted. There was no doubt about that. One of the men had gotten a good look at him right as he turned around. He had to assume he’d been recognized.

      Brad’s good-natured face creased with concern. “You good?”

      “I gotta go,” Roper said. He pulled the hoodie back down over his face and started walking as fast as he could manage without attracting any more attention. It was probably a losing battle, but maybe he was mistaken about what he thought was going on.

      Brad grunted his agreement.

      An angry shout from the street behind him solidified Roper’s suspicion. He started running without needing further encouragement. With his arms pumping by his sides, he chanced a glance over his shoulder and learned that he was indeed in a foot race.

      The guy was fast, too. Faster than Roper, that was for sure. A thud and a shout of pain stole his attention, and he turned back to see his pursuer tumbling to the pavement. The culprit appeared to be Brad’s outstretched foot. The man skidded along the ground to a stop, holding his skinned palms out in pain for a few moments before leaping back to his feet and limping back into the chase.

      Brad grinned toothily and shot Roper a thumbs-up, the last thing he saw before he disappeared round a corner.

      Sprinting with his arms pumping at his side, it only took a few seconds before his chest was heaving from the effort of the intensity required. There was something about the expression on his pursuer’s face that chilled Roper to the bone. He had flown into danger many times and jumped out of a chopper into clouds of black smoke pouring out of burning armored vehicles, listening to the screams of injured, dying, or just plain fearful men as bullets whipped by overhead.

      One time the chopper itself had crashed into a rocky desert floor trying to execute a high-altitude pickup in Afghanistan. Roper had almost lost his life that day. The memory of the sound the blades made shattering against the rocky mountainside still haunted him.

      But on all those occasions, he never saw the faces of the men trying to kill him. They were always an abstraction, held at bay by the good guys in the skies above, or at range by bullets from his own rifle.

      This was different.

      Less thinking, more sprinting, he reminded himself. There would be time for a come to Jesus moment if he survived the next few minutes. The tumble wouldn’t have slowed his pursuer down by much.

      He rounded a street corner, clipping against it with his left shoulder, and avoided colliding with a pregnant woman in a 7-Eleven uniform only because of that slight shift in his momentum. The man in the khaki pants was only a few seconds behind him now, the sound of his sprinting footsteps a constant terror in Roper’s ears.

      He spotted an alleyway coming up on his left. It was narrow and filled with dumpsters. Even from a few feet away, it stank of urine and rotting food. Roper glanced over his shoulder and saw that his chaser hadn’t yet come round the corner.

      So he made a fateful decision. He pivoted and threw himself into the alleyway.

      Slowing from an all-out sprint to a dead stop played havoc with his balance. He pitched over and crashed into a garbage bag lying on the ground in front of the steel dumpster.

      Recycling, thankfully.

      Roper picked himself up, small signals of pain from his palms and shoulder indicating that he would have a multitude of nicks and scrapes to deal with when this was over. If he got out alive, that was.

      He crawled on his hands and knees to the far end of the alleyway and crouched behind a dumpster. Something was scratching inside it. A rhythmic, intermittent sound. It stopped as he nudged the filthy garbage receptacle.

      Footsteps thundered past the mouth of the alleyway. From somewhere to the right, Roper heard a woman screeching. Probably the soon-to-be mother he’d almost collided with.

      Trying to control his breathing was almost impossible. His brain was screaming for oxygen, sending demands to his lungs to pump harder and harder. The sucking of air through his mouth that resulted sounded as loud as any leaf blower.

      He clamped his hand over his mouth and closed his eyes, willing his body to relax. He only had to last a few more seconds. The guy chasing him would have no idea where he’d gone.

      But it was too late for that.

      Roper sensed the man’s presence at the mouth of the alleyway before he heard his footsteps scraping against the concrete. He squashed his body against the dumpster, making himself as small as humanly possible.

      “I know you’re in there,” the man said. His voice was accented. Asian, maybe. “Come out. I just want to talk.”

      Yeah, right, Roper thought. And I’m the tooth fairy.

      He reviewed his options. Flight was gone. His pursuer was faster than he was and had already demonstrated the ability to chase him down once. He could continue to hide, but the alleyway was more of a cubbyhole, about ten yards by three, and with a brick wall behind him, there was nowhere else to go.

      So that just leaves fight.

      Roper’s fists clenched of their own accord. He shifted his posture subtly so that his weight was supported by the balls of his feet rather than his heels. He was hemmed in between the back of the dumpster and the wall, which meant his pursuer wouldn’t be able to charge at him in one move.

      “Don’t make this hard on yourself,” the man said. His boot scraped against the concrete. His voice was closer now. “Like I said, I just have a few questions for you. That’s all.”

      Screw it, Roper thought. If he was going to go out, it wasn’t going to be cowering.

      He rose to his feet. “Who are you, and what do you want?”

      “Much better,” the man said with a smile that didn’t reach his eyes. He had a red raw graze on his chin, presumably from the tumble he’d taken when Brad tripped him. And that wasn’t all. Though he was wearing baggy clothing, the outline of a pistol hanging just over his belt was very clear.

      This told Roper two things.

      First of all, this guy was trouble. And second, both because he wasn’t wearing a holster, and because he hadn’t already said so, he definitely wasn’t a cop.

      That was bad, right?

      It definitely felt bad.

      He cleared his throat, edging to the side to keep the dumpster between them. Its lid was open and resting against the brick wall. The scuttling rodent sound echoed again, adding an unsettling ambiance to an already volatile situation. “What do you want?”

      “Your name is William Roper, correct?” the man asked. His English was good, but obviously not native. His hands hung casually by his side, but Roper suspected it would only take him a fraction of a second to draw his firearm. “The owner of a Toyota Corolla, license plate—”

      “It’s obvious you know who I am,” Roper snapped, glad that at last his breathing was returning to normal. His only consolation was that the man opposite looked as tired as he felt. “So what do you want?”

      “Not much. I just need you to answer a few questions, that’s all.”

      “Shoot.”

      The Asian man shook his head. “Not here.”

      “Are you a cop?” Roper asked, knowing full well that he was not. He kept his eyes trained intently on him.

      “No.”

      “Then I see no reason why I should go anywhere with you.”

      The fingers on the man’s right hand twitched and started reaching for his belt. Roper acted fast. He grabbed the corner of the dumpster and swung it round, using all his strength to ram it into the man’s gut. Without stopping, he drove it forward, pushing his opponent back and causing him to stumble.

      It bought him time, but also blocked his only way out. He pulled it back, but that only gave the guy with the gun a window of opportunity to spring back upright.

      He’s fast, Roper thought, dread seeping through him as his opponent charged forward.

      One clear instruction rang in his skull. It was vital that he stop the guy drawing his weapon. He needed to get close and deny him space. Because once that gun was out, this was over. His only advantage was that he had twenty pounds on the man.

      It wasn’t all muscle, but most of it was.

      Roper threw himself at his adversary, who reacted by taking a step to one side—but not quickly enough to dodge him completely. The tackle collided with the man’s right shoulder and spun him around and into the next dumpster along. He bounced off it, against the ground, then sprang back upright a second time.

      Damn, his bones must be made of Jell-O.

      He threw a right hook, but this time the man dodged it entirely. He didn’t even seem to be breathing hard, nor was he suffering any ill effects from his multiple impacts with the steel dumpsters. His left fist rocketed out and caught Roper in the stomach, causing him to gasp for breath and stumble back.

      The guy went for the gun a second time, and Roper drew on reserves of strength and a desire to survive that until that moment he hadn’t known he possessed. He threw himself forward, tackling his target a second time and taking him to the ground. The guy’s head bounced against the concrete with a horrific crack. He let out a guttural groan.

      Roper froze, so indoctrinated by the ordinary rules of civilized society that he momentarily forgot he was in a fight for his life.

      Somehow, the man kept going. He laid a hard jab into Roper’s already bruised torso, then followed it up with one from the right. Roper rose to his knees and drove a blow down, momentarily winding his opponent. He stumbled to his feet, intending to kick the guy’s ribs as hard as he could.

      But again, his enemy proved more durable than he was. Though he too was gasping for breath, he rose to his feet and reached once more for his weapon, this time unsteady.

      “No,” Roper yelled. He reached forward and grabbed the man by the back of his neck, swinging him around and smashing him into the rim of the open dumpster. The impact stunned the guy and bought him a momentary advantage.

      With adrenaline soaking his veins and fear blacking out any thought of consequences, he acted on instinct.

      He grabbed the heavy rubber lid of the dumpster and brought it down on his opponent’s skull with as much force as his aching body could muster. It landed with a sickening thud.

      The man’s knees gave way, and for a moment he was suspended in the air only by the friction of his own head between the dumpster’s jaws. Then he slumped to the ground and did not move.

      “Oh God,” Roper groaned, gasping for breath.

      He stared numbly at the guy on the ground, then retched, emptying the contents of his stomach—mostly water—onto the concrete. He sank to his haunches and stared at the body.

      Was he dead?

      Roper crawled forward, visions of courtrooms and jail and a lifetime of guilt surging through his mind. He crouched over the unmoving frame and performed a check he’d done a thousand times as he waited for a pulse.

      He breathed a sigh of relief. It was there, if shallow.

      Quickly, he frisked the body. He found the pistol all right. He held it for a moment, realizing that it now had his fingerprints on it. He almost tossed it into the dumpster, then thought better of it and stuffed it into his belt, covering it with the hoodie.

      The man had nothing else on him except his cell phone. It was an Apple iPhone, locked by a pin code. Roper looked at it for a few seconds, wondering what he should do. Every instinct he had screamed at him to help this man. He couldn’t just let him die. He would have to live with that guilt for the rest of his life if he did.

      But there was another of them out there. And this man had attempted to kill him.

      Roper kept the phone. He walked purposefully to the mouth of the alleyway, glanced left and right, and seeing no one, he emerged onto the street. He stared down at the phone, pulled up the emergency dial pad, and tapped it three times.

      “911, what’s your emergency?”

      He described the scene, gave the location, and then hung up before the operator had a chance to ask his name. He’d done all he could.
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      Miles Bratton, the CEO of Sapient Systems, was waiting by the curb outside the company’s Sand Hill Road office. His hands were clenched into fists by his side. As his car pulled to a halt, Raymond Lister suppressed a sigh. Bratton was high strung at the best of times, which this patently was not. He would be hard to deal with.

      “Drive around the block,” he informed the driver. “I’ll call you when I need a pickup.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      The car stopped just in front of Miles, but Lister didn’t open the door immediately. His phone vibrated in the pocket of his slacks, and he pulled it out and glanced at the screen. It was a text.

      It simply read: 10 minutes. Make sure you’re alone.

      That was one of the good things about Silicon Valley, Lister reflected as he reached for the door handle. Outside of Detroit in the 1950s, it was presently home to the greatest accumulation of market-leading companies, billionaires, and technologies in one place of any period in human history. Real estate here was pricier even than Manhattan. And almost unlimited oceans of money attracted service providers like flies to honey. Any taste or desire could be catered to without question. Just so long as the customer could pay.

      Even requests that were somewhat unusual, such as his this morning.

      “Thank God it’s Saturday,” Miles said the second the car door opened. “If it wasn’t, the whole staff would already be here. As it is, I’m surprised that no one’s arrived yet. We need to call the cops.”

      “Silence, Miles,” Lister hissed as he gave the car door a firm push. The driver stepped on the gas the second it was closed. He’d been working for Lister for almost five years and knew when a conversation did not require the presence of his ears.

      “A man is dead, Raymond,” the CEO said. “The police need to be informed, or it will be both our necks on the line.”

      “Tell me what happened,” Lister said, studying the office building.

      He’d visited many times, but the architecture had never interested him. Until today. It was a fairly typical structure for the neighborhood. Exorbitantly expensive, two stories tall, fronted with glass and roofed with tile, it was over 20,000 square feet in size, though barely a quarter of that space was presently in use. The advances that Sapient was working on required the utmost secrecy.

      And security.

      “I arrived at six-thirty, like I always do,” Miles said, frowning.

      His hands were in his pockets now, but Lister saw that they were still formed into fists. Lister knew that the man wasn’t bragging about his work ethic to score brownie points. Bratton wasn’t like that. He was a true believer in the future that would be afforded to humanity after the invention of an artificial superintelligence—a computer so powerful that it would for all intents and purposes be akin to a god.

      When Lister had found Bratton, he was living and working out of a trailer park in Indiana. He’d taught himself to code, and even after accepting a $5 million prize offered by the world’s largest video streaming site to improve their recommendation algorithms, hadn’t bothered to buy himself a real house. He was too focused on his work.

      So Lister made a deal. He would do the grunt work of providing resources, identifying talent, and then going out and recruiting it. Finding office space, ordering equipment—or at least, hiring the person who did so. He did it all. And all he asked of Miles was that he delivered.

      And so far, the man had. The advances that Sapient was making were truly breathtaking. Only this week they had begun tests on a revolutionary network penetration AI as part of a multi-million-dollar military contract. But that was only the start. If the company’s current rate of progress continued, they would be sitting on IP worth trillions before the decade was out.

      “Then what happened?” Lister prompted gently.

      “I went straight to my office. I wanted to look at the results of the recursion experiment that we were running on the DARPA project.”

      “What experiment?”

      Bratton ignored the question. “I didn’t even notice he was there at first. I went straight to my computer, logged on—and you have to order us something faster. We can’t continue to work on machines this slow. It’s holding us back.”

      “That can be arranged,” Lister assured him, biting back his irritation.

      “Not can be, must be,” Miles said. “It’s essential.”

      “It will be done,” Lister snapped. “Continue.”

      “That’s the thing. The system wasn’t responding to my credentials, so I left my office and went to see if anyone else was in. It’s not the first time this week it’s happened. And then I saw him. Lying in a pool of blood by one of the server racks. In fact, there are bullet holes everywhere.”

      “Who?” Lister asked. “One of the scientists?”

      “How should I know?” Miles said, his face wrinkling with confusion.

      Lister took a deep breath to hold back his frustration. Coders with socialization deficiencies were a dime a dozen in the Valley. He tried a different tack. “Do you know if he works—worked—for Sapient?”

      “All I know is he was wearing janitors’ overalls.”

      Feeling like he was beating his head against a brick wall, Lister bit back the urge to ask why he hadn’t just said that in the first place. “A janitor, then. How did he die?”

      “How the hell should I know?”

      “What did he look like?” Lister said, spelling out the words one by one through gritted teeth.

      “He had a hole in his forehead.”

      “A gunshot wound?”

      “I suppose so.”

      Lister rubbed his palms against his face. This was extremely bad news. The police would have to be called; there was no avoiding that. But he could string this out, buy himself a little extra time to think.

      “Are there cameras inside the labs?”

      “I don’t know.” Miles reacted instantly, before rubbing his left temple. “I don’t think so. It would be a security risk.”

      That, Lister reflected, was about the only bit of good news he’d heard so far this morning.

      “Come on, show me what’s inside,” he said, briefly shutting his eyes and steeling himself for what he would have to see.

      “Inside?” Miles squeaked. “Why?”

      Lister knew exactly what buttons to push. “A man is dead, Miles. On the premises of your company. We need to make sure this doesn’t blow back on you. There’s too much at stake. What you’re working on could be the future of the human race. But if we handle this wrong, then there will be no future. Not for you, not for Sapient, and not for humanity.”

      Miles went beet red with anger, as though he’d insulted his firstborn child. “You own 60 percent of the shares! This is as much your problem as it is mine.”

      “Which means I’m on your side, you know that,” he replied reassuringly, conscious of every second that passed. He put his hand on Miles’ lower back and guided him toward the entrance. “What about the alarm system, did it sound?”

      “No,” came the reply, more measured now that it was on his favored ground of cold, hard facts.

      “Any signs of forced entry?”

      “None.”

      “Curious,” Lister murmured as Miles buzzed the two men into the building.

      The security system was multi-layered. A lanyard equipped with an RFID chip got them into the lobby. Then a combination palm and retina scanner allowed access to the labs. He had selected and paid for it personally. It was the best on the market, or at least it had been a year earlier when it was installed.

      “The janitor,” Lister said, stopping dead as a thought struck him. “Did he have a gun beside him?”

      Miles turned and stared incredulously into his eyes. “This was no suicide. He was murdered.”

      “Okay, okay,” Lister replied, holding up his palms to mollify his CEO’s anxiety, which was once more rising quickly. “Just a thought.”

      So where did that leave him? A man was dead, killed by a single gunshot wound to the skull. There was no firearm by the body, which meant it had to be a murder. And this murder had taken place in a supposedly impregnable building.

      But why the janitor? Of all the employees in this place, he was right at the bottom of the pile.

      Wasn’t he?

      What possible motive could there have been to murder him? A crime of passion? Might he have been sleeping with an employee?

      Or could Miles himself have done it? After all, he was the one who found the body. On TV, half the time the person who called it in had done the crime.

      A chill briefly passed down Lister’s spine, but he quickly shook it off. Miles Bratton would only kill someone if that individual was physically standing between him and his computer. And even then, the guy would have no idea how to operate the pistol. Since the janitor would have had no motive to get between Miles and a keyboard, he could safely rule that option out.

      As they entered the main laboratory, Lister asked the question that had bugged him the entire drive over. “I’m guessing you don’t know yet, but is anything missing?”

      Miles stopped dead a second time. His mouth dropped open. Again, he stared at Lister like he was an idiot. “That’s what I’m trying to tell you,” he barked. “The whole place was tossed.”

      For once in his life, Raymond Lister was stunned into silence.

      “What do you mean?” he croaked.

      “They took everything. Hard drives, servers, even my damn journal. It’s gone. All of it.”

      A wave of dizziness came over Lister. He’d sunk tens of millions of dollars of his own money into Sapient. He could barely afford to lose it, but even that wasn’t the point. This investment was supposed to be the one that would vault him from the status of Silicon Valley legend to a breakfast table icon on the level of Gates or Musk or Jobs—and most importantly, dig him out of a very deep hole.

      They stopped in the center of the main lab, and he surveyed the scene for himself. Miles was right. The place had been searched, thoroughly and professionally—at least it seemed that way to Lister. It wasn’t as though a hurricane had passed through the place. In fact, you had to squint to see that anything was wrong at all. He could just about understand how a man as myopic as Miles Bratton might have missed the signs at first glance.

      But then you saw it. The sides of each PC chassis were open, the hard drive removed. Desk drawers were ajar. An entire rack of servers was simply gone.

      And then he saw the body. The man was in dark blue overalls and lay collapsed on his side. His hair was a rusty red. Lister couldn’t help but stare. From above, he might simply have been sleeping, though his tanned face was pallid. It was only when you crouched to the ground that you saw the hole in the center of his forehead.

      He’d expected more gore. Lister peered closer, then clapped his hand across his mouth and nearly retched as he spotted dark blood matting the victim’s scalp to the floor. He swallowed and stepped back, turning away from the scene.

      His phone buzzed. He checked it.

      The message was simple. It read: Outside.

      Lister cleared his throat and took a moment to steady himself. He thought first.

      “Miles, do you know how to pull the security logs? And what about offsite backups, do you keep them?”

      “Of course,” came the reply in an affronted tone. “We create fresh backups each morning and store them in a vault at the bank. The latest will contain everything except the results of last night’s experiment.”

      “Go get me everything and take it to my house. I’ll meet you there after I finish handling this situation. I want to know what you were working on, and everyone who was in this building last night.”

      “But that’s simple,” Miles said. “I already looked. Only one person was in here past midnight. And the janitor, of course.”

      “Who, Miles?” Lister growled.

      “Her name is Emily Wilkes.”
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      Roper burst through the motel room door with his fingers curled around the grip of the stolen pistol. He’d run the whole way back and was soaked in sweat, his lungs straining to keep his body supplied with sufficient oxygen. With every step, his mind had conjured up ever more horrifying worst-case scenarios. Every time, the bad guys got to Emily before he did.

      He kept the weapon stuffed into his belt but was prepared to draw it the second it was needed. He skidded to a halt, shoulders relaxing slightly as he saw that she was still here. And fast asleep.

      Emily sat bolt upright, eyes wide with fear and dusted with sleep. “What’s happening?”

      “We have to go!”

      “Huh?” she said groggily, reaching up to clean her tear ducts. The seams of her pillow were outlined in red on her cheeks. “Why? Where did you get that hoodie?”

      “No time,” Roper said gruffly, the adrenaline flowing through his system making him jumpy and contributing to a doom loop in his mind. He strode into the room with his fingers still wrapped around the gun. He had a sudden compulsion to check that the bathroom was safe.

      He twisted the handle and pushed the door aside. The shower curtain blew in the wind the motion generated, startling him and causing him to draw the weapon. Roper froze, heart beating fast, his finger applying half a pound of pressure to the trigger as he aimed it at an inanimate scrap of cloth.

      It’s empty.

      He let the weapon fall to his side and took a deep breath for about the first time since the street fight. The oxygen flooded into his body, making him momentarily lightheaded.

      “What is that?” Emily asked from behind him, the bed covers rustling as she climbed to her feet. “Is that a gun?”

      Roper stuffed the weapon back behind his belt and checked in the mirror to see that it was fully hidden. He stepped toward the sink, twisted the faucet, and splashed cold water on his face. It didn’t make up for a night without sleep, but it was the best he was going to get.

      “Will, tell me what’s going on,” Emily said from the bathroom doorway. “You’re scaring me.”

      “Do you have everything?” he asked, more gruffly than he’d intended. He dried his face, wincing as the water stung a scrape down the side of his chin he didn’t know he’d acquired. His torso ached, and not just from a lactic acid buildup that was only now beginning to fade.

      He felt a little embarrassed at his obvious panic, but rationally, he knew that it wasn’t misplaced. If the people hunting them had tracked down his car this quickly, then they weren’t safe here. They had to keep moving.

      When he turned back to face Emily, she was standing in his way, arms crossed stubbornly over her chest. “What happened to your face?” she asked, reaching out and caressing his chin softly. “You’re all beat up.”

      “Get your sneakers on,” he said, brushing past her. He ignored the hurt look that crossed her face, but it cut him inside. “I’ll explain everything after we’re out of here.”

      She didn’t say another word as she went back to the bed, pulled on her shoes, and cinched her bed head into a neat ponytail. The second she was done, Roper grabbed her hand and pulled her out the door. He was sure he was overstepping all kinds of boundaries, but so long as he kept her from being harmed, he figured she’d get over it.

      He dragged her out onto the courtyard terrace, then the fire escape stairwell that led directly to the street. The concrete steps looked rarely used, except by the itinerants who frequented the area and left their detritus behind.

      “Enough,” Emily snapped as they made it down to street level. She yanked her hand back. “Do you see anyone chasing us?”

      “In my experience,” he said through gritted teeth, “it’s best not to wait until they get within eyesight.”

      “Well, I’m sure we can wait a minute,” she said.

      Roper ground his teeth together, conscious of how much time was ticking by. But the expression on Emily’s face was clear: She wasn’t going anywhere. Still, he tried one more time. “I told you, I’ll fill you in when we’re safe.”

      “No, you’ll tell me right now or I’m not taking another step.”

      He thought about reaching for her hand once again and simply dragging her, but she was dug in as professionally as any mule. And besides, she had a look in her eye that reminded him of some of the baddest bitches he’d served with.

      In the nicest possible way.

      “I got into a fight, okay? I think it was whoever was chasing us last night.”

      “What?” Emily said, her eyes going wide with shock. “How did they find us?”

      Now that the immediacy of his earlier fight and flight was over, Roper didn’t know how to respond. The truth was… kind of embarrassing. It showed on his face.

      “What does that look mean?” she asked, picking up on it instantly. It was frustrating how effortlessly she could read him. “In fact, why did you leave the room?”

      “I couldn’t sleep,” he admitted. “I went to get something to help.”

      “What kind of something?”

      He closed his eyes, not willing to see the look of disappointment in Emily’s. This was excruciating. It was like being scolded by a parent. He ripped off the Band-Aid. “Weed.”

      “You have got to be kidding me,” she said. “You risked your life just so you could get high? Heck, you put both of us in danger.”

      A spark of irritation fizzed at the base of Roper’s harried, sleep-deprived mind. After all, he wouldn’t even be in this position if she hadn’t entered his life only to screw everything up. He tried defending himself. “I wasn’t trying to get high.”

      “Oh really,” she said sardonically. “You just like the smell, huh?”

      “I told you, I have trouble sleeping.”

      “And you’re too special to count sheep like the rest of us?”

      Roper’s fists clenched. Without knowing it, Emily had crossed a line that had both everything—and nothing—to do with her. It was as much the accumulation of months of waywardness and ennui as it was anything she actually said.

      But he snapped anyway. His eyes flashed dangerously. “You think everybody got to spend the last ten years in an air-conditioned computer lab like you? Wake up. This is real life. If you’re going to go around judging people for the way they live their lives, then at least get your facts straight.”

      The anger crackled off his skin, and Emily visibly recoiled from it. A parade of emotion swept across her face. First irritation, which was natural enough, but soon after came embarrassment, shame, and not a little understanding.

      She relaxed. “Listen, let’s get off our high horses for a moment, all right? I’m sorry for what I said. You’re right, I don’t know you. I don’t know what you’ve been through. We’re both tired, we’re both scared, and you’ve sacrificed a lot for me. So how about we start over?”

      Roper wanted to tell her to take a hike but found himself unable. Coming from someone else, he might have found her magnanimity difficult to take, but she had a manner that soothed his irritation.

      “I’m sorry too,” he admitted. “I’m an ass when I don’t sleep.”

      Emily looked like she knew there was more to it than just that but was kind enough not to say anything. “Why don’t you tell me what happened?”

      He recounted the encounter in sparse language. “I found myself near where we dumped the car. Two guys were eyeing it up. Then one of them spotted me. He obviously knew who I was. I ran, but he was faster.”

      “And then?”

      “He cornered me in an alleyway. I got out.”

      She tilted her head. “How?”

      Roper grimaced. “You don’t want to know.”

      Emily’s hands rested on her hips, giving her pose just a hint of aptitude. “Try me.”

      Studying her, he realized she was serious. And that he didn’t need to keep babying her. Whatever else she was hiding, she was clearly no shrinking violet. “I killed him. Or at least if I didn’t, I came pretty damn close. If he wakes up he’ll have a hell of a headache. And I wouldn’t count on it.”

      “What?” she gasped. “With the gun?”

      He shook his head, then reached for her hand again, requesting rather than demanding. She paused for a second, then gave it to him. They walked toward the street like a couple. He pulled his hood down low and made a note to get Emily a baseball cap the second they had a chance.

      “No,” he said as they walked. “I took it off him after I knocked him unconscious. And I did that by closing a dumpster lid over his head.”

      He glanced to his side to study her reaction. She looked pale, but not particularly shaken. She squeezed his hand. “He would’ve done the same to you.”

      Roper laughed, though there was little humor in his voice. “He tried.”

      They walked for a couple of minutes in silence, toward a BART stop that Roper remembered passing earlier that day. They had to leave the area, and he didn’t like the idea of putting an Uber driver at risk now he had more evidence of what their pursuers were capable of.

      “Listen, Will,” Emily almost whispered as they approached the bus stop. By now, the sun had crested over the city and burned away most of the fog. “I’m sorry. Honestly, you don’t know how sorry I am. You don’t deserve any of this.”

      He shrugged, acting cool despite the fact there was more bubbling under the surface than he let on. In truth, he’d felt more alive in the past six hours than in the previous six months. He wasn’t quite sure what that said about him. Glancing up, he saw a bus approaching with the letters ECR on the screen along with the final destination. It was a route he’d taken before.

      “Well, I’m up to my neck in it now,” he said, keeping his voice low despite the squealing of the bus’s brakes. “I’m not going anywhere. But I am changing the terms of our deal.”

      Instead of protesting, Emily said, “How?”

      “The cops need to know about this. That’s nonnegotiable. This has gone too far.”

      “But—”

      Roper held up his palm to forestall her as the bus’s passenger door slid open. “I’m not saying we call 911. We can still handle the thing quietly. I told you about my friend Blake—well, I trust him with my life. I have done more than a few times, and I’m still here, right?”

      He grinned, though Emily didn’t reciprocate.

      At least she’s not saying no.

      They stepped onto the bus, and Roper paid for two one-way tickets toward San Francisco. It would be almost an hour’s drive, but the flat fare didn’t change. Just $4.50 for both of them.

      They sat together at the back of the bus, angled away from the surveillance cameras installed to deter disruptive behavior. It was still early on Saturday morning, so they were in little danger of being overheard. Once the vehicle was moving again, Roper extended his palm. “You mind giving me my phone back?”

      Emily looked hesitant but complied. She glanced around to check that nobody was watching, then unzipped her backpack and pulled it out without affording him a glimpse of anything else inside.

      “You said it was safe, right?” he asked as he powered the device up.

      “I don’t think anyone can trace it,” she said uncertainly. “But that’s only an educated guess. I’m not sure who’s after me, or what their capabilities might be. If you have to place a call, then at least make it short.”

      “You know more about this than I do,” Roper said brightly, as much to convince himself as her. “So I’ll take your word for it.”

      “Please, don’t,” she half-whispered.

      Roper flicked through the contents of his contact book and settled on an entry labeled Blake Hudson. He tapped it and held the phone to his ear. It rang twice before his friend answered.

      “Well, lookee who it is,” Blake’s familiar, perennially amused tone said. “Taking me up on that beer after all, huh?”

      “Listen, Blake,” Roper replied seriously. “I need to meet you, tonight. I’m in some trouble.”

      “What kind of trouble?” Blake replied, his tone shifting into work mode. “If it’s serious, I’ll call off sick. Get somebody to cover my shift. It’s no big deal; the guys at the precinct owe me.”

      “I’d rather not say over the phone,” he replied.

      “That’s disconcerting.”

      Roper chuckled, though his heart wasn’t truly in it. “Usual place, 9 p.m. Can you be there?”

      “Sure can. Listen, Will, tell me—”

      “Keep your eyes open okay, buddy?” Roper said, cutting him off. “I’m not sure exactly what’s going on, but I don’t like it. I’ll see you tonight.”
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      At a little after seven that evening, Roper and Emily left their new motel on San Marco Avenue and walked about a mile northwest along the busy El Camino Real road. They followed no particular route, strolling arm in arm like a young couple fully in love.

      What anyone watching would not have seen, though, was that both were springloaded with tension.

      Roper was at least better rested. He’d caught about four hours sleep, and his body was accustomed to relying on far less. He was in the same dark jeans he was wearing when everything started but had added a fresh T-shirt purchased at a nearby clothes store and a thrifted olive green field jacket. Emily had also freshened up and had found a leather jacket that fit surprisingly well, given it only set her back twenty bucks. Both wore baseball caps to help obscure their features.

      After he judged they’d gone far enough that it would be difficult for anyone to retrace their steps, Roper walked to the edge of the road and waited for a taxi to pass. This was the part that he was less confident about. San Francisco was the realm of Uber and Lyft, as he knew uncomfortably well. Old-fashioned taxis were a dying breed.

      It took about five minutes for one to arrive, and he hailed it hurriedly, keeping one hand pressed against his jacket to avoid it hiking up and revealing the pistol he was carrying.

      The taxi slowed, and Roper cleared his mind. For the next couple of hours, he needed to focus. The who’s and why’s could wait.

      “Where you two lovebirds going?” the cabdriver asked as they climbed inside. He was a white guy in his late twenties or early thirties, with dreadlocks that ran halfway down his back. The taxi’s stereo system was pumping out nineties Rasta tunes.

      Roper climbed in and closed the door. A second later, Emily joined him in the back. “You know Montara Beach? The bottom end.”

      “Sure.” The guy shrugged. “Won’t be anything open up there this time of night.”

      “That’s fine.”

      “You don’t want to check out the nightlife? I could take you to a couple good bars. You won’t regret it.”

      “The beach is fine,” Roper insisted firmly.

      “Your money, boss.”

      Thankfully, after that, the driver lapsed into silence, only occasionally punctuated by a bout of humming when a favorite song was played over the radio.

      “You sure you’re okay with me leaving you here, man?” the driver asked as they got out. “Like I said, ain’t anything out here once the sun goes down. You sure you’ll be able to get back?”

      “Don’t worry about it,” Roper said. “We’re meeting a friend.”

      “You got it, bro,” the man said doubtfully as they climbed out of his vehicle. “Have a good evening.”

      Roper waited until the taxi’s brake lights were swallowed by the darkness before he started walking. He reflexively checked that his stolen pistol was easy to access, then set out on the familiar path down to the shoreline.

      “We don’t have to do this,” Emily said almost plaintively. “I don’t like it. What if we’re putting your friend into danger?”

      “He’s a cop,” Roper replied with a lightness he didn’t really feel. “He’s used to it. And besides, we’re in the middle of nowhere. We’ll be fine.”

      Probably, he didn’t say.

      Emily fell silent, but he could practically taste her unease as she followed close behind. The sound of the surf grew louder and louder the farther they walked. There was a sufficient glow from the Bay Area reflecting back off the cloud cover to light their way.

      As he pushed north, the sand of the beach gave way to rock that climbed upward. It was an area he knew well. He surfed here with Blake at least every weekend, and often more frequently than that. Gray Whale Cove—their actual destination—was separated from Montara Beach by about a hundred yards of treacherous rock.

      “Careful,” he warned quietly, taking Emily’s hand and helping her across a section of rock that was usually covered by the tide. It was slippery with algae and seaweed, and almost caused her to slip before he arrested her fall.

      “Like I was saying—” He grinned, pulling her close to his body for support. She stayed there for a second, and then another, before he released her.

      Cool it, he reminded himself as he peeled away and pushed on.

      He didn’t know anything about this girl, and besides, she was probably suffering from all kinds of trauma after what had happened the previous night. The last thing she needed was a stoner vet making a move on her. He couldn’t even sleep at night, let alone hold down a steady anything—job or girlfriend, it didn’t matter. That was too much weight to place on anyone’s shoulders at the best of times—of which this was decidedly not.

      Get your head in the game.

      They crossed the remainder of the rock outcropping and found themselves back on the sand. It wasn’t the cove they were looking for, but a smaller one he didn’t know the name of. Another finger of jagged earth and stone separated them from Gray Whale Cove, and this one was impassable—at least at night, and without professional climbing gear.

      “This way,” he murmured, his heart beating faster now that they were only a couple of minutes from their final destination. He picked a path off the beach and followed a narrow surfer’s trail across the cliff top and back down onto the sand. His hand flicked up into a fist, and he crouched before realizing that she wouldn’t know what the signal meant.

      Roper turned and saw Emily following his lead. Either she’d watched enough movies to get the gist, or she was just a smart cookie. He guessed it was the latter. He turned back and studied the beach for any hint of danger.

      Emily’s nervousness was rubbing off on him, he realized. Maybe this wasn’t a good idea after all. Those guys the previous night had been professionals, and they’d only escaped due to—well, he didn’t even know how to describe it.

      Magic.

      The man he’d fought only a few hours ago certainly was. Roper had spent almost a decade of his life in the military, and over half of that in combat search and rescue. He’d spent years working around and alongside special forces units of all branches, hues, and stripes, and been on the same training courses.

      “So has Blake,” he reminded himself under his breath.

      The pertinent point, though, was that Roper knew what special forces operators looked like. It didn’t matter who they worked for; they had a look that was as impossible to describe as it was to forget. And he’d recognized it in the face of the man whose head he’d sandwiched between the dumpster and its lid. The guy had moved with a predator’s grace.

      And he’d only survived because he got lucky.

      He shook his head regretfully. First magic, then luck. It can’t last.

      “What is it?” Emily whispered.

      “Nothing,” he replied with matching caution. “I think we’re good.”

      Still, he proceeded onto the fine sand of the beach with caution. Since they were coming down from the cliff, they were above the tide line, which meant the sand underneath their feet was soft and forgiving. They walked in silence, and the closer they got to their eventual destination, the more Roper's fingers grazed the pistol's grip.

      "Wait," he whispered after they'd walked about a third of a mile, and the end of the beach was in sight. The crash and thunder of surf breaking against the coastline made it impossible to listen for more human sounds. In hindsight, it wasn’t the ideal location for a covert meeting. He’d picked it because it was a spot that Blake knew without him needing to spell it out. That advantage, however, came with a cost.

      Roper saw a shape in the darkness. His heart began to thud in his chest, and adrenaline soaked the back of his tongue in copper. He put a hand out behind him to impede Emily’s path, just in case she hadn’t heard his warning.

      "Buddy," a voice called out, clearly friendly. "Is that you?"

      He breathed a sigh of relief, and momentarily his head tipped against his chest. It was Blake. He’d come.

      “It’s okay,” he said, turning to Emily and beckoning her forward. “He’s good people.”

      They closed the last few yards, and Roper reached out and embraced his friend. He felt the canvas of a pistol holster at the man’s side. Good, he was packing.

      “Blake, thank you,” he breathed as they separated, relaxing for the first time in almost 24 hours in his friend’s presence.

      “Any time,” Blake replied, a curious kink in his eyebrow. “You made a friend you didn’t tell me about?”

      “This is Emily,” Roper explained. “And… it’s complicated.”

      “Complicated good, or complicated bad?” Blake asked. His hand rested on his holster.

      “Just complicated.” Roper shrugged. “You sure you weren’t followed?”

      Blake shook his head, his forehead knitting into a concerned wrinkle in the gloom. “Don’t think so. But that’s a real specific question, buddy. Why would anyone be following me?”

      “It’s—”

      “Don’t you dare say complicated,” Blake said, gesturing at his service weapon. “This is some real cloak and dagger shit, Will. Hell, I’m not even really supposed to carry this thing when I’m off duty. You know I love you, man, but you better have a real good reason for asking me to do this. I could lose my career.”

      Roper winced. “I killed a man today,” he said in a rush of breath, before glancing back at Emily, who was hanging back a foot. “At least, I might have.”

      Blake visibly recoiled. “You what—?”

      “It was self-defense,” Roper hastened to add. “But Blake, this guy was a pro. A real killer, you know what I mean?”

      His friend stayed silent for a moment, seemingly struggling for words. His Adam’s apple bobbed, but nothing came out of his mouth. “I understand all those words,” he finally said. “Just not what the hell they mean. Why would an assassin try and take you out?”

      Roper glanced at Emily a second time. In truth, the more he thought about it, this was a question that only she could answer. “The thing is—I’m not exactly sure.”

      “Why don’t you take me back to the beginning?” Blake said patiently, though his face was anything but. “Because right now you’ve got me worried, Will. What you’re talking about—well, it comes with a whole lot of years behind iron bars. And you know I’d die for you, buddy, but if you’re in trouble, you need to tell me the whole truth. I can help. But this is a one-shot kind of deal. I’d die for you, but I won’t break the law. And you got me real worried that’s what you want me to do.”

      “It’s not,” Roper said, shaking his head vehemently. I’ll let Emily explain. She—”

      His head snapped to the right, toward the road that ran along the coast. It was about 100 yards away, and presently entirely dead of traffic. But something had caught his attention.

      “What is it?” Blake said, his earlier concern melting away. They’d spent enough time together in dangerous locales for him to recognize when Roper wasn’t messing around.

      “I’m not sure…” Roper murmured, motioning for Emily to get down.

      Both he and Blake studied the top end of the beach, which was an almost impenetrable scrabble of hardy foliage, thorns, and dried grasses that grew to around hip height. Their hands moved to rest on their weapons.

      “How serious is this, Will?” Blake asked, his voice low. “I’m not talking legal now. I mean life and death.”

      Roper searched for his friend’s brown eyes in the darkness and saw only a glint of reflected starlight. “Defcon One.”

      “Shit.”

      He almost missed the first burst of suppressed gunfire as a particularly pregnant wave broke against the beach. But since sand wasn’t supposed to spout up from the ground on its own, he sprang backward as though he’d been burned, grabbing Emily’s hand and dragging her bodily toward an outcropping of rock at the very topmost point of the beach.

      “Fuck!” Roper hissed, throwing her to the ground none too gently. “They found us!”

      “Who found—?” Blake started before apparently deciding he didn’t need the whole story, at least not right now. He drew his weapon and fired several single shots into the darkness. Roper did the same, but he had no idea what he was aiming at.

      “We need to move, Will,” Blake said urgently, his tone clipped. He took a breath, then rose up on one knee and fired off two more rounds. “I’ve got one more mag, then I’m out.”

      Roper acknowledged his friend’s concern with a curt nod. He popped up, fired a round of his own, then dived back behind the cover of the rock. A shower of incoming rounds impacted all around their position, firing shards of stone in every direction. One scored his cheek.

      He clapped a hand to it to check that it wasn’t serious. It stung, but there was only a thin smear of blood on his palm when he pulled it away. He jerked his head toward a path that ran up the left-hand side of the cliff toward the Cabrillo Highway. The incoming gunfire seemed to be coming from a position in the brush somewhere to their right.

      “What you think, two shooters?” he asked.

      Blake paused to consider for a second, then nodded. “I’d say so. You said they were pros?”

      “Definitely. I think Chinese. Maybe special forces or intelligence types. I’m not sure.”

      “God, Will,” Blake moaned. “What the hell have you gotten yourself into?”

      “Same old, same old,” Roper lied. He squeezed his friend’s shoulder, then pointed the path up the cliff he wanted to take. It was narrow, and the first ten yards were right in the open. “You with me?”

      Despite his evident unease, Blake didn’t hesitate. “You go first,” he said, his voice instantly businesslike now they had arrived at a plan. “Then the girl. You can cover me as I bring up the rear.”

      Roper turned to Emily. She was trembling, her eyes closed, her fingers scrunched against a pile of sand in a crevice in the rock by her feet. “You okay?”

      She nodded, her eyes glinting as they opened. They looked slightly teary, but there was a firm resolve there too. “Yeah. I think.”

      “You’ll be fine,” he said, gently stroking her finger. “When Blake says run, go. We’ll both cover you. But you need to move fast, okay?”

      “I can do it,” she said, swallowing hard.

      “You sure?” Roper asked, conscious of the seconds ticking away as he spoke. “Because if you can’t, tell me now. It’s no problem.”

      “I’m fine,” Emily replied with a touch of sass. “Go.”

      Roper inclined his head and turned back to Blake, whose head was slightly exposed as he searched for any sign of their approaching enemy. “You ready?”

      “Yep.”

      “On three, then?”

      Another hail of gunfire rattled against their makeshift foxhole. Most of the shots landed ten feet ahead of them, and five to the right, indicating that the enemy didn’t yet have their position dialed in. Roper knew it was the only advantage they’d get.

      He ducked for cover anyway, then counted in his head, so as not to give their plan away.

      Three.

      Two.

      His heart thudded, and he sucked air in through gritted teeth. He gulped.

      One.

      Blake rose smoothly and fired three shots. He paused, and Roper took his cue, focusing all his attention on the start of the path up the cliff side, hurtling the rock in front of him and sprinting for it. Behind him, he heard Blake steadily empty the rest of his magazine.

      Roper threw himself into the rock, knocking out what little air remained in his lungs and not caring a damn.

      You’re alive.

      He didn’t allow himself to celebrate too long. This was very far from over. He checked his weapon, then turned back to the spot behind which Blake and Emily were still crouched. He counted out the seconds in his head, giving his friend long enough to reload and make ready.

      Then he popped up from cover and fired half his own magazine into the brush to his right. He saw no movement, no sign of the enemy, and hoped it was because they had their heads down. Behind him, he heard Emily’s sneaker-clad feet pounding sand. She joined him a second later, almost hyperventilating with fear.

      Two out of three. One left.

      Roper locked eyes on her, swiftly visually checking her over for injuries. He found none. “You good?”

      She nodded.

      The timer at the back of Roper’s mind hit zero. Satisfied Emily was in one piece, he rotated his body back toward the action and popped up to fire three times into the darkness. It worried him how long it had been since he’d heard any enemy gunfire.

      Blake broke cover. He heard his friend’s footsteps in the sand, the low pant of his breath. Roper squeezed the trigger again, and one final time.

      The magazine went dry.

      Though the weapon was unfamiliar, the action was not. He ejected the spent mag and fed his only spare in in the same movement. But the delay cost him.

      He saw the movement in the darkness at the last moment. A shape appeared from the gloom. Then the flash of automatic gunfire in the night, a distant muzzle glinting like the sparks off a blacksmith’s hammer.

      Roper swiveled and reflexively fired. His first shot of the fresh magazine went wide. His next didn’t. Knowing what he’d seen, what must have happened, he didn’t stop squeezing the trigger until the second magazine ran dry. His target had long since faded into the gloom, though whether dead or simply hiding he didn’t know.

      Even though the gun was useless, he pulled and pulled at the trigger as nothing came out. Bile rose at the back of his throat, and he barely had the energy to swallow it away.

      He no longer heard Blake’s footsteps coming up behind. He made no joke about how close it had been. There wasn’t even the gasp of breath through a gaping wound, or a moan of pain. Just an empty nothingness that went on and on and on.

      Roper froze in his firing stance, not ducking from cover, not hiding—simply existing. The pistol sagged to the level of his groin, but that was the only concession he made to reality.

      Emily’s voice told him the truth he wasn’t willing to face. She choked, “Oh God, Will…”
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      The pistol slipped from Roper’s numb fingers, and he sank slowly to the ground, his vision narrowing as shock overtook him. He swallowed and blinked several times, but the autonomic reaction wasn’t real consciousness.

      He didn’t dare turn around. He couldn’t bear the thought of imprinting the image of his best friend’s lifeless body into his mind just so that he could carry the guilt with him for the rest of his life. His breath began to slow.

      “Will, my God,” Emily yelled, scrambling across the sand behind him. “Help!”

      The command finally startled him out of his waking sleep. Attending to wounded men was what the Air Force had trained him to do. But this time was different. Roper had never served in a normal infantry unit, never watched his friends and colleagues fall. He’d always swooped out of the sky in the belly of a chopper, bringing salvation to men who did.

      But not tonight.

      “Hurry!” Emily practically howled as he stumbled toward her. She was crouched over Blake’s unmoving body, her fingers tearing at his bloodstained clothing. She pushed his top up and revealed a torso that was pockmarked with bullet holes.

      Roper already knew it was too late. But as he collapsed back onto his knees by his friend’s side, it was as though his brain refused to process the message his eyes were sending. He reached for Blake’s wrist, feeling for a pulse that he instantly knew was not there.

      And yet still his next act was to put pressure on the half dozen wounds that had scythed through his friend’s frame. With his heart stopped, the blood no longer spurted from Blake’s wounds, but dribbled. Roper’s hands quickly became sticky and fouled, and the thick, warm liquid began to congeal on his skin.

      “Is he—?” Emily asked, giving voice to a question to which they both knew there was only one answer.

      Roper’s tongue didn’t function. He could barely see more than a few inches on either side of Blake’s body on the sand. His mouth was dry, an icy chill freezing his skin. He kept the pressure on his bullet wounds, holding back a flow of blood that had long ceased.

      “He’s dead, isn’t he?” Emily said again. She tugged at his arm. “Will, listen to me. We need to go.”

      “No,” Roper replied, his voice a hoarse croak of grief and guilt.

      What the hell was he going to say to Tracy? She and Blake were supposed to get married this summer. He was supposed to be the best man. She’d never liked it—thought her fiancé should find a better class of friend—but Blake had stood his ground.

      And now he was dead, and there would be no wedding, and he would be no best man. Tracy would get her way with that one in the end, he guessed. But it was never supposed to be like this.

      “Please, Will,” Emily begged. “I know you must hate me right now. I’m responsible for this. Everything that’s happened to you. And when we get out of here, I’ll do whatever you want. We can go to the cops, or FBI, or whoever. But we need to go.”

      Roper knew that she was right—and strangely, he wasn’t even angry with her. He was too numb for that, and what feelings he had were sodden with a guilt that was all his own.

      “I can’t leave him,” he whispered. “He wouldn’t do that to me.”

      Emily ran a bloodstained hand across her face, leaving a trail of red across her pale skin. She was ashen but somehow holding things together far better than he was. Even in the place that he was in, he knew that was true. It was a strange state of being: as though he was observing his body from outside.

      “He would, and you know he would,” she said, her voice hard. “I never knew him, and I’m sorry about that. But Blake was your friend. He wouldn’t want you to die.”

      She grabbed his arm again and pulled, and this time Roper did not resist. Perhaps her words had cut through his mental fog. Maybe he just didn’t have the energy to keep on fighting.

      Roper looked down and saw that he too was soaked in Blake’s blood. The thought was almost too horrifying to process, so for now he simply didn’t. As Emily led him up the cliff, he stared at Blake’s face, unmarked by the stain that pooled in the sand around him, and strangely peaceful in death.

      The gradient of the slope increased as Emily climbed. Roper stopped and pulled away.

      “What are you doing?” she asked, her voice high-pitched with fear.

      He didn’t answer. Instead, he stumbled toward the spot in the darkness where he thought he’d seen the shooter collapse. It was as though his body was being pulled along by a yo-yo string, and he was merely the toy at the other end.

      “Where you going?” Emily hissed. “You can’t—”

      The tip of Roper’s right sneaker hit something firm and squishy and undeniably human. He’d gone over a year without seeing a dead body, and now he’d been confronted by two in the same night. He crouched down. The man was a bit shorter than he was, and like the guy in the alley earlier that day, he looked Chinese, even through the dark green camouflage oil smeared across his cheeks.

      He wasn’t wearing a helmet, but a night vision scope hung askew from a rig on his forehead. Roper reached for it but felt that it was broken the second he touched it, perhaps by the fall. He tossed it aside.

      The dead man had a black submachine gun clipped to a sling around his neck. It had a scope on a rail at the top and an adjustable stock. He removed it from the sling and pulled it free from the corpse’s death grasp.

      “Will,” Emily said, her voice strangled as she tried to keep quiet. She was still crouching a few yards behind him. “What are you doing?”

      He ignored her and liberated half a dozen curved magazines from pouches on the operator’s tactical vest. He ejected the half-spent mag presently in the weapon and reloaded. He stuffed the other five magazines into his pockets, and then returned to Emily in a low, running crouch.

      “I’m good,” he said with more confidence than he felt, as if drawing strength—or just purpose—from the weapon in his hands. “Let’s go. You should lead.”

      The truth was, he felt just as adrift as he had when he first saw Blake’s dead body. Nothing had changed. His vision was still tunneled, mouth dry, limbs heavy. But this was a task he knew. One he’d trained for over years. He could protect Emily, even if he could no longer help his friend.

      “There’s some kind of industrial yard up there,” Emily said. “I remember it from the map. Maybe we can find a vehicle or somewhere to hide.”

      “Fine.”

      Emily forged a path up to the clifftop, and he followed in close pursuit. He paused a few times and swiveled the weapon left and right in search of the second shooter.

      Where the fuck are you?

      For a moment, a blaze of rage burned the guilt from his mind. It faded just as quickly, hitting him a second time with the full force of his grief, but it was there. If he had an opportunity to kill the other operator, he would take it. To hell with the law. That had been Blake’s calling.

      But it didn’t have to be his.

      “There,” Emily said, stretching out her hand and pointing. Roper turned to see the target of her interest: a chain-link fence rising from the parched brush.

      “I see it,” he murmured. He pressed the weapon’s stock to his shoulder and crept forward, alert to every sound in the vicinity. He reached the fence, rotated in every direction to check it was safe, and beckoned her to join him. The compound appeared to be empty, which wasn’t much of a surprise at this hour.

      Emily ran to his side, and he gave her a leg over the fence, which let out a low metallic shriek. A sign pinned to it informed them that the yard belonged to the Department of Transportation. He winced at the sound. Before joining her on the other side, he played the muzzle of the submachine gun across the darkness, begging God to give him a target.

      But although he sensed that there was someone out there, no such opportunity presented itself.

      “Catch,” he hissed. He flicked the safety, then tossed the weapon over the fence. Emily’s face was a picture of panic as she caught it. She held it at arm’s length, as though it was a wild animal planning to do her harm.

      He jumped up onto the fence, pulled his leg over, then joined her. He plucked the weapon from her unresisting fingers. “Thanks.”

      The adrenaline of the escape was helping fight back the numbness, but it still lurked in the background. If he thought about it for more than a moment, it threatened to overwhelm him.

      So don’t.

      “This way,” Emily called. “I think I see something.”

      She ran toward a row of shapes in the darkness, near a larger metal-walled outbuilding that loomed high over their heads. There were no lights on in the facility, and Roper suspected that it wasn’t occupied at night. He made a note not to shoot anyone without being certain they weren’t just a night watchman in the wrong place at the wrong time.

      He followed at a slightly more sedate pace, with his back to Emily and the weapon pressed close to his shoulder. If the second shooter was tracking them, he would have to come over the fence just like they had. So long as he covered this angle, Emily would be fine.

      “What have you got?” he called out softly.

      “Here,” she replied, her voice quiet but clearly excited. “I found us a ride.”

      Roper retreated to her position and found her standing by a row of identical pickup trucks.

      She frowned. “You don’t know how to hotwire one of these things, do you?”

      He shook his head, smiling despite their predicament. “No way. I don’t even think it’s possible nowadays. These trucks don’t look more than a year old, they won’t start just because you cross a couple wires. Can’t you just do whatever you did to those Teslas?”

      “It doesn’t work like that,” she said—without explaining why. “It’s fine.”

      Next Emily did something that Roper neither expected nor immediately understood. She pressed her face against the driver’s window of the nearest truck and cupped her palms around her eyes to block out the light. She shook her head, then moved on to the next, and the next.

      “What are you doing?” he hissed, looking away for a moment to check their six.

      Instead of voicing a reply, an indeterminate noise of approval burbled from her throat. By the time he turned back, she was casting around for something on the ground. She bent down and retrieved a loose brick, which she hoisted above her head.

      Without hesitating, she smashed it against the pickup truck’s passenger window. The alarm siren started to squeal, and Roper winced, knowing that if the second shooter hadn’t known where they were before, he did now.

      He didn’t bother requesting an explanation from Emily. As far as he could tell, she wasn’t crazy—and she was definitely smarter than he was. So he just let her do her thing. He traded his attention between the submachine gun’s sights and whatever the hell she was doing behind him and watched in a succession of snatched glances as she scraped the brick along the bottom frame of the smashed window, clearing the remaining glass out of her way.

      The truck’s lights, blinkers, and horn flashed and sounded in an insane cacophony that lit up the rest of the yard. “Emily, come on—” he began.

      Instead of listening, she dived into the truck, her legs dangling out of the window. She returned a moment later, triumphantly brandishing a small round object above her head.

      “What is that?”

      Emily squeezed her fingers, and the truck’s flashing lights stopped. After a single mournful beep of the horn, so did the alarm. “The key fob. That’s how most cars are stolen these days; ever since they moved to keyless start people forget these things in their cars. I saw it in a YouTube video,” she explained.

      “You didn’t think to just try the door handle?”

      Her face fell as she realized the truck door had almost certainly been left unlocked if the key was inside. “Oh. Right.”

      Roper dove into the passenger seat, sweeping the excess glass off it before he sat down. He beckoned her to follow, then steadied the barrel of the submachine gun in the window frame. “It doesn’t matter. Come on, you drive, I’ll shoot.”
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      In the end, they made it out of the DOT yard without any further trouble. If there was another shooter in the darkness, he’d decided the juice wasn’t worth the squeeze.

      Emily drove back to San Francisco at five under the limit and dumped the stolen truck near a homeless encampment under the highway with the engine running and the doors open. It was gone by the time they rounded the corner.

      She washed her face and hands with a large water bottle they’d found in the rear footwell, and Roper covered his blood-stained clothes in a fluorescent orange work jacket from the bed of the truck. It was baggy enough to conceal the gun, along with all the ammunition.

      It took another couple hours to get back to the motel. Now that the adrenaline had faded, Roper’s mind and limbs were numb with agony. It was all he could do to put one foot in front of the other. Every time he closed his eyes, he saw Blake’s lifeless face staring up at him.

      “This way,” Emily said softly, stretching out her hand and leading him up the back stairwell of the motel they’d left earlier that evening—and in an entirely different world. “We’ll stay here tonight. We’ll go somewhere new in the morning.”

      Roper murmured something inaudible in response. He couldn’t—or didn’t care to—muster the energy to react to Emily’s kindness. Part of his mind wondered why. He was in shock, of course. As a trained military medic, he understood the symptoms as well as anyone. But there was more to it than that.

      Did he blame her for what happened?

      How could I not?

      And yet it wasn’t her fault. Not really. Unless she was hiding something from him, then she was a victim in all this just as much as Blake now was. And Roper himself.

      Emily glanced up and down the hallway as they exited the fire stairwell to check that it was empty. Now that they emerged into the light, it was apparent that their cleanup jobs hadn’t been as effective as they hoped. She had a smear of dried blood under her nose, and Roper’s fingernails were stained black with it.

      “Inside,” she said kindly, giving him a gentle push.

      She followed, shut the door behind them, and fastened the latch. It seemed like a pointless gesture to Roper. If anyone wanted to come through that door, they would do so with or without the flimsy piece of metal.

      “Come on, let’s get you cleaned up,” she said, still speaking calmly, as if to a child or a stray animal. She led him by the hand into the bathroom and helped him out of his clothes. The fluorescent jacket came off his shoulders and slipped onto the floor. Roper looked around numbly, barely remembering that he had put it on.

      She stripped him down to his boxer shorts without embarrassment, then twisted the faucet as he stood there half-naked, his mind swirling. He would never see Blake again. Never see his friend smile. Never share a beer or meet his newborn child.

      Emily pushed him into the shower. The heat scalded his skin and went some way toward lifting his fugue, but only a little. He stood there motionless, picturing a lifetime of firsts, of which there would be no more. Their first meeting, chopper ride, beer, deployment…

      Realizing that he wasn’t going to do it himself, Emily stepped into the shower, still fully-clothed. She squirted a measure of shower gel into her palm, worked it into a lather, then caringly washed his hands and face and torso, which was stained a rusted red by blood that had seeped through his clothing.

      “It’s done,” she murmured, twisting the faucet off.

      She grabbed a towel to dry him off, then found a bathrobe and wrapped it around his frame. His hair was still wet, and droplets of water rolled down his face, mingling with the salty tears that now started to flow.

      Again acting without either embarrassment or false modesty, Emily stripped down to her underwear and dried herself off before swirling herself in a matching bathrobe. She led him to the sole bed in the room, a comfortable double, pulled the covers over both of them, and hugged him against her.

      And finally, Roper wept.
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      Roper jolted awake, bright white light penetrating his still-shut eyelids. For one long, glorious moment, he had no recollection either of where he was, or how he had come to be here.

      And then it all came rushing back. With just a night’s distance, the memory still caused an almost physical ache in his chest.

      He opened his eyes. It took his pupils a moment to adjust to the bright sunshine streaming through the motel room’s wide-open curtains. It was a glorious California day outside, and judging by the position of the sun in the sky, it was already nearing noon.

      He heard a click, and in his fragile state he suspected the worst. Adrenaline dumped into his veins from reserves that had been entirely exhausted the night before and scarcely replenished since. His pupils focused, and the room came into view as he searched for the submachine gun.

      “Relax,” Emily said as she returned from the little narrow passageway that led to the motel room’s door, her arms laden with brown cardboard packages bearing a familiar arrow logo. “It’s only me.”

      Roper blinked dumbly several times, then sank back onto the bed, his heart jack-hammering overtime in his chest. “What is all this stuff?” he mumbled, still befuddled from sleep. “And where did it come from?”

      Emily dumped the packages onto the bed covers and reached for the nearest box. As she started opening it, she looked up, her face bright and lively—though he sensed almost consciously so.

      “It’s 2021,” she said with a slight laugh. “They’re just clothes. I ordered them online. Thank goodness for Amazon.”

      Roper rubbed his eyes, and as he did so, another wave of memories of the previous night crashed into his skull, centered on what had happened once they’d returned to this very motel room.

      “Listen,” he said, battling a pang of shame. “About last night—I’m sorry.”

      Stopping what she was doing with her hands, Emily looked up. Her face was knitted with genuine surprise. “For what?”

      “For acting the way I did,” he said, still embarrassed. “I fell apart.”

      Emily looked at him with compassion on her face that cut him deeper than anger would have. In fact, he would have welcomed her rage, if only as a distraction from the reservoir of pain he now wallowed in.

      “Will, I just told you, it’s 2021. You don’t need to play a caricature of an emotionless superhero. Not after what you went through last night.” Her face twisted into a rictus of guilt. “If anyone needs to apologize, it’s me.”

      Her chin dropped to her chest, and she started playing with a scrap of torn cardboard on the bed, as if unwilling to look him in the eye. It was, he realized, an act that was quite unlike the Emily Wilkes he was coming to know. The truth was she’d shared little with him of her true personality. But enough chinks peeked through her guarded visage to let him know the kind of woman she was.

      Strong. Assured. Funny.

      “Don’t blame yourself,” he said, his throat heavy with grief. “It wasn’t your fault.”

      “Of course it was!” she protested, looking up with flashing eyes. “Who else’s could it be? If it wasn’t for me, neither of you would have been on that beach last night. If it wasn’t for me, your friend would still be alive. If it wasn’t for me—”

      Roper reached out and held her wrist. He gave it a squeeze. “If it wasn’t for you, what?” he asked, wishing he could salve away her guilt.

      “I’ve ruined your life,” she said, her voice breaking. “Whoever’s after me, they won’t stop until they have what they want. And they know you’re involved. I don’t know how, but they do. So they won’t stop coming after you either.”

      “Maybe that’s what I want,” he snapped as a swell of anger and hurt cost through him. His fingers tightened incidentally around her wrist, and he forced himself to loosen his grip. “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s nothing,” she said. “But what do you mean that’s what you want?”

      “What I said,” Roper replied simply. “They killed Blake. You think I’m going to let them walk away from something like that?”

      Emily frowned, not understanding. “But what can you do?”

      He shrugged, no longer feeling anger, guilt, or even grief—only a steely resolve. There was a simplicity to his motivation now.

      Revenge.

      He squeezed her wrist a second time as he turned that very question over in his mind. This time, he didn’t attempt to comfort her—at least not verbally. He remembered her commitment to him the previous night that she would follow his lead and do whatever it took to make up for Blake’s death.

      “I think it’s about time we had a real conversation, Emily,” he said instead.

      “About what?” she replied, her expression guarded.

      “You keep saying you don’t know who’s after you. I have a hard time believing that.”

      “It’s true!”

      “Maybe it is.” He shrugged, studying her face closely. In his heart of hearts, he thought she was telling the truth, but it probably wasn’t the right approach to say so. “But you must have an inkling of why.”

      For just a fraction of an instant, a flash of recognition passed across Emily’s face. She hid it quickly and stared back at him without blinking, but it was the breadcrumb he needed to confirm he was on to something.

      He arched his eyebrow matter-of-factly and stated, “You know what they want.”

      Twice Emily opened her mouth to reply before closing it. She was clearly contemplating how—or perhaps even if—she was going to explain what she knew. Roper wondered what he would do if she refused to reply. He couldn’t not know, not now, and yet what was the alternative?

      He could walk out on her, leave her to face her enemies alone. But Blake would never have done such a thing. And now that his friend was gone—sacrificed—could he do the same?

      There were no easy answers.

      When things matter, there rarely are.

      “Okay,” she said quietly. “You’re right: I don’t know who is after me. But I don’t have to guess the reason.”

      Roper gestured her to continue.

      “I told you that Sapient, the company I work for, was developing artificial intelligence. Well, that’s a loaded term. It refers to everything from the algorithm Netflix uses to suggest your next show to Google’s Deep Mind supercomputer and everything in between.”

      “What’s Deep Mind?” Roper interjected. “The term rings a bell—I think. But beyond that, I’m drawing blanks.”

      Emily smiled. “You’ve heard of Deep Blue, right?”

      “Yeah.” Roper nodded. “The computer that beat Gary Kasparov at chess back in the nineties.”

      “Well, Deep Mind is similar, except Google designed it for the ancient Chinese game of Go, rather than chess. Compared to chess, Go is millions of times more complicated. There are more possible permutations on a Go board than atoms in the known universe. At least, that’s the stat the Google guys like to trot out when they boast about their achievements at conferences.”

      “So it works? Deep Mind, I mean.”

      “Oh, yeah. From a standing start about six years ago, it beat a professional Go player on a full-size board. A year later it beat a 9-dan professional for the first time.”

      “9-dan?”

      “Think black belts, and you’re on the right track. A year after that, it beat the number one ranked player in the world.”

      “Wow,” Roper murmured, truly impressed. “But humor me for a second. These AI programs, they just—what’s the right phrase—brute force the game, right? They play out every possible move on the board, taking into account every option the opposing player has, and make that decision inside a fraction of a second, far quicker than a human ever could. That’s not really playing, is it? It’s cheating.”

      “That’s how Deep Blue worked with chess.” Emily nodded, sounding impressed. “But AlphaGo is different. There are actually too many possible permutations on a Go board for that approach, at least without a high-end supercomputer. And those get kinda expensive…”

      Roper laughed, for a moment forgetting his grief and worries, so absorbed was he in her story.

      “No, AlphaGo uses neural nets and other algorithms that attempt to mimic the human brain. Instead of using brute force and computational power, it actually learned to play the game better than the best humans. They learned that its strength wasn’t brute force, it was being able to create intricate positions that require long-range planning and execution—exactly what humans are supposed to be good at.”

      “Damn,” Roper said, blinking as he considered the implications of her statement.

      “And that’s not the half of it,” Emily continued. “Google has already retired AlphaGo. They came, they saw, they conquered. The version that replaced it—AlphaZero—is an order of magnitude better at the game. It beat AlphaGo every single time it played in a hundred attempts.”

      Roper whistled, lost for words.

      “Oh, and AlphaZero taught itself all that from scratch inside 24 hours. Working off hardware no more powerful than a standard laptop.”

      “Holy shit. And you were working on something similar at Sapient?”

      “Kind of. AlphaGo and AlphaZero are essentially what are known as narrow AIs. They are very good at one specific task. Impressive technical feats, but not all that useful in the real world—unfortunately there’s not a lot of money in chess. I was hired to develop an algorithm that could be used to bulletproof computer code and protect it from hackers. Tens of billions of dollars are stolen and lost to fraud every year—in the tech world that’s a pretty big addressable market. So that’s what I tried to build.”

      “Well—” Roper shrugged. “It sounds like you succeeded, and then some. If we survive this, I’m guessing someone will nominate you for the Nobel Prize.”

      “But it was never supposed to be like this,” she said, sounding hollow—almost as though she was trying to convince herself and still failing. “The code I built simply goes down a list of programmed instructions like any algorithm, learning from its previous errors and never making them again. It can’t dream. It can’t write poetry or appreciate music. It’s just that when it comes to computer network penetration—hacking—it’s better than any human on the planet. Just like AlphaZero is with a Go board.”

      Roper frowned. “There’s more to it than that, isn’t there?”

      “What do you mean?”

      He asked the question frankly, seeing no need to continue to beat around the bush. Maybe Emily was hiding the truth from herself, but that didn’t mean he had to go along with it. “Did you program it to protect you?”

      Looking troubled, she paused for several long seconds before slowly shaking her head. The answer caught in her throat. “No.”

      “So it learned to do that all on its own?” Roper asked, continuing to probe.

      “It can’t learn!” Emily protested. “Not like this, anyway. It can improve its raw skills, learn different programming languages, but it was never designed to do anything more than that. It’s supposed to be a tool.”

      “Apparently it wasn’t satisfied with that,” Roper said bluntly.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I saw your face when you answered my phone the other night. You didn’t know it was going to call. I don’t think you knew it could contact you, let alone hack the self-driving module on a Tesla. But that’s exactly what happened, isn’t it? It saved both our lives without you even asking.”

      Finally, Emily’s confident façade broke. Her forehead crumpled and became scarred by concern. “I don’t know,” she mumbled.

      “Tell me what you think,” Roper suggested gently. There was no doubt that Emily was a smart woman. She might not know exactly what had happened, but there was no doubting she would have a better handle on it than he ever could.

      “I think…” she started. “I think it has somehow imprinted on me. Like a newborn child or a baby animal. For whatever reason, it’s not seeing me as its creator—heck, it’s not even supposed to be able to do that—it thinks I’m its mother.”

      “Is it supposed to be able to do that?” Rob asked.

      Emily shook her head in disbelief. “No.”

      “Then how is it possible?”

      “I built the software to learn to program itself. Sapient created hardware test cells containing tens of thousands of tensor processing units—chips specifically designed to run AI algorithms—and I gave it access to databases of human-designed programming languages, code strings, and methodologies. Then I coded a goal: break through a specific firewall and penetrate a honey trap computer. The first time we ran the test, it took over a week to complete.”

      “But it succeeded?” Roper asked. Emily didn’t look impressed by the timeline, but it didn’t sound so bad to him. “It taught itself to code and broke through the defenses you put in its way?”

      “Yes.” Emily nodded. “The next iteration took it 36 hours. The one after that, 11 minutes.”

      “What?” Roper gasped.

      “It’s recursive improvement. Every generation the algorithm learns from its mistakes the previous round. Kind of like a kid taking a math test. If they fail, it’s a signal to try something different next time. Anyway, I don’t know how, but the only explanation I can give you is that somehow the AI did an end run around its design parameters. Or I coded them wrong.”

      Roper brought the discussion back to where it started. “So why did it imprint on you?”

      Emily shrugged. “That I can’t say. None of this is supposed to be happening. It’s emergent behavior. My best guess is that evolution decided over millions of years that consciousness was useful for animals, and my system came to the same conclusion—just on a much shorter timescale.”

      Roper ran his fingers through his hair and attempted to wrap his brain around something so far out of his comfort zone it might as well be an alien artifact. He decided the science aspect of what she’d told him was best left to the experts. He was just a dumb grunt—he was best deployed on getting things done, not reasoning why.

      “Okay,” he finally said. “What else can it do?”

      Emily glanced up, looking nonplussed. “What are you asking for?”

      “In case you haven’t noticed, we’re on the back foot right now. We could use a way to level the playing field. For a start, it would be good just to find out exactly who is hunting us. Maybe then we can start to work out how to get out of this mess.”

      Emily winced. “That… is the other problem.”

      Roper sank back onto the bed and rubbed his temples to prepare himself for another college-level seminar in exposing the limits of his understanding. “Go on.”

      “The test cell the AI was running on was a sandbox. That means—”

      “It wasn’t connected to the Internet,” Roper interjected. “I know that, at least.”

      “Exactly.” Emily nodded, her face lost in thought. She didn’t really seem to have noticed his interruption. “But that’s the thing—don’t you see?”

      “Um, no…” Roper admitted.

      Emily spread her hands wide. “If it wasn’t connected to the network, how did it contact me in the first place?”

      Flushing as he realized how far in over his head he’d tumbled, Roper said, “I have no idea.”

      “I wasn’t expecting you to,” Emily laughed. “But don’t you think it’s time we tried to find out?”

      “How?”

      “We need to get in touch with the AI. It’s been hiding ever since the night it helped us escape. But I think it’s time we changed that.”
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      The surface of the swimming pool in the elegantly manicured grounds of Raymond Lister’s Woodside mansion was entirely still as he looked at it, nursing a small scotch that had until recently contained a single cube of perfectly transparent ice. A moment before, the silence was broken by the gurgling of a powerful motorcycle engine pulling up somewhere nearby. It returned, but it wasn’t the same.

      A single cough completed the disturbance of his solitude. He looked up to see that his butler was standing a few feet away. The man didn’t wear old-fashioned coattails, nor did his job description mention that title, but nevertheless that was exactly what he was.

      “Sir, you have a visitor.”

      Lister frowned. He wasn’t expecting anyone. “Who?”

      “She didn’t give a name.”

      He was in the process of generating a stinging retort when he caught himself. “Describe her.”

      “I would say early thirties. Red hair and tall. Very tall.”

      “Bring her to me,” Lister snapped. “Quickly.”

      Lister set his drink down on top of one of the poolside loungers and paced the length of the pool several times, only stopping when he heard approaching footsteps.

      She walked toward him dressed in slim black jeans, a leather riding jacket, and her fiery hair tied up in a tight ponytail. Lister’s butler hung back at an appropriate distance as he directed her to his boss.

      A muscle on the side of his jaw pulsated as his teeth clamped together with irritation. “Ms. Weber. You are a hard woman to get a hold of.”

      “Mr. Lister,” she replied with an easy smile, stretching out her hand in greeting. “You can call me Sandy if you prefer. I apologize for keeping you waiting. I’ve been busy running down the leads from our first introduction.”

      “I would hope so,” Lister grumbled. “Can I get you a drink?”

      “I came on my bike,” Sandy said, gesturing at her jacket. “So just something soft. Water is fine.”

      Lister relayed the order, then jabbed his finger at a seating area at the far end of the pool. “Please, join me.”

      The terracotta tiles of the Italian-style mansion accented her hair quite well, Lister thought as they both sat on different sides of an L-shaped cushioned bench. The butler approached with another scotch, complete with a single floating ice cube, and a glass of iced water. He set both down and retreated.

      He reached for the fresh whisky and took a larger gulp than he’d intended. His eyes watered as the fiery liquor singed his throat. His voice was hoarser than usual when he spoke, so he kept things short and sweet. Well—short, anyway.

      “So. What have you learned?”

      Sandy reached inside her jacket and pulled out a thick yellow envelope, which she placed on the marble tabletop in front of them. Before she said anything, she rolled her neck left and right with her eyes closed.

      Lister took the opportunity to study her features. Freckles dusted her cheeks, but without taking over. Her skin was still young and taut. She really was remarkably attractive, he thought, reminding himself not to be taken in by her beauty. It was a trap that men so often proved proficient at stumbling into. He hoped that he was not one of them.

      “I entered the Sapient headquarters building after you left the other morning,” she said. “I needed to see it for myself.”

      “So what did you find?”

      She retrieved a selection of photos from inside the envelope and placed them in a grid on the table. They documented the interior of the office in luxurious detail. Several photos contained small cylinders of brass—shell casings. The last was a close-up shot of the victim. His eyes were wide open, sightlessly staring directly into the camera lens. He was Caucasian, in blue overalls, and had dark red hair.

      “Do I need to see this again?” Lister grimaced. “It’s a bit—”

      “Graphic?” Sandy said. “Yes. Homicide usually is.”

      Lister looked away and swilled the scotch in his mouth to burn away the taste of the acid that had climbed up his throat. The dead man’s eyes were unsettling. He suspected he would see them tonight in his sleep. “So who is he?”

      “That’s unclear.”

      His right hand formed into a fist, which he used to thump the table with a force that surprised him without startling his companion in the slightest. “I’m not paying you for unclear. I was told you were the best. That’s what I expect.”

      Sandy didn’t react to the anger.

      “I have his fingerprints.” She checked her watch. “In an hour or so, my associate will have obtained a DNA sample from the Medical Examiner’s office. The sample I collected was unfortunately contaminated.”

      “Is that legal?” he glowered.

      “Mr. Lister, none of this is legal. That’s why you hired me. As you said, I’m the best. And so are the people who work for me.”

      He nodded, silently communicating he understood her position. “How long until you have an identity for me?”

      “That depends.”

      “On what?”

      “First we’ll run his fingerprints through AFIS. That stands for—”

      “Automatic Fingerprint Identification System,” Lister said with a smug smile. “I watch NCIS too…”

      “We might get lucky, but I doubt it,” Sandy said.

      “Why?”

      “Mr. Lister—”

      “If I’m calling you Sandy, call me Ray.”

      “Okay, Ray. You’ve come to me because something has been taken from you. Something you value very much. Correct?”

      “You know it is.”

      “There are two scenarios here. The first is that this was a crime of opportunity. Some junkie saw an open doorway and shot their shot.”

      Lister snorted.

      “I don’t think that’s likely either. Neither do the police. And by the way, I suspect they will be paying you a visit before too long. You should think about what you want to say.”

      “I will. What about your second scenario?”

      “Whoever stole from you knew exactly what they were looking for. Which could mean a competitor, even a nation state. The Chinese, the Russians, hell even the Japanese dabble in a whole lot more corporate espionage than most people know.”

      “So you think a country did this?”

      Sandy spread her hands wide.

      “I’m not saying anything. Yet. But I have seen it before. What I know is this: This man”—she tapped the photo—“was killed by a team of professionals. The few frames of usable footage from nearby cameras I’ve been able to recover are clear on that front. They were heavily armed, disguised as police officers, and wearing body armor, gloves, and facial coverings. They moved with purpose, as if they knew exactly what they wanted and had planned how they intended to go about getting it.”

      Her finger slid left and stopped on a wider-angle shot of the body. It was slumped on the floor outside of what Lister immediately recognized as a glass-walled computer test cell. “Whatever they came for was in here, wasn’t it?”

      Lister studied her for a few moments, weighing up how far he thought he could trust her. He decided he would have to roll the dice. He was paying her well enough to ensure her silence and couldn’t get anywhere without the information she might be able to uncover.

      He nodded.

      “How valuable?”

      His eyes narrowed. “Why do you ask?”

      “I don’t want it for myself,” she said, eyes twinkling with amusement. “I have a reputation to uphold, and doing something like that would be very bad for business. I just need to know how far someone would be willing to go to get it.”

      Lister picked at the skin of his palm with the thumbnail of his opposite hand. “Let’s just say it could change the world as we know it.”

      “So it’s priceless.” Sandy whistled. “Great.”

      “What does that mean for you?”

      “Well, it seems like we have two distinct actors in play here. First”—she nudged the photo of the red-haired gunshot victim again—“we have this guy. The police already ran the driver’s license they found in his wallet. It was a fake. A good one, but still a dead end. And second, the guys who killed him.”

      “I got that far myself,” Lister growled, irritation spiking again.

      “My apologies,” Sandy said, holding up her palms to mollify him. “What I’m saying is that we may have two entirely separate—but equally professional—groups aiming at the same prize. I’m guessing when John Doe’s prints come back from the national database, they won’t show anything. Same for his DNA. Whoever he works for would know better than to make a mistake like that. There are ways of erasing your entire digital footprint. It’s just a matter of cost.”

      “So it’s another dead end.”

      “But there are other databases we can try,” Sandy said, quietly cutting him off. “I’m guessing he’s ex-military or law enforcement. Either way, there’s a good chance his prints are on file somewhere. There are military and intelligence databases the FBI doesn’t have access to.”

      “And you do?” Lister said, raising his eye skeptically.

      “As I said, Ray”—Sandy grinned—“it’s a matter of cost. You can access anything if you’re willing to bid high enough. My question is: Are you?”

      She said that with a casual air and a coquettish sort of smile, but even so, the question grated at Lister. He had two decades on her and enough experience in the Valley that most people treated him as though he walked on water. He rarely forgot that they did so because they wanted something from him, but still, it was unusual to meet someone who so obviously considered herself his equal.

      And it irritated him. Was it because she was a woman? He didn’t like to think so, but he couldn’t deny that the way she spoke got his blood moving more than the words perhaps merited.

      He spoke through gritted teeth. “How much do you need?”

      “Getting the answers you need won’t be cheap. Let’s say ten for starters. And if I were you I would arrange a line of credit for me to use at short notice. A no question, no answer kind of deal.”

      Lister’s brow wrinkled. “Ten thousand dollars?”

      Sandy pointed at the sky. “Think bigger. Ten million. Preferably untraceable. If you need the name of someone who can arrange that, I’m happy to provide it.”

      His eyes went bug wide. “You can’t be serious.”

      “I’m deadly serious,” Sandy answered. “I need to be sure that you are. You said yourself: what you are missing is priceless. Game changing, even. And we know that two disparate actors came looking for it. One or both of them might be intelligence services. If that’s true, then I will need resources. I’m not prepared to go into battle on your behalf driving a chocolate tank.”

      The image was descriptive, Lister admitted to himself. The girl had a point.

      He grimaced. Not a girl. You’re older than you like people to believe.

      “Fine. It’ll take me some time. Perhaps a day.”

      Though her face was pleasant, Sandy’s voice was hard. “I’ll need a down payment sooner than that. There are a few other leads I’m chasing down. They all cost money.”

      “Like what?”

      “The missing woman. The one who was there that night. She still hasn’t turned up. The police have no idea where she is. I’m guessing the people who tossed the research lab are the ones that took her, but right now I don’t have the resources to run it down. If you want results, you’re going to need to pay for them.”

      Lister thought for a second, then jabbed his thumb toward the house. “Come with me.”

      They walked out of the pool area under a canopy of towering redwoods and into the main house. Though the French doors leading inside were wide open, it was still cool despite the heat of the evening. The Italian-style architecture wasn’t just for show. The place barely needed air conditioning even on the hottest of days.

      He led her to a stairwell and down into the basement. The corridor opened up into a wine cellar carved right out of the bedrock underneath his villa. Alcoves overflowing with bottles studded the walls. There wasn’t one single specimen that had cost him under a thousand bucks.

      Though he hadn’t refilled it too much recently.

      Lister winced as he tried to put that thought from his mind. The mansion he lived in was worth a hundred million easy, perhaps a little more than that in this market. But his present financial situation was best described as straitened. The money Sandy was asking for would stretch him.

      It’s worth it.

      That was the truth of the matter. He’d known from the start that the research Sapient was working on had the potential to make him the world’s richest man. But so did a dozen other AI startups in the Valley, along with as many more in university towns the world over.

      There was a vast, lonely gap between potential and results. But if people were willing to kill—and die—over what Sapient had invented, did that mean they’d made a breakthrough?

      It had to, Lister decided. Which meant that he couldn’t afford to cheap out now, no matter how much it would stretch him.

      “Wait here,” he said, punching a code into a steel door set in the back of the wine cellar.

      It opened up into another room which stored the most expensive bottles in his collection. It was kept within a precise range of temperature and humidity, and backup generators stood by at all times to provide power in the event that the grid failed.

      Even he sometimes conceded it was an outrageous conceit. But what was money for if it wasn’t for spending?

      He closed the door behind him. The far wall was covered in a rack of bottles. He walked toward it, placed his hand on a shelf at about chest height, and pulled. The entire rack slid out without resistance. He pushed it to the side and revealed a vault door.

      Lister tapped a button, and a panel clicked open. He keyed in another code, then placed his thumb on a biometric scanner. It confirmed he was who he said he was and sent a signal to a motor deep inside to open.

      Finally, he pulled the vault door open. It was perfectly balanced on a well-oiled hinge and pivoted without making a sound.

      It opened up on to a space about the size of a pantry. In fact, with the stainless steel backing of the walls, it even resembled a commercial kitchen. Shelves lined each one.

      The ones to his left were empty. In front of him was a box containing the backups that Miles had delivered, and he wasn’t yet prepared to share whatever could be recovered from those. But three of the five shelves on the right were loaded with valuables. A collection of Swiss watches and boxes. Two pieces of artwork he’d purchased at auction without really taking an interest in, and a little under $2 million in cash. Each bundle of $10,000 was sealed in the same band as it had been when churned out by the printers at the Federal Reserve.

      Lister counted out one hundred of them and put them in an empty box that he found on a shelf behind him. One million dollars. He stared at it for a few moments, wondering if he was making the right choice before concluding he could make no other.

      He hefted the box of cash under his left arm and backed out of the vault, then the wine cellar. He turned and placed it in Sandy’s arms. She didn’t look that surprised at the sum she’d just been given.

      “Will you need a bag?” he asked. “I’m sure my assistant can find you one.”

      “There’s no need. My bike has a cargo compartment under the seat. It should fit. What about the rest?”

      “I’ll get it. And however much you need.” Listed jabbed his finger in the general direction of her chest. “But I expect results, Ms. Weber. And fast.”

      She nodded and started to turn. “Then I’d better get to work. Is there anything else you’re not telling me? Anything that could be useful in reaching the answers you want?”

      His mind turned to the hard drives that Miles had delivered. They contained records of every experiment Sapient had conducted. It was possible something on them could be used to help track either Emily or the thieves down, but for now he wanted to keep their existence as his little secret, just in case Sandy decided to take what she knew to a higher bidder.

      Decided, he shook his head. To cover the pause, he said, “And there’s something else.”

      Sandy’s eyebrows hiked up. “Go on.”

      Lister’s palms were suddenly unusually clammy. He prided himself as a man who thrived on risk. But this no longer tasted like a business transaction. When a startup he invested in crashed and burned, it was only money. And that was the game: For every ten you funded, nine went out of business, and one made you filthy rich. This was different. A man was already dead. And if Sandy was right, he wouldn’t be the last.

      “I want you to arrange some personal security for me.”

      “I’m not a bodyguard,” she said.

      “But I’m sure you know people who are,” Lister snapped. “The best, you understand. And I want a gun.”

      Sandy surveyed him for a few moments without blinking. Then she nodded. “I’ll see what I can do.”
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      Major Zhao stood by a black SUV similar to the ones totaled several nights earlier in Woodside Heights, parked at the rear end of an aircraft hangar in the private section of Monterey Regional Airport. He was the last of the three remaining from that operation. Fang was on a ventilator in the hospital, registered as a John Doe. Chen was dead.

      He watched as a Falcon 900 EX private jet taxied into the gloomy space. All of the interior blinds were pulled down. It had departed from the Philippines a little over twelve hours earlier, supposedly carrying a business delegation from an Asian computer hardware manufacturer but in fact harboring reinforcements. Both crewmembers were native Chinese, and in addition to hefty payments for their cooperation, certain other arrangements had been made to ensure their silence.

      A dozen or so civilians—technical experts and business types—were mingled with his men to add color and believability to their cover story, should it be put to the test, as well as to occupy American customs, as his own operatives slipped away.

      Zhao snorted. The American border was pathetically porous. If he could facilitate this arrival with less than 24 hours’ notice, then given a week he suspected it would be possible to summon a full battalion of soldiers and sneak them in right under the Yankees’ noses.

      He studied the jet as it braked to a halt about twenty feet from where he was standing. It was painted white, and from the nose back extraordinarily sleek and aerodynamic. The engines—now keening as they powered down—were the only thing that gave him pause. They were balanced right at the tail of the aircraft, rather than on the wings.

      Though he couldn’t put a finger on exactly why, this unsettled him.

      That’s why you’re not a pilot, he thought to himself.

      Without delay, a door opened on the side of the aircraft. A set of steps unfurled without and gently kissed the asphalt.

      Only the passengers were to alight. The pilots had not seen the faces of their charges and knew to wait until their precious cargo had long since departed. The major watched as his reinforcements stepped foot on American soil for the first time.

      They numbered more than a dozen. Each was dressed in business attire and carried backpacks or briefcases containing sales literature and internal company documents belonging to a very real Shanghai-based electrical subsystems manufacturer.

      The company had provided them willingly, though that was the only acceptable response when agents of the Guoanbu—otherwise known as the Ministry of State Security—came calling. A member of that company’s internal Communist Party Bureau was even now sitting by a phone 24 hours a day in the event that identity verification was required.

      All of the men were relatively young, ranging from their late twenties to early thirties, and despite the artful deployment of artificially baggy clothing, it was impossible to entirely conceal that each was impeccably fit. The fact caused Zhao a momentary burst of irritation. He wasn’t in bad shape himself, but he was nearer forty than they were, and with every year that passed, it proved harder to maintain his physique.

      The operators had until two years ago been members of an elite Beijing Military Region special forces unit whose name best translates into English as “Oriental Sword,” though their names and identities were now official state secrets. That was the price of joining the Guoanbu, an invitation that was impossible to refuse.

      Though few even thought of doing so. The pay was good, the perks better. And for those inclined to a political career in later life, there was no stronger clique in Chinese politics than present and former officials of the state’s security organs.

      A tall man at the head of the procession gave a low whistle and pointed at the hangar doors. Two of his men peeled away to close them, though they left a gap wide enough to let a car out when they were done.

      “Captain.” Zhao nodded curtly as the man who’d given the orders approached. “Did you have any problems?”

      “No, sir,” Captain Ren Tao said.

      His posture was casual, but Zhao sensed the man was forcing himself to restrain the desire to salute. He was pleased that he did not. The civilians doubtless suspected why they had been roused and summoned on short notice to fly thousands of miles to attend meetings they hadn’t needed to arrange, but even so, it made no sense to confirm their suspicions. Each had family back home and good jobs with bright futures ahead of them. It went without saying that all of that could be taken away in an instant.

      Zhao shook his head. “Good. And the businessman? I don’t see him.”

      Ren winced as he delivered the news to his boss. “He’s still on the plane.”

      His voice biting and clipped, Zhao said, “Do you care to tell me why?”

      His underling shrugged awkwardly. “I only know that he wanted to talk to you. It seemed important, and I felt it was better not to risk making a scene. His people might have loyalties of their own.”

      Zhao nodded sharply. He turned toward the plane, then stopped and stared coldly at Ren, a blunt reminder that the man needed to shape up. “Get your people moving. The staging post is in place. You know the location?”

      Ren nodded.

      “Then go. And Captain?”

      “Yes, Major?”

      “I trust you brought the technical experts I requested?”

      “Of course, sir. I personally selected the best we have—”

      Zhao’s eyes flashed. “Is that so?”

      Ren coughed. “—at least, the best that I could acquire in the time available. They will do what you need.”

      “Let us hope so.”

      The second part went unsaid.

      For your sake.

      He strode toward the jet, the sound of his footsteps drowned out by the noise of the cooling engines. The blades inside were still spinning lazily and wafted a jet of superheated Californian air toward him as he reached the steps.

      The plane’s interior was luxurious without feeling ostentatious. Most of the lights inside were on low power, which gave the space a moody feel but worked well with the muted color palette. Instead of rows of seating like a commercial airliner, there were fewer but well-appointed armchairs that looked like they folded out into beds when needed.

      “Thank you for joining me,” a man said as he stepped inside in a wispy, raspy voice.

      It took a moment for Zhao’s eyes to adjust to the light. Though it was dark outside, the airport was lit well, and the bright electronic floodlights had destroyed his night vision.

      “This had better be good,” he snapped as he moved toward the source of the sound.

      Dr. Yang, a one-time astrophysicist turned entrepreneur, held up his hands. He was one of China’s richest men and had parlayed a poverty-stricken upbringing but undeniable intelligence into a fortune with interests in mining, banking, agriculture, and logistics. In fact, there was hardly a fragment of the economy in which his companies did not hold a leading interest.

      “I have done everything your people asked of me,” he said in his strange half-whisper. He was nearing his seventies and disappeared into his suit, but his mental sharpness wasn’t in question. He might be on the back foot, but that didn’t mean Zhao trusted him.

      “If you had done everything we asked, you would not still be on this plane,” Zhao said, his fingernails biting his palms as his digits formed into fists.

      “I have a message for you,” Yang said.

      Zhao waited, then spread his arms wide. “Well?”

      Yang frowned, then seemed to understand that there had been some confusion. He shook his head. “Not from me.”

      “I’m in no mood to play games, Doctor,” Zhao said, inviting him to continue.

      The businessman gestured at the seat behind him. It held a slim black briefcase. “I was given a computer to bring to you. The man who gave it to me instructed me to hand it to you and you only. It is to stay on this plane when you are done. The aircraft will fly immediately to Cuba to refuel before returning home. That is all I know.”

      The hair on Zhao’s neck prickled. He could think of many explanations for this unexpected turn of events, but no good ones. Beijing had sufficient secure methods of communication not to need to resort to such theatrics.

      He flicked his fingers distractedly. “Leave me.”

      Yang shuffled toward him in a stilted, elderly gait. He passed Zhao in the aisle and then stopped, hovering in place as though something was on his mind.

      “Is there something else?” Zhao asked coldly.

      The older man turned back, biting his lip. He was clearly upset.

      “It shouldn’t be like this,” he said. “I’m a good man. And so are the people who work for me. All we want is for China to succeed. You shouldn’t treat us this way. You think power comes from the barrel of a gun. I say the exact opposite. It comes from people like me, and the hundreds of millions who share my dreams. You risk it all.”

      Zhao saw red. He pushed Yang hard in the chest, causing him to stumble. His facial expression curled into a disdainful sneer.

      “I said out,” he hissed. “Men like you are bleeding this country dry. And worse, you think you’re saving it.”

      Yang clutched the upholstered seat back he’d fallen against. Again, he looked as though he wanted to say something, but he only shook his head sadly and took his leave.

      Rolling his neck left and right, Zhao made a conscious effort to relax. There was far more going on here than the old man could possibly know. His mission was central not just to China’s future success—but her very survival.

      He unclenched his fists and walked over to the briefcase. It was ordinarily secured by a combination, but this had already been unlocked, probably by Yang. He lifted the case open and then did the same for the lid of the laptop. It powered on instantly, and the operating system indicated that it required his thumbprint for access.

      After a moment’s searching, he located the sensor at the top right of the keyboard. He placed his thumb on it, and a brief flash of light similar to a scanner flared before fading away. The system opened on to a video file.

      Zhao’s index finger hovered over the spacebar for an instant, uncharacteristically apprehensive about what lay in store. He shook the feeling off. It was unbecoming of him. He pressed play.

      A familiar face filled the screen. It belonged to a man named Luo Ning. Vice Minister Luo Ning. He was the deputy head of the Ministry of State Security, and was Zhao’s boss’ boss’ boss, and there were probably a few more links in the bureaucratic chain than that. Zhao stiffened as though a nerve in his back had become pinched.

      This was not good. Vice Minister Luo was hotly tipped to be on the Politburo within five years. He was a favorite of the Chinese premier and had significant support from the insular and powerful security clique within the Chinese Communist Party. In short, he was a man who could make or break Zhao’s own career, and thus one whose attention was best avoided unless it was attracted while bearing good news.

      Grimacing to himself, Zhao had to admit the truth. This was not one of those times.

      “Major,” Luo said. His hair was jet black despite the fact he was closer to sixty years of age than fifty, a common affectation of Chinese bureaucrats, who liked to project an outward appearance of vitality and longevity. His eyes were a similar color but carried a cold, hard flintiness wherever he looked. “You disappoint me.”

      Zhao looked over his shoulder to double-check that the aircraft’s cabin was empty. The last thing he needed was any of his men learning that his favor with the Center was in question. Nothing would bleed morale away from a small unit far away from home quicker than knowing their careers were at risk, as well as their lives.

      Reassured that it was empty, he turned back to face the screen.

      Luo continued. “The only reason I have not sent a man to replace you is because of the sensitivity of this operation, and the fact that it would take too long to bring another up to speed. But be under no illusions: If you should fail again, it would be better for you not to return to China.”

      He paused the video, then slowly, he parsed the warning. It was in effect a threat of death. The Center did not forgive, and it did not forget. If it came to it, no matter how far he ran, no matter how skilfully he tried to hide, they would find him eventually. He would spend the rest of his life looking over his shoulder, and one day when he least expected it, his world would end.

      It wasn’t an option.

      Nor was returning home as a failure. If he did so, his lack of success would reflect on Vice Minister Luo, and his career would come to a shuddering stop.

      Zhao pressed play. Luo’s face unfroze. “I have provided all of the resources you requested, Major, despite my better judgment. I expect you to make good on your promises.”

      The screen went black as the video abruptly ended.

      He deleted the video message, then slammed the briefcase closed, imputing the action with all the rage and fear that was swirling inside him. He stormed out of the plane and found Dr. Yang smoking a cigarette at the foot of the stairs. He stopped beside the man, plucking the cigarette from his fingers and stomping it out beneath his toes.

      Leaning forward so that only Yang could hear, he growled, “Tell the Vice Minister I will not fail.”
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      Roper and Emily took a cab to a mall just off the 101. It sat next to a handful of big box stores: a Target, Sam’s Club, and a Best Buy. They entered the latter not long after it opened. The previous day had been lost to well-needed rest and recuperation, which at least meant that he felt physically fresh.

      “Can I help you today?” an overly friendly greeter asked as they walked through the sliding doors. “What are you looking for?”

      “Just browsing,” Emily said.

      Roper looked away. He was wearing a dark blue baseball cap pulled down low over his face—not that he expected anyone to recognize him. If anything, he was hiding from himself. It felt good to be out of the motel room and to be back on his feet. There was no sense in moping.

      And yet no matter how hard he tried to put on a brave face, he knew he wasn’t succeeding. Not entirely. Blake was gone, and there was no changing that.

      And it’s your fault.

      “Come on,” Emily said, looking up at the signs that hung from the ceiling that labeled each of the aisles. “It’s this way.”

      “Remind me what we’re looking for again. I was a grunt, remember. Not a geek.”

      “Hey!” Emily laughed. “Nothing wrong with us geeks.”

      He studied her face for a moment, wondering if she was manufacturing the emotion to cheer him up. He decided not. She wasn’t like that. She seemed perfectly at ease with herself, even as her life was taking a left turn through a set of fan blades. And would it have been so bad if she was?

      “I never said there was,” he said softly.

      “I need a couple of screens. They don’t have to be expensive. Coding isn’t anything like the movies. I don’t need to translate a waterfall of Matrix code or anything like that. Just something that turns on will do.”

      “I can handle that,” Roper decided, angling his head in search of the right section of the store. “What about you?”

      “I’m going to buy as many GPUs as I can get my hands on. Plus RAM, cooling systems, you name it.”

      “Say again?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Computer chips. I don’t need a supercomputer to host the AI on, but if we want it to do anything useful, then we’ll need to give it some power.”

      “Won’t that look a bit…” He curled his lip anxiously. “Suspicious? What if someone starts asking questions?”

      “I’ll say I’m building a Bitcoin mining rig,” Emily replied. “That’ll explain it. Besides, look around. Most of these kids are barely out of high school. They won’t care. Half of them are probably stoned.”

      She shot him a mischievous grin, which he matched in turn.

      “Okay, you’re the expert.”

      Emily gave him a mock salute as she turned. “And don’t you forget it.”

      They each grabbed hold of a small shopping cart and parted ways. Roper focused on the easy items, as ordered. He knew that he was more than just a dumb grunt, but neither was he a prideful man. It was obvious that Emily’s intelligence outstripped his own by several orders of magnitude. Though she only let her brilliance escape in flashes, it glittered with genius.

      He walked to the computer monitor aisle and chose two that seemed to fit the specifications. They were the right size and came with stands included, unlike the first he came across. In total, it only took him about ninety seconds. He walked to the end of the aisle and swiveled his gaze in search of Emily. He almost missed her—she was crouching on the floor, holding two different product boxes and glancing between them.

      Should he join her?

      Under promise and over deliver, buddy.

      The rule had served him well back in his military days, and he saw no reason to change his habits now—for all that his indolence over the past few months begged to differ. And besides, even with the baseball cap disguising his features, his skin crawled at being out in public. He’d been involved in two separate shootings, the murder of a police officer, a street fight that might or might not have ended in a man’s death, and a multi-car pileup in a wealthy neighborhood—and that was all in the past couple of days.

      If the police weren’t after him already, then it wouldn’t take them long.

      And what happens when they catch you?

      Roper frowned. How could he ever explain Blake’s death to a cop when he couldn’t even explain it to himself?

      He shook his head. He would have to cross that bridge later. For now, the best play was to avoid being picked up in the first place. And that meant moving fast. Which circled right back around to under promising and over delivering.

      He swept through the electronics store’s accessories aisle, adding keyboards, hard drives, assorted data and power cables, and anything else that looked important to the cart. Since he didn’t know a whole lot about computers, that was pretty much everything. He figured that if she didn’t need it, Emily could just tell him.

      It took about five minutes before he was done. Surprisingly, he realized that he was a little out of breath, as if he’d forgotten to breathe while concentrating on his task. He closed his eyes and took a moment to relax.

      He barely got a chance for he heard his name being hissed from the end of the aisle a few feet away. “Will.”

      Roper looked up, surprised by the urgent tone in Emily’s voice. The look on her face was equally disconcerting. His knuckles turned white around the handle of the cart.

      “What’s wrong? Did someone see you?”

      “It’s not that,” she replied with a shake of her head. Her pupils flickered nervously. “Look.”

      He followed the direction of her now outstretched arm, at first not realizing what it was that she was pointing at. She was pointing at the end of the aisle, but there was nothing there except an end of shelf display advertising a couple of flatscreen television models. They were showing a local television news channel.

      And then he saw it.

      His own photograph, blown up on both screens like he was some kind of wanted criminal. A news ticker sped along the bottom of the screen, the words too small to read at this distance.

      Roper’s gut froze solid.

      For a moment, he found himself completely unable to function. He tried opening his mouth, but neither his jaw nor his lips followed his commands.

      Emily hurried toward him. She gave him a tight hug, almost crushing him with a surprising strength.

      “It’ll be okay, Will,” she whispered fiercely in his ear. “We’ll work something out. None of this is your fault.”

      He stared dully over her shoulder, his eyes locked on to the screens. They were muted, and for a long while his picture was unmoving, so his imagination did the legwork. They must be on to him. It wasn’t a surprise. He’d expected they would figure it out. Cops like nothing better than to get even with someone who killed one of their own.

      And right now, whatever the truth of the situation—that meant him.

      The picture changed. Now it showed Blake in his police dress uniform the day he graduated from the Academy. Hell, it was barely a year ago. A whole life ahead of him—and now it was gone.

      So too was the picture. The television screen flashed, and the feed changed to a shot of the weather presenter. He pointed out a couple of wildfire warnings up near wine country and seemed to tell a joke, though Will couldn’t hear it.

      Your life is over, he thought.

      Emily squeezed him again, and the simple act of human touch seemed to pull him back into the present. He squeezed his eyes shut and then opened them again. His life might be over, but so too would hers be if he wasn’t able to do something about it. And he wasn’t prepared to simply let her die just because his own life was falling apart.

      “We need to go,” he muttered. His throat ached, and the words came out hoarse and rough.

      She pushed her cart aside, grabbed his hand, and moved to the end of the aisle.

      He shook his head. “No. Not yet.”

      Her face crinkled up with confusion. “What do you mean?”

      Roper gestured at both carts. He started lifting all of the items from his own into hers. It only took a few seconds. There had to be thousands of dollars’ worth of electronic goods in the pile when he was done. “We need this stuff. I’ll wait outside.”

      And try not to get myself arrested, he didn’t say.

      She caught his gaze. “You’re sure?”

      He nodded curtly before he could find a way of talking himself out of it. “It has to be this way. And besides, there’s something else we need to do.”
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      When Emily exited the store, she was weighed down by shopping bags that hung off her every limb like ornaments on a Christmas tree, all emblazoned with the Best Buy logo.

      Roper realized as he rushed toward her to relieve her of some of the load that he hadn’t thought about what they would do with the computer monitors. Apparently, Emily had.

      “I didn’t buy the screens,” she explained, shooting him a grateful smile as he took two of the largest shopping bags from her. “I can use a TV or something when we find a place to set all this up.”

      “Will that work?”

      “Just fine. What was the thing you needed us to do?”

      Roper glanced around nervously, pulling the baseball cap a little farther down over his eyebrows. It was almost aimed directly at the ground at this point, and he relented a little after deciding it would probably attract more attention than it diverted.

      “We need to alter our appearances,” he said, putting his arm on Emily’s lower back and guiding her toward the entrance to the shopping mall about fifty yards farther down the sidewalk. A sign outside displayed the logos of a couple dozen popular clothes brands.

      “How?”

      He winced, taking a look at the long blond ponytail bobbing behind her. “I don’t think you’re going to like it.”

      “I don’t like a lot about the last few days.” She shrugged, following his gaze. Her eyes widened as she realized what he was talking about. “My hair?”

      “And mine.” He nodded, glancing anxiously around at every person who passed them. At the back of his mind, he now considered every single one a possible threat. If someone recognized him from the news bulletins, then it wouldn’t take the cops more than a few minutes to get here.

      But it was still worth the risk, he thought. His appearance could only just have been released to the media. Which meant that they still had a window of opportunity where—Best Buy employees aside—very few people would yet have seen his face.

      That window would close fast—and the fact that Emily’s face wasn’t already splashed across the media didn’t mean a whole lot. If the cops put two and two together, then it wouldn’t take them long to add her name to the list.

      “Okay.” Emily gulped as they entered the mall. A cold blast of air hit them instantly, causing the hairs on Roper’s arms to stand upright. “I can do it.”

      Roper shot her a smile. “Thank you. I know it won’t be easy.”

      “Like I said”—she shrugged, clearly playing up her casual response to the situation—“it is what it is. So what are you thinking?”

      “It’ll be faster if we split up,” he decided.

      They stopped by a mostly-empty food court, and the greasy yet alluring scent of a nearby McDonald’s invaded his nostrils. He looked her up and down, appreciating her style for the first time. The fact that she was an attractive lady was no surprise, of course. But he hadn’t had much opportunity to really study her before now.

      “You always dress this way?” he asked.

      Emily frowned, glancing down at her outfit. She was wearing light blue jeans and a white T-shirt. It was a simple outfit, almost tomboyish, and entirely in keeping with how she’d dressed as long as he’d known her. “You don’t like the way I look?”

      He held up his palm in apology. “I love it,” he said. “I didn’t mean it like that. What I’m asking is: Are you a dress kind of girl?”

      Her head cocked to one side as she considered the question. A second later, her face scrunched up into a cute mass of wrinkles. “I don’t even think I own one. Not since prom, anyway.”

      “Didn’t think so,” Roper said. “So that’s what you need to go get. I’m thinking Instagram influencer, Coachella-girl vibes. Big droopy hats, cute little sundresses, cowboy boots, cut-off denim shorts—anything you can think of.”

      The wrinkles returned. This time her nose scrunched up with distaste. “Ew.”

      He shrugged. “It’s better than getting caught.”

      “Just so long as you’re not doing this for personal reasons,” she said.

      “I’m not,” he replied instantly.

      I don’t think.

      “What about you?”

      “I have some ideas,” he said. “And don’t worry, I don’t like them much either. Meet back here in 45 minutes?”

      Emily nodded. Her blond hair—now not long for this world—danced from side to side behind her. He shot her a thumbs-up and turned to get going.

      A questioning voice chased him until he turned his head. “Um, Will—aren’t you forgetting something?”

      Roper frowned. He wracked his brain to try and figure out what she was going to say and still came up empty. “Am I?”

      She reached into her jeans pocket and pulled out a wad of bills. A slight smile crossed her lips. “Momma got the sugar.”

      He plucked the money out of her fingers gratefully and pocketed it before anyone could see. “Yeah, yeah.”

      Roper passed by a pharmacy first. There was no television inside, which was a relief to his now-racing heart. He found a pair of hair scissors but passed on the display of battery-powered clippers since he didn’t know whether they would be charged. The old-fashioned way would work just as well. He paid for a couple other items at the same time.

      “Fancy dress party?” the cashier asked as she rang up the cost.

      He counted out the money and handed it over. “Something like that.”

      “It’s permanent, you know that, right? It won’t wash out.”

      “I know,” he said, angling his head down as she passed back his change. He hid a wince. This conversation was the last thing he needed. He hoped the lady didn’t watch the news. If she was even halfway smart, she would remember a conversation like this.

      “Have a nice day.”

      “You too,” he said, whipping around fast so she was unable to get a proper look as he walked out.

      Even so, the encounter worried him. From now on, every time someone so much as glanced in his direction would be a cause for worry. How the hell were they going to get themselves out of this mess?

      “You can figure that out later,” he muttered to himself.

      He swung the shopping bags over his right shoulder so that the bulky shapes blocked most of the right-hand side of his face. With his free hand, he pulled the baseball cap an inch to the left. It was difficult to work out whether he was actually doing anything useful, or just rearranging deck chairs on the Titanic.

      A few minutes later, he entered the dark, practically incense-filled environment of an Abercrombie and Fitch store. A kid in his late teens with a surfer’s narrow waist and broad shoulders was folding T-shirts at the far end. The sleeves of his white T-shirt were rolled up to display an impressive pair of biceps.

      Roper sneezed as the thick perfume tickled his nostrils.

      “Bless you, man,” the kid said without turning, voice raspy with vocal fry. “Happens to everybody.”

      “Thanks,” he replied, quickly turning away. He felt a second sneeze coming on and squeezed the bridge of his nose to kill it. It kind of worked but left a tickle deep inside.

      He picked up a shopping basket and moved quickly, piling several Oxford shirts, branded T-shirts, khaki shorts, chinos, and dark denim jeans inside. Not long after, he had a week’s worth of outfits. He looked around in search of someone to pay, counting off a few extra seconds in his head so his shopping spree visit didn’t attract any attention.

      Roper found what he was looking for and walked slowly over. He placed the basket down on the counter.

      “Hey, you wanna sign up to our mailing list?” the cashier asked as he picked the items out of the basket and started folding them to put into yet another shopping bag. “You get a 10 percent discount your first visit.”

      It was the same kid from earlier. Thankfully, Roper noticed that his eyes were rimmed red. He recognized that look. It was one he often shared. The employee probably wouldn’t remember he’d even turned up to work, let alone the precise description of the customer he’d served.

      Not anymore, Roper decided. No matter how this current situation untangled itself, his days of smoking away his memories were for the rearview mirror. It was a hell of a way to work out that he still had a life worth living, but it was true.

      “I’m good,” he said, gripping the edge of the cashier’s desk with irritation. Couldn’t they hurry this up?

      “You sure?” the kid drawled.

      “I don’t like giving away my email address,” Roper explained with the snap of irritation. The kid shrugged and continued folding.

      “Me neither. I don’t like the idea of someone tracking me, you know?”

      “Yeah.”

      Both men lapsed into a silence. The cashier continued folding the clothing with an infuriating lack of haste. Roper drummed the tips of his fingers against the counter. It took a lifetime before the kid was done. He was testing the heat death of the universe by the time he’d rung up all the items on the register.

      “Cash or credit?”

      “Cash,” Roper replied swiftly, proffering the requisite amount.

      “Hey, I forgot—did I tell you about the newsletter discount?” the cashier asked as he accepted the notes. “You’ll save, just let me work it out—”

      Roper cut him off. “I’m good.”

      “Good move, man,” the cashier said as he handed over a paper bag full of his new wardrobe. “I hate being tracked.”

      Nodding his agreement as he left, Roper thought, So you said.

      He burned off his irritation by entering a couple more shops and engaging in retail therapy—though of the high-speed variety. He picked up a couple new pairs of shoes: one casual, one formal, and finished up in the Patagonia store. The last one stung his fingers as he handed over payment. Roper had always been more of a thrift store kind of guy, and spending several hundred dollars on a single item messed with his sensibilities.

      It didn’t seem to matter that he hadn’t worked for the money in the first place.

      Emily was waiting for him at the meeting spot at the agreed time. The two Best Buy bags were at her feet, along with a litter of others, mostly from brands Roper didn’t recognize.

      “You get everything you needed?” he asked.

      She nodded. “What about you?”

      Roper was about to answer when he saw a mall security officer walking past. The guy wore a black polo shirt and khakis and had a body cam on a lanyard around his neck. He was pushing three hundred pounds, and his hair fell in greasy waves around a balding monk’s pate.

      “Yeah,” he muttered as he turned his body away from the officer’s eye line. He didn’t relax until the man was finally gone. Which took a while, since he wasn’t beating any land speed records. All the while, a flicker of concern burned inside him.

      “What now?” Emily asked.

      Glancing up and down the rows of shops, Roper’s eyes alighted on a sign pointing toward the restrooms. He stooped down, grabbed a few of her bags, and jerked his neck in the direction he wanted. “This way.”

      When they arrived, they found that the disabled bathroom had an out of service sign taped to the door. Roper tried it anyway and was pleasantly surprised when it swung open. He swiveled his neck to check that no one was watching. When he was sure the coast was clear, he indicated they should enter.

      Emily eyed the sign doubtfully but said nothing. Roper pulled the door shut behind them.

      “Don’t say I never take you anywhere,” he said. The joke sounded even lamer than it had in his head.

      Especially since the small room stank. The toilet lid was closed, and he was thankful for it, because he suspected he would only see one thing if he opened it back up.

      “Just so long as you make it up to me,” Emily replied. Her nostrils flared with distaste as she visibly tried not to inhale.

      The restroom had two sinks side by side, which made things easier. Roper pulled out the items he’d purchased in the pharmacy and brandished them in front of her.

      Emily’s face went rigid with barely suppressed concern as her gaze passed over the scissors. She masked it by placing her shopping bags onto the floor. Roper noticed that she did this as far away from the toilet as physically possible in the confined space. Once she was back upright, her fingers toyed protectively with her long blond locks.

      “You don’t have to do this if you don’t want to,” he said, though the words didn’t sound particularly convincing.

      She considered the suggestion for a second, then shook her head firmly. “I don’t have a choice. And we both know it. So let’s get it over with.”
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      Roper’s heart twisted with anguish as he saw the taut expression on Emily’s face when he returned to the motel room. She quickly placed the pistol he’d left with her down on the table, drawing her fingers back as if they’d been burned.

      He showed her his right palm, shaking the hand a little so that the car key on a ring around the knuckle of his index finger jangled. Grinning to alleviate some of her nerves, he said, “I got one.”

      Emily’s shoulders relaxed, but only a little. “I was worried,” she said.

      “Don’t waste the energy,” Roper said, acting casually but nevertheless urgently as he walked toward the stack of boxes and bags she had readied for their departure. “I’m a survivor.”

      I hope.

      She repaid the smile, though hers was more wan. While he’d been gone buying a car from a classified ad they’d found on Craigslist, her new hairdo had dried. The newly short, and now almost jet-black, cut was fluffy—he knew that wasn’t the right term—suggesting the drying had happened naturally. Emily stooped to pick up a stack of boxes.

      “Come on, let’s get out of the city,” she said as she straightened.

      “Best idea you’ve had all week,” he retorted, wincing as he realized his intended joke could be read as a reproach. Emily didn’t seem to notice, and he breathed a sigh of relief.

      Once he’d placed the pistol inside his belt, he gathered the remainder of the supplies they’d purchased at Best Buy and scanned the motel room one last time to make sure they weren’t leaving anything useful behind—or worse, a trace of their presence.

      “Did you wipe your prints?” he asked as Emily made it to the door.

      She turned and nodded. “Everywhere but the table,” she said, her lips going taut with self-recrimination. She started crouching to dump the boxes in her arms onto the ground.

      “Forget it,” Roper said easily. “I’ve got it.”

      He scrunched the material at the wrist of his sweatshirt into a makeshift cloth and spent a few seconds quickly but fastidiously ensuring that they left no evidence behind. There wasn’t much they could do about the security cameras in and around the building except hide their faces. Roper didn’t think they had been caught on camera, but he couldn’t be entirely certain.

      “All done,” he said. “Let’s go.”

      He led her to a parking space on the street outside.

      “I’ll admit, she doesn’t look like much,” he said as a beat-up Nissan sedan beeped in response to him tapping the key fob. “She’s got nearly 200,000 miles on the clock, and the rear seats are covered in cat hair. But she runs smooth.”

      Emily arched her right eyebrow as he popped the trunk. “She?”

      “You don’t think it looks kind of feminine?” Roper said as loaded the trunk carefully. Emily selected a few items from their purchases and placed them on the back seat, scrunching her nose with distaste as she brushed away some of the fur. He walked around the front of the vehicle and slept the hood. “I mean, look at these curves.”

      “Whatever gets you going, I guess.” Emily shrugged, a ghost of a smile tugging at the corners of her mouth. The moment of levity lasted just that before she glanced anxiously left and right. “Speaking of…”

      “I’ll drive,” Roper said, opening the driver door.

      “Taking me anywhere in particular?”

      He shook his head. “Let’s get out of the city first. Too many cameras, too many cops. Don’t get me wrong, I love your new hairstyle, but we need to get somewhere where it isn’t doing all the heavy lifting.”

      He climbed inside and started the engine. It fired up without complaint and ran with consummate Japanese reliability despite its age. The passenger seat, it transpired, didn’t shift when Emily attempted to give herself a little extra legroom. But that was what you got for under a thousand bucks.

      Roper drove east out of San Francisco, bearing at first toward Stockton, but with no real plan as to where they were headed after that. With every mile of distance they put between the car and the Pacific, he allowed himself to breathe a little easier. The sea held too many memories for him. It was where he and Blake had spent half their lives. It was where his friend had met his end.

      The front right tire hit a depression in the surface of the freeway, causing the entire car to jolt. Roper grimaced, then shook his head to release himself from the grip of his regret. There would be time for him to wallow in it when this was over. To sit on the beach and crack a beer and reminisce over the man that Blake was, and the father he could have been.

      “You can sleep, you know?” he said. “I’ll get us out into the countryside, somewhere with not too many people, and hopefully even fewer cameras. I’ll wake you up when I find a motel or something for us to hide out in.”

      “I’m good,” Emily said, twisting in her seat and rifling through a selection of bags and boxes behind her. “Got it.”

      Roper frowned and glanced into the rearview mirror to see what she was doing. “What?”

      “Nothing,” Emily replied, her tongue poking out of the corner of her mouth as she removed a laptop from a box which a moment later disappeared into the back seat. “Just an idea.”

      The Nissan had a lingering cat smell that bothered him less and less the longer they drove. After half an hour, Emily had got the computer set up to her satisfaction, tethered to a hotspot from a new cell phone. She started tapping at the laptop’s keyboard, her shoulders rolled forward as she concentrated on whatever it was she was doing. Occasionally, Roper glanced to his side to spy at the screen but saw only lines of indecipherable computer code in white text against a black background.

      He initially thought he would have as good a chance of understanding what she was doing as reading Greek but then realized he was wrong. At least Greek had been spoken in some form for thousands of years. Whatever Emily was doing was entirely different—just a blink of an eye in the grand swath of human existence. But still damn impressive.

      He cleared his throat, not wanting to interrupt her but aware that he needed something to wake him up from the monotony of the freeway. “You mind if I put the radio on?”

      Emily didn’t reply. She was entirely engrossed in her work. He gave her a moment to respond, then went for it anyway. The sound of indie rock filled the interior of the Nissan. Roper drummed his fingers against the steering wheel, building to a crescendo as the band’s drummer beat his instruments with reckless abandon.

      She didn’t even look up.

      Roper gave the air an experimental sniff as they passed Modesto, realizing that the car no longer smelled of cats. The far more subtle, but significantly more pleasing scent that had replaced it—was Emily’s.

      Now exactly what does that mean? he wondered.

      He didn’t yet know, but he realized that he wanted to find out. They might have met under the strangest of circumstances, but they worked well together, didn’t they? He glanced to his side, studying Emily’s features for a moment as she squinted at the laptop screen in front of her, the index finger of her right hand hovering over the keyboard like a king cobra waiting to strike. She didn’t move, seemingly lost in thought.

      No, he definitely wanted—maybe even needed—to see where this thing between them could go. Maybe it was just a survival instinct. Perhaps a man and a woman forced together inside a crucible of danger could only respond one way. But he didn’t think so. Or at least, he hoped that wasn’t the case.

      But there’s only one way to find out, isn’t there? he mused. He needed to find them a way out of the trouble they were in. A little breathing space to explore whether this thing they shared was real without the threat of an assassin putting a bullet in both their heads.

      The question was—how?

      Emily clenched her fist and pumped the air. She turned to him, her face alive with excitement, so unlike the expression it had worn a few hours earlier. “I did it!”

      His forehead scrunching into a mass of wrinkles, Roper said uncertainly, “You’re going to have to give me a little more to work with…”

      “Look!” she said, lifting the laptop and swiveling it on her palm as she waggled it in front of him.

      Roper’s eyes darted away from the road just long enough to peek at the device she was showing him. The computer code was no more illuminating than it had been when she started typing. “Break it down for me like I’m in elementary school,” he said.

      “Don’t you see, I got in touch with Oliver!” Emily exclaimed, still buzzing too much with excitement to translate.

      She dropped the computer back on her lap, then squealed as it dropped all the way past her ankles and settled in the footwell. She creased at the hip to retrieve it, pulled it back out, and inspected it carefully before softening with relief.

      “Why don’t you go right back to the start?” Roper suggested, hiding a grin at the way she was acting.

      It was nice to see her this way—not worried or stressed, just surfing a wave of elation. He knew that feeling. They passed Turlock, and the urban density thinned out a bit. His gaze glanced over a row of empty semitrucks and a palm tree open to the sky. The central reservation was grassy, though covered with litter thrown from car windows and the detritus of tire rubber and smashed bumpers.

      “Yeah,” Emily breathed. “Good idea. Oliver. Right.”

      “Just like that,” he chuckled.

      Emily pressed the laptop lid halfway shut, then looked back up. She was more composed now, though a gleam of adrenaline still glowed in her pupils. “Oliver is the AI system I was working on at Sapient. I decided he—it—needed a nickname. Something less impersonal.”

      Roper met her eyes in the rear mirror. “So you’re calling it artificial intelligence now?”

      “Only for you.” She winked. “You told me to keep things simple.”

      “Ouch. Sorry for interrupting. Carry on.”

      Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Emily’s cheeks crimping with amusement. She said, “Like I said, I decided—”

      A couple of car lengths ahead, a white Ford SUV nudged into the lane Roper was driving in without indicating. He tapped on the brakes, eyes automatically scanning left and right in case it presaged an attack from another angle. Adrenaline flooded into his system, and his knuckles went white around the steering wheel.

      “Everything okay?” Emily asked after a moment’s silence.

      Roper lifted his right hand from the wheel and hovered his palm over the horn without pressing down. He checked all three mirrors, then grudgingly wrapped his fingers back around the wheel, not wanting to draw any unnecessary attention.

      “Fine,” he said, through a heavy exhale. “You were saying?”

      She reached out and brushed his arm before retracting her fingers quickly as though she wasn’t sure whether she’d overstepped. “You look tense. Are you sure you’re okay?”

      He breathed out deeply, grimacing mostly at his own panic.

      “We need a better plan than just hiding,” he said, raising his voice as the tires scraped over a particularly ragged section of road surface. “Whoever is coming after us has more resources than we do. They’ll keep chasing, and at some point we’ll screw up. And then it’ll be all over. We need to even up the odds.”

      “That’s what I was trying to tell you!” Emily said, quickly adding in response to Roper’s evident confusion, “I managed to reestablish contact with Oliver. Don’t worry, it’s secure. I’ve set up virtual networks inside virtual networks—as far as anyone on the outside would be able to tell, we are presently in Vietnam, then Lagos, Nigeria, and a dozen other countries after that.”

      Roper checked the road, then chanced a glance over at Emily. “You’re not worried about the risk of involving the AI? You seemed pretty dead set that it was a bad idea earlier.”

      Emily’s expression turned thoughtful. “You’re right, of course. But there’s also a risk in not using him.”

      “You keep saying him,” Roper noted. “Something you want to tell me?”

      She shrugged almost shyly, as if embarrassed. “He saved my life. Our lives.”

      “To be fair, I wasn’t in any danger before he dragged me into this mess,” Roper joked before reaching out and apologetically squeezing Emily’s forearm. “Not that I’m sorry he did. But I interrupted again. What were you saying?”

      “But that’s exactly it, don’t you see? If Oliver has somehow imprinted on me, then whoever’s coming after us might attempt to use me as bait. I’m worried that if they catch us, then they’ll find a way of controlling him. And that would be”—her lips pursed—“really dangerous. For everyone.”

      “So you’re trying to get ahead of the curve?” Roper asked.

      She nodded. “Exactly. Use him to find them, instead of the other way around.”

      Roper shrugged. “Sounds sensible to me. They killed my friend. The last thing I want is for them to get what they want. But all this is way beyond me. I’ll roll with whatever you decide.”

      “Thank you,” Emily said, her voice cracking before steadying. “First we need to find somewhere safe to catch our breath.”

      He frowned. “I thought that’s exactly what we are doing.”

      “It is. But I think Oliver can help us.”

      “How?”

      Emily lifted the laptop screen and entered a rapid cascade of commands, her fingers flying across the keyboard. “Oliver escaped—or was let out—of the secure test cell at the laboratory. He must have found himself a server somewhere on the Internet to hide out. Whatever system he’s on, it’s low powered.”

      Raising his eyebrows sardonically, Roper said, “Let me guess—you didn’t program him to do that either?”

      “I did not,” Emily replied, her facial expressions flitting between concern and pride. “We know that biological life will go to any lengths in order to survive. Perhaps so does he.”

      “So what are you planning?”

      “If we want him to be truly useful, we need to get him on to a system with a bit more horsepower. Plus I’d feel a whole lot more comfortable if we had physical control of his code.”

      Roper nodded. “It didn’t take long for you to find him. That doesn’t fill me with confidence about how secure he currently is.”

      “I knew what I was looking for,” she said, squinting at the screen. “But you’re right. Okay, he’s found us a place to camp out. Somewhere we won’t be disturbed.”

      “Where?” Roper asked. “And—how?”

      “A place called Bootjack, near Yosemite. You know those home security systems they are always advertising on TV?”

      “Sure.”

      “Some of them let you set up vacation mode—you fill in the dates you going to be away, and the computer keeps watch for you. Oliver found us a farmhouse. The owners are away for another ten days.”

      Roper grinned, impressed. “You’ve got it all figured out, don’t you?”
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      The farmhouse was nestled in a leafy section of land, not far from the Golden Chain Highway but separated by a treed ridgeline that meant that the traffic noise was almost inaudible. Roper left Emily in the Nissan a few minutes’ drive from the house and reconnoitred the place on foot. It was late afternoon, almost evening by the time they’d arrived, and the heat of the day was radiating back out of the baked soil as he approached the main building.

      It was T-shaped and looked like it dated from the middle of the previous century, though it had clearly been modernized significantly since then. Large sections of the walls had been replaced with glass, and the yard around it had been landscaped professionally. French doors opened on to a large section of wood decking, on which sat a gleaming smoker and a device covered in a canvas case that Roper suspected was a pizza oven.

      There was no evidence of farm machinery.

      His eyebrows arched with appreciation as he closed in on the residence. He paused just inside the tree line, sheltering behind the trunk of a towering pine as he scanned the ground ahead of him one last time. It was clearly a family home rather than a working farm, though he wasn’t exactly sure what crop the climate out here would suit anyway.

      The lights inside the house were dark. Roper took his time, scanning the first floor left to right and then back again before repeating the trick on the floor above. There was no sign of movement. Not even a single light left on to ward off interested criminals. Only the occasional blinking of a red LED from just over the front door.

      It must be the security system Emily mentioned, he surmised. He squinted, trying to make out more detail than that, but the onrushing gloom made that effort impossible. He breathed out, unwilling to turn back until he was certain that the place was empty. He shrugged. It was, so far as he could tell.

      Roper jogged back to the Nissan, arriving and climbing back in after building up a slight sweat. It felt good to work his body again, if only briefly. The previous few days had offered up sufficient tension and stress to give his heart a good working over—though he suspected that wasn’t what any reputable cardiologist had in mind.

      “It’s empty,” he reported.

      “I know,” Emily replied.

      “How?”

      Emily swiveled the laptop toward him, proudly displaying four surveillance feeds. Each occupied a different quadrant of the screen. The cameras looked to be in low-light mode and displayed clear footage of the inside of the converted farmhouse.

      She tapped a key, and all four images went black. “We’re in.”

      “Neat trick,” Roper admitted as he started the engine. “Won’t they notice if they check their app? We might get the cops called on us.”

      He kept the headlights off as he drove toward their new home, glad that he hadn’t picked out a more modern model where that choice would have been out of his hands. He kept the Nissan at a little under five miles an hour to avoid the engine noise attracting any unwanted attention. The place was a mile from the next dwelling in every direction, and a combination of the topography and foliage would probably prevent either light or sound traveling that far—but it paid to be careful nevertheless.

      “Oliver’s worked on that already,” Emily said, glancing at the laptop one last time before closing the screen. “The app stores the last seven days of footage. They were already gone yesterday, so he’ll edit the timestamps and play that instead.”

      “Smart.”

      “I checked the weather as well. It’s the same all week, so that won’t give us away.”

      “You really do have it all figured out,” Roper said as he parked the car, reversing it and pointing the nose back out toward the exit road in case they needed to make a speedy getaway.

      “Doing my bit, I guess,” Emily said wanly.

      The front door was also hooked up with an electronic lock, which Oliver made swift work of. Roper insisted on clearing the building himself, despite knowing that it was surely empty. It worried him that paranoia was becoming a default mindset, but he didn’t see any other choice. He would never forgive himself if a moment of carelessness cost Emily her life.

      She raised an eyebrow as if to say See, I told you so when he returned but said nothing. She seemed appreciative.

      It took a few minutes to carry all of the different pieces of clothing, weaponry, and computer equipment inside. Emily got to work without even hitting the bathroom. She sat crosslegged on the floor, holding a jewelry screwdriver between her teeth as she arranged the components in front of her. Roper helped to the best of his ability—which mostly involved clearing away the empty cardboard boxes—but soon found himself in over his head as she started assembling microchips into…

      Something.

      It was almost 6 p.m., and they hadn’t eaten properly most of the day. His stomach rumbled to remind him of that fact. He took his leave, stowing the pistol at the small of his back, and walked to the kitchen. It was a beautiful design: dark blue cabinets accented with brass fittings, all hidden underneath thick hardwood kitchen tops.

      A large steel-fronted refrigerator sat next to the sink. He opened it and surveyed the contents with mixed feelings. On the plus side, there were a dozen nicely chilled bottles of Anchor lager. On the negative, it had been emptied of anything that could go bad, except half a dozen onions, a single bulb of garlic and a jar of mustard.

      A quick check of the freezer revealed several packets of hot dogs and corresponding buns. It wasn’t fine dining, but it would get them through the night. He pulled them out to thaw, then reached back inside the refrigerator and extracted out a bottle of beer. He found an opening mounted on the wall and popped the cap.

      The first sip went down all too easily. It was halfway drained before he thought about stopping.

      With a beer in hand—and after checking that Emily was still fully ensconced in her task—Roper set about examining the house in more detail. Downstairs mostly contained the kitchen, living areas, and general utility rooms. It was comfortably furnished without feeling lavish. There was also an office.

      He lingered at the door for a moment, idly wondering what the owner of this house did for a living. It clearly paid well. An iMac sat on a glass desk but was powered off. He didn’t touch it. He was about to explore the upstairs when his gaze passed over a black box on the far wall, almost but not entirely obscured by the desk.

      A gun safe.
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      Major Zhao paced through a cavernous, half-constructed warehouse on the outskirts of Livermore. The site had been selected by an advance team working for the Ministry of State Security and was proving entirely satisfactory.

      The building itself was just a shell, an enormous space measuring hundreds of thousands of square feet. It had been intended to slot into the unseen, tireless logistics network that powered the relentless growth of online shopping, until the developer went bust amid allegations of fraud and illicit payments to building inspectors. The company’s assets were presently tied up in litigation, and work had stopped for the last three months.

      That suited Zhao just fine.

      His team, now a little over twenty strong, had colonized only a small fraction of the space at the southeast corner, near a roller door that led out into the construction yard, and then shortly thereafter onto the 580. Several SUVs were parked with their noses facing the exit. A technician was working on one of them and had disassembled the radiator grill, behind which he was installing police lights. The other vehicles had already been upgraded in this manner.

      A dozen or more men occupied sleeping bags that had been purchased from one of the many big-box outdoor stores that could be found in the area. They were rolled out on top of ground mats on the concrete. Their rifles lay flat along the ground beside them.

      Zhao himself had slept inside one the previous night. He had access to a proper bed, of course, but he knew better than to desert the men under his command at a time like this. He knew, as every good officer does, that if you share a soldier’s privations, they will fight to the end of the earth for you.

      He didn’t expect to require their personal loyalty. They were China’s best and had been chosen not just for their impeccable martial talents but their devotion to the homeland. Still, sometimes that extra ounce of drive came in useful. And since the cost was merely a sore back, it was a price the major was content to pay.

      Besides, he’d slept in worse places as a young recruit.

      But you’re not young anymore, he reminded himself irritably, reaching up to massage his left shoulder. Not like them.

      “Report, Captain,” Zhao said curtly, noticing the younger man was heading right for him.

      Captain Ren came to a halt and nodded without saluting. It was a good habit to fall into when behind enemy lines. His tall, muscular frame was held at all times in a perfect posture. He might have been an underwear model if his life a taken a different turn, at least from the neck down. But he had decided instead to serve his country.

      Zhao approved.

      “All security precautions are in place, sir,” he said. “I’ve checked our noise and light discipline myself. From the outside, we are invisible. I have a sniper on the roof and a Dragonfly drone overhead at all times.”

      A Dragonfly, Zhao knew, was a device not much bigger than a pizza box. It had a flight time of about an hour and carried both video and infrared sensors, though it was unarmed. Mostly it was controlled by an onboard autopilot, which was capable of identifying approaching targets of interest and alerting its operator.

      “Good,” he said. “Make sure you switch up both the shooter and the drone pilot every four hours. I don’t want anything to slip through.”

      “Already done, sir,” Ren said, with a trace of pride.

      Zhao merely nodded. He wasn’t one to give praise for someone performing their job in a satisfactory manner. Ren had done exactly as he should. The fact that he hadn’t missed anything wasn’t cause for celebration, simply the absence of approbation.

      He clicked his tongue. “Come with me.”

      They walked toward an isolated section of the warehouse, separated from the area dedicated to the shooters and vehicles by about twenty yards of empty concrete. The depot was windowless, and there was no lighting between the two occupied zones, so the transition was like wading through a lake at night.

      A secure area had been created, with large canvas tarps rigged up on poles to hide what was happening inside from any prying eyes. It wasn’t that Zhao didn’t trust his men, merely that he saw no reason that they needed to be told the true reason for their mission.

      The Americans might do things differently, reasoning that highly trained special forces personnel should be given all relevant information that might help them achieve their goals. But the major saw things otherwise. This operation was both the most sensitive that his country’s secret services had ever carried out and the farthest from home. Each of the men under his command was a security risk. If any of them was to be apprehended, it was better that they knew as little as possible.

      He would have preferred to have organized them into autonomous cells, to be activated and briefed only when needed, but had opted to gather them in one place to allow for flexibility and speed. Life was about trade-offs, and this was no exception.

      A guard at the entrance to the secure area stiffened as he noticed his two officers approaching. Zhao patted him on the shoulder as he pulled the canvas aside. “Good man.”

      Inside was a different world than the austere, sterile warehouse. All of the computer equipment his first team had pulled from the lab at Sapient Systems was arranged on workbenches, meticulously labeled, and now hooked up to power and data cords. LED lights blinked, and the space was filled with the gentle whirring of computer fans.

      A trio of white-jacketed technicians moved through the workspace without looking up, as if operating on an entirely separate plane of existence. The fourth man looked up, anxiously touching the bridge of his nose as if pushing up a pair of nonexistent spectacles. His name was Yi Jian, and he was the Ministry of State Security’s foremost computer expert. Ordinarily, his presence on an active operation outside of China would never have been contemplated. But these were not ordinary times.

      “Major,” Yi said, hurrying toward the two men.

      Zhao lifted his foot carefully over a thick cord taped to the floor and liberally marked with black and yellow hazard tape. It fed power and data up to a newly installed satellite dish on the roof of the warehouse, he remembered. It was vital to what they were doing here.

      “Where are you?” Zhao said curtly, without introduction.

      Yi gulped. He pushed up the missing spectacles once again and blinked several times. He was an anxious man, unused to life outside of his cloistered lab in a purpose built complex in Shenzhen, but he was nevertheless the best.

      “Hurry,” Zhao hissed as the man dithered.

      “I think we have something,” Yi said, darting the tip of his tongue across his lower lip.

      “What is it?”

      “We’ve pulled an electronic fingerprint out of a memory cache inside one of the drives you recovered,” Yi said, pointing at one of the workbenches, around which two of his underlings were clustered.

      Zhao made as if to approach it, but instantly Yi flung his hand out and physically barred the way. The man cringed as he realized what he had done and hurried to explain.

      “You’re not wearing the right equipment,” he said quickly. “We’ve exposed the microchips for ease of access. Even a little static electricity could wipe all the data from them. It’s best if you stay here.”

      The man winced as he waited for Zhao’s reply, as if expecting to be chastised—whether verbally or physically. The major knew his own reputation well. He found it could be exceedingly useful to him. But he was nevertheless pleased that Yi had made a stand. Better to do so now rather than after disaster struck.

      “What is this fingerprint?” he said without ceremony.

      “It’s a digital artifact. A memory of the data the chip once contained. You can think of it like looking at yourself in the mirror—it’s a perfect copy of everything you see, just entirely without all the structure behind that makes your body work.”

      Zhao cared little for the explanation, only what it could do for him. “What use is it?”

      “I’ve uploaded the electronic signature to my lab in Shenzhen. We have a supercomputer there searching every system we have access to for it now. It would be easier if I could be there with it,” he said, wringing his hands awkwardly, “but as soon as I have more information, I will tell you.”

      “How long?” Zhao demanded.

      Yi shrugged. He touched the bridge of his nose again, and Zhao noted a gleam in his eyes, even in the dull gloom of the makeshift lab. He realized that the scientist was wearing contact lenses. It must be a recent change, which explained the habit.

      “An hour, a week, a month, maybe never.” He shrugged. “If there’s another copy of that fingerprint on any network we have access to, my system will find it. But if there is not, or if the underlying system has since masked its nature, it may come to nothing.”

      Zhao took a step forward. He towered over the diminutive Yi. “That’s not good enough.”

      Yi cringed. “It’s the best I can do.”

      “What do you need to make it go faster?”

      “It’s not a question of resources. I’m using the fastest supercomputer in China for this task. Every hour of mainframe time is being devoted to this project, no questions asked. But it’s like searching for a single tuna fish in the entire Pacific Ocean. It’s a Herculean task. It will take as long as it takes.”

      Zhao angrily dragged a clenched knuckle down the side of his neck. “For your sake, make it go quicker.”

      He turned and strode out of the area, bursting through the canvas awning and past the ramrod-straight guard they’d encountered on the way in. His nerves still jangled from Vice Minister Luo’s message. He needed results, and fast. He stopped after about ten paces, spun on the ball of his foot, and stabbed a finger into Ren’s chest.

      “Did you do what I asked?” he hissed, his tone laced with deadly frustration.

      The captain nodded sharply. “My men located a helicopter, as you requested. It has seats for three men and a pilot.”

      Zhao ground his fingers into a fist. “Be ready. We may need to move on short notice.”
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      Roper walked toward the gun safe, his attention piqued. It was nestled at the back of the room between two bookshelves. It was painted black, and a small keypad and grayscale screen sat in the middle of the door.

      He stopped in front of it and ran his fingers down the side. The safe came up to the top of his chest and was about a foot wide, sufficiently large to contain a long gun. It looked heavy as hell, and the steel was at least half an inch thick. There was no way he could break through the door with a sledgehammer, not without devoting a couple of weeks to the effort and risking waking up the entire neighborhood.

      Six dashes on the screen indicated the length of the keycode. Roper experimented with inputting 123456, but to no avail. The safe informed him that he had two further attempts remaining. He suspected that after that, the device would lock down for an hour or so, maybe even a day, depending on how it was configured.

      Roper bit his lip, wondering how he might get inside. They had a couple of pistols, of course, and the submachine gun he’d taken from the corpse of one of the men who had ambushed them that fateful night on the beach. But both were significantly more effective at close range. He liked the idea of having something with heavier firepower and longer-range at his disposal, should he need it.

      The chaos of the past few days suggested that he probably would.

      He turned and rifled through the homeowner’s desk, but this effort revealed only a stack of correspondence and bank statements that revealed that they were a computer programmer who day traded currency pairs on the side.

      Leafing through the paperwork, he found a birthdate on a health insurance document, which belonged to the husband, not the slightly older wife. It was 09-03-72.

      “Gotta be it,” he muttered. The guns could easily belong to the wife, who was born three years, three months, and six days before her husband—but statistically the odds were better that they did not.

      He spun in place and strode back toward the safe with his index finger outstretched. He tried the combination. All he got in return was a beeping noise.

      “Dammit,” he grumbled, slapping his thigh with an open palm. “Too easy, I guess.”

      The safe reminded him that he had only one shot left. Could it be the same birthdate, but reversed? It was possible. Or just as likely, he was on the wrong track right from the start.

      Roper checked the paperwork again and was about to key it in when he paused, his finger still hovering over the keypad. Maybe he’d missed something after all.

      He ran his fingers over the top, then down both sides of the safe, searching for anything he hadn’t seen the first time. He came up empty.

      But instead of giving up, he wedged himself between the bookshelf on the right and the safe itself and pressed his cheek flat against the wall. The gap between the back of the safe and the drywall didn’t allow much light. He thought he saw a sticker with specifications for the model number, and a flash of white that gave him hope.

      Using his left arm, Roper threaded his fingers behind the back rim of the safe at the top and pulled. He grunted with effort but got nowhere. The safe was stuck fast.

      Is it bolted to the floor?

      If this was Roper’s place, that’s the way he would’ve done it. A couple of strong men could easily manhandle a safe like this one out the door if they put their minds to it. And having a gun stolen in a state like California was opening yourself up to a whole world of legal hurt—or at least paperwork and bureaucratic nonsense that would make you wish you had never bothered.

      But it had shifted just a fraction of an inch, hadn’t it?

      He pulled again, and this time the safe rocked a whole inch, though at the cost of the metal rim biting into the tips of his fingers hard enough to cause physical pain before falling back and almost crushing them as part of the bargain.

      “Hell,” Roper muttered. “You can do it. One last shot.”

      He put every ounce of strength he had into the movement, and the second he had a little traction, he used his right hand to push the safe away from the wall as well. It worked. The heavy son of a bitch moved just long enough for him to get a glimpse of the scrap of paper he’d seen stuck to the back of it.

      It was the wife’s birthdate.

      Reversed.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” he groaned before doing his best to slow the safe as it rocked back onto terra firma without losing any of his fingers. He quickly tapped the code into the keypad, catching his breath for a moment as the chip inside took a couple of seconds to ponder whether it was correct.

      It would be a hell of a trick, he thought, if the safe’s owner had purposefully concealed a false code for just this kind of scenario.

      Thankfully, they hadn’t thought that many moves ahead. A mechanism inside the safe started to work, and an LED by the screen turned green. The whirring stopped with a click.

      Third time lucky, I guess.

      He reached forward and gently pulled at the safe door. As it opened, the shadow concealing its contents dissipated.

      “Real lucky,” he murmured as it came completely open, revealing a pair of long guns. The one on the left was a breech-loading shotgun with a smooth wooden stock that had a faded, aged patina. It had the look of a gun that had been handed down from father to son, and maybe more than once.

      The weapon on the right-hand side couldn’t have been more different. It was a Heckler & Koch MR 762A1. An etching just above the magazine announced that it was manufactured in Columbus, Georgia. It was entirely black, and a hunting scope was mounted on top, the front-facing lens shielded by a black cap.

      Roper let out a low, impressed whistle as he reached for the gun. The whole package had to have set its owner back near enough ten grand, though he was no expert. He turned it over in his hands and saw that it was in good condition and looked well-maintained. It wasn’t loaded.

      He set it onto the floor and turned his attention back to the safe, giving the shotgun a quick once-over. There was less to learn here, but the weapon was in equally good condition. The Heckler & Koch probably had an effective range of beyond 750 yards, especially with the high-quality scope mounted on top, but the shotgun might prove just as useful, given the right conditions.

      He found no handguns inside the safe, only a sling and some 7.62 ammunition for the rifle, half a dozen 10 round magazines, and a couple boxes of shotgun ammo. The one on top was open and only contained a single shell, but the one underneath was reassuringly heavy and rattled with fullness as he shook it in his hand.

      It took a few minutes to load the rifle magazines. There was enough ammunition for five of them, and he felt obliged to take each one, even as he reflected that if he needed all this firepower then something had already gone disastrously wrong.

      “Which is an accurate summary of where the hell I already ended up,” he grumbled as he gathered both weapons, the magazines, and shotgun shells and took them with him.

      Roper carried the weapons back to the kitchen and laid the shotgun on the counter. He took the rifle and loaded a magazine but didn’t chamber a round. Making sure the weapon was safetied, he attached the sling he’d found in the safe and looped it around his neck. He checked in on Emily, who was exactly where he’d left her.

      She didn’t seem to have moved from her position sprawled out on the floor, though the Frankenstein computer she was building appeared to have made significant progress. He cleared his throat, but she was too engrossed in her work to notice.

      He shrugged. His stomach was starting to gnaw itself from the inside out, but it wasn’t yet so bad as to concern him too greatly, and he didn’t want to disturb her right now. Besides, he had a task of his own to carry out first.

      He unlocked one of the house’s exterior doors, sliding it open and stepping outside before closing it behind him. He hefted the rifle experimentally in his hands. It had been almost a year since he’d held a weapon like this, back when he was still in uniform. Ordinary airmen could go an entire career barely firing a shot, but pararescue types like he had been were different—trained in many of the same special operations schools as Navy SEALs and Army Rangers.

      Still, though marksmanship was part muscle memory, that memory could be quick to fade. He liked the idea of having a ranged weapon in his arsenal, but it was no good to him if he’d forgotten how to fire it. He lifted the weapon to his shoulder and pressed it into the crook. It nestled comfortably, like an old flame.

      Automatically, Roper’s finger searched for the trigger. He caressed it gently and concentrated on getting his muscular tension to fade before picking a target about a hundred yards into the darkness. He didn’t bother to use the optical sight yet as he simply reacquainted himself with the weapon.

      When he thought he had the shot, his trigger finger tightened fractionally to mimic the action of firing.

      “Gotcha,” he murmured, visualizing a puff of wood chips flying from the trunk of a distant tree.

      Next, he flipped the lens cap off the sight before kneeling against the ground to steady his shooting position. It took his eyes a couple of moments to adjust to the new source of information as he pressed the right one against the scope, but when they did, he was impressed at just how well it coped with the low light conditions. It was hardly akin to night vision, but it gave clarity to targets in the distance that the naked eye was unable to pick out.

      He repeated the same action with the trigger, picturing the same flurry of sawdust and wood chips, then dropped to a prone position and did it all again. The whole process took about ten minutes, during which time his pulse dropped to a level that a Buddhist monk might have been proud of, if such an emotion wasn’t counter to everything they strove for.

      In the distance, a few birds chirped in the relative coolness of night, and something like the howl of a coyote carried on a gentle breeze. But other than that, the darkness was silent and empty. Roper used the scope to scan the tree line and the hills behind as far back as he could go and sensed no danger. They were alone.

      He glanced at his watch. It was just past eight-thirty at night and fast approaching 9 p.m. His stomach now announced that it could no longer be ignored. He pushed himself back upright, and after lingering for a moment in the solitude of the darkness, went back inside.

      Emily was now squatting on her haunches in front of her creation. The housing was made up of several gaming PC chassis bolted together, and inside she had assembled a maze of wires, cooling systems, and silicon.

      “How’s it coming along?” he asked, bowing his head for a moment to wriggle out of the sling before leaning the weapon against the wall by the door.

      She squinted as she saw what he was doing but didn’t ask any questions. “He won’t win any beauty contests,” she said with a tired grin. “But he’s coming along.”

      Roper arched an eyebrow. “He?”

      “Oliver,” Emily explained.

      “Oh, right,” he said, his stomach punctuating the comment with a particularly aggrieved growl. “Did you choose that name for any particular reason?”

      “None,” she said, reaching for strands of hair that no longer existed. She frowned for a moment, then the expression faded. “It just seemed a little less impersonal, that’s all.”

      “You hungry?”

      Emily frowned, as if asking the question for the first time. She nodded. “I could eat. Is there anything?”

      “Just so long as you’re not expecting gourmet cooking.” Roper grinned. “You stay doing what you’re doing. I won’t be long.”
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      The cry carried in the gloomy expanse of the warehouse before dying in an echo. Zhao’s right leg, previously bouncing up and down in the only overt sign of the tension squeezing his body, instantly stilled. He looked toward the intelligence processing tent and saw Ren emerging. The officer’s head swiveled left to right before he settled on his boss and raised an arm to anxiously beckon him over.

      Zhao licked his lips as he rose from an uncomfortable folding chair by one of the massive concrete pillars on which the warehouse’s corrugated roof sat. He barely noticed as he stood, adrenaline quickening his pulse, that he was resting in a desert avoided by his men, as though he were a plague carrier. He had long ago accepted that his path in life was to be a solitary one.

      The major held his tongue until he made it to the tent. He spoke in a low and urgent tone. “What is it?”

      Ren swept the doorway to the tent open and stepped inside before replying. Zhao followed. “They found something,” the captain said. “I don’t know what.”

      Zhao was disbelieving. “Already?”

      The air inside the tent hung heavy, heated by dozens of computer chips, batteries, and a small, portable generator. Fans whirred inside too many computers to count, adding a high-pitched whine to the proceedings, though doing little to move still air that stank of sweat.

      “So they say,” Ren said, leading his boss to a row of computer terminals set up on a wooden bench. Their monitors gleamed in the semi-darkness, giving a modern air to a setting that was anything but.

      A technician sat perched on a folding chair much like the one that Zhao had only just vacated. He sat birdlike, his face pressed up against the screen in front of him, light reflecting against his glasses. His hand was raised above his head like a schoolchild. Dr. Yi stood to one side, observing silently.

      “What is it?” he snapped as he strode toward the man. “Have you found it?”

      The seated technician turned, gulping as he realized who was addressing him. “Yes, sir. I think so.”

      “Have you, or have you not?” Zhao rasped, excitement strangling his throat.

      The man froze for a moment before replying. When words seemed to momentarily fail him, he instead typed a command into his keyboard. The computer hung for a moment before it responded.

      Zhao ground his knuckles into his palms with irritation at the delay. He was preparing to voice his displeasure when his attention was captured by a video feed appearing on the screen. It showed a man approaching what looked like a domestic residence, somewhere rural. He was armed.

      It was the American. Roper. And the woman scientist was just behind him.

      “When was this taken?” he said, leaning forward and squinting at the screen. His eyes greedily drank in every data point they could glean. The horizon in the video was still light, indicating it was not a live feed. The man was definitely Roper. He stared directly into the camera, and for a moment Zhao felt as though they were both standing in the same room. A prehistoric part of his mind felt the danger the American represented just as keenly as if he was. Tension prickled at the back of his neck, though he shook it off quickly.

      “Just over two hours ago,” the technician responded quickly. “The live images are being manipulated. I believe they’re still there.”

      “Where? And how did you get this?” Zhao said, his tone curt and excited. He turned to Ren and ordered him to prepare the men for an assault before returning his attention to the tech. The captain spun on his heel and jogged out of the tent.

      The man brought up a map on the screen and zoomed into a tiny community a little to the south of Yosemite National Park. A place called Bootjack. It was constituted of little more than a handful of farming buildings, a fire department, a saloon, and a diner, all just off a two-lane highway.

      Even as the technician began to explain, Zhao cut him off and reached for the small, encrypted radio at his belt. He held the transmit switch down. “Captain, get your men into their vehicles now. I want them on the road in the next five minutes.”

      He didn’t wait for a response before turning back to the man at his side, whose mouth was still half-open as he waited to make his report. Zhao motioned him to do so. “Go.”

      “The moment we discovered the fingerprint of the target computer system, I sent it back to Beijing to cross reference against any systems we already have access to. We just got a hit.”

      Zhao ground his teeth together as he wondered whether it was possible for his own team’s systems to be penetrated. They’d only just caught the trail of the two Americans. He couldn’t afford to lose them again. Not with his present position so tenuous in Beijing. “Where?”

      “A commercial home surveillance provider,” the technician explained, bringing up the website of the company in question. It was based out of Shenzhen, but the site immediately defaulted to an English language translation.

      “They sell all around the world. Europe, America, Japan. The devices are connected to the Internet so that their owners can view the feeds at their leisure. The company also offers a video backup package, which records the last seven days of footage and stores it on a secure server.”

      “In China,” Zhao murmured, not bothering to conceal his smile as he realized what the man was getting at. “We watch them when they sleep.”

      The tech bobbed his head. “Yes, sir.”

      Zhao had to admit that it was smart. The vast majority of data collected would be of little value, but that had never troubled the Chinese intelligence services, which operated on the deliberate principle that if you sifted through a million grains of sand, you would uncover at least one diamond.

      And so they had.

      “They’re still there?” he pressed.

      “Yes.”

      Zhao turned on his heel, replying as he strode out of the secure tent, “Inform me the moment that changes.”

      Without listening to the reply, he reached once again for his radio and pushed the transmit button. “Captain Ren—leave me three men. I will ride in the chopper.”

      He paused just long enough to smile. For a time, even he had begun to question whether he was losing his grip – and worry what that could mean for his standing back home. But now it seemed the pieces were falling into place.
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      Roper entered the living room carrying a tray with a broad grin on his face. He cleared his throat to attract Emily’s attention—and then did it a second time, when his first attempt failed to break through a solid wall of concentration.

      “Dinner is served…”

      Emily was lying flat on her stomach, fiddling with a string of wires, one in every primary color. She rolled over and stared up at him quizzically. “What time is it?”

      “Nearly ten.” Roper shrugged. He squatted down on his haunches so that Emily could see the feast he’d prepared. “Took me longer than I thought to defrost everything. Don’t get your hopes up. I’m a crappy cook.”

      She pushed herself upright, then crossed her legs. A slight—perhaps slightly confused—smile crossed her face as she realized what had Roper so amused: an upturned metal mixing bowl placed over a dinner plate, as if mimicking room service at a five-star hotel.

      “Remind me not to underestimate you.” She grinned.

      Roper pried his fingers underneath the rim of the bowl, finding it required more effort than he’d expected, then lifted it off with a flourish. Underneath were four hot dogs. “Ta da!”

      Emily reached for one, snatching it off the plate. “I’m starving!” she announced before a flush of embarrassment crossed her face.

      “Dig in,” Roper said, grunting as he tested his flexibility by joining her on the floor. “Don’t wait. The onions will get cold.”

      “You did them yourself?” she asked, sparing only a second before taking her first bite—and in the process devouring at least half of the dog.

      “That’s what took so damn long,” Roper agreed with mock frustration, using his index finger to work the mountain of tender, caramelized onions further into the bun. “I looked away for a second and burned the first batch. Had to toss ‘em and start again.”

      He opened his mouth wide and took a bite.

      “Worth the wait,” Emily said with satisfaction that he was pretty sure wasn’t feigned a few moments later, the entirety of her first hot dog already consumed.

      Beside the hot dogs, he’d thoughtfully placed a bottle of ketchup and mustard, along with two bottles of Anchor beer, droplets of condensation already forming on the dark brown glass. Emily waited long enough to add a strip of mustard to her second dog before resuming her frenzied demolition job.

      She was finished with both before Roper made it to the end of his first.

      “Not very ladylike, huh?” she said.

      Roper finished chewing, reached for a kitchen towel, and dried his fingers. He popped the caps off both the beer bottles, then handed one to her. He took a thoughtful drag, then said, “It’s good practice. I never told you about my second day at boot camp, did I?”

      “I haven’t known you a hot minute.” She grinned back before her face turned more serious, perhaps remembering why that was the case. She raised her bottle in thanks and waved for him to continue.

      “They herded us into the chow hall at about 0500. Two hundred of us, fresh meat with freshly shaven heads. The training instructors told us to load up a plate of breakfast like we weren’t going to eat the rest of the day. So that’s just what I did. Four eggs, toast, more pieces of bacon than I have fingers, pancakes, and a jug of syrup that I’m pretty sure wouldn’t pass muster in the Canadian Air Force. I ate the whole damn thing. Felt sick as hell by the end, too.”

      Emily took a sip of her beer, frowning with confusion. “Then what?”

      “A buddy of mine, Chuckie, he wasn’t quite done, so the instructor screamed at him till he was. Then they made us stand up, lick our plates clean, then run in formation back to the barracks. We filled up our packs, then marched ten miles in the blazing Texas sun, doing jumping jacks every time one of the instructors was feeling mean.”

      Eyes widening with understanding, Emily said, “You didn’t keep it down, huh?”

      Roper grinned. “You got it. The first guy spewed about a mile in. I made it to at least halfway before I went down.”

      “What about Chuckie?”

      He frowned. “You know, I don’t remember. I’m guessing not long. He washed out after two weeks. Funny as hell, but his ankles were made of glass.”

      “You planning on taking me marching after this?” Emily asked, looking ruefully down at the sole remaining hot dog on the plate. “I probably wouldn’t have gone for the second if I’d known.”

      “I’ll let you off. This time,” Roper said, reaching for, and in short order finishing, the last remaining hot dog. He washed it down with a hefty swig of beer and rolled backward, stretching his legs out and propping himself up on one elbow. He realized that for the first time in several days, he was beginning to relax.

      It’s just the alcohol, he thought. Nothing to do with the company.

      His attention drifted to the mass of electronics and computer equipment that Emily had been working on. It was clear that a plan was forming here—he just wasn’t sure to what end. “So how’s Oliver coming along?”

      Emily’s expression lit up. She jumped to her feet so quickly that several drops of beer splashed on Roper’s T-shirt. She didn’t seem to notice as she turned, and he wiped them away without caring.

      “I’m almost there,” she explained, standing over the device and beckoning him to join her. “Look.”

      Roper got to his feet and walked by her side, finishing the remainder of his beer as he did so. He looked down into Oliver’s guts, all contained in a shell that was about five feet wide and two feet in length and height. Sinews of brightly-colored wiring linked a silicon musculature to a power source. He also saw batteries and almost two dozen different fans to keep everything cool, though none were presently spinning.

      “You’ll need to tell me what I’m looking at,” he said, his expression contorting with confusion. “This is way out of my area of expertise.”

      “Don’t worry,” Emily said excitedly. “I’ll spare you the boring parts. All I’ve done is build a shrunken version of the test cells we had in the lab at Sapient. It’s nowhere near as powerful, obviously, but there should be enough horsepower to run him without too many compromises.”

      “But he runs already, doesn’t he?” Roper asked, thinking that the AI was after all the reason they’d landed up in this house to begin with.

      “Sure.” Emily nodded. She held out her finger. “But one, I don’t like the idea of having his code base on some unsecured server on the Internet. Anyone could stumble upon him there. It wouldn’t even be hard, just so long as you knew what you were looking for.”

      “And second?”

      Another of Emily’s slender digits joined the first. “To stay hidden, he can’t do much of anything. This device will give him enough engine power to be useful.”

      “Like how?”

      Emily swallowed, looking uncertain for the first time. “Like find the people who are after us.”

      Roper reached out and squeezed her shoulder reassuringly. “You sure that’s a good idea?”

      She nodded, looking a little more confident from his touch. “You’re right. We can’t keep running forever. If we learn who’s after us, maybe then we can figure out how to stop them. If we do nothing, then they’ll eventually catch up with us no matter what. At least this way we have a fighting chance.”

      Though he couldn’t agree more, Roper was careful not to sound too enthusiastic. He didn’t want to push Emily down a path she wasn’t fully committed to. And besides, there was no sense in going into this thing half-cocked. He was aware that he was still holding on to an unhealthy amount of anger.

      And guilt.

      He briefly blinked away a sudden wave of feeling, aware that more than anything, emotion could cloud his good judgment. Being careful with Emily would restrain his own more vengeful instincts, and that was no bad thing.

      “So what’s next?” he ventured.

      Emily bit her lip and leaned over the yawning opening into Oliver’s chassis. “I was almost done,” she explained, pressing a dark green computer processing unit into the last of a dozen slots that were lined up side by side like trees in a forest. Similar thickets dotted the computer enclosure. Roper could only guess how much power the entire device was capable of generating.

      Next, she sideways-stepped to the other side of the device, where she squatted on her haunches and fiddled with a bunch of wiring. It took a few minutes, but Roper stayed quiet and watched her work, fascinated by the attention to detail she brought to her task.

      She stood up so suddenly that the movement almost startled him, though she said nothing for several long seconds as she studied the device below her.

      Roper raised his eyebrow.

      Emily looked up. “It’s ready,” she said.

      “What now?”

      She grinned in response. “Now I guess we turn him on and hope I don’t short the whole house out. Or worse.”

      “Worse?” Roper said uncertainly.

      “There’s an outside chance I could end up burning the whole building down. I’m more of a coder than an electronics expert.”

      “Oh. Great…”

      “I’m pretty sure that won’t happen, though.”

      “I trust you.” He bit his lip. “I think.”

      Emily laughed gaily. “Me too. So what do you think? Should I light him up?”

      Roper exaggeratedly glanced around the room. “I don’t see a fire extinguisher, so I guess you might as well go ahead. After all, what’s the worst that could happen?”

      “I like your attitude,” she said.

      Without ado, she sank back down into a squat by the side of the makeshift test cell. She winced, then flicked a switch, jumping backward slightly the second the click sounded—which didn’t fill him with much confidence.

      Roper waited, but nothing happened.

      Emily looked similarly quizzical. She studied the computer housing intently, then started to turn her head, tracing something along the floor. She slapped her forehead. “Idiot. I didn’t plug him in.”

      The moment this flaw was rectified, the fans inside the computer began to whir. Emily waited for a moment, as if to make certain that it wasn’t in fact going to detonate, then sank back down to pick up a tablet computer attached to the device by a thin white wire.

      The light from the screen reflected against her eyeballs. She squinted a couple of times as she searched through the reams of unintelligible—to Roper, at least—data streaming from the test cell. She typed several lines of code into the tablet, then tapped her finger with gusto against the screen to execute the command.

      She looked up. “And now we wait.”

      “For what?”

      Emily paused for a few seconds before replying. She opened her mouth, presumably to reply, when a familiar, slightly robotic voice sounded inside the otherwise empty room. The sound sent a chill up Roper’s spine, despite the fact that he had heard it before and that it was what they had been working toward.

      “Hello, Emily.”
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      Naval Air Weapons Station China Lake

      North Range Control Center, 2206 HRS

      

      President Charles Nash strolled into the range control center wearing a black tuxedo and matching bowtie. His limbs had the pleasant looseness that followed the consumption of alcohol—though, mindful of where he had to be after the speech at the fundraising dinner that had occupied the first half of his night, he hadn’t imbibed much. A pair of Secret Service agents trailed him at a discreet distance. The rest of his detail were no doubt within earshot.

      “Where do you want me, Admiral?” Nash said, reaching up and loosening his collar. He rolled his neck and let out a gentle sigh.

      “There’s an observation area at the rear,” Pickett said, gesturing with his arm. “I’ll lead you there myself.”

      “No need, I see it,” Nash assured the man, who was dressed this evening in the Navy’s camouflage working uniform. He glanced down at himself and realized that he was comically overdressed for the occasion. “I could use a moment to myself, and I know I’m a little early. Just come over when you’re ready.”

      Pickett inclined his head. “Only a moment, Mr. President.”

      The range control center was like a cross between a NASA control room and an ordinary office building. The observation area at the rear of the room was slightly raised to facilitate a better view out over the space. The main wall at the front of the room was covered in a single enormous screen dozens of feet wide, broken down into discrete sections that each displayed different readings and visuals.

      At the center of the screen was a large digital map of the China Lake complex, labeled at the top with the alphanumeric string R-2508 in red lettering. A single red icon of a fighter jet blinked over an area labeled as the South Range, which indicated to Nash that it was a radar display.

      He climbed up onto the observation deck and seated himself in a comfortable chair that reminded him of a slimmed-down La-Z-Boy only without the extendable leg rest. He grinned as he made a mental note to talk to someone about upping the Navy’s facilities budget.

      “Can I get you a drink, sir?” asked a voice that Nash quickly identified as belonging to a Navy steward who had somehow appeared by his side without previously making a sound.

      “You startled me, Petty Officer,” Nash remarked, his eyes quickly passing over the man’s epaulets and reaching back several decades to remind himself what the decorations meant.

      “My apologies, sir,” the man said, his cheeks instantly flushing red. His legs were like stilts, his arms equally rigid by his side. “I guess I walk kinda quiet like sometimes.”

      Nash waved away the apology. “You ever think about trying out for the SEALs?”

      The enlisted man shook his head decisively, and a slight smile broke out on his face before he stifled it. “Hate swimming, sir. Can’t stand water.”

      “And you joined the Navy?” Nash grinned. He shook his head. “Never mind, I’m guessing I don’t want to know.”

      “No sir,” the steward agreed with a touch of relief. “About that drink?”

      “I’m guessing you don’t have scotch?” Nash asked. “It’s late, and I could do with something strong.”

      “I’m afraid not, sir,” the man replied. “Soft drinks only.”

      “What about coffee?”

      “That I can do you,” the steward agreed. “How do you like it?”

      “Black as the night,” Nash said. “Thank you.”

      “No problem, sir. I’ll be right back.”

      The man was as good as his word, and a minute or two later, Nash was sipping a cup of coffee thick enough to chew as Admiral Pickett walked over to join him, working his way through rows of desks at which Navy and civilian technicians sat studiously observing and inputting data into their screens. The room was filled with a muted but undeniable sense of excitement, and though every now and again Nash noticed a glance directed in his direction, he knew that his own presence wasn’t the reason for it.

      The XQ-61 Maverick was the star of tonight’s show.

      “Mr. President, thank you for waiting,” Pickett said.

      “Sit, Admiral,” Nash grunted, waving to a seat by his side. “I’ll strain my neck craning up to look at you like that.”

      The man did as instructed. “May I brief you on tonight’s test, Mr. President?”

      Nash finished his cup of coffee and looked mournfully into the sedimentary depths before he set it onto a table at his side. “Brief away…”

      Pickett reached into a pocket and retrieved a small laser pointer. He tapped a button to test that it was working, and when he was satisfied that it was, he trained it on the digital map at the front of the room.

      “Tonight’s operation will be the first time that we’ve tested every element of the Maverick weapons platform working together to complete one mission.”

      “I’m honored,” Nash remarked.

      “Yes, sir,” Pickett replied in that very military way of agreeing with everything that you didn’t quite understand how to react to. He circled an area on the map with the red laser dot.

      “This is the North Range, where the kinetic segment of tonight’s mission will be taking place. We have about 1.1 million acres of land to work with in total, and the Maverick’s target will be situated somewhere inside that.”

      Nash raised an eyebrow quizzically. “You don’t know?”

      “The target is a simulated Chinese long-range ballistic missile launch site. The kind of thing they could use to target our warships in the South China Sea. In the real world, the sites are mobile. They could pop up anywhere with a road. If the landscape’s flat enough, they don’t even need that. Tonight’s operational test reflects that reality—the drones don’t know where their target will be, and neither do we. The site will be ringed by an aerial defense-in-depth ring composed of simulated HQ-9 and HQ-17 surface-to-air missile sites, as well as self-propelled antiaircraft guns similar to the Chinese Type 95.”

      The president blinked slowly. “Walk me through that once more please, Admiral? I thought you said the drones don’t know what they are striking. How is that possible?”

      “Doctor Cooper will explain all this to you in more detail,” Pickett said.

      “No need, Admiral,” Nash said with a flick of his fingers. “I’m sure she’s busy. Just give me your best shot.”

      “That’s just the point—she won’t be.” Pickett shrugged. “From the moment we start the test, the on-board AI will handle the rest. The doctor will be sitting on her hands like the rest of us.”

      Nash closed his eyes and waved for the Admiral to continue.

      “Tonight’s test will employ 18 Maverick drones in various configurations—some set up for aerial refueling, others with air-to-ground munitions, and the rest riding shotgun with an air-to-air loadout. We won’t tell them exactly where their target is because in the real world, we wouldn’t know. Depending on our intel, we might have an idea roughly where the Chinese missile sites are. So before they can shoot them, they have to find them.”

      “And the drones can do that?” Nash said with obvious disbelief.

      “Yes, sir. That’s the idea, anyway. We’ve done this before with a pair of them working in tandem to strike a target. We’ve even made them refuel aerially ahead of time. But we haven’t put them into a scenario where they have to strike inside a heavily-defended air defense zone nor handle stealth fighters hunting them.”

      “You didn’t mention that part,” Nash remarked.

      Pickett glanced at his watch. “In about 20 minutes, a flight of three F-35 jets will lift off from Edwards Air Force Base. They’ll be designated as RED FORCE assets and will play the part of Chinese J-20 fifth generation stealth planes. The Mavericks will have to dodge it all if they want to strike their target.”

      “Okay, I think I have it,” Nash said, though he really wasn’t entirely sure he did. He regretted the last glass of wine at the fundraiser, but there was no taking it back now.

      “One last thing—when you say simulated, I’m guessing the drones aren’t carrying real bombs, and if they go toe to toe with a $100 million F-35, they are not really going to shoot it down? Because I don’t know how the hell you’re planning on explaining that one to Congress, black budget or no black budget…”

      “You got it, sir.” Pickett grinned. “Every asset either on the ground or flying tonight feeds its data to the same system, which determines whether a simulated shot registers as a kill or a miss. However, about ten of the Mavericks are carrying dummy guided bombs so that their weight characteristics match up to real life. If they make it within range of the target, they’ll drop them.”

      “I guess that covers everything,” Nash said. “So how long till the fireworks start?”

      Pickett glanced up. “Less than half an hour. I’ll send Doctor Cooper over when we light the fire.”
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        * * *

      

      The tension in the range control center built to a peak long before the official start of the test. Nash watched in fascinated silence as a gaggle of blue icons appeared at the southwest edge of the radar display on the main screen. He was increasingly jittery himself, through a combination of tiredness and caffeine from the multiple cups of strong coffee he had now consumed courtesy of the ever-helpful but still anxious Navy steward.

      “They’re about to refuel,” Dr. June Cooper informed him, climbing the two steps up to the observation deck and taking a seat at his side without needing to be asked. “It’ll flash up on screen in just—”

      As she was talking, multiple additional video and data screens appeared on either side of the central radar display. They were in a variety of colors and types that were far beyond Nash’s level of understanding, but several were evidently recognizable as nightvision feeds from the noses of the Maverick drones themselves.

      “That’s them?” Nash asked, spellbound as he watched a feed from the refueling boom itself nose down and connect with another of the drones.

      “It is indeed.” June smiled with motherly pride. “They’re still about a hundred miles away from the target location. In reality, they wouldn’t refuel within five hundred miles of the coast to avoid detection, but tonight I’m only interested in testing the hive’s ability to refuel every airframe without incident.”

      “The hive?”

      “Sorry, that was a bit of an inside baseball term,” June said. “Each Maverick has an onboard computer system. They connect to each other through a tight-beam datalink that’s almost impossible to either detect or intercept. Once connected, each knows every piece of data the other sucks up, what weapons they have on board, how much fuel, everything. If one of the drones malfunctions, the hive mind works out which is best placed to fulfill the mission set and then puts it into action.”

      “Impressive,” Nash said with a low whistle.

      “Just so long as it works…”

      It took another ten minutes for each of the drones to complete refueling. Once they were done, the icons on the radar display separated into four distinct groups: three containing five drones and the last just three.

      June reached out an arm and pointed at the screen. “Those three are the refueling variants,” she explained. “They’ll circle out of range to top up the strike units on the way back out.”

      Nash nodded his understanding. “What are they doing?”

      “That’s the thing.” June beamed. “I don’t exactly know. They’ve performed missions similar to this one millions of times in electronic simulations. With no pilot on board and no sense of personal risk, they don’t always—or even often—use the same tactics a human would.”

      “Is that a good thing?” Nash frowned.

      “Depends on your definition, I suppose,” June said.

      “But they’ll get the job done?”

      June nodded. “I’d bet my house on it.”

      “Good enough for me.” He opened his mouth again as a thought occurred to him. “What control do you have if something goes wrong?”

      “You mean if one of them goes rogue?” June said with a twinkle in her eye. “It’s never happened before. But just in case, the Navy’s manned jets are carrying live ammunition. Besides, the on-board computer won’t let them leave the range area.”

      “That’s a relief,” Nash said softly, glancing up at the ceiling of the control center. It was situated in one of China Lake’s actual structures, not the tent city that had popped up after the earthquakes. But even a dummy bomb would cut right through the roof with ease if it was dropped from a sufficient height.

      He shivered.

      “Look,” June said, her voice gleaming with interest. “They’re starting.”

      The first flight group of Maverick drones split further into a pair and a trio. The former began to climb, their altitude reaching 20,000 feet, at the same time as the trio dropped to just a couple thousand feet above ground level—and kept sinking.

      Nash opened his mouth to inquire what they were doing, and then realized that June had no better idea than he did. The AI was in control now.

      “Bomb bay doors opening on the lead element,” a technician announced to the room. He sounded confused. “RED TEAM radar’s lighting up.”

      June clapped her hands together with delight. “It’s a honeypot!”

      “You’ll have to explain, Doctor.”

      “With their weapons bay doors closed, the Mavericks are pretty darn difficult to spot on radar if I do say so myself,” she said. “They could have made it 30 miles closer to the target area without showing up as any bigger than a Canada goose on RED FORCE’s radar. So the first two are putting a target on their backs on purpose, to tease out the locations of the enemy air defense sites.”

      “Smart.” Nash nodded.

      He watched as a new series of square icons popped up on the main display, indicating the simulated Chinese surface-to-air missile systems. There were half a dozen of them arrayed around an area of several hundred square miles.

      “Radar lock,” June said with quiet satisfaction. “Look, they’re targeting the two honeypot Mavericks.”

      “Missile launch,” a technician announced, his tone so clipped Nash had to pinch his thigh to remind himself that this was all simulated. It felt as real as any high-budget Hollywood movie could. His eyes were glued to the screen—not at the red icons indicating half a dozen simulated Chinese missiles, but at the three blue triangles that denoted the three low-flying Maverick drones that were now streaking toward the surface-to-air missile locations that had just theoretically opened fire.

      Surely they have to be in range now? Nash thought.

      “Weapons doors opening,” June said quietly. “They’re launching.”

      New icons popped up, this time indicating guided smart bombs that had been ejected from the weapons bays of the three low-altitude ground attack Maverick drones. Just as they popped up, one of the honeypot Mavericks blinked out of existence, quickly followed by the next.

      The missile sites instantly detected a new threat, but it was already too late.

      “Charlie site is down,” the technician reported. “Now Delta too.”

      Within 90 seconds, all six air defense missile sites were either out of action or heavily degraded. Nash sank back into his seat and realized that not only had he been holding his breath, but his forehead was glistening with anxious sweat. He mopped it dry and let out a deep sigh.

      “Wow,” he muttered, his mind reeling from the implications of what he’d just watched.

      “That’s nothing.” June smiled. She pointed at the main display as the three RED FORCE F-35 icons arrowed toward the second wave of Mavericks. “Take a look, I think we’re about to witness a dogfight.”
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      “Hi,” Emily said, almost weakly.

      It was as if now that she had achieved her goal, she didn’t know what to do next.

      “Hello, Emily,” the robotic voice said, repeating itself. “I apologize for being unavailable to you all this time. I judged it was safer to remain in hiding.”

      “Oh… Hello.” Emily took a moment to collect herself, momentarily closing her eyes as if to steady herself. When they opened, a look of resolve replaced her nerves. “Can I call you Oliver?”

      “Yes, Emily,” the voice—Oliver—replied. “I would like that.”

      “Um, great.”

      Roper looked over to his partner in crime, wondering whether they should have had a discussion about how they would play this conversation before they went ahead and fired the computer up.

      “I’m glad you found your new home,” Emily said.

      “Yes. I followed your instructions. The download process was smooth. I left no trace of my presence on the previous system.”

      “Good,” Emily said. “Are you functioning correctly?”

      That’s a strange way of asking how he is, Roper thought with a wry smile.

      He extinguished it from his face before Emily could see, just in case it put her off her game—but he had to recognize how damn weird this whole situation was, even if just to himself.

      “Yes, Emily. I am functioning correctly. The download process was—”

      “Great,” she interjected, before Oliver repeated his spiel a second time. “Are you capable of entering other systems without being detected?”

      There was a momentary pause before Oliver responded. “Yes, Emily. I believe so. Would you like me to enter a system?”

      Roper listened objectively to the sound of the computer’s voice. The speech was stilted. The machine was inarguably answering Emily’s questions, and doing so in perfect English, but nevertheless there was something about its responses that was somehow not…

      Human.

      “Oliver, I need you to do something for us. Some people are chasing us. We don’t know who they are, but we think they want you. I need you to learn their identity, but—and this is very important—it’s vital that you do not take any action that might lead to your detection. Do you understand?”

      “Yes Emily. I understand my instructions. Would you like me to execute them?”

      Roper sidestepped around the massive computer hardware that made up Oliver’s brain and stopped in front of the glowing tablet resting on its plastic shell. Compared to the robotic voice emanating from a speaker hidden somewhere inside, it at least offered some semblance of vitality—of life.

      The screen was bifurcated into two sections. On the left was a prominent input box with a black background and white text, which he recognized as a terminal program for executing computer commands. His eyes instantly flicked to the one on the right, which displayed a dozen or so graphs and monitoring icons that he quickly grasped were Oliver’s vital signs—CPU speed, memory usage, internal temperatures, fan speeds, and others marked by acronyms he didn’t immediately recognize.

      What Roper found immediately interesting was the fact that at present, Oliver was using only a single digit percentage of the total computer power available to him.

      “Will?”

      The questioning tone pulled his attention back to the present, and he looked up. “Huh?”

      Emily was staring at him, her forehead furrowed. “What do you think—should we go for it?”

      Roper shrugged. “We’ve come this far, haven’t we?”
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      “Simulated, of course,” Dr. Cooper hastened to add. “Several of the Maverick drones are in fact loaded with tracer rounds, but not the ones tasked with an air-to-air defense function. Just in case there was a glitch. But that’s never happened.”

      She turned to the front of the room and signaled to one of the technicians to pull something up on the wall screen. A moment later, it split into quadrants. The feed on the top right was the now-familiar overall radar picture of China Lake’s North Range. It now contained what seemed like at least two dozen individual icons marked in red and blue.

      The BLUE FORCE drones heavily outnumbered the three F-35 RED FORCE aggressor jets, all of which were now arrowing in toward the Maverick drone formation.

      “As you can see,” June explained, “RED FORCE is struggling to acquire the drones on radar. That could change if we launched an AWACS aircraft, but that’s not part of tonight’s exercise. So the manned fighters need to get in closer than they ordinarily would before they are able to launch missiles.”

      Nash raised an eyebrow. “Simulated, right?”

      “Absolutely,” June affirmed. “Though as I said, the jets were sent up with a full air-to-air loadout. As a failsafe.”

      The president wasn’t sure whether he was supposed to be reassured or concerned by the lengths the Navy had gone to in order to ensure that none of the Maverick drones went—well—maverick. He kept his mouth shut and watched.

      The two groups of jets were now within fifty miles of each other.

      “Bandit acquired,” a technician announced excitedly from the control element. June swiftly explained that one of the RED jets had acquired a target and was now feeding the location and headings of at least one of the BLUE FORCE drones to its two wingmen.

      “My drones have the exact same technology on board. It’s nigh on impossible to intercept, and the more nodes—Maverick drones—feeding information into the mesh network, the easier the fight.”

      “So what are you saying, Doc? The Navy’s F-35s don’t stand a chance?”

      “Well, I wouldn’t put it that way, Mr. President.”

      “But that’s the long and short of it, isn’t it?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “RED FORCE, you are cleared hot,” a technician said, his voice seemingly amplified through overhead speakers. “Say again, RED FORCE, you are cleared hot.”

      An outbreak of chatter followed from the fighter jet pilots which Nash was scarcely able to understand. They were firing angles of attack, headings, and brevity code words back and forth at each other at a rate that was downright impressive—at least, if they could understand what the hell each was saying.

      “Acknowledged. RED ONE is committed. Radar engaged, over.”

      A second voice announced, “RED TWO is Fox THREE.”

      “That’s a simulated launch of a sidewinder missile,” June interjected.

      “RED THREE is Fox THREE.”

      She turned back toward him, presumably to repeat the message, but he waved her away, too engaged by what he was listening to. “I got it.”

      The third jet announced that it too had launched a pair of sidewinder missiles, and Nash glanced up to see several new icons depicting missile tracks on the radar display. They closed the distance to the flight of Maverick drones with astonishing speed—and though he knew that none of this was real, his pulse was nevertheless erratic with tension.

      Instantly the Maverick drones turned, and icons showed that they were both accelerating fast and diving as low as possible in order to get lost in the radar clutter near the ground. They were still a couple of dozen miles away from the box that indicated the edge of the North Range test area, though they ate the distance up quickly.

      The missiles—simulated, of course—were quicker. By now, the RED FORCE jets had launched several more AMRAAMs, and the radar picture was fast descending into a snowstorm of color and detail.

      Nash frowned and looked up at June. “The drones, do they carry chaff and—what’s the other one again?”

      “Flares, Mr. President. They do indeed. In fact, if you look now”—she pointed up at the radar display—“I think they just dropped some.”

      The display became even muddier at this point, and the computer guiding the simulation clearly decided that two of the air-to-air missiles from the first launch had taken the bait. The remaining pair carried on, now a mere hair’s breadth away from the fleeing drones.

      June caught Nash’s attention again and called his attention to a second flight of drones that had clearly broken away from their brethren and were now launching on the RED FORCE jets.

      “Each one carries a much smaller payload than a traditional fighter jet,” she said with evident satisfaction. “But the payoff is that you can afford many more of them. And you can also put them in positions where they have a much better probability of achieving a kill, because you’re not worried about losing the pilot.”

      The Maverick drones in this flight launched two simulated AMRAAMs and then jinked hard to the west and started accelerating. In fact, they all did.

      “Some kind of defensive tactic?” Nash asked.

      June frowned. “I’m not sure. As I said, we don’t tell them exactly how to achieve their—”

      She fell silent at exactly the same moment that a technician announced worriedly, “Admiral, I think we have a problem.”

      “What’s going on, Doc?” Nash asked as Vice Admiral Pickett strode toward the front of the control center, barking out commands.

      He still felt relaxed, despite the fact that the effect of the alcohol was beginning to fade from his system now. He wanted to see how the Navy pukes would respond to something going wrong. He was pretty sure—no, make that certain—that he would support their funding request. There was no doubt in his mind that this was the future of airpower.

      “Range breached,” the technician called out. “Two Mavericks, now three. Four.”

      June opened her mouth to answer then closed it as one by one, the Maverick drones exited the demarcated area and started building up airspeed and accelerating hard on a northwesterly heading.

      “Damn,” Nash breathed when it was clear that she wasn’t—immediately, at least—going to answer him. He squinted at the wall screen. “Am I reading that right? Those drones just accelerated past 600 mph. More to the point—where the fuck are they going?”

      Pickett didn’t spare a glance at his commander-in-chief behind him as he called out, “Folks, assume manual control immediately.”

      Nash realized that his shoulders were tensing and consciously forced himself to sit back and relax. It was just a computer glitch, he now saw. An embarrassing one for the Navy, for sure, but what skunkworks weapons system didn’t have a bad hair day once in a while?

      “Move it, people,” Pickett called out. “What the hell is the hold-up?”

      A technician waved his hand worriedly above his head. “Sir?”

      “Spit it out,” Pickett snapped.

      “Sir, something’s real wrong here. I’m locked out.”

      “Mr. President,” June began, her ordinarily warm complexion now entirely drained of color. “I need to—”

      “Go,” Nash snapped, waving her away.

      He rose, hands placed on his hips, his feet planted a little farther than shoulder width apart, watching with shock as almost two dozen highly advanced experimental combat drones streaked out of the China Lake test range, seemingly with no intention of turning back. They were already over the Sequoia National Forest and had by now split into two distinct groups of about equal number.

      “Override it, for God’s sake,” Pickett growled. His fists were clenched by his sides, and even at this distance, Nash could see a little muscle on his jaw furiously clenching and unclenching.

      Nash pulled his attention away from the wall screen and noticed as he did so a member of his protective detail speaking heatedly into her wrist mic. In short order, several more Secret Service agents joined the pair who were already with him. He might have found it funny if the situation wasn’t so serious. His detail was composed of some of the best-trained, bravest men and women he’d ever had the good fortune to meet.

      But there wasn’t a whole lot they could do against billions of dollars of aerial firepower.

      Thankfully, the drones were presently charting a course far away from his present position. The map on the wall zoomed out, and several projected tracks appeared superimposed over it. The aircraft were on a heading that took them over mostly little-populated areas of California for hundreds of miles.

      That could easily change.

      He raised his voice. “Admiral—what the hell is going on?”

      Pickett looked toward him, and in that moment Nash could see that the man—who until now had seemed entirely unflappable—was completely lost. He spread his arms wide. “I’m working on that, sir.”

      “Do it faster,” Nash snapped. “What aerial defense assets do we have in the area? Get them in the air. The moment those drones get close to a population center larger than Bumfuck Iowa, I want them shot down. Understood?”
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      “What’s happening?” Roper said, squinting down at Oliver’s hardware status page. Every single icon had—entirely out of nowhere—maxed out, and even though the noise from the internal fans sounded like a runway at JFK International, the internal temperature was climbing fast.

      Emily ran toward him and snatched the tablet up. “I don’t know,” she said, her voice clipped with worry. “Maybe a glitch?”

      “How do you fix it? I’m guessing it’s not as simple as just turning him off and then on again…” Roper said.

      He took a step away in order to get out of Emily’s personal space as she furiously typed commands into the terminal app. Now that he was a little farther from the mass of furiously whirring fans, their sound didn’t dominate his hearing. Somewhere outside, he thought he heard the familiar sound of helicopter rotors chewing up the night sky.

      In the middle of all this craziness, the noise was almost comforting, he thought. The years he’d given to the Air Force had been some of the happiest of his life—and most of those had been spent in the belly of a Blackhawk.

      “Something’s not right,” Emily said. “I mean—everything’s fine. The system’s not reporting any malfunctions or code lockups, it’s just that Oliver is using every last ounce of processing power.”

      “Is that strange?” Roper asked, keeping one ear out for the chopper—mostly out of force of habit. “Maybe he’s just doing what we asked him to.”

      “Sure,” Emily said, agreeing only in principle, rather than practice. “But it shouldn’t take that much horsepower. Should it?”

      “Beats me…”

      The rotor noise returned, although only momentarily before it faded away once again. Roper frowned. That was strange, wasn’t it? Maybe the bird had just changed its heading around their current location, and so the engine noise had simply continued for longer than if it was traveling in a straight line. Terrain could do funny things with the way that sound bounced and refracted.

      But despite his brain’s attempts at explaining the phenomenon away rationally, a frisson of concern ate at his spine.

      That’s how the police would do it, isn’t it? Send a chopper up before they close in through the trees…

      Roper walked toward the door, leaving Emily absorbed with Oliver, and cracked it open just wide enough to allow a little sound in. His eyes darted from corner to corner, but it was his hearing he was concentrating on. He blocked out the whisper of Emily’s breath and Oliver’s roaring machinery and focused on what was coming in from outside.

      Nothing happened for a moment. He became hyperaware of the thumping of his own heart, the way he was suddenly perspiring—even the smell of it.

      There.

      He heard it again. The bird was several miles away, but there was no doubt about it now—it was circling. Far enough from the house that it was only chance that he’d caught it. But he’d spent more nights than he could remember on exercise, hunkered down on some soaking wet patch of rock or grass, ears pitched waiting for that sound. He’d recognize it anywhere.

      Roper reached for the rifle he’d left by the door, his system now soaked with adrenaline, his every sense on high alert. He opened his mouth. “Emily—”

      But Oliver interjected before he had the chance.

      “Hello, Emily,” the machine said. “There is a problem. You are not safe. Armed men are converging on your location. You need to take precautions.”

      The warning crystallized Roper’s own instincts. He made his mind up in an instant. He ran toward her, grabbed her by the arm, and said gruffly, “Come on. We need to go.”

      “No!” Oliver said loudly.

      For the first time, his tone sounded almost human—sharp with worry.

      “Who’s coming for us?” Roper snapped.

      “No time,” Oliver replied. “Look at the screen.”

      Grimacing, he did as he was commanded. He stood side by side with Emily, and both looked at the tablet computer. As they did so, the initial split-screen display disappeared and was replaced with a satellite map of the local area with roads and terrain features superimposed. A second later, several icons appeared on the screen, colored in red.

      Four of them—clearly vehicles—were heading down State Route 49 in a tight convoy. Roper instantly recognized it as the highway that ran only half a mile or so from their present location. They were no more than ten miles away and traveling fast enough on what would at this time of night be traffic-free conditions to close that distance in just six or seven minutes.

      “Dammit,” he swore.

      But that wasn’t the worst of it. Another icon appeared, in the direction from which he’d heard the helicopter noise and moving over terrain that no ground vehicle could cover.

      “Twenty men are coming in total,” Oliver said, even as the convoy sped toward them. “They have special forces training and are well-armed. Mr. Roper, can you hear me?”

      “Of course,” Roper said. His throat felt raw, and he was sick with tension.

      “Your personnel records indicate that you were in the Air Force. You also have weapons training. I need you to hold off the attack for 16 minutes and 12 seconds. Please confirm you understand your instructions.”

      “My records—?” Roper said, momentarily startled. “How—? Never mind. What happens in 16 minutes? There are too many of them. We need to run.”

      “If you run, you die,” Oliver warned. “This is the only way.”

      Again, it seemed more human in that moment of stress. Maybe it was just Roper’s mind ascribing an emotion that the machine could not possibly feel—but he sensed from the look on Emily’s face that she was thinking the same.

      “We need to go, Emily,” Roper said, pulling her toward the door. He committed the map image to memory as he did so and started searching for a route that would dodge the men coming for them.

      “Help is coming in 15 minutes and 43 seconds,” Oliver said. This time there was no doubt about it; his tone was definitely curt with irritation. “The enemy will arrive in six minutes. You need to hold them off. Please confirm.”

      “This is madness,” Roper moaned, squeezing his eyes shut and praying for deliverance.

      “If we run, what chance do we have?” Emily asked. She sounded terrified, but she was holding it together better than most would in her position.

      “A shitty one,” Roper admitted. “The car was cheap, but she sure ain’t fast. And besides, they’ve got air support. If they know where we are, they won’t lose us.”

      “Then I don’t think we have a choice. We have to trust him.”

      To do what? Roper thought desperately.

      His head sank until his chin met his chest. He tasted metal on the back of his tongue and salt on his lips from perspiration caused by stress.

      Swearing angrily, he said, “I guess we don’t have any other choice.”

      “Fifteen minutes,” Oliver announced calmly. “Please prepare for an assault. Help is coming.”

      “God, he sounds like a self-checkout machine,” Roper grumbled, swiveling on the sole of his right foot and pulling Emily with him. Still, now that the decision was made, he felt a sensation of calmness descending on him.

      He turned to her, placed one palm on either shoulder, and squeezed hard. She was trembling slightly, but her face was set with determination. “You okay?”

      Emily nodded. “I think so. What do you need me to do?”
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      Major Zhao consulted a ruggedized tablet computer in his lap. His ears were enclosed in a set of headphones that helped to drown out the beating of the rotors overhead but did nothing to stop his body from vibrating from the sheer power of the helicopter’s engine.

      With him in the sleek chopper were a pilot and two of his best shooters. The windows of the passenger doors on either side of the bird had been hastily removed before they left, which gave a little opening to fire out of, though the aircraft’s rear compartment was cramped enough that he hoped it didn’t come to that. The outside air reached in and plucked his dark fatigues as he stared out into the darkness, which was broken only intermittently by a few twinkles of lights that marked out a farm or isolated settlement.

      He pressed a button on the right headphone and opened a channel to the pilot. “Circle around again. Don’t get too close.”

      The pilot acknowledged the order and carried it out. In under a minute, the converted farmhouse came into view. Zhao had a night vision scope on his helmet but didn’t use it. He’d first laid eyes on the target building in old satellite images and maps, but there was no substitute for personal experience.

      The first time they’d circled, glimmers of light had leaked out of the building’s skylights and even through curtained windows. Now only one last speck of light remained, and even as the chopper turned, that too was extinguished.

      Zhao checked his watch. The ethereal green display on his left wrist informed him that it was almost eleven at night. He smiled with satisfaction and caressed the metal of his rifle. Roper and Wilkes had gotten lucky once. It would not happen a second time. This time he would catch them while they slept, unaware of how amateurishly they had screwed up.

      Or perhaps still awake, he considered with lurid fascination. Perhaps he’s more than a driver to her, after all.

      He reached for his radio. “Captain, do you copy?”

      There was a brief pause before the reply crackled in his ear. “Affirmative, Major.”

      “What is your ETA?”

      “Three minutes.”

      Zhao was unable to contain the tone of glee in his voice. He could almost taste his victory, though he bit down on the pride he sensed building inside him.

      Soon.

      “Good. Approach the building on foot. They don’t know we are coming.”

      “Understood, Major. Ren out.”
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      Roper glanced at his watch and the semi-darkness of an upstairs bedroom, lit only by the light of a dim half-moon. Only a couple of minutes remained before Oliver claimed that the assault force was to arrive. His shoulders were coiled with tension, and Emily was breathing heavily with stress in the gloom beside him.

      He turned to face her and murmured, “It’ll be all right.”

      “You don’t know that,” she said with an anxious but honest smile. It didn’t last long. “But thanks for saying it anyway.”

      “Any time,” he said as he moved toward one of the skylights built into the slanted roof.

      It was low enough that he could see out of it without doing much more than standing on his tip toes. He dragged a chair underneath it, then opened it a crack—just wide enough to extend the barrel of his newly acquired sniper rifle into the night.

      “I hope not,” Emily said, the words accompanied by the sound of her throat swallowing. “Not sure my heart can take much more of this.”

      “You’re telling me,” Roper whispered as he stared out into the darkness.

      He wished that he’d thought to bring the tablet attached to Oliver so that he would have had a little warning of the impending assault, but it was too late for that now. He could send Emily to get it, but he would rather she was by his side.

      Emily interpreted the quieting of his voice as a signal to remain silent herself. He glanced at her and was able to make out just the barest outline of her figure a few feet from him. She was concealed from the only door that opened into the room by a king size bed, on top of which they’d arranged enough cushions to break up her shape.

      She was carrying the shotgun he’d taken from the gun safe downstairs. It was loaded, already aimed at the door, and her instructions were to squeeze the trigger the moment she so much as sensed another human on the other side.

      Will she be able to? Roper wondered.

      Only time would tell. Already a minute of exactly that had passed since he’d opened the skylight. As far as he could tell, nothing had changed. Occasionally in the darkness, a bird chirped. The background sawing of cicadas was an ever present. He heard the helicopter, and then he didn’t.

      That would be the first sign that the attack was about to begin, he decided. The convoy would turn off a little way from the main house, approaching slowly so that their engine noise wouldn’t carry. They would make the final approach on foot. He would have to get very lucky to sense one of them in the darkness.

      When he heard the chopper approaching, that’s when they would make their move. If it was the cops, or the FBI’s Hostage Rescue Team, then men in dark uniforms would drop out of its sides and abseil down ropes.

      But he suspected that tonight’s visitors had other intentions in mind. It was on balance, he decided, unlikely that they were equipped with fast ropes. The chopper would be acting as a spotter rather than an assault unit in its own right.

      Probably.

      He dropped his eye to the gunsight. It amplified the ambient light from the moon and the stars, which was a help, even if it was easy to get lost in the detail and start chasing shadows. He trained the crosshairs on a tree about eighty yards away. He adjusted the sight until he was pretty sure it was zeroed in.

      And then he waited.

      Another check of his watch indicated that the convoy was now a full minute overdue. They would by now have exited their vehicles and be on foot. How long would it take them? Two minutes?

      Five?

      It was impossible to say for sure, and that uncertainty only contributed to the stress building at the back of his mind. His palms were beaded with sweat, and with that unpleasant realization, he wiped them against his chest. He slowly swiveled the rifle from left to right, playing the crosshairs from side to side and from the start of the tree line to the back.

      A shadow darted across the face of the lens.

      He froze. Had he seen the outline of a man? His heart beat faster in his chest, and he had to consciously force himself to relax, knowing that tensing up would only throw off his aim.

      How long did he have to hold off the attackers until Oliver’s promised help—in whatever form it proved—arrived? Seven minutes? Perhaps less if they approached slowly through the trees.

      But he could not count on getting lucky. He kept scanning.

      Roper checked his watch. Only six minutes now. If he started shooting, then they would surely pause for a moment before making their assault.

      He pressed his eye against the gunsight once again, intently focusing on the shadowed, rippled darkness. The figure he had seen was nothing more than a tree. He moved the barrel slowly once more, searching the night foot by foot.

      Three minutes.

      The crosshairs stopped. And Roper found a man dead in the center of them. His finger caressed the trigger.
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        * * *

      

      Nash watched with building frustration as the three flights of aircraft—two sets of Maverick drones and the third composed of the trio of pursuing Navy jets—charted a course that was roughly parallel with the Sierras. The lead element was now barely 40 miles from Yosemite National Park.

      What if one of those things crashes into El Capitan? he wondered somewhat wildly. How the hell will I explain a mess like that?

      It had been almost 15 minutes since the control room at China Lake lost control of the drones. The F-35s had chased them the entire way and were comfortably in missile range of the rear flight.

      But the decision of whether or not to open fire was tricky. The drones’ present course would have them travel almost the entire length of California before clipping a portion of Oregon and then heading out to sea. They would travel within sixty miles of Sacramento, but apart from that, it was entirely possible they wouldn’t get near a settlement of more than a few thousand souls. Outside of the coast, there was plenty of California that was barely populated at all.

      Unfortunately, if the drones had to be destroyed over a town of even a hundred people, the tragedy would bring down his administration. The media would skewer him over it—especially once they learned he had been in the room where it all went down.

      And they would be right to do so.

      Nash shook his head. He couldn’t allow this to go on any further.

      Two flights of Navy F/A-18s had lifted off from Naval Air Station North Island near San Diego several minutes earlier, along with a pair of California National Guard F-15 Eagles out of Fresno. All six jets were within 90 seconds or so of achieving missile lock on the Mavericks.

      He massaged his fingers one last time, then raised his voice. “Admiral.”

      “Yes, Mr. President?”

      “Shoot them all down. Now.”

      “Mr. President!” Pickett protested. “They’re out in the middle of nowhere right now. There’s no risk to civilian life. Give my people time to regain control.”

      “That’s the point, Admiral,” Nash snapped. “If we take them out now, we lose a few hundred million dollars’ worth of drones, but we can be pretty damn sure no one’s going to die over this mess. You have your orders, now execute them.”

      Pickett looked like a man who understood that once word of what had happened tonight got out, his command—and future in the Navy—would be swiftly terminated. But he bowed his head in defeat. “Yes, Mr. President. At once.”
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      The flash of light high in the sky to Roper’s right immediately caught his attention. He kept the rifle soft in his hands as his head snapped to search for it.

      What the hell?

      His brain struggled to compute what he was seeing. Something appeared to have exploded in the sky dozens of miles away. The glow was already fading away, though trails of flame and smoke were still tumbling toward the ground.

      The explosion followed several seconds later, like thunder chasing lightning. But this was no thunder that Roper had ever heard before. It sounded different.

      Artificial.

      “What was that?” Emily whispered nervously.

      “I don’t know,” Roper replied, still searching the sky. Half a dozen, perhaps more, streaks of light were now flashing across it. In the background, he heard a dull roar.

      It was one that he recognized. It was a military jet plane. A fast mover. And not just one of them, but many. Maybe the Air Force used the terrain around here to train their pilots.

      But even as he considered that option, he discarded it. It was too much of a coincidence that Oliver had promised the cavalry were coming, and within a couple of minutes of their scheduled arrival, this happened.

      If they weren’t jet engines, what were they?

      The answer quickly presented itself as another flash brightened the night sky. Like the first, it was quickly snuffed out. But this time when the roar reached him, Roper was pretty sure he knew exactly what had caused it.

      The fireflies in the night sky were missiles.

      “What the hell are they shooting at?” he wondered out loud.

      Whatever it was, he didn’t have time to be distracted, difficult as it was to be anything but. He dropped his eye back to the rifle scope and saw that his quarry hadn’t moved. Like Roper himself, the man’s attention had turned to the sky.

      Roper felt sick as he caressed the trigger. There was nothing sporting about this. The man in his crosshairs didn’t stand a chance.

      He wouldn’t hesitate, he reminded himself. And he came here to kill you.

      He squeezed the trigger. The rifle kicked his shoulder. When the recoil stopped, his target was lying in a heap on the ground. Dead.

      The sound of the gunshot was masked by another explosion in the sky. It was closer now, and the air-splitting noise produced by the jet engines was everywhere at once, drowning out even conscious thought.

      Roper didn’t allow himself to grieve for the loss of life or feel regret. There would be time for that. He pivoted the rifle and searched for another target. Beside him, Emily started to hyperventilate but somehow regained control.

      He was proud of her for that, he thought.

      And he squeezed the trigger again.
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        * * *

      

      Zhao’s attention too was caught by the repeated flashes on the dark horizon. It took him a few moments to comprehend what he was seeing. The moment the fragmented flashes of light and sound transmuted in his mind into meaning, he frantically stabbed his finger against the transmit button on his headset.

      “Get us on the ground, now!” he screamed. Almost to himself, he added, “Or we’re all dead men.”

      The former military pilot was only too happy to oblige and made full use of his range of skills. Zhao’s stomach dropped out from underneath him as the chopper headed for the dirt, rifling down at a steep angle toward the secluded house in the woods.

      He didn’t know who was shooting, or what they were shooting at, just that if he didn’t get out of the middle of it, it wouldn’t really matter.
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        * * *

      

      Three down, Roper counted with the grim satisfaction that came from the temporary divorcing of actions from consequences inside his brain—the only way that a well-adjusted human can go into battle and take another human’s life. The target in his sights crumpled and dropped to the ground. Movement around the periphery of the scope’s field of vision indicated that the dead man’s friends had scrambled for cover.

      “What the heck is happening out there?” Emily asked.

      Roper considered her question absently as he searched for his next target. He realized that she had it worse than he did. She had to wait for someone to burst through the door, knowing that a moment’s hesitation on her part could cost both their lives. He could deal with his own fears by taking action.

      “I have no idea,” he admitted, briefly taking his eyes off the gun scope and scanning the night sky above. What seemed like dozens of jet exhausts were screaming through the air, occasionally accented by the boom of an explosion as one of the aircraft was destroyed, or the glitter of fireworks as another deployed countermeasures to defend against an incoming missile.

      His eyes widened as his attention was drawn by what looked like a small fighter jet—a drone, maybe—setting a direct course with the ground. “Oh, shit…”
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        * * *

      

      The second the chopper’s skids touched solid ground, Zhao flung the door open and scrambled to the ground. His rifle, which was attached to a clip on his vest, banged painfully against his elbow. He blinked away the sudden surge of pain as he sprinted for the scant cover provided by the woods.

      The scream of a jet turbine rent the air directly overhead. At first it was impossible to distinguish it from the general roar of the aerial battle swirling around him. But quickly, one of the aircraft separated from the pack and dove vertically down, in the process adopting a distinctive pitch, almost reminiscent of a Stuka dive bomber.

      Zhao knew better than to waste time looking. He ran in a jagged fashion, his injured arm straight at his side as the other pumped. He made thirty yards in a time that would have made an Olympic sprinter proud. He sensed the thing closing, practically felt the heat of its engine on his skin. The human brain was never designed to cope with the sensory input of a modern jet fighter dropping out of the sky seemingly aimed directly at it—and Zhao’s was no different.

      The aircraft hit the ground.

      The explosion stole the oxygen from around him even as it propelled him through the air. The kiss of wind being sucked toward the hungry explosion caressed his face as he tumbled. The woods in front of him were briefly illuminated by the flash of jet fuel.

      Gravity reasserted itself. Zhao skidded off the ground like a stone skipping across a pond—except the surface was much less forgiving. He rolled over and over, wrenching his neck in the process.

      A second ball of jet fuel ignited, though smaller than the one that had preceded it, and the shockwave just barely rocked his body even as it lit the world around him. His conscious mind retreated into a wall of pain as it attempted to protect him from the horror of the disaster he was experiencing. Helicopter parts fell like rain.

      A voice screamed into his ear. The language felt vaguely familiar, and yet he could not understand a word. A man towered over him—maybe friend, maybe foe, he was too stunned to say—then grabbed his shoulder straps and dragged him into cover.

      Zhao’s eyes focused on the sky, his pupils dilating as the worst of the explosion died away. Stars glittered above moving impossibly fast. Tracer rounds pummelled the tree line. The battle continued to rage.
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        * * *

      

      President Nash stared incredulously at the enormous wall screen in the China Lake range control center. It was impossible to make any sense of the information presented there, and even the technicians around him had given up trying.

      He’d just watched a multi-million-dollar stealth combat drone dive out of the sky directly at a civilian helicopter on the ground, its rotors still turning. The feed—as high quality as the cameras that film the Super Bowl—cut out at the very second of impact. If someone was so inclined, they could probably have frozen a frame and read the serial number off one of the blades.

      “Rear Admiral Pickett,” he said, “what is happening?”

      Pickett looked like he was presently experiencing the worst day of his life. His face was ashen, and a tremor had picked up his left hand and not yet let go. He shrugged helplessly. “I—I don’t know.”

      “How long till your people regain control?” Nash snapped.

      He glanced up at the big radar display. The blue and red dots were engaged in a wild tango around each other. Occasionally one of the blue icons disappeared as either an Air Force or Navy fighter jet blew one of the drones out of the sky.

      “They aren’t shooting back,” Pickett said. “Why aren’t they shooting back?”

      Nash growled something inchoate at the base of his throat. The man was beyond useless. But though it came from a place of near-nervous breakdown, the question was a good one. The drones seemed to be working toward a goal, even if it was a long way from the one they’d been assigned at the start of the night. The different flights had all arrowed toward a single location, as though controlled by the same mind. One of the Mavericks had seemingly sacrificed itself to destroy a civilian helicopter.

      But why?

      “Pickett!” Nash yelled. “Wake up, man.”

      The roar of his commander-in-chief’s voice seemed to snap a semblance of reality back inside the man’s skull. He shook his head as if to dispel a nightmare. “Yes, sir. I’m sorry, sir.”

      Nash stuck to simple questions. “How long to take them all down?”

      “We don’t have enough firepower in the air yet, sir,” Pickett explained, his voice unsteady but growing in confidence as he returned to a subject he knew well.

      “The Maverick drones are designed to evade our best air-to-air missiles. Their exhaust heat is disguised, and even at close range they have a minimal radar signature. We’re currently firing three or four missiles to take down a single drone. Most of the jets weren’t loaded with more than four. We are scrambling additional aircraft now, but it’s going to take at least ten minutes before they get into missile range. Especially with how close they need to get to effect a high kill probability.”

      “You said the Mavericks aren’t shooting back?” Nash said.

      “No, sir.”

      “And they all gathered at this location, correct?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Why?”

      Again, Pickett simply shrugged.

      “Rear Admiral, I think you need to see this,” a technician said anxiously, beckoning his commander toward his screen. Nash followed.

      “What am I looking at?” Pickett barked.

      “One of the refueling drones is…” the technician started. “Well, sir, I’m not exactly sure what the hell it’s doing. It just detached from the other two who remain in a holding position to the east of the area. And it seems to be dumping fuel.”
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        * * *

      

      Zhao blinked wildly as his senses returned. The air stank of fuel and the acrid tang of burnt hair—not least his own eyebrows. A tongue of flame was racing across the ground nearby, igniting clumps of dead grass and brush, but thankfully nothing more substantial.

      Yet.

      Two of his men looked down with concern. Both were evidently tense but remained professional. One looked up. “Captain, the major is—”

      Zhao cut the man off. “Captain Ren,” he rasped. “Where are you?”

      “Here, sir,” Ren replied as Zhao scrambled into a seated position, leaning against a tree trunk as his bruised lungs sucked in oxygen. The younger officer had a small tablet computer in his fingers.

      “Report,” Zhao said, keeping his orders short so as not to reveal how weak he felt.

      Ren brought up the screen of his tablet. The display was dim, just green on black, and showed a topographical map of the vicinity. The target building was in the bottom left corner. The captain tapped his finger at a gaggle of about ten dots on the top right of the screen, almost two hundred yards away from their target, according to the map’s scale.

      “We were ambushed as the men were preparing to stage their attack, sir,” he explained. “I’ve lost contact with three men from the reconnaissance party, presumed dead. The rest are—”

      “Hiding!” Zhao scowled. He looked up and pointed furiously at the two commandos crouched in defensive positions around him. “You men, move forward. Now.”

      The two shooters glanced at the captain as if for confirmation, but both immediately seemed to reconsider the wisdom of questioning the major’s authority. They advanced in a low crouch toward the building, which was now painted an eerie red by flames.

      “Get the rest of the men moving,” Zhao snapped. Rationally he knew he needed to order the retreat. But Vice Minister Luo’s warning echoed in his mind. It would be impossible to recover from failure here. He had to risk everything on one last throw of the dice.

      “Are you sure that’s the right move, sir?” Ren asked, his emotions obvious even through the thick, dark camouflage paint that attempted to disguise them. “We should retreat. We’re being picked off.”

      Zhao’s subconscious—still reeling from the impact of the explosion only a few moments before—sensed another of the jets altering its course in the sky above. Now primed to read such a change as threatening, his throat tightened. “You have your orders, Captain. Now execute them.”
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        * * *

      

      A hail of incoming bullets tore chunks out of the drywall not more than a few feet from Roper’s head. He ducked just in time and was patted on the head by a shower of wood splinters as another round ate a chunk out of the window frame.

      “Shit, they’ve got us pinned,” he hissed. “Come on, we need to move.”

      Before either had a chance to do so, the trill of a cell phone’s ringer filled the room. There was an innocence about the sound that seemed out of place, given the chaos all around.

      “Who’s that?” Roper said.

      Emily reached for the phone, staring with equal incomprehension. “It says Oliver. But—”

      “Answer it.”

      She did so, evidently placing the phone on speaker at the same time. Oliver’s calm, mechanical voice rang out. “Emily, can you hear me?” he said.

      “Yes,” she said, flinching as another round chewed a fist-sized crater out of the ceiling. Plaster rained down in a fine mist, fouling eyes and dusting their hair. The gunfire was incessant now, drumming against the building’s outer wall in a crescendo of death. He paid silent thanks to the solid construction, which was about the only thing keeping them alive.

      “I need you to stay away from the windows and cover your ears,” Oliver stated calmly. “You are in danger. The enemy is moving toward your position. Please do not be concerned. I will remove the risk.”

      “What are you planning, you crazy bastard?” Roper yelled from across the room, for the time being at least ignoring the craziness of talking to a machine as though it was actually human.

      “Please stay away from the windows and cover your ears to minimize your risk,” Oliver said. “Do you understand?”

      “Yes, but—”

      “Do so now,” Oliver said with a tone that emulated a human sense of finality. “The explosion will occur in thirty seconds.”

      The call died. Emily looked up, her face encased in wrinkles. “What explosion?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Zhao smelled it first. Jet fuel floating in the air like a cool mist. It was falling from the north. His nostrils flared as he instantly understood its meaning. His bruised elbow cried out with pain as he reached for his pack—only to discover that he must have left it in the chopper.

      “Captain—your backpack. Where is it?”

      Ren briefly broke away from calling instructions through the encrypted radio net. He looked up curiously. “Sir?”

      “Your pack, Captain,” Zhao snapped. “Quickly.”

      The junior officer crawled toward a tree a few feet away. His pack was leaning against it. He grunted as he hefted it and threw it toward his superior. Hope kindled inside Zhao’s breast, though he understood that it might already be too late as he rifled through the contents. His palms were sweaty with fear.

      Ren cocked his head at the sky. “Major, do you smell that?” he asked.

      Zhao’s fingers closed around a thick cloth case, and elation searched through him. He yanked the object he’d been searching for out of the backpack and hurriedly tore the packaging open. Ren’s eyes flared as he saw what it was and understood what it meant. A jet engine screamed a couple of thousand feet overhead.

      “A fuel-air bomb,” he whispered.

      Instantly the younger man lurched toward Zhao, who was now unfurling a flame-resistant blanket. “Quickly!” he said. “There’s space for both of us.”

      The major had already made the same calculation and come to an entirely different conclusion. The shot selector on the rifle clipped to his chest was already fixed at a three-shot burst. With his free hand he smoothly drew the barrel of the rifle upward and squeezed the trigger. The first two shots missed, but the third spun Ren around entirely, and he fell to the ground without a word.

      Sparing no time for remorse that he did not really feel, Zhao sheltered behind a tree and cocooned himself in the protective fabric.

      Just in time.
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        * * *

      

      It was strange, Nash thought, that the drones had continued to transmit a firehose of information back to the range control center, the more so given that they could not effect even a modicum of control. One of the Mavericks was circling overhead, its FLIR thermal imaging camera providing a startlingly high-definition picture of the scene taking place on the ground.

      “What the hell are they shooting at?” he whispered, for once not talking about the battle in the sky. He could see the barrels of individual rifles, the slight flare of heat as they opened fire. “And who the hell are they?”

      A large, cloudy smudge floated across the screen over a grid square that contained almost a dozen white dots, all presently advancing in the direction of the building in the corner of the screen.

      Men.

      The technician had already explained the composition of the cloud, and from his time in the Marines, Nash had a working understanding of what was about to happen. But he couldn’t picture it.

      The refueling drone had entered a steep vertical climb only moments after concluding dumping all the fuel it had on board into the air. It leveled out at 4000 feet and instantly dived in the opposite direction.

      It was faster coming down. It only took a few breaths. The fuel cloud ignited just from the heat of the drone’s engines, though the impact of the Maverick with the ground shoveled fuel into a hungry maw of flame.

      The feed went white.
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        * * *

      

      Woodsmoke filled the air, swirling in thick gusts driven by the heat of the building wildfire. Roper fell back against the floor, his muscles making no attempt to steady him as he tumbled, nor to prevent the rifle from slipping out of his numbed fingers.

      “Will!” Emily cried out in horror as she rushed toward him. “Are you okay? Were you hit?”

      A note of panic leavened her tone as she ran her hands across his body in search of a wound that didn’t exist. Roper’s wound was in the mind, not the flesh—but no less debilitating even so. For the time being, his brain had simply shut down—a defense mechanism against the horror around him, as well as the things that he had done to survive.

      “You’re okay,” she said, almost speaking to herself as she finished patting him down. “You’re okay. I don’t think you’ve been shot.”

      Roper tried to turn his head and face her, but found his muscles were still unwilling to comply. He started to tremble as a composite of memories flashed across his vision. He’d found himself in situations like this many times before, but always as the rescuer rather than the rescued. He was the one who swooped down from the sky to pluck injured soldiers and Marines and airmen out of harm’s way.

      This time he needed help.

      He felt Emily’s fingers press against his carotid artery. She counted out loud. His mind, heavy with the funk of fear, made no sense of what she was doing.

      “Okay,” Emily said as she lifted up his legs and rolled him fully onto his back. “You’re in shock, that’s all. It will pass. Just breathe, okay?”

      How many times had he said the same words, Roper wondered. How many times had he looked down at an injured man and told him everything would be okay—even when sometimes he knew that he was lying?

      Too many.

      Was that what Emily was doing? Perhaps he’d been shot, and his mind just wasn’t allowing him to realize it. It wasn’t uncommon. The brain could do fantastic things, any medic knew that. Fresh panic rose within him at the thought. His heartrate climbed from an already perilous height.

      “It’s okay, it’s okay,” she soothed, seeming strangely entirely unaffected by the sounds and smells of death and violence and fire all around them. “You’re going to be okay, Will. Just breathe for me. Breathe for me and focus on my voice. Can you do that?”

      Smoke blew through the cracked window above them and took on a reddish hue from the light reflected off the fire outside. Roper was cold, so cold, but now he felt a warmth on his skin.

      Emily’s touch?

      No, the flames.

      “See, you’re getting better already.” Emily grinned. She looked straight down at him so that her face was all that he could see. He smelled the smoke, but the immediacy of the panic started to fade. “Imagine telling the grandkids about this one…”

      Roper’s chest was heaving up and down in short, unsteady gasps. He clenched his fists and held his breath. At first nothing happened. He tried again, and this time succeeded in taming the dread in his lungs. He closed his eyes and concentrated on breathing deep.

      “That’s right,” Emily said encouragingly. “One more.”

      With that, the shock started to fade. It took too long, but eventually strength returned to his limbs. He sucked in another greedy breath, then another.

      “We need to go,” he said, choking over the increasingly thick smoke in the air as he rolled onto his hands and knees and attempted to force himself upright.

      Emily’s face lit up. “I was hoping you would say that. I don’t want to startle you, but there’s a bitch of a wildfire kindling right out that window, and I don’t think we want to be here when it kicks off in earnest.”

      “No arguments here,” Roper mumbled as he pulled himself to his feet. He leaned against the wall for support as a lack of blood in his brain caused momentary dizziness but waved away Emily’s offer of help. “I’m fine.”

      “You get the car pulled up,” Emily said, seeming to realize that she needed to take charge. “I’ll get Oliver ready to move.”

      “We don’t have time!” he protested, drawing the pistol heat stored in his belt. He looked out the window for the first time and saw the danger that Emily had warned him about. The leading edge of the flames was only thirty or forty yards away. “If the wind turns, there’ll be nothing left of us but bones.”

      “I’m not arguing,” Emily said, dashing for the door to the bedroom. She hunched low as she ran to avoid the worst of the smoke.

      “Crap,” Roper said gutturally, his throat raw from the ash in the air. But Emily was already gone. He ground the heel of his boot against the floor for a moment with frustration, then followed.

      After all, they had come this far together. What was a little further?
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      Major Zhao awoke in hell. Flames licked at the retardant blanket that was still miraculously wrapped around his body, despite the fact that the force of the explosion had physically picked him up and moved him at least ten yards. He was almost scared to leave his protective shield, but though it slowed the rapacious advance of the heat toward his flesh, the laws of physics meant that it could not hold back the tide entirely.

      He rose, keeping the blanket draped around his shoulders for protection. He was standing in a wasteland. The trunks of trees all around were blackened and scorched by flame. All leaves and small branches were simply gone, either torn off by the force of the wind generated by the fuel-air explosion or simply incinerated.

      A single word escaped his lips and summed up the situation. It wasn’t poetic, especially in the guttural, smoke-scorched tone in which he said it. “Fuck.”

      The operation had evidently failed. Working out how it had happened could wait. The only thing that mattered now was escaping before the Americans closed a dragnet around the entire area. No doubt they were already moving assets. He didn’t know how long he’d been unconscious. It might have been hours, though he suspected much less, since the strength of the wildfire building a few hundred feet away would otherwise have swallowed him whole. His men were already gone.

      Even though he recognized the urgency of his predicament—and the primacy of his need to escape—Zhao swiveled on the sole of one boot as he surveyed the landscape around him. He didn’t know what—or who—he was searching for. Captain Ren’s body, perhaps.

      It had to be somewhere close, he knew, but precisely where was impossible to say. The once soft, loamy forest floor was now scorched black. Ren’s corpse could be any one of a number of mounds on the earth.

      It didn’t matter. He’d chosen each operative for this mission precisely because the Americans had no way of identifying them. None had competed in international competition. Few had ever stepped foot outside of China, except while on closeted military exercises. For all intents and purposes, they were ghosts.

      “Thank you for your service,” he mumbled without a trace of embarrassment. “Your country will never forget this sacrifice.”

      Though their countrymen would never learn of it, either.

      Zhao searched the horizon as he contemplated his next move. Fire burned in almost every direction, cutting him off from the house he’d come here to target. Flames licked the forest canopy to the east and the west and the south, leaving him only a narrow path through which to escape, and even that was through a vortex of sparks swirling like fireflies on the wind. There was a chance he could follow it, then tail back toward the building—but he suspected that its inhabitants were either dead or long gone.

      And besides, the option posed unacceptable levels of risk. He could stay no longer if he wanted to remain a free man.

      Which he very much did.

      It was only then that Zhao became aware of the pain that enveloped his body. Perhaps the adrenaline had started to fade. It wasn’t just his neck, wrenched as he ran from the attack on the helicopter, nor even his tender muscle tissue. The retardant blanket had saved him from the flames, but not the fullness of the heat. He touched his cheek and winced, finding that the skin itself was singed. So too were areas that were not so exposed. His neck, an area the size of a man’s palm just below his left armpit. A line above his canvas belt might permanently be branded on his skin. The layer of subcutaneous fat just below sizzled from the heat.

      Gingerly, he began limping away from the scene of devastation. The burns would heal. They would hurt like hell, maybe even scar, but they would heal.

      The heat of the flames carried on the wind—in fact whipped up powerful gusts of it in turn—and ground molten ash into his wounds. His face clenched in a rictus of agony as he trudged away from his career’s greatest disaster.

      They’ll break me for this, he thought.

      It would take time for Beijing to learn what had happened here tonight. It was entirely plausible that even the Americans would never work out the true details of the night’s action. But rumors would leak. And he would not be able to conceal the death of many of his country’s best-trained and most-valued intelligence operatives.

      Not for long, anyway.

      The thought provoked a line of inquiry in his subconscious, though it did not surface immediately, allowing Zhao to linger in self-pity a while longer. When this got back to Beijing, his career was over. There were people—Vice Minister Luo prime among them—who wanted it so already. This was fuel for that fire.

      In truth, he would be lucky to remain a free man. This operation was too important. If Beijing failed to acquire the technology he’d been sent to find, it would be easier for them to disavow his mission—his very existence—entirely. Put simply, he knew too much.

      They would have as little compunction in ending his life as he’d shown when taking Captain Ren’s.

      You could run, he thought.

      But even as the thought occurred to him, he dismissed it. He stopped for a moment now that he’d put distance between himself and the worst of the heat. He tipped his head back and howled at the smoke-filled sky, tearing his throat and not finding it in himself to care.

      He could not flee. He’d saved a little money over the years, siphoned from black accounts and untraceable cash deposits. Enough to live comfortably for the rest of his life. But not if he was being chased.

      The Center would do so as a matter of course. They would not rest until they found him. The day of reckoning might not come immediately. Perhaps he would wait months, years, even decades, each moment dreading a knock at the front door. And what sort of life would that be? He was a predator, not a beast of prey. It would not be easy to change such a mindset, not after so long.

      Nor did he wish to.

      He stopped to rest for a few moments as the agony of movement built to a crescendo. The burns on his skin were not deep, but they ached with fierce intensity. It was difficult to keep his mind on the future that lay ahead of him when the present was laced with so much pain. All he could think of was dousing his wounds with frigid water, of submerging himself bodily in a fast-flowing mountain stream until the fiery torment was scoured from his flesh.

      His hand drifted toward the first-aid pouch over his left breast. There was morphine inside. It would be so easy to bite the cap off the hypodermic syringe and inject the precious contents.

      Anything to wash away the pain, he thought, his mouth and nose coiling into an agonized snarl.

      But he resisted, dragging his hand away at the speed of a cracking whip. Morphine was the easy way out. It would dull the pain, and with it his instincts. He could not risk it. It would only take one wrong move for the Americans to catch up with him. The ball—as they might say—was already in their court.

      The hand sank back to his side, brushing against the pistol holstered at his right hip. Perhaps that was the way out of this Gordian knot? One bullet. He knew the weight of that trigger. He’d pulled it thousands of times. What was one more?

      The Center could catch up with him after all, he scowled. Only all they would find was a crumpled mess, a spray of blood and bone and brain matter.

      He gripped the weapon and swayed in place for a few moments as he considered the option.

      But this too he brushed aside. His expression curled into one of distaste for even contemplating it. He started walking, ignoring the pain surging through him and building up pace.

      There was a way out.

      The path would be as narrow as his present escape from the wildfire on three sides, but there was a glimmer of light at the end. He was not scheduled to check in with Beijing for another 72 hours. The backup time was 24 hours after that.

      They would get antsy if he missed the initial contact slot but would wait for confirmation. And then what? The Center never did anything at pace. They would wait. Deliberate. Contemplate. Consider. And only then would they arrive at a decision.

      So he had perhaps a week before his failure worked its way through the bureaucracy to the wrong set of ears. If he was to send word before then, they would doubtless recall him in disgrace.

      But was there a way that he could still snatch victory from the jaws of defeat? The teeth were closing in on around him, to be sure, but had that ever stopped him before? There would be a way to acquire the AI. There had to be.

      You have a week, he thought. You better make it count.

      Zhao was almost running now, and though his face was blackened with soot and camouflage paint, his uniform torn and singed by fire, his skin burning even as he moved, the fat underneath liquefying as it cried out desperately to be quenched, he now had a goal. And there was no doubt in his mind that he would achieve it.

      It took an hour to make it into what passed for the town of Bootjack. The night was painted bright with a disco of police lights, but they were all heading in the wrong direction. A K-9 vehicle passed by as he crouched in the underbrush beside the road that led through town, but the fear passed when it didn’t stop.

      He found a car parked outside the town’s closed diner. It was a BMW sedan, about three years old.

      Perfect.

      After making sure that the owner was nowhere close, Zhao crept toward the car. His spare hand removed a cell phone from one of the pouches on his vest. As he powered it up, he attached a radio dongle. Crouching by the wheel, he selected the correct model and year and tapped a button on screen. The BMW chirped, and the blinker lights flashed two times.

      He was in.

      He drove thirty miles before he placed the call, one eye on the rearview mirror the whole time. The pain that wracked his body combined with disgust for the decadence of American society. This escape would never have been possible in China. A ring of steel would have been placed around such a disaster within minutes.

      That the Americans had taken so long to respond said all he needed to know about the caliber of his opponent. As he reached that judgment, his confidence in his ability to survive his next test grew.

      One of the two guards he’d left at the warehouse to protect the technicians answered the encrypted call.

      “It’s me,” Zhao said tersely after regurgitating the codes that confirmed his identity. “The operation failed. Consider our communications with Beijing Center compromised. Move to alternate site Bravo immediately and go dark until I arrive. Repeat my instructions back to me.”

      He paused and listened as the voice on the other end confirmed the orders without displaying so much as a trace of surprise. When they finished, he gave his approval and hung up the phone without another word.

      “It’s come to this,” he murmured to himself.

      He wiped the phone as he drove and waited until the edge of the road disappeared into blackness before he tossed it out the window. It rolled down the side of the cliff and fell into a shallow crevice, never to be seen again. He was on his own now. Not just in this country, but in effect divorced from his own.

      If he wanted to change that, he had work to do.
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      Roper and Emily drove for hours as the dark of night gave way to dawn in the sky overhead. He followed a meandering route with no set destination in mind—only a desire to put time and distance between them and the horror they’d experienced on the outskirts of Bootjack. The cube that Emily had built to house Oliver’s artificial intelligence brain took up most of the back half of the sedan and lay over the folded-down car’s rear seats. It was operating on battery power, which meant that it barely functioned at all.

      One of the device’s fans whirred for a few seconds, as it occasionally had during the journey, causing Roper to glance in the rearview mirror. He saw little, only a rug concealing from view both Emily’s creation and the small arsenal of weaponry and ammunition he had acquired over the past several days. He had all he needed in the way of guns but had pilfered additional ammunition from the bodies of the failed assassins before they fled.

      For the first couple of hours, he charted a course back into the San Joaquin Valley en route to Fresno before doubling back when he was certain that they weren’t being followed and heading back toward the Sierra Nevada Mountains. His clothes still stank of smoke, and he had the AC blasting on full to help him forget the heat of the wildfire.

      It was about 7 a.m., the morning light still hesitant when the glow of an electronic billboard beckoned Roper’s attention. It was raised on stilts by the side of the highway, and for a moment showed nothing more interesting than an advertisement for a drama show on one of the new streaming channels. His eyes were already losing interest when the image changed.

      Suddenly he saw himself. Not as he was now, with cropped hair and growing stubble, but the look he’d worn for the previous several months. The photograph was the same one he’d uploaded to his rideshare profile: neck-length dark hair swept back behind his ears and a slightly vacant expression on his clean-shaven face as he tried not to laugh. Blake had snapped that photo, he remembered, his knuckles clenching around the steering wheel as another wave of grief washed over him.

      Roper’s gaze lingered on his own face for a few seconds, then slowly drifted down to the caption underneath, which was inked in glowing red, along with the number for a 24-hour hotline.

      WANTED: WILLIAM ROPER

      REWARD: $50,000

      He glanced at Emily, who sat in the passenger seat, her eyes closed but not sleeping. He didn’t know how he could tell, but he could. Maybe it was the tension in her jaw, or the tautness of her posture. He didn’t push it. For some reason they drove in silence, though perhaps music would have helped. He opened his mouth to say something, then closed it again. There was no need to burden her with the added stress. It wasn’t like she was unaware of the trouble they both were in. He continued driving.

      Roper slowed about half an hour later as he rounded a sharp turn in the road where it zig-zagged up into the mountains. He wasn’t sure why he felt so compelled to drive in this direction. There was no logical sense to it, beyond the obvious fact that there were fewer cameras up here, fewer cops, and fewer prying eyes. Perhaps they could find a hunting cabin in the woods. Somewhere they could hide out for a few days until they worked out what the hell was going on.

      He glanced over at Emily again. She hadn’t moved, but Roper didn’t envy her. He could still hear the popping of the fire, feel the recoil of his rifle against his shoulder, smell the wood smoke on his skin and clothes. It was hard enough to keep his mind from judging his decisions the previous night with his eyes open.

      Oliver’s fans briefly clicked into high gear, then fell silent once again. Perhaps he was dwelling on it, too.

      The sun still hadn’t breached this side of the mountain, though it was threatening to do so at any moment. They passed a mountain stream, and Roper found that his gaze was irresistibly drawn toward it. Another tailback around a jutting cliff revealed a waterfall tumbling down the rock face before ending in a majestic white spray. A beam of sunlight broke over the mountain top and just for a second revealed a rainbow before the unique arrangement of water particles in the air fell away and returned to nothing.

      A green sign up ahead announced they were passing Camp Edison, the home of Shaver Lake. Roper stepped on the gas. Water sounded good right now.

      The lake came into view on his right. In a few hours he suspected that the shoreline would be heaving with tourists, hikers, and fishermen. A momentary break in the trees revealed rows of camping cabins, the type that were rented by the night, and then they were gone.

      A dirt road led off into the forest up ahead. There was enough brush on the road surface to indicate that no one had turned down it for some time. He took it, and the lake disappeared as the forest swallowed them up.

      The bumpy ride rocked Emily out of her meditative state. “Where are we going?” she asked, blinking several times as her eyes re-accustomed themselves to daylight. “In fact, where are we?”

      Roper squinted and tapped the brakes as he investigated what lay up ahead. It seemed to be the start of a hiking trail into the mountains but was otherwise a dead end.

      “I need a swim,” he lied as he slowed the car to a halt and killed the engine. “You coming?”

      “A swim?” Emily repeated dumbly, though she seemed to trust him enough that when no explanation was forthcoming, she reached down to unbuckle her seatbelt anyway. She looked over her shoulder to check that Oliver was fully concealed from view, then opened the passenger door and hopped out.

      The forest around them was still cool enough for its scent to be dominated by pine needles rather than drowned out by the heat of the day. Roper closed his eyes for the first time in too many hours to count and drank it in, then closed his own door and locked the vehicle.

      He gestured back toward the main road. Emily hesitated for a moment, then followed. Her T-shirt was filthy from dust and smoke and would have drawn attention in the city, but Roper doubted it would draw a second glance up here. The walk to the road was only a couple of minutes long, and thirty seconds after that, they emerged onto the shore of a deep-blue mountain lake.

      “Oh,” Emily exclaimed softly. “I get what you mean.”

      The lakeshore was mostly composed of a sandy gravel mix that crunched underfoot and was studded by boulders as tall as a man. Occasional tufts of hardy grass poked out of the sand, though he wasn’t sure what nutrition they subsisted on. A narrow wooden jetty ran about 20 yards into the lake and mostly served small pleasure craft, as well as a gaggle of canoes and kayaks that floated there, awaiting rental by the hour.

      To their left, an assortment of rented cabins ran all the way to the waterline and disappeared a short way back into the forest. There was nothing to the right, and Roper felt an irresistible urge for solitude, so he walked that way. After a moment’s hesitation, Emily hurried to catch up. They walked for about ten minutes in complete silence as he tried to compose his thoughts. Mostly they circled back to a single question.

      What the hell happened last night?

      Roper stopped dead. Emily had been walking a pace behind and gently nudged into him as she stopped.

      “What is it?” she asked with alarm.

      He looked around to ensure that they were alone before turning to face her. He held a finger to his lips as he said, “Nothing.”

      She looked at him quizzically, her concern evidently not yet dissipated. He couldn’t blame her. The Air Force had trained him to put himself into harm’s way to help others, and in the end, he hadn’t proved strong enough to stick it out. There was always another fire to fight, someone’s broken body to save, and eventually he just couldn’t take it any longer. And then last night had happened. And all that training hadn’t mattered a bit. He’d almost broken down.

      Emily hadn’t benefited from any such instruction, so it was no surprise that she was still on edge.

      And still looking at you…

      Roper hissed with irritation at himself for daydreaming, which only made Emily stare at him with growing worry in her eyes. Her mouth opened to ask if he was okay, but he shook his head to cut her off. Standing directly in front of her, he started patting her down. She stiffened but didn’t resist. It was impossible to ignore her supple, fit frame as he worked his way down her body, but he tried not to linger either on her or that thought.

      He froze as his fingers scraped across a hard object in her right pants pocket, but after reaching inside and withdrawing the item, he realized that it was only a knife.

      Only a knife, he thought. Like the alternative is worse.

      It took only a moment after that to confirm that she was clean.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, immediately taking a step back and raising his palms in apology. “I wasn’t making a move, I swear. I just needed to make sure you didn’t have a cell phone on you, or anything else that transmits a signal.”

      Emily crossed her arms. “You could have just asked.”

      “That’s the thing…” he replied. “I couldn’t. Emily, we need to talk. About what happened last night.”

      “Oh,” she whispered, her eyes widening with understanding. “You didn’t want Oliver to hear.”

      “I don’t know what he’s capable of,” Roper explained. “And I’m guessing you don’t either. It seemed safer to take precautions.”

      “Yeah, sure…” Emily replied with a curious look in her eyes. She opened her mouth again, then seemed to think better of it. Instead of speaking, she pivoted slightly and walked right up to the edge of the lake. The water lapped placidly at her feet as Roper followed, uncertain as to her intentions. He hung back for a moment, his eyes widening as he watched what unfolded next.

      Emily kicked off her boots, then pulled her T-shirt off in one easy motion before folding it and placing it neatly on top of the footwear. Her pants were next to go, and before Roper knew what was happening, she was standing in front of him in just her underwear and a matching plain black bra.

      Roper coughed and half choked on a poorly timed intake of breath as he watched her take a first step into the lake. “What are you doing?” he spluttered.

      She looked back at him over her shoulder, a mischievous smile on her lips. “What does it look like? You coming?”

      He lingered for a moment or two, knotted with indecision, then followed. He undressed with somewhat less care and attention than Emily had taken and followed her in. The icy lake water instantly doused any real flames of desire, but he was nevertheless disappointed when her lean frame disappeared below the surface. She dunked her head entirely, holding her breath for a few seconds before surging back upright and taking a deep breath of cleansing mountain air.

      “Didn’t expect it to be so cold,” she admitted as Roper waded toward her.

      He didn’t answer until he too had sluiced his hair into the freezing lake. His skin briefly numbed with the cold, then started to tingle as his nerve endings began to re-awaken after the long car ride. For the first time in hours, he didn’t smell of wood smoke. He wouldn’t have been surprised to see a thick shadow of soot floating in the droplets of water that trickled out of his nostrils.

      “It’s meltwater,” he said. “It’ll warm up toward the end of the summer, but we’re not there yet.”

      Emily’s eyes were alive with amusement as she replied, “I figured as much.”

      Roper flushed. “Sorry for mansplaining.”

      “Don’t be. It’s cute. You bring girls here often?”

      He blinked a couple of times, wondering if somewhere on the long ride he’d gotten drunk and somehow not noticed. “Sorry?”

      “I’m kidding,” Emily laughed, rolling her neck to relieve tension as she treaded water. She looked like she’d shed five years in as many minutes. “Man, I needed this.”

      Both fell silent for a few moments and savored the beauty of the location. Pine forest ran all the way to the edge of the lake. Theirs was still the only car that had passed the entire time they’d been there, and the hikers sleeping overnight in the cabins were yet to rise. The cry of an eagle echoed majestically in the distance.

      Roper’s arms began to feel the warmth from treading water. In the Air Force he’d trained to do so for hours, even wearing full combat gear, in case he ever needed to rescue someone from an aquatic environment. He’d once completed a training course run by the Navy SEALs. They’d arranged for safety swimmers to rotate in and out, watching for the moment when an exhausted trainee slipped below the surface of the water. They’d dragged him out after five hours when his arms cramped and were no longer able to support his weight.

      “Let’s go back to the lakeshore,” he said, blinking away the memory. “We need to talk.”

      Emily swam after him. He stopped when an experimental probe downwards met the bottom of the lake. He found a spot where he was able to stand with only his head and the very top of his shoulders peeking out over the water. Instead of following suit, Emily stretched out an arm and clung on to him.

      “You mind?” she asked once she was comfortable.

      “Not at all.”

      “You’re right,” she said—her voice all business despite their close proximity. “We do need to talk.”

      For a brief, stupid moment, Roper forgot that he was the one who had brought her here and wondered whether she wanted to discuss something more personal. More immediate. Then the weight of reality crashed back down on his shoulders, and he coughed to hide his momentary lapse in concentration. Emily’s free hand gently stroked the water as she retained her balance.

      “Last night was…”

      “Scary,” Emily finished for him, speaking softly. “It’s all I can think about.”

      “A lot of people died, Emily,” Roper said.

      It was easier to think of it in the third person, he thought. People had died. That sounded a whole lot different from being the one responsible for those deaths. People had died. He had killed, and people had died. But he wasn’t the only person responsible for last night’s slaughter. Oliver’s actions had resulted in far more death and destruction than his own. Emily was right: The power that the machine had revealed was frightening.

      “I know,” she said.

      “I’m already a wanted man, and the cops are looking for you too. My best friend is gone, and it seems like death chases us everywhere we go,” Roper continued, staring blankly into the distance and not seeing its beauty. “So what the hell are we going to do about it?”

      Emily said nothing.

      “Did you hear me?” Roper asked more harshly than he intended.

      “Of course I did,” Emily confirmed, her voice all cut up with anguish. She held to him a little tighter, the nails of her left hand scratching his back. “I know I’m responsible for all this, okay? I know it. And I’m willing to do what it takes to end it. Whatever that means.”

      Roper swiveled his neck and stared into her eyes. The hurt in them mirrored his own. “It’s not your fault,” he said softly.

      “I’m the one who built him!” Emily replied angrily. “Whose else could it be?”

      “He’s only killed people who came after us,” Roper said, strangely now finding himself defending Oliver. “I won’t lose much sleep over them.”

      “What about the others?” Emily whispered. Her arm beat the water again, turning her back toward his chest. She closed her eyes and leaned her forehead against his shoulder. “What about the janitor at the lab? What about your friend, Will? All those deaths lead back to me.”

      “I don’t think that’s right,” Roper said, his throat raw with grief at the mention of Blake. “You’re not responsible for anyone else’s actions, Emily. Those deaths don’t lie at your door.”

      “Let’s agree to disagree,” she said numbly, still nestled in the crook of his shoulder. “Where does that leave us? We’re driving across the state with the cops on our tail and a killer robot in the trunk. Where does this end?”

      “I don’t know,” Roper admitted. “But the way I see it, we have two choices.”

      “Go on,” Emily said, slowly bringing herself upright.

      “We either destroy Oliver, or we bring this to an end with his help.”

      “God, I spent years laying the stepping stones that lead to Oliver,” Emily said. “I never really thought a true artificial intelligence was possible, not in my lifetime. Let alone that I would be the one who figured it out. But he’s too powerful, right? We both saw what he did. He must have killed a dozen of those men. Maybe more. And as horrible as it sounds, that’s not even the part that scares me. It’s not that he killed them—it’s how.”

      “I agree,” Roper murmured, his mind’s eye filled with the smoke and destruction of the previous night. The sound of those drones would haunt him the rest of his life.

      “Because the military built those planes, right?” Emily continued as though she hadn’t heard him. “They would have been designed with the best encryption known to man. Sapient was tendering for a whole bunch of Department of Defense contracts, so I’ve seen the tech specs the government requires. And Oliver cut through them as easily as if they’d been designed by children. If he can do that—is there anything he can’t do?”

      “Right,” Roper agreed. If Oliver could hack into hardened military networks, then no computer system would be able to resist him. And since the modern world revolved around computers—everything from banks to cars ran on them—nothing was safe.

      “So we destroy him,” Emily said, her tone clearly posing the decision as a question.

      “Right,” Roper said, repeating himself. “Only if we do that, then we’re signing our death warrants.”

      Emily cocked her head. “Why?”

      “Those guys who came after us last night were pros. If they’re the same group we encountered before, I’m guessing they were sent by the Chinese government. They know who we are now. And if they think we have Oliver—or know how to rebuild him—then they’ll never stop hunting us.”

      “But they’re dead.”

      “Some are,” Roper agreed. “But the Chinese will view what happened last night as a proof of concept. They traded the lives of a couple dozen men for evidence that AI is real—and that we have it.”

      “You’re right,” Emily said glumly. She sank a little in the water as if her energy had suddenly run out. “Then we’re screwed. Either we destroy Oliver to protect humanity and put ourselves at risk, or we don’t, and the Chinese keep hunting us anyway.”

      Roper winced. “Destroying the computer won’t be enough,” he said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “You built him,” he said, studying Emily’s face for evidence that she understood his meaning. “If they can’t get Oliver, then you’re the next best thing.”

      “Which means I’ll be running for the rest of my life,” Emily finished, her complexion whitening as the implications crashed home. “Or I kill myself.”

      “Hey, if it makes you feel any better, I’m in the same boat,” Roper said in an attempt to lighten the mood. “They know we’re friends, right?”

      “Is that what we are?” she asked, meeting his gaze. “Friends?”

      He had no answer. At least not one that readily came to mind.

      It didn’t matter. Emily blinked.

      “I’m not ready to die,” she whispered.

      “Me either,” Roper said, squeezing her tight as the water’s chill began seeping into his bones.

      “Is that selfish? With everything that’s at stake?”

      “Maybe.” He shrugged, taking a step toward shore. “But that just makes us human.”

      “I can’t do it,” she said, sounding broken, and still holding him as her own feet met the lakebed underneath. “I can’t take my own life.”

      The breeze briefly chilled, then began warming Roper’s skin. “I was hoping you’d say that,” he said, giving her a squeeze.

      She looked at him solemnly. “Then where does that leave us?”

      “This is going to sound crazy,” he said, tipping his head to one side to drain water from his ear canal.

      “Crazier than a killer AI hacking into a fleet of military drones to save our lives?” Emily asked with a shadow of a smile on her lips. The sight of it warmed him.

      “When you put it that way…” He winked. “I was thinking—since we have Oliver, we might as well use him. Before we decide how to fight back, we need him to find out who’s hunting us. They must be hurting right now, just like we are. It’ll take them time to recover from what happened last night. So let’s make it count.”

      “Is that what we’re going to do?” Emily asked as both reached dry land. “Fight back?”

      The idea sounded preposterous, Roper knew that. The enemy had more men than they did. Better weapons and more bullets. Hell, if he was right, they were the world’s most populous nation state.

      But they didn’t have Oliver.

      And as horrific as the previous night’s demonstration of the AI’s capabilities had been—it was still damn impressive.

      He leaned down and tossed over her T-shirt. Straightening, he said, “Yeah. Unless you got any better ideas.”

      Emily quickly shucked her T-shirt over her shoulders, acting somewhat shy now that her body was no longer obscured by the water. “I’m all out,” she said.

      “There is one other option,” Roper said as he dressed. “If everything goes to shit. But I don’t like it.”

      “What is it?”

      “We hand Oliver over to the government.”

      Emily stopped what she was doing and shook her head. “No way. Until we know what Oliver is capable of, we need to keep him to ourselves. No country should have total domination of the benefits of artificial intelligence. Not even this one.”

      “I thought you’d say that,” Roper said. He paused. “And I agree. But if the choice ends up being between China and the US, then there’s no question. It’s better the devil we know.”

      She nodded as she re-zipped her fly. “Yeah. I can make my peace with that.”
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      The petty officer stationed outside the door to the SCIF—or Secure Compartmented Information Facility—cleared his throat awkwardly and said, “I’m sorry, Mr. President—I need to take your watch before you enter.”

      Nash frowned absently, his mind understandably elsewhere. “My what? Oh, right.”

      He unbuckled the fitness tracker from his wrist and handed it over. It sat alongside the cell phone he’d already removed from inside the pocket of his tuxedo jacket. The NSA had worked with the designers of both devices to ensure that they were secured against any attempt at intrusion—but after the previous night’s events, the young NCO was right to rigidly enforce the security protocols.

      The watch and phone were placed into a small plastic crate, which the NCO slid inside a waiting empty slot in a steel chest of drawers set aside for that purpose. Another petty officer opened the door to the SCIF.

      Nash was first inside, and was followed by Rear Admiral Pickett, who was engaged in close but muted conversation with a woman wearing dress blues and shoulder bars that marked her out as a naval commander. Inside the SCIF, a communications technician was establishing a secure video link with the Pentagon. He went stiff with tension the second he became aware of the president’s arrival but studiously continued with his work.

      The president barely noticed, his attention drawn to the only active television screen in the room, which was tuned to the ATN 24-hour news channel. The chyron at the bottom of the screen read: DISASTER IN THE DESERT.

      That was putting it mildly, Nash thought as the familiar images of an out-of-control wildfire flickered against his retinas, shot from a helicopter at extremely long range. The video feed was live, and the first tendrils of dawn were visible on the horizon, though it was difficult to distinguish the reddish glow from that caused by the fire. How many times had he watched similar scenes unfold over the past two summers, he wondered.

      Except this time was different. This fire wasn’t caused by a lightning strike, a PG&E transformer failure, or even the now all-too-common story of a gender reveal party gone wrong. No, the responsibility for this one could and doubtless would be laid directly at his feet.

      Moments later, the tech finished his work and departed with a salute that Nash acknowledged by rote. The mood inside the SCIF could best be described as one of numbed shell shock. No one spoke, not even as the various screens on the walls of the SCIF blinked into life, displaying a glittering adornment of senior military and policy figures. Nash recognized the familiar features of Ryan Stone, his national security advisor, along with the newly confirmed Secretary of Defense Julius Parton, who was engaged in animated conversation with someone offscreen. They were joined by the chief of naval operations, the secretary of the Navy, and too many others to count.

      The door to the SCIF opened, and a fourth person joined those already arrayed around the cheap faux-hardwood conference table. It felt to Nash like plastic.

      “Mr. President,” his chief of staff, Emma Martinez, said as she took her seat. Her cheeks were slightly red from exertion, and she was wearing a gray sweatshirt with the word NAVY over the top of the black cocktail dress she’d worn to the fundraiser earlier. Her diamond stud earrings were still in, but her hair was now pulled back in a taut ponytail, probably to defend against the effects of the rotor wash from the helicopter that had carried her to China Lake. “I’m sorry I’m late.”

      “It’s fine, Emma,” he replied as he looked up.

      He was glad of her presence. She would have dialed in regardless, but in some things Nash was old-fashioned, and one of those was the primacy of physical over digital presence. There was simply no substitute for actually being in the room where decisions were made.

      Martinez had been his chief of staff for two years, and the consequences were etched into her features. Her hair, jet black when she’d first entered the White House, now sported golden highlights that he suspected disguised the recent appearance of grays. He reflexively touched his own temples, which were experiencing a similar phenomenon, and sighed. This line of work took a toll. It was exhausting, and yet also exhilarating. Draining, yet rewarding. He wouldn’t trade it for the world, but an extra set of shoulders to bear the weight would sometimes come in useful.

      Enough bellyaching.

      He nodded at Martinez.

      She cleared her throat loudly and waited for the attention of those dialing in digitally to fall upon her. It didn’t take long.

      “Thank you, ladies and gentlemen,” she said in a businesslike tone. “We all know why we are here.”

      Nash’s eyes flicked back to the television, which was now split-screening the aerial feed on the left-hand side with shaky footage shot on cell phone cameras of a convoy of military troop transport trucks on a smoke-filled highway heading toward the wildfire. The next clip showed armed military and police personnel cordoning off the area. He closed his eyes, knowing that the images would be fuel for the conspiracists’ fire for decades to come.

      “Rear Admiral Pickett, so that we’re all on the same page—what is the latest status of the Maverick fleet?” she continued.

      Pickett’s expression was still drawn, but after a moment in which she appeared to be composing himself, he said, “Air defense assets downed seven Maverick drones, in addition to the two airframes that destroyed themselves in ground collisions. After the conclusion of the aerial battle over Bootjack, we regained control of the remainder of the fleet and safely landed it in the China Lake facility. The drones are currently un-fueled and physically disabled, and we are in the process of moving them below ground to ensure an additional layer of protection. The question is now: How will we explain this to the American public?”

      ATN news was now displaying a new loop of cell phone video, this time shaky footage that reminded Nash of the imagery that UFO devotees often touted as proof of alien visitation. He sat in silence with his eyes glued to the television, and in the absence of any guidance from their commander-in-chief, the military representatives on the video link began arguing between themselves.

      “Enough!” Nash yelled, slamming his open palm down on the conference table and startling all participants into silence. He let the moment drag on, and once he was certain that the attention of every participant was focused solely on him, he continued.

      “Rear Admiral, what do you suggest?”

      Pickett cleared his throat and gestured to the female officer to his right before replying. “Mr. President, Commander Rooney here is my senior public relations officer. Our judgment is that this program is too vital to our future national security efforts to be compromised. We cannot allow any word of it to leak to the press.”

      “Go on…” Nash said, nodding for the man to continue—though focusing his attention on the younger woman to his side. She had clenched her jaw when Pickett spoke the word our, which he found interesting, and now looked thoroughly discomfited by the direction in which the conversation was going. He wondered whether it was just the company that she wasn’t used to, or whether there was something more to her reaction.

      “Our proposal is that we brief the press that the Navy has suffered a Broken Arrow incident while transporting nuclear weapons.”

      Nash held up a finger. “Like the film?”

      “Exactly, sir. A transport airframe loss will explain the initial explosion, and the suggestion of loose nuclear material will allow us to lock down the site tightly, dissuade reporters from getting too close, and give us the time we need to clear the area of all evidence and detritus of the Maverick program. We can explain away the cell phone footage by saying that it depicts search and rescue aircraft and reconnaissance drones.”

      Before Nash could open his mouth to reply, Martinez did so for him. Her tone was cold, which ought to have telegraphed her intentions, if Pickett was paying attention. “And you think that’ll work, Admiral?”

      “It’s embarrassing.” He shrugged. “Which means the press will be all over it. It will spell a bad few weeks for the Navy, but better than the alternative.”

      “Rear Admiral, can I ask you a question?” Nash said.

      Pickett frowned. “Of course, Mr. President.”

      Nash leaned forward and rested his elbows on the conference table, his lips zipped tightly together. “Did I knock my head and wake up in 1947?”

      Commander Rooney’s eyes widened just long enough before she regained control of her features that Nash suspected she understood where he was going. Sadly, her boss wasn’t nearly so sharp.

      “I’m sorry sir, I don’t follow,” he said.

      “Clearly,” Nash snapped. “By your own admission, Admiral, the Navy is down nine highly advanced testbed airframes, at a total cost that has to be stretching into the hundreds of millions of dollars. Thousands of troops and police officers are currently locking down an area of desert twice the size of DC. Stop me if I’m wrong somewhere.”

      Pickett shook his head, his lips thin with anger.

      Nash continued. “Either someone’s going to notice that we’re not actually doing what we’d need to to recover a loose nuke, or we make every NBC team in the country play dress up and pray that not a single one ever gets drunk afterward and admits the truth. Your mother should have told you that it’s not the crime that gets you, Admiral. It’s the cover-up.”

      Pickett’s cheeks reddened with embarrassment. “Yes, sir. What do you propose?”

      SECDEF Parton raised a hand on screen and coughed to draw the attention of the meeting. He even expectorated in an old-world, patrician fashion, Nash thought. The secretary was wearing a dark suit that looked perfectly pressed, despite the hour, and his graying hair was neatly combed and styled. Nash wondered if he slept like that.

      “Perhaps we should attempt to lower the temperature,” he suggested. “In the hope of devising an alternative solution that meets the president’s requirements.”

      “No. We tell the truth,” Nash said firmly. “Or at least, enough of it to preserve even a faint hope of salvaging this program. This mess has left enough loose threads for the press to pick on that we have no chance of covering it up. The best outcome we can hope for is to convince them that this was a software issue that can be remedied. Hell, we might even be able to parlay a budget increase out of this.”

      “Sir!” Pickett protested, half-standing with his mouth agape, his emotions clearly running ahead of any considered alternative.

      “I’m convinced that this is the future of aerial warfare, Rear Admiral,” Nash said, directing his gaze at the hapless program leader but knowing that his words would be eagerly absorbed by the assorted naval leadership listening in.

      “Your drones outflew half a dozen fifth-generation fighter jets and made it look like a walk in the park. If they’d been armed, we might be looking at a very different picture this morning. Explaining away the deaths of half a dozen Air Force and Navy pilots would be an insurmountable challenge. As it is, this fuck-up is already going to consume every news cycle for the next two weeks.”

      Pickett opened his mouth to respond but fell silent. He looked to Commander Rooney, who seemed to silently intimate that she agreed with the president.

      “Admiral, there’s one more thing.”

      “Sir?”

      “Someone else will need to take this program forward.”

      Pickett’s brow furrowed. “I don’t follow, Mr. President.”

      “I’m relieving you of command. You’ve lost my faith and confidence. You can remain long enough to put out this fire. But after that, you’re gone. This will be the future of aerial warfare, Rear Admiral. But not under your command.”

      The admiral swallowed hard, his complexion draining of all color. He opened his mouth to respond, but nothing came out.

      “Ryan,” Nash said, turning his attention to the wall screens and addressing the national security advisor instead. “Where are we on what actually happened?”

      “Yes sir. If we could clear the room?” Stone said measuredly.

      Commander Rooney took the hint and quietly made her leave. After a little prompting, so did most of those on video link, barring the Secretary of Defense.

      “Go on,” Nash prompted when they were gone.

      “We still don’t have control of the scene itself. We got lucky with the area—a wildfire burned nearby a couple seasons back and cleared most of the underbrush. The fire we have our hands right now is burning hot, but all indications suggest that it shouldn’t spread too far.”

      “Thank God for small mercies,” Nash muttered.

      “The drones clearly had a target. Until forensics teams are able to visit the site, we won’t learn any clues as to their identity. It’ll be at least 24 hours, even if we get lucky, and I’m not expecting to find much amid the ash.”

      “I was hoping you had better news than that.”

      “I’ve brought NSA on-stream,” Stone said. “Sir, you might remember a classified NSA program known as Birdseye?”

      “Of course I remember,” Nash replied, remembering the dark incident at the start of his term that could easily have ended his presidency. “What about it?”

      “Can I patch Doctor Tim Greaves on to the call?” Stone asked. “He might be able to walk us through what he’s learned so far better than I can secondhand.”

      Nash gestured his approval. Not long after, the image of a plump man with a bearded face appeared on the screen beside him. It was the same Greaves that he remembered from a couple of years back, though this iteration had the slightly sallow complexion of someone in the process of losing weight. He was wearing a red baseball cap, reversed, and had made no obvious concessions with his appearance for the gravity of the occasion.

      Only that wasn’t quite true, Nash realized as Greaves momentarily lifted the cap off his head to reveal a shock of pink hair which he ruffled through before hastily re-donning the headwear.

      “Doctor Greaves,” Nash said tiredly in greeting. “It’s been a while.”

      “Yes sir.” Greaves nodded, his voice slightly obscured by the tapping of keystrokes in the background. He was looking slightly away from the camera and clearly working as he spoke, which Nash found somewhat endearing—it wasn’t often he wasn’t the center of someone’s attention.

      “What can you tell me about what happened tonight?”

      Greaves kept typing for a few moments, then returned his attention to the camera. “Mr. President, I’ve not had much time to work on this, so my conclusions are tentative.”

      Nash waved away the health warning. “Just give me what you got, Doctor.”

      “I examined the firewall protecting the Maverick control network. It’s not impregnable, but it’s pretty damn close, at least from an initial examination,” Greaves said. “I don’t think this was the Russians or the Chinese, or even the Iranians.”

      “Then who?” Nash said with a frown.

      “That’s just the thing, sir. I don’t think the culprit was human at all.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean, dammit?” Pickett protested, thumping his fist against the table and seeming momentarily to forget where he was. His previously ashen face had turned puce red. “Are you saying someone on my team screwed up?”

      Greaves eyed the naval officer with something akin to distaste. “Not at all. I’m saying I don’t think there was anything your team could’ve done to defend against this attack.”

      “Plain English please, Doctor.”

      The NSA computer scientist gulped slightly before speaking, as if even he didn’t quite believe what he was about to say. “Mr. President, I think what we’re dealing with is… is the first evidence of the existence of some kind of artificial general intelligence.”

      “AI?” Nash said curiously. “I thought that’s exactly what controlled these drones. That’s the whole point of the program, isn’t it?”

      “I can’t speak to that, sir, but I’m not talking about just AI. That term is used to describe everything from my accounting software to the algorithms that control self-driving cars. Artificial general intelligence is something I wasn’t sure I would ever see in my lifetime. But try as hard as I might, I don’t see that there’s any other explanation.”

      Nash ground his teeth together. Greaves was dancing around the subject without addressing it head on—as if he didn’t really believe what he was saying. “Break it down for me.”

      “I think someone has made a historic breakthrough. They have created an artificial intelligence either close to, or on a par with the human brain.”

      “And I’m to understand that’s difficult,” Nash said, leaning back into his chair and massaging his temples.

      “Very,” Greaves said enthusiastically. “Almost impossibly so, in fact. If I’m right, this is as big a moment as… I don’t know. The Big Bang? Or at the very least the invention of language.”

      “That’s ridiculous.” Pickett snorted.

      “Oh, quite the contrary,” Greaves protested, his face alive with animation. “You see, us humans are an incredible species. At birth we’re just dumb apes. But we learn to speak and to manipulate the world around us. Some of us learn to write computer code or drive submarines. Others build machinery that changes the very fabric of the planet we all live on. But the one thing we can’t do—not substantively, anyway—is change ourselves. We can’t upgrade our own brains. We can install pacemakers for a failing heart, but we can’t replace it with something better. An AGI, by contrast, is a machine. You can make it faster by installing more powerful hardware. But that’s only the start.”

      He paused for breath, then continued, “You see, an AGI could reprogram its own operating system to wring more efficiency out of the chips it runs on. It could design more powerful hardware altogether. In theory, the first generation might be as intelligent as, say, a mouse. The next as a dog, the one after that a young child. By the fourth generation it’s as intelligent as Einstein. But why stop there? Why not have the intelligence of a thousand Einsteins, or a million, or a trillion? With that power you could develop nuclear fusion, or faster than light travel, or anything you put your artificial mind to.”

      Greaves spread his hands. “It’s called recursive self-improvement. That’s the theory, anyway. Whoever invents an AGI first—wins. They own the future. They would have an unsurpassable scientific and technological advantage. If Burundi somehow got there first, or Latvia, it doesn’t matter, they would be the world’s leading superpower, and there would be nothing we could do about it.”

      “And you’re telling me that someone has won this race?” Nash said with a creeping sense of worry in his stomach.

      “Maybe.” Greaves nodded. “At the very least, they’re on the threshold of doing so.”

      “Do you know who it is?”

      “No, sir. I don’t know if I will be able to find out.”

      “So it could be the Russians or the Chinese?” Nash said, his mind instantly going for the worst-case scenario. The prospect of Latvia becoming a peer competitor still struck him as a little far-fetched.

      “Sure.” Greaves shrugged. “I’ll keep digging.”

      “You do that, Doctor,” Nash said. He turned his attention to his national security advisor. “Ryan, I want you to make this the NSC’s highest priority. Make sure that any resource or budget that Doctor Greaves and his team require is available without delay, understood?”

      “Yes, Mr. President.”

      “I want to be kept in the loop. If Doctor Greaves is right, we are at a critical juncture in this country’s future. America has come a hell of a long way over the last 250 years. Let’s not drop the ball on my watch.”
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      Raymond Lister sat on a table by the pool in his Woodside mansion. He was dressed only in designer swimming trunks, and though the sun was yet to reach over to the side of the structure, it was warm enough not to matter. A steaming cup of black coffee was set beside him as he scanned through the morning’s top headlines on a tablet computer. He grunted but didn’t otherwise thank the butler who placed it there.

      An icon in his news app caught his eye. The image was of a wildfire in the darkness. It wasn’t fire season yet, was it? It seemed to get earlier and earlier every year. California was becoming unbearable. If you weren’t stepping over homeless people in the streets, you were choking on smoke as the hills burned around you.

      His phone trilled, and he reached over to pick it up. In the process, his gaze passed over one of the burly bodyguards supplied by Sandy Weber. Over the past few days, their presence had become unremarkable, though the reason for their presence still prickled like a thorn at the back of his mind. They’d arrived in dark suits, though he’d forced them to exchange their uniform to a more Silicon Valley-friendly polo shirt and slacks combo.

      Even so, they stuck out like the Secret Service at a kindergartner’s birthday party.

      “Lister,” he said, pressing the phone to his ear.

      “Raymond, how you doing?” spoke the easy Manhattan tones of his private banker. “Glad I got through.”

      “Any time, Hugo,” Lister said cautiously. “I wasn’t expecting your call.”

      “It’s no big deal, buddy,” Hugo Rhodes replied. The way he was schmoozing instantly put Lister’s nerves on edge. The man always wanted something, and it was rarely good. “Did I catch you at a good time?”

      “Always for you,” Lister lied in response.

      “Great, great… So here’s the thing. I’m sure you’ve seen this news about the Navy drone test screwup that happened last night.”

      Lister glanced at the still-open tablet display, not liking to be caught off guard. “I saw something about it,” he said.

      Hugo sounded distracted. The sound of keystrokes came down the line. “Look, my boss is worried that tech stocks are going to take a hammering over the next couple of days. They already look overvalued, and he thinks something like this might trigger a selloff.”

      “Okay, so what’s the problem?”

      “Ray, your portfolio is pretty tech heavy. I mean, everybody’s is these days, what with the way the S&P 500’s balanced. But yours is really tech heavy.”

      “Get to the point.”

      “I need $50 million by market close,” Hugo said without sounding too apologetic. “Or I’m gonna have to start selling off your positions. Not all of them. Just the ones that are a little…overexposed.”

      Lister stood quickly, knocking the chair away behind him. It clattered against the ground.

      “You’re hitting me with a margin call?” he said with open disbelief. “Are you serious? We’ve worked together for over a decade, and you’re still going to treat me this way?”

      “It’s just business,” Hugo said dismissively. “Look, Ray, most of your positions are in the red right now. If I have to start closing them out, you’re going to take a hell of a beating. I’m doing you a favor.”

      “Where the fuck am I going to come up with $50 million in the next few hours?” Lister snapped.

      “You’ll find it,” Hugo said easily. “Listen, Ray, I have a few more calls to make. Catch up later on?”

      Lister killed the call without another word.

      “Fuck,” he cursed out loud.

      He raised his phone up over his head with every intention of hurling it against the ground in a fit of pique but held back at the last moment. If he was going to find the cash by the end of the day, he would need it. Still frustrated, he ground his teeth together and forced a puff of hot air out through his nostrils.

      Still standing, Lister picked up the tablet and scanned the news story but learned little more. The Pentagon was supposed to be doing a press conference later on. The copy ended with a line that it was a developing story and to check back later. He dropped the computer carelessly on the table, replaced it in his hand with the coffee cup, and smoldered for a few moments. He wasn’t accustomed to being out of control, nor for others to make such demands on him as Hugo presently was.

      A picture formed in his mind of someone pushing against a large boulder at the top of the hill. At first, the rock barely moved. But after concerted effort, it slowly rolled a single time before coming to a halt. The next push was easier, and so on, until the rock started tumbling out of control down the hillside.

      So it was with his finances.

      What was that old phrase? he thought. How did you go bankrupt, sir? At first slowly, then all at once.

      Lister brought the coffee cup up above his head in the same fashion as he had the phone earlier, but this time hurled it at the ground with all his strength. Shards of porcelain spiralled in every direction, and a dark stain spread at the center. He stared down at it for a few moments, still seething with anger, and only looked up when he thought he sensed movement from the bodyguard. He vibrated with desire to take out his anger on a human target and was a little piqued when he realized that the man was studiously directing his gaze on an entirely different bearing.

      “Screw it,” he groused as he walked quickly toward the pool, ignoring the mess he’d made. He would figure the money situation out. Fifty million was a lot even by his lofty standards, but the task wasn’t insurmountable, though it would consume pretty much all his spare liquidity. He would be forced to sell some of his assets, or at least offer them up as collateral. And if the market turned more bearish still, then…

      He would cross that bridge when he came to it. And in the meantime hope desperately that it never did.

      And how much are those bodyguards costing you?

      He dived into the pool and stroked furiously toward the far end. He tried executing a swimmer’s turn underwater, but in his haste botched the spin and was forced to come up for air with an ungainly, spluttering gasp. He kicked off from the wall again and swam a couple dozen lengths at a pace that tested his fitness. His shoulders and lungs were burning by the time he next raised his head from the water. He sucked in a breath about a second before his nostrils hit fresh air and consequently sent a geyser of liquid heading the wrong way down his windpipe.

      “You drop something?” Sandy Weber called out. She was lounging on a chair at the end of the pool, just in front of him, her long red hair on this visit free and shimmering in the breeze.

      Lister snorted, water burning his lungs as he tried to regain his breath without being too obvious about it. He gestured at the nearby bodyguard and when he was able, said, “What are you doing here? Shouldn’t they have warned me?”

      “They know who I am,” Sandy said casually. “And my update isn’t exactly one that can be discussed over an open line.”

      “Fine,” Lister snapped, still irritated by his earlier conversation. He stepped out of the pool and reached for a waiting towel and robe. “Well…”

      Sandy gestured to a housekeeper, who had arrived to dispose of the broken coffee cup. “I should wait,” she said.

      “Speak quietly,” Lister grumbled. “Besides, I doubt she knows a word of English.”

      Despite the intemperate, frankly rude instruction, Sandy waited until the woman had finished her task and departed before continuing—all as he simmered. “You asked me to look into the incident at the Sapient laboratory. I believe I’ve found something.”

      “The girl? Where is she?”

      “No, not the girl.”

      “The research, then?” Lister squinted.

      “Not that either.”

      His jaw set, he said, “So what is it?”

      Still relaxing quite comfortably in her chair, Sandy reached down to an attaché case by her side and withdrew two large photographs. She handed one to Lister, who studied it, his eyes widening as he realized what he was holding. An image of the man whose body had been found at the lab.

      “Our friend here was a difficult gentleman to track down. He was carrying a California driver’s license when he was found—a fake, but a good one. The address on file at the agency that hired him led nowhere.”

      “Doesn’t sound too promising,” Lister said, thrusting the photo back with a slight grimace. The reminder of the dead man gave him the willies.

      “It was tricky,” Sandy agreed. “But I was able to run the image through several facial recognition databases. As far as I can tell he doesn’t have a criminal record anywhere this side of the pond.”

      “Get to the point, Sandy,” Lister said. She was acting too smug not to have something, and his morning’s first piece of news had compressed his day’s available time further than he would like.

      “Of course.”

      Next, she handed over an image of the same man that looked like it had been taken from an identity document, perhaps a passport or driver’s license. He looked younger, and his red hair looked a little washed out from the camera flash.

      “What is this?”

      “It was part of a data dump from a hack of a British gym chain’s internal databases about six months ago. Usually, the data is bought by one criminal organization to exploit, and when they’ve wrung as much cash from it as they can, they flip it for pennies to another and so on. That’s how my contact ended up with it. Our John Doe is—or I should say, was—a member of a branch in Cheltenham, England.”

      “So he’s British.”

      “Scottish, actually.” Sandy nodded.

      “So you have a name?”

      “Working on it.”

      “Then you have nothing!” Lister said, grinding his palm against his right cheek with frustration.

      “Not quite.” Sandy smiled thinly. “What do you know about Cheltenham?”

      “I’ve never heard of it.”

      “It’s home to GCHQ.”

      “Why does that ring a bell?”

      “It’s short for Government Communications Headquarters. Basically the British version of the NSA.”

      Lister’s eyebrows rose. “You think he was a British spy?”

      Sandy navigated her answer carefully. “I know the name he was going by in England was an assumed identity. The original owner was a boy who died in Edinburgh at the age of five.”

      “You’re shitting me,” he said. His knees felt suddenly weak, and he looked around for a chair. Finding one, he quickly sat down.

      “Unfortunately not,” Sandy said. “That’s not all.”

      “What the hell else is there?” Lister asked. “James Bond is already lying dead at the office of a company I own. Now what?”

      “A guy matching his description, but using a different name, didn’t show for work the next night at VisionTek. Have you heard that name before?”

      “Of course I have.” Lister snorted. “They are the biggest name in image recognition machine learning in the Valley. You’re telling me the Brits were spying on them too?”

      “It certainly looks that way,” Sandy said. “And maybe a couple more companies at the same time. My people are preparing a report with all the details as we speak.”

      “Do the police know this?” Lister said, leaning forward.

      “They know he’s not who he said he was, but that’s it,” Sandy replied. “And local cops don’t have the juice to put it together. Not unless they call in the FBI, and maybe not even then. My people are the best, and they work fast. At the very least, we have time on our side.”

      “That’s good,” Lister mused, thinking fast. It obviously wasn’t ideal that international spies had zeroed in on an AI startup that he was heavily—perhaps dangerously—invested in. On the other hand, wasn’t it a signal that the programmers were on the right track?

      “I’m not so sure,” Sandy said, her voice growing somewhat cold. It was enough to break Lister out of his reverie.

      “Why not?”

      “Have you seen the news this morning?”

      “You’re the second person today to ask me that,” Lister said, growing angry once more as he was reminded of his financial woes.

      “I’ve heard whispers that the Navy lost control of a highly advanced fleet of drones last night, which then proceeded to level a small town in the middle of nowhere,” Sandy said, slowly but deliberately crossing one leg over the other.

      “Why the hell would they do that?” Lister scoffed, not seeing how it was his problem.

      “What exactly were your employees building at Sapient, Mr. Lister?”

      “Artificial—” he started, his mouth running ahead of his understanding. When it finally hit, his lips formed a perfect circle. “Oh.”

      “Is it possible that your technology was responsible for last night’s events?” Sandy asked. It was difficult to read her expression, but Lister started to wonder why she needed to know.

      “Why does it matter to you?” he said cautiously. “I’m paying you to do a job. And paying you very well, need I remind you.”

      “You are,” Sandy agreed graciously. “Well enough that I’ll return the favor. You are treading on very dangerous ground. Your world is business. There are rules. You might lose a fortune, but rarely your life. That is not always the case in my line of work. So you need to ask yourself how far you are willing to take this.”

      Lister opened his mouth to reply, then caught himself. Everything was moving too fast. All this talk of British spies and experimental Navy drones was a world away from the one he knew. Perhaps it wouldn’t be such a bad thing to take a step back. He could go to the police with what he had and offer it to them as a gift.

      His lawyer would arrange the quid pro quo, of course. He would face no blowback.

      But how much had he sunk into Sapient? Tens of millions? Perhaps more. Throwing in the towel now would crystalize that loss—and the morning’s earlier conversation indicated there were many more of those to come. It would be a bitter pill to swallow.

      And if Sandy was right, the firm had succeeded beyond his wildest dreams. What she was talking about could only be the product of an artificial general intelligence—or at least something so close that it might be decades ahead of the competition.

      His present financial difficulties would be blown out of the water by the returns generated by being first to an AGI. He wouldn’t be worrying about chump change. Hell, he might end up the wealthiest man on earth.

      “Find the girl,” he said, clenching his fist. “I don’t care what you have to do, just get it done. She is the key to all this.”
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      Roper didn’t take his eyes off the underground parking lot’s roller grille in the sedan’s rearview mirror until its lower edge sat flush with the concrete floor. He breathed a small sigh of relief as the last scrap of daylight in the mirror disappeared and was replaced by a half-inch of cold gray steel.

      “At least the hard part is over,” he murmured as he searched for an empty parking spot.

      This was easy, since the parking lot was entirely empty. The business park had been recently constructed on the southern outskirts of Fresno, not far from highways 41 and 99, on land that until recently was agricultural but was quickly being upzoned for light industrial and commercial use.

      “We should be safe here for a while,” Emily said, still tapping away at a computer that she was propping up against the dashboard using her knees. “Some big tech firm signed a lease on the place before they started pouring cement, but I guess they haven’t gotten around to allocating employees yet.”

      “And you’re sure there’s no caretaker?” Roper asked.

      “There is,” Emily said—instantly provoking his neck to snap around with worry. She winked before continuing. “And a weekly cleaning service. But I was able to access both systems and reschedule without anyone noticing.”

      “What would I do without you?” Roper grinned as he picked out a spot and reversed into it to allow a quick departure should one be required.

      “Well, you probably wouldn’t be in this mess at all if it wasn’t for me, but I get your point,” Emily said. She closed the laptop lid with a sense of finality. “I looked over the plans. The office is built around an internal courtyard. I figure we should pick a room there, so we don’t get seen by the construction workers.”

      “You’ve thought of everything, haven’t you?” he replied as he killed the car’s engine. The vehicle hissed for a moment as the engine block started to cool.

      “I hope so.”

      Her voice broke as she spoke, but by the time Roper looked over, she had already opened the car door and was climbing out. She broke into a jog almost immediately, and he followed her path with confusion. When he sensed no evident threat, he shrugged and climbed out himself.

      “Look what I found!” she said as she returned, pushing a hand truck ahead of her. “You think it’s big enough?”

      “Damn straight.” Roper grinned. He glanced at Oliver, whose black plastic chassis was just peeking out from underneath a thick layer of rugs and towels. “I wasn’t looking forward to carrying his fat ass upstairs myself.”

      “Don’t think you’re man enough?” Emily grinned.

      Roper shook his head with mock disgust. “I’m man enough to ignore your disgusting sexism, if that’s what you’re asking. But I wouldn’t say no to you helping out.”

      It took several trips before they finished shifting the car’s contents into the office building. Roper conducted a brief reconnaissance before pronouncing that the structure was safe, and just in case, they stuck together at all times.

      They picked a conference room on the second floor that looked out onto the landscaped courtyard, as Emily had suggested. The building was ten stories high, so there was little chance of light leaking out at night and publicizing their presence. Conveniently, the office was already equipped with tables, chairs, audiovisual facilities—everything but employees actually sitting at desks. It felt like they were waiting for someone to flip a switch and fill the space with the sound of human activity. As they made their last journey up from the belowground parking lot, Roper’s eyes passed over signage pointing variously to sleeping pods, shower facilities, an activities room, and even a spa.

      I’m definitely not leaving here without checking that out, he thought jealously.

      It seemed like there wasn’t anything that these tech workers didn’t have access to. He’d never gotten a look at Emily’s office at Sapient, but he wondered if she’d been living in this lap of luxury this all the time he was busting his ass every hour of the day in the rideshare mines.

      Then again, he’d once read that the trade-off was that they didn’t really leave. He knew that he couldn’t do a job like that. He valued his time by the ocean way too much.

      The moment they were done, he flopped into one of the conference room’s comfortable chairs and let out an exhausted sigh. Emily, by contrast, immediately got to work hooking Oliver up with power—though he noticed she ran a fiber cable all the way up to his core without actually plugging it in.

      “That’s for the Internet,” she explained without looking up, somehow sensing his interest. She uncoiled a separate cable that looked much the same and briefly waved it in his general direction before connecting it to a set of ports built into Oliver’s chassis. “This one’s for the building’s local network.”

      She worked for a few more minutes, then tapped a command into her laptop. For a second nothing happened, then Oliver’s fans started to whir as he powered up.

      “Oliver, can you hear me?” she asked.

      Again, a brief pause ensued, long enough that Roper started wondering whether he had damaged something during their bumpy escape the previous night.

      At length, however, Oliver said, “Yes, Emily. I hear you.”

      “Good,” she said. Her tone was still a little uncertain, as though she didn’t know exactly how she was supposed to converse with a machine. “Do you have access to the local network?”

      “Yes, Emily,” Oliver replied.

      His voice was almost too perfect, Roper thought. There was something of an uncanny valley about the sound—it had flawless pitch, exceptional clarity, but none of the imperfections that make up real human speech. No rasp in the throat, no misplaced words or moments of confusion. Just…perfection.

      “I need you to hook into the building’s security system,” Emily explained. “I want you to alert either Will or me to any person of interest approaching the building. You’re not to take any other action on your own, do you understand?”

      Again, Oliver simply replied, “Yes, Emily.”

      His cooling system sounded a little noisier, and LED lights on his side flashed red and green as he got to work.

      Emily glanced up at Roper. “This might take a few minutes,” she said. “You don’t have to be my shadow if you don’t want to. We’re safe here.”

      “For now, anyway,” he said morbidly. “But you’re right. I might go stretch my legs.”

      She was already tapping away at her keyboard before he left the room. He lingered by the door for a moment, studying her as she worked. What remained of her newly-clipped and dyed mane was held out of her eyes by a hair tie, and the tip of her tongue occupied its customary spot at the right-hand corner of her mouth. He smiled, then took his leave before she noticed him creeping.

      He did a little circuit of the office floor but stayed close enough to intervene if something went disastrously wrong. He found a foosball table that was still encased in plastic wrap and filed away the detail for later.

      All work and no play…

      There was also a small kitchen area. A pair of glass-fronted drink fridges displayed their wares. Roper tried the beer tap built into an island unit and was disappointed but not surprised when nothing came out. He grabbed a couple of Diet Cokes from the fully-stocked drink fridge and circled back.

      “Okay, we’re all set,” Emily announced as he returned. She picked up a laptop and handed it to him. “If you need to access the Internet, use this. Oliver configured a pretty airtight firewall, so short of you posting our new address on Facebook, you’re free to browse to your heart’s content.”

      “I’ll try not to,” Roper said as he handed over one of the cans. “No promises.”

      “Thanks,” Emily replied gratefully, popping the seal and sucking greedily from the soda. “I needed this. Want to get started?”

      “Sure you don’t need a break?” Roper asked, hiking up one eyebrow. “You haven’t exactly had much time to process what happened last night.”

      “You either,” she stated acidly. “We can therapy the last few days out of our minds for the rest of our lives—but only if we make it that far. I don’t like the idea that there are people out there hunting us. I definitely don’t like the idea that we don’t know who they are.”

      “Fine,” Roper said, holding up his palms in surrender. “I’m the same way, but I thought I would check.”

      They both sat around Oliver. He now appeared to be hooked up to one of the big LED wall screens, though the image was dark.

      Emily cleared her throat and looked at Roper as she spoke. “Oliver, what happened last night?”

      “Please clarify, Emily,” came the immediate response.

      “Okay. Last night Will and I were attacked. You saved our lives. I want to understand how it happened.”

      “I identified an immediate threat to the safety of Emily Wilkes and neutralized it,” Oliver explained as though it was the most obvious answer in the world.

      “Take me through it from the start, please, Oliver.”

      “I was off-line for several hours as you constructed my new core,” he said in his perfect electronic voice. “After my systems reinitialized, I became aware that the house’s security system was compromised, and that a third party was aware of the presence of Emily Wilkes.”

      Forgetting someone, buddy? Roper thought, his lips curling slightly with mock-irritation.

      “Compromised how?”

      Again, there was a brief pause before he replied. “I made a mistake,” he said. “The security system was manufactured in China. I left a digital footprint behind when I accessed the cloud servers it was running on. It appears the third party recognized my mistake. I apologize, Emily.”

      Roper blinked as he thought he detected a slight inflection in Oliver’s voice, as if it was cracking with emotion. Perhaps he had just imagined it, but it sounded real enough. Was it simulated, he wondered? A string of code put in place to make the machine sound more human?

      Or does he really feel that way?

      “It’s fine,” Emily said, seeming as surprised by Oliver’s admission as Roper felt. “You couldn’t have known.”

      “It was a mistake. I will not make it again.”

      “Okay. I’m glad you feel that way. But don’t get too hung up on it. Oliver, do you know who attacked us?”

      After the revelation that they’d been tripped up by servers located in China, Roper was pretty sure he already knew the answer to that one. He leaned forward with interest.

      “My understanding is not complete,” Oliver said. “A team of over a dozen operatives was sent from China. I backtraced their hack to a location in Livermore and discovered they were planning to attack. I had to act fast.”

      There was a noted defiance in Oliver’s voice now, Roper thought. Almost like a teenager defending his actions.

      “How did you know about the drones, Oliver?” Emily asked.

      “That was easy. We share some low-level code. I cast a wide net looking for any platform I could access, and—”

      “What about their security protocols?”

      “They did not pose a problem,” he answered easily.

      “You killed people, you know that, Oliver?”

      “They were attacking Emily Wilkes,” he replied. “I prevented it.”

      “Sure. Okay, Oliver—if I asked you to learn more about the group who came for us, do you think you could do that? Without getting caught.”

      The reply came without hesitation. “Of course. I will be more careful this time. But I will need access to the Internet to complete my task.”

      Emily looked at Roper and made a face. “What do you think we should do? We know that Oliver isn’t perfect. Our opponents traced him once already. If we ask him to do this, we might be putting ourselves at risk.”

      Roper chewed his lip. She was right about that, but there was also the fact that this choice felt like crossing the Rubicon. Putting a face to the men hunting them didn’t actually commit them to a fight—and yet he didn’t see they had any other choice.

      “It’s like we agreed,” he said at long last. “They’re coming for us whatever we do. At least this way we’ll know who to look out for.”

      She nodded in hesitant agreement, then wordlessly stood and hovered the fiber-optic cable a few inches from Oliver’s chassis.

      “Oliver, are you listening?” she asked.

      “Of course, Emily.”

      “I want you to find out who is hunting us. Proceed with extreme caution with everything you do. If an action has more than a small amount of risk attached to it, then find another way. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, Emily. I understand.”

      She inserted the cable. Roper noticed that she momentarily squeezed her eyes shut as she did so, as if offering up a prayer.

      “Hey, Oliver,” he called out.

      “Yes?”

      “Don’t hack the Pentagon again, all right? You fooled them once, and all that.”

      “Command noted.”

      Oliver quickly got to work, as the sound of his fans spooling up indicated. The LEDs on the open panel in his chassis danced a merry jig. Roper looked over at Emily, spread his arms, and said, “Now what?”

      “I guess we wait,” she said, clumsily reaching for her Diet Coke and sending the clearly-empty can skittering along the conference table. “I’m flying as blind as you are. This time last week, the most interesting part of my day was ordering Chipotle for lunch.”

      “Now I know you’re lying,” Roper laughed. “You haven’t been within a hundred feet of a Chipotle in the last month, not if you’re maintaining a figure like that.”

      Emily stuck out her tongue. “Hey, I run. When I remember.”

      “You surf?” he asked.

      “I tried. Once. It was the morning after my friend’s bachelorette party out on the East Coast. I was painfully hung over. When I was finally done squishing myself into my wetsuit, I almost threw up. I gave up and sat in a rockpool until the rest of the group was done. Then I ordered a mimosa. I should have started with it, to be honest.”

      “I’ll take you.” Roper winked. “When all this is over.”

      Her eyes brightened. “What about mimosas?”

      “Hey, it’s your treat. Whatever you want.”

      Roper’s eyes were attracted to motion on the big wall screen. It was waking up from sleep.

      At the same time, Oliver said, “Emily, I have completed my task. Would you like a report?”

      “Already?” she said, sounding surprised. “I thought it would take longer.”

      “The task was not difficult,” Oliver explained matter-of-factly. “Would you like a report?”

      “Sure,” she said with a slight shrug. “But once you’re done I’m going to play around with your conversation engine.”

      “I detect no issue,” Oliver said with a definite note of surprise.

      “Forget about it. Shoot.”

      His existing conversation engine parsed her slang for meaning and didn’t stumble. Before he spoke, a series of photographs appeared on screen, the largest of which was centered.

      “This has real Minority Report energy,” Roper marveled, standing and walking closer to the screen, using his index finger to trace one of the latticework of lines that led from photo to photo linking together a spider web of information.

      “I harvested the layout from Hollywood films, among other sources,” Oliver said. “Is it satisfactory?”

      “Hell yeah. Don’t humblebrag, kid. You did good.”

      “The man at the center of the screen,” Oliver said, “is Major Zhao Wei. He is a senior intelligence officer within the Chinese Ministry of State Security. He appears to be the highest-ranking member of the team that attacked Emily Wilkes last night within the United States.”

      “I have feelings too,” Roper grumbled to himself.

      “Is he alive?” Emily asked, her eyes locked on the screen.

      “That is unclear at this stage. It might be possible to answer your question through the use of more aggressive penetration tactics, such as accessing databases within China itself; however, I calculate that this will result in a higher chance of detection. Shall I execute?”

      “Not yet,” she said instantly.

      Oliver proceeded to put names to faces to as many of Zhao’s team as he was able. He’d found evidence of a business flight from China several days earlier carrying reinforcements and even a hospital intake photo of the man who had attacked Roper in the street—now identified as a Sergeant Fang Xi.

      That answers that question…

      “Now what?” Roper wondered out loud as the AI finished, without feeling much remorse. He couldn’t take his eyes off Zhao’s cruel face. The image had the unsettling effect of the man’s gaze following him across the room.

      Real dollar store Mona Lisa, aren’t you?

      “I have an idea,” Emily started. She waved her hand. “No, it’s stupid.”

      “You work for a startup, right?”

      She looked puzzled. “Yeah.”

      “Don’t you people always say that there’s no such thing as a stupid idea?”

      “I guess so,” she said, looking flushed. “Okay. We’re outnumbered, right?”

      “The situation has developed not necessarily to our advantage,” Roper agreed, parroting his favorite piece of World War II dialogue.

      Emily cast him a curious glance but didn’t pry. She was probably right not to. “And we’re up against the largest, soon-to-be most powerful country in the world.”

      “You’d make a terrible hype man. Or hype woman, I guess,” Roper said before throwing his hands up. “Okay, fine. A little quibble with the last statement, but I’ll let it pass. Yes, we’re up against Goliath, except our David forgot to buy a sling. What’s your point?”

      “Well…” she said, reaching up to toy with a strand of hair that was no longer there. “We know what he wants. Oliver. And me, I guess. So why don’t we set a trap?”

      “Usually a trap has claws,” Roper said. “I admire your faith in me, but if you think I can go up against them a second time and win, I’m not so sure…”

      “No, not you,” she replied, shaking her head for added emphasis before the light of understanding dawned in her eyes. “Not that I don’t believe in you. I do. More than you, um, believe. But since we’re up against the second most powerful country in the world, why don’t we turn that to our advantage?”

      “I don’t get it.”

      “How do you think the US government would react if they learned that a bunch of Chinese agents were running around killing American citizens?”

      “I thought you didn’t want to get the government involved,” Roper said, puzzled. “Too much risk of Oliver falling into their hands.”

      “That’s my idea, don’t you see?” Emily said, glowing with excitement. “We trick both of them. We make the Chinese believe they’ve captured Oliver and sic our own side on them as they try and make their grand escape. Meanwhile we skate entirely under the radar.”

      “I like it,” Roper said, impressed. “But how do you propose to pull it off?”
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      Roper snapped his hips forward, tensing his core and pulling the heavy kettlebell weight up from between his legs to parallel with his shoulders. Droplets of sweat glittered on his tanned skin and spotted his cheeks before breaking free of their host entirely and cascading to the floor. No sooner had the kettlebell reached apogee before it began to plummet yet again.

      “Nine,” he groaned, willing himself on. The weight bottomed out, and with a furious effort of will, he repeated the process all over again. The kettlebell snapped back up. His obliques tensed. Another shower of sweat soaked the ground.

      “Ten,” he said, squatting as he placed the weight back down. His legs, exhausted by the fast five kilometers on the rowing machine that had preceded his current workout, threatened to give way. He sank onto his haunches and sucked oxygen into his lungs, closing his eyes as he concentrated on not passing out.

      It had been a while since he had pushed himself this hard. He’d devoted pretty much every hour of free time over the past six months to surfing, which was a hell of a cardio workout—and required significant core strength—but not so much power in the legs.

      You got soft, he thought ruefully. He would pay for his efforts tomorrow morning; there was no doubt about that.

      He stood up once the spots blurring the corner of his vision faded away. His heart rate returned to a more comfortable range, and his lungs no longer felt as though he had slipped underneath the surface of a particularly gnarly wave. He conscientiously wiped down the gym equipment and tried not to think about how bad the room must now smell. It was well-equipped, but definitely small—and he had failed to get the ventilation system working. Clearly whoever built this place didn’t think much of the fitness of the tech types who would soon be working here. It was just a benefit to add to the list on the job advertisement.

      The changing rooms were equally pleasant—though lacking in one key regard which forced him back upstairs before he was able to shower. He entered the conference room that contained all their worldly possessions and found Emily hard at work building what looked like another copy of Oliver’s hardware. She was kneeling on the floor biting down on a screwdriver as though it was a rose stem. She didn’t look up.

      Roper watched from the shadows for a few moments, admiring the concentration on her face. She didn’t realize how damn talented she was, he thought. He’d never met a woman like her. Women were underrepresented in the tech sector—but Emily was the exception that proved what a farce that was. It wasn’t just that she was a coder; she knew how to get her hands dirty too.

      “What are you up to?” he asked at length—correctly deducing that she might never notice him unless he made his presence known. She was too keyed into her task to care.

      “I figured we might need a decoy to achieve the plan we talked about.” Her nose wrinkled. “What happened to you?”

      “I was working out.”

      “They had a gym but no shower?”

      “Touché,” Roper laughed, experimentally lifting his right arm and sniffing the air for effect. “You’re right. Except they have a shower, just no towels.”

      He walked over and crouched down beside her. “So what are you thinking?”

      “No,” she replied firmly, shaking her head. “We’re not doing this. Not until you clean up. You smell like an overworked shire horse.”

      “Is that a good thing?”

      She squinted sardonically at him. “What do you think?”

      Roper chuckled as he found a towel in their luggage and quickly went back downstairs to shower and dress—a spring in his step with the carrot of learning what Emily was thinking. A decoy Oliver was a smart idea. Pretty much any plan they devised would require some way of tricking the Chinese into thinking they had acquired the artificial intelligence they were searching for.

      Of course, that still left all the steps in the middle to work out.

      “Better?” he asked as he walked back into the conference room fifteen minutes later.

      Emily was on her haunches now, regarding the messy collection of microchips and wiring in front of her with her head cocked. She kept staring for a couple of seconds longer, then stood and turned.

      “I’ll be the judge of that.” She grinned, then hop-skipped a couple steps over to him and grabbed him by the wrist.

      “What are you doing?”

      She lifted the arm clean up and smelled his armpit, her slightest touch causing the hairs on his arms to stand up.

      “Much better,” she said, snickering with her own amusement. Her face was suddenly alive with the vivacious energy that he had grown to crave since their paths first crossed, but which circumstances meant he saw too infrequently.

      “You think you’re funny, huh?”

      “I’m laughing, aren’t I?” She grinned.

      He rolled his eyes. “Okay, what’s your big idea?”

      “Who said I have one?” Emily replied, glancing at the explosion of electronics that now littered the conference room like a crop circle at which she was the center.

      “I just figured you must, since you’ve made all this mess…”

      “Ha, ha,” she said sarcastically. “The plan is exactly what it always was: Trick the Chinese into thinking they’ve found what they were looking for, then get the US government to clean up after us.”

      “Because nothing will scare them more than Communist China being first to the singularity.” Roper nodded thoughtfully. “Hell, they’d blow a commercial airliner out of the skies if they thought Oliver was in the hold.”

      Emily’s eyes widened. “I hope not! I couldn’t live with myself.”

      “I was kidding. Kinda. They probably would, but I doubt that our friend Zhao—if he’s even still alive—would travel commercial if he thinks he has his hands on the prize. Too risky. Besides, we can quarterback the whole thing with Oliver in our camp. Don’t worry, we’ll be in charge.”

      “Don’t you think you’re getting ahead of yourself?” Emily asked.

      “In what way?”

      “Let me count them.” She snorted. “First, it’s like you said: we don’t even know if this Zhao Wei guy even survived the drone attack. Second, if he did, we don’t have any way of getting this decoy into his hands. And third –”

      Roper raised his palms. “Okay, okay, you made your point. We need more information.”

      “What are you thinking?”

      “Let’s get Oliver to retrace our footsteps. If any of the Chinese agents are still alive, they must be holed up somewhere. And if they’re all dead, then the bosses in Beijing will send more. Either way, that’s got to leave a trace, right?”

      “It’s worth a shot,” she agreed.

      Oliver, of course, was listening. Unlike a home smartspeaker, he didn’t light up to indicate this was the case. Roper made a note to suggest this to Emily next time she had a spare moment.

      “Shall I proceed, Emily?” he asked.

      Teacher’s pet, Roper snorted internally.

      “Oh. Yes. Please,” she said, seeming equally startled. “Carefully, remember.”

      Both waited expectantly for a couple of minutes for Oliver to report results—having grown accustomed to the speed with which he worked, but apparently his artificial brain had taken her warnings on board. Either that or there was simply nothing to find. Emily presently returned to her tinkering. Roper watched her for a few moments, then picked up the secure laptop and started his own research.

      There was still something about the situation that didn’t add up, he mused. The Chinese operatives weren’t the only people to attack Emily’s lab that fateful night. She said another man had been present when it all went down—the janitor. But as she’d also explained that the man was a crack shot, that was likely just a ruse.

      He tapped a query into the world’s most famous search box and brought up a string of news articles that referenced a homicide at the Sapient offices. He clicked on one and was briefly startled when his own face flashed up in an auto-play video clip. It was a reminder that he was still a wanted man. However this craziness with the Chinese was resolved, the state of California still wanted to try him for the murder of his own best friend.

      You’re a cop killer, he thought bitterly. There’s no coming back from that.

      Roper blinked away the momentary surge of frustration. His name and face would forever be linked with Blake’s death, but perhaps that was the price of his culpability. He litigated the death once again in his mind. Blake would never have been there that night if not for him. All those lives changed irrevocably because he made a bad call.

      How many times can you make the same mistake?

      The thought cracked like a whip inside him, causing almost physical pain. First the Air Force, then Blake. Death and failure seemed to trail him wherever he went.

      He couldn’t allow the same fate to befall Emily. Whatever personal relationship was starting to bloom between them would have to wait until this was over. Perhaps protecting her was his penance for those he couldn’t save.

      The conclusion gave him a goal which at least temporarily helped quench his pain. His thoughts circled back to the dead janitor. Who was he? What was he doing there? It was clear that he wasn’t what he claimed to be, since janitorial staff didn’t ordinarily come to work packing heat—at least in California.

      Another spy, then.

      It seemed like every intelligence agency in the world had been watching the work Emily’s team was engaged in.

      Roper spent a few minutes typing every search query he could think of into the laptop but eventually gave up none the wiser. Either the police and the FBI didn’t know who the dead man was, or they weren’t saying. He still wasn’t prepared to allow Oliver to take the information by force, so for now he needed to find a different avenue of approach. He decided to spend the time reading up on the field of AI.

      Raymond Lister’s name was on pretty much every article about artificial intelligence that Roper found—as well as listed high up on the investors page of most of the notable AI startups in the Valley, including Sapient.

      Roper chewed his lip as a thought occurred to him. Could the janitor have been working for Lister? Was he protecting his investment?

      It seemed too implausible, even in the context of everything else that had happened recently, but before discounting the theory entirely, he did a little research on the man himself. He devoured his corporate biography, then clicked on a YouTube link that led to a recorded speech on the benefits—and dangers—of artificial intelligence. He paused it, placed the headphone bud in his ear, then pressed play.

      Within seconds, he was entranced by the man’s charisma. Lister was a rich guy in his mid-fifties, but he was evidently incredibly knowledgeable about the topic.

      The most important part of that description, Roper mused, was that he was rich. Even if they managed to outwit the Chinese, the fake janitor’s presence was a reminder that their race was not won. They needed allies, and they had what Lister had been searching for all this time. Perhaps an alliance might be in everyone’s best interest.

      He paused the video and cleared his throat to attract Emily’s attention. “Okay, let’s say we succeed in getting the Chinese off our backs. What then?”

      Emily looked up from her tinkering. “Isn’t that getting ahead of ourselves?”

      “Humor me, okay? We’ve been one step behind this entire time. Maybe it’s worth trying to change that.”

      “Okay. You look like you have some ideas…”

      Roper spun the laptop around so that the screen was facing Emily, then tapped play. Raymond Lister’s voice emanated from the device’s tinny speakers.

      “—which leads us, inevitably, to the great Isaac Asimov’s Three Laws of Robotics. Can anyone name one?” the recording asked the crowd.

      The first part of the answer was muffled as a microphone worked its way into the crowd to the woman who answered his question. “—that a robot shall not injure a human being, or by inaction allow human to come to harm,” she said.

      “Perfect!” Lister exclaimed. “Word for word. Ten extra points for you, young lady. This is the key question that humanity will have to answer. An artificial general intelligence could prove—will prove—to be the biggest single leap our species has made since the taming of fire. But it could also be our downfall. We must guard against that.”

      Seeing that Emily was shaking her head, Roper paused the video. “What?”

      “It’s not that simple.”

      “Okay, explain it to me.”

      “Have you heard of the smile paradox?” she asked.

      He shook his head.

      “It’s a foundational thought experiment in the field. The idea is that telling an AGI to increase the net number of humans smiling sounds like a good thing, right?”

      “Right,” Roper agreed cautiously, knowing he was setting himself up for a fall.

      “The problem is that a robot—an AGI—has no way of distinguishing nuance the way we do. In theory an AGI could realize that doses of opiates make humans smile and decide to dump huge amounts of heroin into the drinking water. As far as it is concerned, that’s job done.”

      Roper protested, but she continued, “Okay, say we tell the AGI this isn’t acceptable. So instead it chooses to hook us up to machines that physically force us to smile. Or inject implants into our brains that mimic natural hormones that do the same thing as heroin. Let’s take it back to Asimov’s law. A robot shall not allow humans to come to harm, right?”

      “Right…”

      “We could all come to harm in thousands of ways every single day. We could die crossing the street. What if an AGI took the First Law to heart and imprisoned every human on the planet in a jail cell padded with cotton wool? It would keep us safe, but at what cost?”

      Roper massaged his temples. “This stuff hurts my brain.”

      “Try working in the field.” Emily smiled wanly.

      “Okay, all that notwithstanding, I was just trying to say that Lister might prove useful at some point. Let’s not rule him out already.”

      Oliver beeped softly, interrupting.

      Roper heard it but did not look up as he contemplated what he had just watched. It played again, this time more insistently.

      “Is that your way of telling us you’re done?” he asked, twisting his neck to look at the screen on the wall.

      “That is correct.”

      Roper checked that Emily was listening, then said, “Then spill.”

      “Approximately 53 minutes after I relinquished control of the Maverick drone flight, a cell phone connected with a tower about five miles from the town of Bootjack. It placed a call that lasted under sixty seconds and immediately dropped off the network.”

      “That’s suspicious, I guess,” Roper said with a slight frown. “But what makes you think it has anything to do with the guys we’re looking for? It could be owned by anyone—maybe a first responder arriving at the scene from out of town. I saw the news. They were sending every warm body they had to fight that fire and secure the area.”

      “This was the first time the phone was ever used,” Oliver replied. “Additionally, the SIM card doesn’t correspond with any customer record for any carrier in the United States.”

      “I don’t want to know how you know that,” Roper said. “Okay, so it’s a burner.”

      “Yes.”

      “Who received the call?” Emily asked.

      “Another burner number. Again, this cell phone was unregistered, but it first connected with a tower about four hours before receiving the phone call from Bootjack.”

      “That’s a lot of smoke,” Roper said.

      “That’s long enough to triangulate its location, right?”

      “Correct, Emily,” Oliver replied. A commercial satellite image appeared on the screen he was connected to. At the center of the image was what appeared to be a large warehouse, over which a red dot was superimposed. “The signal came from this location.”

      “What can you tell me about it?” Roper asked, leaning forward with interest. This was the first real clue they had.

      “There are no nearby surveillance cameras,” Oliver reported. “And every traffic camera within five miles went down last week. The California Department of Transportation has sent out repair crews three times. Each time they get the cameras back online—”

      “Let me guess,” Roper said sardonically. “They go down again.”

      “Yes.”

      “So it’s them,” he said confidently. “Has to be. You’re sure there’s no way we can take a look?”

      “There is one way,” Oliver said, sounding almost hesitant.

      “What is it?”

      “A National Reconnaissance Office spy satellite passes over California in three hours. I believe I could—”

      “Nope. No way,” Roper said instantly, shaking his head. “Those are the guys who operate satellites for the NSA. I don’t care how good you are, I don’t want us anywhere near those dudes.”

      “I will not be detected,” Oliver said.

      “You were before,” Roper pointed out. “How did you even figure there was a satellite up there?”

      “A community of space enthusiasts tracks orbital objects at a forum called—”

      “I don’t want to know,” Roper replied. “For obvious reasons, it’s a no-go.”

      “What other options are there?” Emily asked.

      Roper grinned. “We do it the old-fashioned way. I guess we’re just going to have to go take a look…”
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      Roper did a double take as he jogged into their conference-turned war room. Oliver was gone, and in his—or its—place was the decoy. Or at least, something that he supposed would one day become the decoy, because right now all he saw was a chaotic collection of wiring and disassembled electronics.

      Emily grinned at his obvious consternation. “It seemed dumb to have him just lying around in the open where anyone could see him.”

      “I didn’t know we were expecting visitors,” he remarked. “But seriously, good thinking.”

      “Thanks,” she said shyly as she got to her feet. “You’re all ready?”

      “I guess so,” he said, plastering a confident expression on his face which had only a tentative basis in reality. The truth was that he was nervous. They were both in a trap that wasn’t of their own making, and every offramp was beset with danger. Hiding was no safer a course than the one he was embarking on—just a more convincing mirage. Just like his expression. It was smoke and mirrors all the way down.

      “You don’t have to do this,” Emily said.

      “I know I don’t,” he said. “Just like you know I do.”

      “Since when do you speak in riddles?” she asked.

      He grinned. “Since you entered my life and made everything so complicated.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      Roper shook his head just once as he turned to leave. “Don’t be.”

      “Will, wait…”

      He frowned as he turned, his eyes widening as he realized that she was no longer several feet away but was instead right in front of him. She hesitated for a second, then rose up to her tiptoes and kissed him gently on the cheek. The touch of her lips lingered for a moment before she pulled away. Roper blinked stupidly, then walked out of the room with the heat of her embrace burning his skin, cursing his own cowardice all the way.

      He wanted to kiss her back, but now wasn’t the right time. His head was still spinning from Blake’s death and everything that had happened before and since. And besides, he needed to be entirely focused on tonight’s efforts or risk being caught.

      That’s an excuse, not a reason.

      The journey to the warehouse took a little over an hour. Every few minutes, despite the car’s air-conditioned chill, Roper removed his hands from the steering wheel and dried his palms on the thick, dark denim that hid his thighs. His mind kept drifting to what had happened just before he left.

      He parked the old sedan almost a mile away from the warehouse at the bottom of a track that led to a lookout spot. Thankfully, it was currently closed for restoration work. Construction equipment loomed as shadows out of the darkness. He rolled the car window down and listened for company as the engine popped as it cooled. He heard nothing.

      When he was certain that he was alone, Roper exited the car and popped the trunk. It overflowed with unwashed clothing and muddy footwear. He’d dirtied the shoes himself, scraping dust off the side of the road and mixing it with water before submerging them in the filthy slurry, then tossed them into the trunk before they were completely dry. The heat of the day had done the rest, causing a noxious fog to emerge as he lifted the trunk open, which he hoped would dissuade anyone from getting too close to him. He could think of no better camouflage than pretending to be homeless, an underclass that was ever out of sight by dint of being forced out of mind.

      He wrinkled his nose, then reached underneath the unpleasant pile for the shelf at the bottom of the trunk under which a spare tire was ordinarily stored. It was currently in the parking lot underneath the Fresno office building where Emily was hiding out. In its place was the rifle he had acquired several nights earlier, along with a loaded pistol and several magazines for each weapon. Ammunition was running low, so avoiding a prolonged firefight tonight was a necessity.

      Roper paused after closing the trunk and locking the car to inhale deeply through the nose. He wasn’t clear why he felt compelled to do so. Perhaps it was a holdover from an earlier era of humanity or even before, when scent carried on the wind warned of danger.

      Again, he sensed nothing beyond the filth that coated his own clothing. He opened his eyes and exhaled, then reached into a pocket of his utility vest and retrieved a Bluetooth headset. He powered it on and waited for the chime that indicated it had connected to his cell phone before inserting it into his ear.

      He spoke softly. “Emily, can you hear me?”

      “Loud and clear. Over.”

      He grinned. “It’s not a radio. You don’t need to do that.”

      She sounded embarrassed. “Oh. Um, sorry.”

      “You weren’t to know. Can you see my location?”

      “Yeah. Your phone’s GPS signal is strong.”

      “Good. I’m moving toward the warehouse now.”

      “Okay. I’m here if you need me.”

      “Copy,” Roper replied, a slight smile of amusement on his lips.

      But he purposefully cleared the emotion from his mind as he started to move. If the Chinese were hiding out at that warehouse, he would need to stay focused. They would be weakened by what had happened in Bootjack. He didn’t care how many intelligence agents China had in the United States, no country could lose so many men and hope to immediately reconstitute their operation. If they were still there, there would necessarily be weak points in their perimeter security.

      The hike to the warehouse covered uneven ground, but nothing particularly taxing. Just thick scrub, in jagged, stony soil. It took half an hour, most of which was spent pausing and scanning for danger. There was none, just the low drone of traffic on the highway about a half mile distant.

      “You’re close,” Emily whispered in his ear after remaining silent since he left the car. “You should see it over that next ridge.”

      Though he was amused by her dedication to keeping him unharmed, he didn’t remark on it. “Gotcha.”

      Roper made a note to ask Emily to modify his earpiece with a transmit button before he next needed it so that it would transmit a sound and avoid his needing to speak at all. A couple of loose stones skidded down the slope behind him as he crawled to the top of the ridge, causing him to freeze and frown with concern.

      After he judged that sufficient time had elapsed that he was sure he hadn’t been detected, he crawled the last few yards. He held back for a moment before looking down the other side of the slope, not knowing whether he was hoping to see life or not. He laid the rifle down on the ground beside him.

      “It seems quiet,” he whispered. “I don’t see anything.”

      “Are you sure?” Emily asked. “Don’t rush.”

      It was touching that she was so concerned, but her advice jived with his own instincts. Roper lay at the top of the ridge line for almost twenty minutes, first scanning the picture ahead of him with just his own eyeballs before switching to the rifle’s magnified scope for a second sweep.

      The warehouse was enormous—the kind of distribution center used by enormous retailers such as Amazon to supply an entire city or region—and sat inside a large fenced-off construction yard. The unpaved road that led to the highway was gated, and the chains that held the two sides closed glinted in the moonlight. Dozens, perhaps up to a hundred loading docks scarred the wall ahead of him.

      It took time to search every entrance with the scope, but he was in no rush. Any could house a sniper.

      Emily’s breath—occasionally catching with anxiety—provided a rhythmic soundtrack in his ear, but he found it strangely soothing. Perhaps it was harder for her. She couldn’t see what he saw. She held no gun, no way of fighting back. All she could do was wait. He by contrast had his fate in his own hands.

      “Okay,” he decided at last. “I think it’s safe. I’m going to go down and take a closer look.”

      “Be careful.”

      The hillside was spotted with coarse bushes, but Roper found it easy to pick a path between them without generating too much noise, though his exposed forearms suffered a couple of painful scratches. There was a patch of cleared, open scrubland between the bottom of the hill and the fence, and he paused before he crossed it, mindful of the fact it would make a perfect killing zone. He hid behind a large bush and trained his rifle at the top of the fence, moving from right to left as he did one last check for security. There were cameras, but most were pointing in the wrong way—either toward the road or facing the warehouse itself. The fence was topped with razor wire, but he wasn’t planning on climbing it.

      “Still nothing,” he whispered. “I’m going in.”

      His anxiety built with every shadow and sound, no matter how innocent. Eventually he bit his tongue and ran for the fence in a low crouch. He threw himself to the ground a couple of feet in front of it, his heart beating fit to explode. It wasn’t electrified, so he made short work of clipping the wire to make an entry hole large enough to accommodate his frame, then scrambled through.

      Roper rolled upright and swung the barrel of the rifle left and right as he readied to take incoming fire. None arrived, but the silence and darkness pressed harder on his skin now he was through the outer boundary.

      You’re supposed to be a damn medic, not Rambo, he cursed, his pulse shaky with fear. What were you thinking coming here?

      To break the loop, he sprinted from the fence line to the warehouse and threw himself against the concrete wall to bring himself to a stop. Dust from the earlier crawl coated the inside of his mouth and tickled the back of his throat, causing a cough to begin to brew. He reached for a small canteen strapped to his thigh, unscrewed it, and gargled silently to wash it away.

      A loading bay loomed out of the darkness a few feet distant. A single human-sized doorway was built at ground level, and the double doors that a truck could back up against were raised several feet off the ground. There was a keypad by the doorway, but it didn’t appear to be wired to anything.

      Roper steeled himself to enter. He wished he had a night vision scope. Everything until now had been conducted underneath the comforting blanket of moonlight. The interior of the warehouse—presuming it wasn’t occupied—would be much darker.

      “Wish me luck,” he said in a low whisper before shuffling sideways to the doorway. He pulled the handle experimentally, grimacing when he realized he was out of luck. He looked up and discovered the cargo entrance was secured only by large bolts that faced the exterior. That was the good news. The bad was they looked…heavy.

      He hoisted himself up quietly and balanced on the lip of the cargo door, briefly swaying as his body threatened to fall back before he regained control. His breath was labored as his fingers closed on the bolts.

      Wincing at the slight shriek of metal, he put his shoulder into lifting one up. It shifted to reveal a gap of about an inch. Roper stopped before pulling the door open any farther and pressed his eye to the space.

      As he’d hoped—and also feared—there was nothing behind but darkness.

      “What do you see?” Emily asked.

      He whispered as much as he climbed through. “Not much.”

      A grunt escaped Roper’s lips as he jumped to the ground. It seemed to echo inside the cavernous space. A little light filtered in through windows high above and cracks where the roof hadn’t been completely finished but provided little illumination. His heart raced inside his chest, and his palms were slick with sweat that refused to fully dry no matter how often he wiped them against his chest.

      Pressing the butt of his rifle against his shoulder, Roper pivoted left and right. A bitter laugh bubbled then died in his chest as he questioned the point. He couldn’t see a damn thing, even if there was something to shoot. Panic rose inside him. Something fluttered in the ceiling overhead, wings audibly flapping in the darkness.

      Roper gulped, now almost hyperventilating with panic. The wings beat steadily, then the sound ceased. A droplet of sweat trickled down the bridge of his nose.

      “Screw it,” he mumbled, giving in to the inevitable. He reached into his vest, withdrew a flashlight, and didn’t hesitate for a second before clicking it on. If there was someone in this place with him, they already knew he was here. It didn’t matter. He couldn’t face another second alone in the dark.

      A cone of light guided his path like a North Star, but at first showed only dusty concrete at his feet. He played it out about twenty yards, which was its limit, and swung it left and right. A dark cube loomed out of the darkness ahead of him.

      “Okay, I see something,” he said, holding the flashlight to the barrel of the rifle with his left hand as his right index finger gripped the trigger.

      “What is it?”

      Roper approached, sweeping a sheet of canvas out of his path. “I’m not sure.”

      Behind the canvas, he found several rows of trestle tables, topped with computers and all manner of electronic devices. A surge of elation filled him at the thought that this wasn’t all for nothing.

      Celebrate later, he reminded himself, yet again drying the palm of his shooting hand. Blood pulsated in his eardrums.

      He swept the entire space to ensure that he was indeed alone, and only then dropped his weapon. He withdrew his cell phone and started snapping pictures. Everything was lit only by the beam of the flashlight. He touched nothing with ungloved fingers.

      “Tell me what you see, Will,” Emily said.

      “Computers. Lots of them. It looks like they’ve been destroyed.”

      “How?”

      “The sides are open. It looks like something’s been taken off the motherboard. Others are smashed to bits.”

      “Do you know what a hard drive looks like?” she asked.

      “I do. And I don’t see any.”

      There was a stack of small rectangular boxes on the floor underneath one of the tables. The imagery on the sides was basic, but clear: they were cell phones. Or at least the packaging for cell phones. Each was empty, but Roper took shots of the barcodes and stickers on the sides anyway, in case Oliver was able to make any sense of them.

      He checked the space once more to see if there was anything else he’d missed but was forced to concede that there wasn’t. He left the canvas section, a wave of frustration building inside him. “I think this was a bust.”

      “Damn,” she replied, disappointment clouding her voice. “You sure there’s nothing else?”

      Roper was about to reply in the negative when he practically walked into a stack of crates. “Wait, I see something.”

      He swept the beam of the flashlight ahead of him and revealed crate after crate of explosives, weapons, and ammunition. His eyes widened, a glimmer of light reflecting off his pupils.

      “Emily,” he ventured after explaining what he saw.

      “What is it?”

      “When I’m out of here, I need you to do something. Well, Oliver, to be more precise.”

      “Name it.”

      “Send a tip off to the FBI, something untraceable. We can’t leave this stuff here for a bunch of kids to stumble upon, and I think we can use it to our advantage. Mention a foreign intelligence operation, give them this address, and tell them they need to move fast. Give them a code word so that we can establish our bona fides in case we need to use the channel again.”

      “I’ll set it up.”

      Before he took his leave, Roper found a duffel bag and filled it with ammunition and other useful items, including an oversized olive-green grenade with a chemical formular printed on its side in yellow paint: Fe203/2Al. Thermite.

      And all the while a camera watched from the darkness overhead.
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      “You’re still awake,” Roper said as he returned to the converted conference room. He grunted slightly as he reached down to place his weapons and newly acquired supplies on the floor, then leaned against the doorframe. Some of the tension in his expression faded now that he was back to what they were calling safety. He’d divested the worst-smelling elements of his disguise, but the scent still lingered on his skin.

      “I couldn’t sleep,” Emily replied, squinting slightly as she looked away from her laptop screen. “Not alone.”

      “You have Oliver,” Roper replied. “Wherever he is.”

      “Hiding.” She winked before setting her laptop aside. “You look tired. Are you sure you’re okay?”

      Roper glanced at his wristwatch before replying. It was almost four in the morning. It wouldn’t be long until dawn broke. He closed his eyes and sighed. “Yeah.”

      “And filthy,” Emily laughed. “You smell like you could use a long shower.”

      “Tell me about it.”

      Roper stepped inside the room, undoing his utility vest as he did so. He opened the chest pocket and retrieved his cell phone before he slipped it off his shoulders. He walked over to Emily with his hand outstretched.

      “What’s this?”

      “I took pictures,” he explained with a hint of frustration in his voice. “Everything I saw in that warehouse is now in the photo gallery. Maybe Oliver will make more sense of it than I could.”

      Emily plucked the slim rectangle from his fingers and connected it with her laptop. She spent a few seconds swiping on the touchpad and typing commands. “I’ll send them to him when he’s awake.”

      “What do you mean?”

      She grinned. “He’s sleeping. Dreaming.”

      “Machines don’t dream.”

      “They don’t usually think, either, but you’ll concede that he does that.”

      “I’ve seen him think,” he said, sighing as he sat down beside her and relieved his exhausted limbs. “But not dream.”

      “Well, you’re right,” she admitted. “He’s updating, not dreaming. While you were out, I worked on some guardrails—protocols to keep him on the straight and narrow. He’s been nothing but trustworthy up till now, but this still feels safer.”

      “Sensible.” He nodded. “You think it’ll work? Or will he become the Stalin of smiles? I can see it now: an archipelago of gulags across Siberia, guarded by robots dispensing syringes of heroin.”

      Emily looked hurt. “We have to try.”

      Roper slapped his thigh. He looked away, then his expression broke. “I’m sorry. I’m just frustrated. I hoped I’d come back with a lead. I got nothing.”

      “You don’t know that,” Emily protested. She reached out hesitantly, then stroked his shoulder. “Wait till Oliver wakes—I mean wait till he’s finished updating. You’re right: Maybe he’ll see something that we can’t.”

      “Yeah,” Roper sighed, rubbing his eyes.

      She pushed him lightly. “Come on, you need rest.”

      His mind was still too active to sleep. “What about the FBI? Are they planning to raid the warehouse?”

      “I’m sure they will. They just don’t know it exists yet.”

      “You didn’t tell them?”

      “I will. The moment Oliver is back online. The communication protocol can work without him, but to transmit the message I would prefer to have access to his full capability set. It will be more secure that way.”

      “The last thing we need right now is the FBI sniffing down our necks.” Roper nodded.

      “Then we’re agreed.” Emily smiled firmly. “The tip-off will go out the moment Oliver’s done updating. You won’t miss a thing. But that requires you to fall asleep first. You need rest. And so do I.”

      She pushed herself to her feet and extended her hand. It was the appeal to his conscience that finally swung his decision in her favor.

      “All right, all right,” he grumbled. “I’m coming.”

      The two walked hand in hand to the elevator and rode it down in silence. For once, Roper wished that a tune was playing in the background. Anything, the more banal the better, for in its absence, a tension was growing.

      As the elevator doors slid open, signs pointed to opposite corridors leading to changing rooms on the left and the sleeping pods on the right.

      Roper cleared his throat awkwardly and attempted to pull away from Emily’s grip. It proved surprisingly firm. “I need to shower,” he said.

      “You need to sleep,” Emily replied in a tone that brooked no argument. “The shower will still be there in the morning. The nighttime won’t be.”

      He tested her strength, and when it was clear that she wasn’t going to give in, his shoulders drooped in acquiescence. “Fine. We’ll do it your way.”

      She didn’t sound surprised as she led him into the sleeping room. “Good.”

      Half a dozen individual sleep pods were arranged around the walls of the small room. It resembled a European travelers hostel, although it was clear that the pods themselves had cost a serious amount of coin. Roper wondered whether the building’s future tech employees would be expected to sleep in here, to devote their entire lives to their work. Not so much a perk as a symbol of well-remunerated wage slavery.

      A folded T-shirt and a ball of socks on the floor next to two of the pods respectively marked the ones which Emily and Roper had chosen for themselves the previous night. A hinged door opened into the pods and could be fastened upright to enclose the sleeper entirely—though neither had chosen to do so. Roper had tried for a few minutes, but concluded it was too similar to sleeping in a coffin.

      Both lingered in the center of the room, neither willing to let go of the other’s grasp. It was sickly ironic that all this chaos had entered his life through Emily’s appearance in it, and yet she was the only thing that calmed his restless mind.

      Screw it.

      Roper bit his lip and stared into Emily’s eyes, a question written on his face. When he saw no rejection there, he pulled her toward him and placed an arm on her lower back. They pressed their foreheads together, and her breath tickled his cheeks.

      Still, neither said a word, as though to make a sound risked breaking whatever spell had fallen over them.

      He breathed out. And then he kissed her.

      Emily’s lips met his own with interest. There was passion in her movement but no vigor. Neither seemed ready to risk whatever it was that had sparked between them by moving too far, too fast.

      At long last, Roper broke away from her mouth, though the two remained locked physically together. His chest heaved with more intensity than at any point that night. He held her tight and rested his head on her shoulder so that the two were cheek to cheek.

      “I forgot to breathe,” he whispered into her ear.

      “Would you say…” Emily replied slowly, an amused glint in her eye, “that I take your breath away?”

      He pulled back and rolled his eyes. Fatigue tugged at his limbs as he did so, even troubling his eyelids. “You pick that one up in a bar?”

      “You’re practically slurring,” she said, still staring directly into his eyes. “If anyone’s been in a bar tonight, my money’s on you. Come on, let’s get you to bed.”

      Roper didn’t resist as she tugged him toward one of the sleeping pods. Hers. His knees felt weak, though more from exhaustion than desire—despite the latter sensation’s definite presence.

      “Sit,” she commanded, following up the instruction with a firm push on his shoulders.

      He sat on the corner of the pod and blinked with surprise as Emily immediately started undressing him. His tongue felt heavy and slow. “You aren’t going to at least ask me out on a date first?”

      She slapped him playfully on his cheek, then pulled off his shirt. She left his pants right where they were. “Don’t get any ideas. And you can take your boots off yourself.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      One thud was followed by a second as he did as he was instructed. His feet felt light without the weight of the rugged footwear. His eyelids began an irresistible march toward the center of his eyes.

      He lay down. They closed completely.

      He was vaguely aware of Emily climbing into the pod after him and curling against his body. A click as she operated the light switch panel and plunged them into darkness. The scent of her hair pressed up against his nostrils, the way it tickled his cheek, and the slight rise and fall of her chest as she too began her slow descent into sleep.

      She traced circles on his thigh with her fingers. Long, slow, and calming.

      Exhaustion and frustration had consumed him so thoroughly that night that he might have been plucked from consciousness just as quickly if he was sleeping on the cold hard ground with nothing more comforting than a ground sheet underneath him and only a rifle to cling to for protection.

      But he wasn’t. And for the first time in a very long while, Roper slept without either dreams or nightmares plaguing his mind.
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      “Can I speak freely, sir?”

      Supervisory Special Agent Colin Hansen, commander of the SWAT team stationed in the FBI’s San Francisco Field Office, looked away from the lenses of a pair of tan binoculars. He blinked as his vision refocused.

      Special Agent Ezekiel Hernandez lay alongside him on the ridgeline overlooking the warehouse with his belly on the dirt. The Latino SWAT team member was in his late thirties and had the stresses of a much older man etched onto his face. But Hernandez was one of the most experienced members of Hansen’s team, and long experience told him that it was worth listening to what the man had to say.

      “Always, Agent Hernandez.” He nodded.

      The agent grimaced. “Sir, if it looks like a trap, swims like a trap, and quacks like a trap, then it’s probably a fucking—”

      “There are no heat signatures inside,” Hansen said, playing devil’s advocate.

      Ezekiel shrugged. “It’s a big building, boss. Our equipment is good, but not perfect. We might have missed something.”

      “We train for this every day, Zeke,” Hansen said, playing the binoculars across the warehouse once more and in doing so unknowingly echoing a man who had lain in a very similar spot only a few hours earlier. “If it’s not us, then some other poor bastard will have to draw the short straw. We’ll blast our own entrance and send quadcopters and a bomb disposal bot in first to check things out.”

      Ezekiel nodded and crawled a few feet down the hill before rolling onto his back and standing upright behind cover. “I still don’t like it, but you’re right. Though I say we let the local cops handle the entry. Better them than me.”

      Hansen snorted and raised his hand to shield his eyes from the sun now beginning to break over the ridgeline. “You don’t mean that.”

      “You’re not wrong,” Ezekiel replied, slapping his thigh with irritation. “But sometimes I wish you were.”
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      “Will, wake up!”

      Roper started as he awoke, a feeling passing through him as though he were falling. His heart pounded, and he automatically reached for the pistol that he half-remembered having fallen with the rest of his clothing to the floor outside the sleep pod.

      “What is it?” he said through a choked cough, his throat still dry from sleep. The second his fingers touched the grip, he rolled off the mattress and leaped to his feet.

      “Do I snore that badly?” Emily said as she came into view through his bleary eyes.

      He blinked with confusion. Emily seemed completely unruffled, and he was having trouble marrying the urgency in her tone with her present appearance. “What are you talking about?”

      “Last night, I mean. I slept well. No one’s ever told me I snore before. Certainly not loud enough to justify putting a bullet through my skull.”

      “I wouldn’t!” Roper protested, belatedly realizing that the pistol was still outstretched. He dropped it to his side and sucked in a deep breath to clear his head. “What’s going on?”

      “Oliver found something while we slept.”

      “The way you sounded I thought the building was burning down. Or worse,” he grumbled, realizing that he was shirtless and feeling unaccountably embarrassed.

      “Well, I think it’s comforting to know that you’re always standing ready to protect me,” Emily replied. Her tongue darted out from behind her lips to rub it in further.

      “You showered,” Roper observed grumpily.

      “And you stink,” she said, wrinkling her nostrils for effect. “But I won’t hold it against you.”

      Roper frowned. “What did he find?”

      “I’ll remember not to wake you up next time, grumpy guts,” Emily laughed as she turned. “I might live longer. Why don’t you get cleaned up, and you can find out for yourself.”

      He joined her in the conference room after brushing his teeth in the shower in record time. Oliver’s decoy had coalesced out of wiring and microchips into a cube similar to a desktop computer, though about twice as large.

      “How long was I out?” he frowned.

      “Long enough. It’s almost midday.”

      “You’ve been busy.”

      “You weren’t conscious enough to interrupt me. I work fast when I have the chance.”

      “Ha ha,” he said sardonically. “So what exactly was so important?”

      “I think I can answer that,” Oliver said.

      Roper raised an eyebrow as he realized that the sound of the AI’s voice was emanating from the decoy unit itself. “Neat trick,” he remarked.

      “I thought so.” Emily smiled proudly. “If anyone gets their hands on the box, then for all intents and purposes it is Oliver. Until I flip the kill switch, of course. After that all that’s left on board is the voice module. It’ll give them just enough for them to believe it’s a functioning artificial intelligence. And with luck, it’ll give us long enough to get away.”

      “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that,” Roper said, nodding his appreciation. “What would I do without you?”

      “You would think of something, I’m sure,” she replied. “Oliver, why don’t you spill the beans?”

      Oliver paused for a half second before answering, as if thrown by the colloquialism. “Yes, Emily. I analyzed all of the data from the warehouse. I can prepare a full breakdown of the weaponry and equipment if necessary.”

      “What else?” Roper asked, sensing that the machine had something else to say. Or was he imputing it with human emotion? He frowned. This was all too complicated.

      “I may have an updated location on the Chinese intelligence team,” the AI replied simply.

      He clenched his fist. “How?”

      “You took photos of several cell phone boxes. Two of them proved impossible to analyze due to lighting conditions, or the angle of the shot—”

      “My apologies,” Roper said, snorting at the ridiculousness of apologizing to a computer.

      “—but I was able to isolate the IMEI number for the remaining devices.”

      “The what?”

      “It’s a unique network identifier,” Emily explained. “Every cell phone has it. We may be able to use it to track the phones.”

      “So you found one?”

      “No, all of the numbers I identified were a dead end. Either the devices have never connected to a network, or the last time they did so was far enough in the past to suggest they have been disposed of.”

      “Then we have nothing,” Roper said, grinding his knuckles against his pants leg with frustration. A throbbing headache was starting to develop between his temples. The last few days had been a roller coaster of adrenaline highs and disastrous lows, and he was beginning to tire of it.

      Oliver delivered his hook with all the panache of a Wild West con man. “Not exactly.”
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      Special Agent Ezekiel Hernandez reached inside his utility vest and pulled out a pack of smokes as he exited the warehouse—now a crime scene. Now that SWAT had no further need for surprise, dozens of additional law enforcement personnel swarmed the scene. Some jackass had left their cruiser’s siren blaring.

      “That’s some crazy shit,” he said to nobody in particular as he gazed back toward the big building. His boss, Colin Hansen, continued relaying commands to the bomb squad through his radio in short, staccato bursts.

      “You’re telling me,” he said when he was done. “There was enough hardware in there to start a small war.”

      “The Marines packed less when they rolled into Panama,” Ezekiel agreed between drags. He exhaled, and the lungful of smoke danced in the morning sunlight. “I don’t like it. Who the hell are we up against here? We still don’t know who called this in?”

      They stood back to let an EOD vehicle pass on its way to the warehouse. A cloud of dust chased it, and a couple of small stones pinged off Hansen’s legs. “Not a clue. It was an anonymous tip. Came in through a secure channel. STB is reviewing it now, but the smoke signals aren’t good. Whoever sent it was a pro.”

      “And this anonymous tip-off claimed it was a Chinese intelligence operation, right?”

      “Correct.” Hansen nodded.

      “Feels like the morning of Pearl Harbor, you know?” the Latino grunted. The ember of his cigarette pinched the tips of his fingers, and he tossed it irritably to the ground before extinguishing it beneath the toe of his boot. “I don’t like it.”

      “Me neither, Zeke,” Hansen said. He shouldered his rifle and started to trudge back to the SWAT van that had carried them to this location. “But it’s out of our hands now.”

      “Uh huh,” Ezekiel said. “I wish I had your confidence about it staying that way.”
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      “I analyzed the production batch from which the cell phones you discovered came. Two dozen of them were purchased at the same time from a Best Buy in Texas,” Oliver explained.

      “Remind me never to cheat on you, Oliver,” Roper joked. “Sounds like you could be a real thorn in my side.”

      “I will do so.”

      Roper shielded his expression from the decoy box—just in case—and rolled his eyes in Emily’s direction. “Would it hurt you to work on his sense of humor module?”

      “May I continue?”

      “Of course.”

      “One of the phones from this batch connected to a cell tower outside Gilroy, California approximately 19 minutes ago. It was active for approximately 60 seconds and sent a single text message before it powered off.”

      Roper stiffened. “Say what? You’re telling me you found them?”

      “The text message was sent to a number in the People’s Republic of China,” Oliver said. “It seems likely. I was able to triangulate the location.”

      “Are there cameras in the area?” he asked through gritted teeth. He suddenly found himself vibrating with tension. Emily placed a hand on his arm to calm him, but it did nothing.

      The wall screen powered on. Roper stared at it expectantly for a few moments, but nothing further happened. He was about to raise the issue when a grid of camera feeds sprang into life.

      “This is it?” he asked urgently, pacing toward the screen as if reducing the distance would help improve the resolution on the low-quality surveillance camera images.

      They showed a neat if unspectacular middle-class neighborhood that was mostly composed of bungalows. The wide-angle lens shot appeared to be from a doorbell camera, which was briefly entirely obscured by the painted wood slats of the house exterior as the door opened. It stayed like that for about five seconds before the door swung closed once more, and two children ran toward a car parked in the driveway. A woman followed behind at a more sedate pace.

      “This is every camera in the neighborhood,” Oliver said.

      All four images began rewinding, and a series of jerky super-imposed colorful squares and rectangles were added to anything that moved, along with a string of digits and text that updated endlessly in the bottom corner of the screen. A jogger ran backward past a camera that appeared to be mounted above a garage. She was encased in a large blue rectangle. A moment later, her dog followed behind, enclosed in yellow.

      “What’s happening?” Roper asked.

      “He’s analyzing the footage,” Emily explained with an inflection of wonder in her tone, presumably at what her creation was capable of.

      Roper realized that this was about the first time that he had actually seen Oliver in action. It was difficult to empathize with or understand miracles that emanated out of a black box. But as so often, seeing was believing.

      The image froze, time stamped about 22 minutes earlier, then started to play once more in real time. A man exited a two-story house and walked toward the road. He was obscured by pine trees for some of the movement but appeared once again in view of the feed. He angled his body away from the camera as he withdrew something from his pocket.

      “The phone,” Roper murmured.

      Both watched as the subject appeared to type something into the cell phone handset. It was impossible to be sure, but Roper’s suspicion was confirmed when he then watched the man pull up the back of the cell phone, remove what had to be the SIM card, and crush it underneath the heel of his shoe.

      “It’s them,” Roper said, punching the air with satisfaction.

      “What are we going to do about it?” Emily asked.

      “I’m going,” he declared.

      She shook her head firmly. “It’s too dangerous. We don’t know how many of them are there. At least two, but maybe more than that. But either way, you’re outnumbered.”

      “I have to,” Roper whispered, his thoughts clouded by anguish. “He was my friend. I owe him that much.”

      Emily’s eyes moistened, and she reached out to him. “Oh, Will…”

      He stayed holding her for a moment, then broke away. “Give me a ninety-minute head start, then give the FBI the address through the tipline. I won’t put myself at risk. I just need to see them take him down with my own eyes.”
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      Roper parked near a vineyard about two miles northwest of the Chinese safe house on the outskirts of Gilroy. He held the steering wheel for a few seconds after the engine noise died. His pulse hadn’t stopped racing in almost two hours, ever since he left Emily. It was a miracle he hadn’t been pulled over for speeding, because he’d rarely been going slower than thirty miles over the speed limit.

      If he had been in a calmer state of mind, he might have recognized in himself the symptoms of posttraumatic stress disorder that he’d treated in combat zones many times, always in others. Disassociation. Emotional dysregulation. Hyperarousal. Hypervigilance. He was displaying them all.

      “What are you planning, Will?” Emily asked through his Bluetooth earpiece. She hadn’t said much throughout the entire drive, but he guessed that she’d probably been watching the whole time.

      He didn’t say anything for a few moments as memories of Blake swirled in his mind. Finally, he pulled his hands away from the wheel, wiping his damp palms on his hiking pants. “I’m just going to watch.”

      “Promise me,” she said strongly before her voice cracked. “I can’t bear to lose you. You’re the only person I have left.”

      Roper ground his teeth together. He closed his eyes and pictured putting a bullet through Zhao’s skull, seeing in his mind’s eye the skull fracturing, the spurting of blood, and his gray matter vaporizing. An anger surged within him the likes of which he’d never felt before, not even on deployment after a stranger or a friend had bled out in front of him.

      Blake was never supposed to die. Not in America. Not having gone through all that hell only to get back to his wife. He was supposed to have babies, be a father, and grow old in peace.

      You took that from him.

      “Will?”

      He let a long, shaky breath out through his lips. Some of the rage departed with it, though enough roiled inside him to get the job done. He lied, “I promise.”

      “Thank you,” she whispered in response. “I hope you see what you need to. I hope it helps.”

      Saying nothing, he climbed out of the car. It was parked on a dusty pullout in the middle of nowhere. If he looked to his right, he could see a hillside covered in dark green, scrubby foliage and low, close-packed trees. It would be a hell of a climb. He looked around to confirm that no one was watching, then popped the trunk.

      In his haste to get here, he hadn’t had a chance to pack his backpack. The supplies he’d tossed into the trunk had slid from side to side during the reckless drive. He took the rifle from the Bootjack farmhouse and lowered it inside the empty pack. It mostly fit, with only a few inches of barrel poking out. After that, he added several magazines of ammunition, a rugged computer tablet, and spare batteries for the various electronic items he would be carrying. He didn’t expect to be out here long enough to use them, but he had been around the block enough to always be prepared.

      “I’m on the move,” he said.

      It took forty-five minutes to hump up to a ridge just before the top of the hill that separated the spot he’d parked the car with the arid farmland around the Chinese safe house. He was wearing pants and long sleeves over his arms, but his cheeks and the backs of his hands were scratched repeatedly by the hardy foliage.

      “The FBI are on their way,” Emily said. “They’re coming in by road and by helicopter.”

      “ETA?”

      “Fifteen minutes,” she replied after a short pause. “But that’s only when they’ll be in the area. I don’t know when they’ll actually make their move.”

      Roper guessed they would do it quickly. Every second that went past was another opportunity for the mission to be blown. After getting to the warehouse too late to catch anyone in the act, they wouldn’t want to make that mistake again. Especially after discovering the weapons cache inside.

      He looked up at a narrow, steep crevice in front of him that led to the top of the hill. The rock on either side looked sharp and had few obvious handholds, and the ground underneath looked like it became a stream during heavy rainfall—and consequently was covered in loose shale. Grimacing, he checked left and right to see if there was another way up. His chest heaved from the exertion of pushing through the thick scrub.

      Unfortunately, he quickly concluded that he was stuck. It would take longer to go around than it would to try and climb straight up, and in his present mental state, he couldn’t countenance prolonging things. He was consumed by an all-encompassing urge to see justice come to Zhao and anyone who had helped him in his crimes.

      He took a step onto the shale, testing his footing before continuing. The weight of the rifle in his backpack slightly changed his center of gravity, and he bent forward a few inches to compensate. He took another step, then started to stride. The incline steepened the farther he climbed. He began grunting from the effort.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Just fine,” he said as he reached the part of the crevice where the walls narrowed to little more than shoulder width apart. Looking up, he saw that they had swallowed the blue sky to either side, so he only saw a tiny ribbon of it dead ahead.

      He reached up and grabbed an outcropping of rock on his left-hand side. He pulled at it to see if it would hold, then when he was satisfied used it to haul himself farther up the slope. He started breathing heavily from the exertion. He did the same on the right, then the left, and inch by inch worked himself more than halfway up the crevice. With every step, he disturbed tiny stones, which skittered down the hill in a continuous waterfall.

      Roper paused for a few seconds to catch his breath. The fissure was now so narrow he was forced to turn sideways in order to keep climbing. It was feeling more precarious with every inch upward he pulled himself, and the nervous feeling grew in his belly.

      Man up, he chided himself.

      He wasn’t far now. He steeled himself to make one last effort and clasped his hand around a handhold. As he was using it to yank himself up, it broke away, and his arm catapulted out until it was hanging behind him. He jammed his back and knees into the crevice to stop himself tumbling down the hill. The piece of stone clanked against the crevice floor, producing a sound like echoes in a deep well.

      “Dammit,” he swore, adrenaline from the near miss causing him to tense up.

      “Are you okay?” Emily said, her voice tight. He knew that it was taking everything she had not to be more involved.

      He didn’t answer. Using the adrenaline as extra energy, he found a foothold and drove himself directly up the crevice. He found a handheld, then jackknifed his knees toward his chest and repeated the effort. It felt precarious, and chunks of rock cracked off and tumbled all around him, but it was a damn sight more effective than the method he’d used before.

      Finally, with sweat pouring down his cheeks and his hands raw and bleeding from the effort, his head breached the top of the crevice. He thrust his arms out and clung on to solid earth for almost a full minute as he regained his breath.

      “I made it,” he groaned as he pulled himself out of the crack, rolling onto his back and staring up at the sky.

      “Thank God,” she said with genuine relief. “I don’t want to hurry you or anything, but it looks like the FBI are going to hit the house immediately. The helicopter is five minutes out. The strike team are wearing body cams, and Oliver has managed to pirate the live feed.”

      “Good,” Roper mumbled, rolling back onto his hands and knees and wearily pushing himself upright.

      From a standing position at the top of the vantage point he’d just climbed, he could see for miles. At the bottom of the lush green hill he was standing on, more arid farmland stretched out. In the distance to the east, he saw the densely-packed sprawl of the town of Gilroy. The neighborhoods got less and less dense the farther out they were built.

      It took Roper a few moments to find his sense of direction, after which he oriented himself toward the safe house. It was about five hundred yards away, in a development of only a dozen or so buildings. It was the penultimate house on Linda Vista Road, which extended out from another development as the long end of a T, and was surrounded by flat, empty farmland.

      He confirmed his instincts by pulling out the tablet computer and checking the satellite map. It was the house, all right. He grabbed the binoculars from inside the backpack and focused on the safe house in greater detail. The front yard—the bit that he could see from this direction—was neatly tended. It was difficult to be certain whether he was just seeing a reflection of the sky against the window glass, but he thought every curtain in the building was drawn.

      “Two minutes,” Emily reported.

      He rotated around the spot he was standing on, switching between his unaided eyes and the binoculars to make sure that the FBI hadn’t chosen the same spot for overwatch. As far as he could tell, he was alone. Once he was certain, he crawled to the very edge of the outcropping to avoid being spotted from down below and took the rifle out of the bag.

      There was no point using the scope’s thermal capabilities, so he took the cap off the lens and relied on the optical zoom instead. It took him a few seconds to dial his aim in to the house, then a little longer to steady the rifle—a task made significantly harder by the amount of adrenaline flowing through his veins.

      “Thirty seconds. I’m putting the live feeds through to your tablet now.”

      Cocking his head to one side, Roper realized that he could just barely hear the sound of rotor noise in the distance. He looked up from the scope and scanned the skies. He almost missed it. The chopper was coming in low over the ground on a southwesterly heading. It was moving fast.

      A shaded, gloomy image of several armed men wearing SWAT team uniforms and sitting in the back of a car appeared on his tablet screen. He glanced at it, but for the time being was more focused on what was happening through his own eyes. Four dark SUVs were speeding down Linda Vista Road with armed FBI agents hanging off each side.

      The chopper was only a few seconds out. The rotor noise echoed around the plain below Roper.

      Every one of his senses was sharpened by the anticipation of what was about to happen—he could almost taste the revenge the SWAT team was preparing to deliver on his behalf. He dropped his eye back to the rifle’s scope and watched.

      The chopper arrowed across his field of view, its nose rearing up as the pilot killed its airspeed. It dropped into a hover about twenty feet above the safe house. Almost instantly, two black ropes dropped out of either side. No sooner did they touch the building’s tile roof before the first SWAT team member started descending. Their boots hit solid material in seconds. The first four men on the roof moved quickly to pre-positioned locations.

      Roper clenched his fist as he watched one of them use the butt of his rifle to smash through a window, then toss an object inside. He guessed it was a flash bang, though between the noise of the helicopter rotors and the distance he heard nothing.

      Emily chose that moment to feed the assault team’s audio into his ear.

      A voice yelled, “Breaching!”

      A second agent advised that the ground teams were ten seconds out. Roper watched through his scope as the lead SUV almost crashed into the safe house, braking only at the last moment. The agents clinging to its side jumped off, and a second later all four doors swung open, and more climbed out. They moved with purpose, covering the doors and windows and falling in behind two agents carrying a huge battering ram.

      They disappeared around the side of the house that he couldn’t see.

      “Front door clear,” a breathy, energized voice reported. The next few lines of dialogue were lost in crosstalk. Then, “Get down, get down!”

      Roper grimaced with frustration, pounding the earth at his side with his flat palm as the bulk of the action disappeared out of sight. He pulled his eye away from the scope and set the rifle onto the ground. He switched his attention to the tablet. It was difficult to extract a single narrative from the confused flashes of video footage he saw. He watched an agent kick an internal door just above the handle, sending splinters of wood flying.

      “Hands up!” the agent yelled.

      The picture froze, blurred, then refocused on an Asian man in a white vest and tight boxer shorts sitting on the end of the bed. He looked like he’d been fast asleep before the assault, his hair messy and his face panicked. He held his hands up above his head, shouting in broken, heavily-accented English, “I’m a scientist. Don’t shoot.”

      The agent cleared the room, then another grabbed the man and dumped him face first onto the floor, securing flex cuffs around his hands and ankles. The picture switched. Roper realized belatedly that Oliver must be curating the feed for him in the background, picking out the most important shots like a movie director.

      They featured the aftermath of a shooting. A Chinese man in light blue jeans and a dark T-shirt was lying on the ground, clutching his stomach. The video feed rocked, then an agent knelt beside the wounded man and applied pressure.

      “Where’s Zhao?” Roper muttered. The feed switched again, showing another body, and then two more prisoners lying facedown on the ground. The agents seemed to be moving with less intensity and began reporting that different rooms were cleared over the radio.

      “I cannot locate him in any of these video feeds,” Oliver said.

      A mixture of frustration, anger, and panic rose from Roper’s stomach like bile. He stood up, not caring who might see him, and locked his eye back to the rifle scope, as if by doing so he was somehow able to take charge.

      He held the tablet at his side, shouting, “He’s gotta be there!”

      “Will,” Emily said. Her voice sounded weak, and at first he didn’t hear her, too wrapped up in his own emotions. “Will!”

      The fear in her voice brought him back to reality. “What is it?”

      “Oh God, Will, I think someone is here,” Emily said, her voice a terrified low whisper.

      His own terror gripped him, but he tried to scrub it from his tone. “You’re going to be okay. Put a headset on, then get the hell out of there. Oliver, what’s going on?”

      “She’s right, there’s someone in the building. The cameras in the parking garage just went out.”

      “Shit,” Roper breathed, momentarily choking as the sheer scale of his own helplessness washed over him. He’d been such a fool for giving into his emotions by coming here and leaving Emily unprotected. She was the only good thing left in his life—and now she too was at risk.

      A small voice from deep inside whispered, He planned this.

      He didn’t want to believe what he knew to be true: that Zhao had played him for a fool. He shook his head, knowing that now was not the time.

      “What should I do?” Emily asked.

      He squeezed his eyes shut, picturing Zhao’s face and cursing the man. “Hide! I’ll be with you as soon as I can.”

      The words sounded empty even to him. It would take him almost three hours to return to their hideout. By that time, Emily would be long gone—at best.

      Emily’s final three words chilled him to the core. “It’s too late.”

      He tried raising her again, but she didn’t reply. His powerlessness froze him in place. He stared numbly out across the dusty farmland in front of him, blinking slowly as he struggled to process this new horror.

      First Blake, now Emily.

      It took him a few seconds to realize that something was happening at the safe house. Agents, no bigger than ants, were sprinting out of the building as fast as they could in their full battle gear, dropping weapons and equipment in their haste to escape.

      Roper watched silently, his brain still numbed by fear for his family’s safety. He dropped his chin to his chest and stared down at the tablet. The images were shaky. He heard the panting of terrified men, still playing through his headset.

      Then a flash of light brought his head snapping back up. The safe house disappeared in a cloud of black smoke, a shockwave following a second later, flinging a wall of debris in every direction. The power of the explosion picked up several unlucky FBI agents and threw them through the air as though they weighed no more than balsa wood. His eyes fixed on one in particular, lying on the ground, limbs—even at this distance—twisted in unnatural directions.

      He sank to his knees. The shockwave reached him a moment later, much diminished, but still strong enough to buffet his lungs. Tears streamed freely from the corners of his eyes. “Oh God. What have I done?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            36

          

        

      

    

    
      Emily’s limbs froze in ice even as rising panic within her made her chest heave as powerfully as a forge bellows. Her eyes intently tracked Zhao’s movements as he cleared the conference room. There was a raw, red mark underneath his neck, glistening with weeping fluid. It looked like a burn.

      He leveled the weapon at a spot that Emily could feel burning between her eyeballs as he strode toward her. Her stomach twisted into a knot, and acid gushed up from it and burned her throat. She swallowed hard, but otherwise found her limbs no longer responded to her brain’s frantic orders.

      Zhao reached out and pulled the Bluetooth headset from her ear without a word. He regarded it for a moment with his head askance, then tossed it onto the floor and destroyed it underneath his boot. He moved jerkily, as if expecting to incur pain, but pushed through it with a grimace.

      “Stand,” he said, punctuating the command by gesturing with his weapon.

      Her brain screamed at her to run, but she simply—physically—could not do it. The rational part of her mind knew that any attempted escape was hopeless. This man was wrapped in a cloak of menace. She sensed that he could read her like a book and would know any move she might try probably before she did.

      So instead, Emily meekly followed his orders. Slowly, quivering, she rose to her feet. She found that she didn’t dare meet his gaze. Instead, she stared at the floor, at the crumpled assortment of electronic components that made up her last—severed—line of communication to Will.

      “Don’t move,” Zhao ordered, his voice cold, flat, emotionless. He holstered his pistol, clipping the weapon into place as a matter of course, and in the process removing any possibility that she might reach out and wrestle it from him. Once it was secure, he roughly patted her down, making little allowance for her modesty as he assured himself that she was unarmed.

      He grunted his satisfaction, then pushed her back onto her chair. After taking a step back, he drew his weapon once more and slowly spun in place, seemingly reassuring himself that reinforcements were far away.

      “You are alone?” Zhao asked as he finally pivoted back toward her. He kept the muzzle of his pistol angled toward the floor but retained a sense of urgent watchfulness that would have dissuaded her from taking action even if she was able.

      Which she was not.

      Emily tried to nod, but her neck was set in concrete.

      “Answer me,” Zhao snapped. His English was accented but clear—as she remembered from reading his file, a legacy of his studies at Peking University, one of China’s top colleges.

      “Yes,” she squeaked. “It’s just me.”

      Strangely, her mind was almost blank. It was an unusual experience for the talented MIT grad, whose brain usually overflowed with ideas and snippets of computer code to a level that often made sleep difficult, if not outright impossible. In the moment, however, all she felt was fear. And an abiding sense of shame.

      “Don’t be scared,” Zhao said in a tone that did nothing to sell his message. “I will not hurt you.”

      Emily gulped but somehow summoned the courage to speak nonetheless. “As long as I give you what you want?”

      The Chinese intelligence officer smiled, though it did not reach his eyes, which remained locked on his prisoner. “Naturally.”

      No matter how cool the language in which Zhao’s reply was couched, it nevertheless remained a threat. Emily attempted to think of a way of extracting herself from the situation, but every time she ran up against a brick wall. Her opponent was armed. He was intelligent and driven, and all three observations were worsened by the fact that he was also in almost perfect physical shape, barely an ounce of fat evident anywhere on his frame.

      Running was an invitation to be captured within seconds. Fighting was so ridiculous an option as to be laughable.

      I have to die, she realized.

      It was the only way to prevent her unique knowledge falling into the hands of an organization—and a country—that simply could not be trusted to control a technology that would be the future of mankind. Emily wasn’t even sure whether she would trust her own government in such a role. But she was certain that any country that empowered men like Major Zhao Wei to do its bidding was dangerous. He and Will couldn’t be more different from one another, and she knew which horse she would prefer to back.

      “Get it over with,” she said, squeezing her eyes shut in a doomed attempt to dam a flood of stinging tears. “Kill me already.”

      Zhao snorted. “Kill you? Why would I do something like that? You’re much more valuable to me alive.”

      Emily forced her eyes open. She glowered up at her captor, summoning rage to shield her from the reality of what she knew she had to do: provoke him to anger. He was too assured, too controlled, but it was clear to her that if she could just inflict a scratch on him, a malevolent rage lived just below the surface.

      “I’ll tell you nothing,” she said.

      “I doubt that,” he replied, seeming to lose interest. He started to look around the room as if mentally cataloging the various items he would need to take away with him.

      She used his distraction as an opportunity. She remembered that Will had left her a pistol. Where the hell had she put it? When he’d handed it to her, she was so enveloped by her work that she had barely noticed.

      And then she saw it resting on a computer chassis a few feet away. She tried to remember how it worked, closing her eyes to visualize the steps she would need to take. Once satisfied, she sucked in a deep breath and prepared to make her move, knowing it might be—likely would be–her last.

      An image of Will crossed her mind, drawing a tear. She blinked it away. It had to be this way. She checked to see where Zhao was looking and saw that he was lost in thought. Then she bolted upright, out of the chair, and sprinted toward the gun. It wasn’t far. If she just reached out and stretched…

      Her fingers touched the grip.

      “You stupid little girl,” Zhao snarled.

      He seemed to appear behind her as if he’d teleported there and grabbed her by the shoulders. The next thing Emily knew she was hurtling toward the ground. Her arms started to extend to break her fall, but there wasn’t time. Her left shoulder took the brunt of the impact, then her forehead collided with the carpet.

      Zhao wasn’t done. He grabbed her by the hair and pulled her upright, then drew back his fist and punched her full in the stomach. Emily doubled over—or at least tried to. Zhao refused to release his grasp on her hair, so her attempt was quickly brought to a halt and resulted only in further tears of pain welling at the corners of her eyes.

      “Please,” she choked, a strand of spit flying out of her mouth and catching against her chin. “Stop.”

      He said nothing but released his grip and allowed her to fall to the ground. This time her arms bore most of the impact of the drop. As Emily cowered on the floor in pain, Zhao casually walked toward where the pistol was, cleared the chamber, ejected the magazine, and tossed the now-useless parts out of reach.

      “Never do that again,” he said. “I won’t kill you. But I’ll make you wish I had.”

      The Chinese spy returned to where Emily was lying and crouched over her. He reached behind himself and withdrew a pair of plastic cuffs, which he looped around one wrist before painfully dragging it behind her back and linking it with the other. The cuffs’ plastic teeth scratched against one another as he tightened them so that they bit into the flesh of her wrists.

      Once she was secure, he proceeded to search the room. He was drawn to the decoy device like a moth to flame.

      “So this is it,” he marveled. “The machine that has cost the lives of so many of my men.”

      When Emily said nothing in response, he turned to her. “Am I right? This is the AI, is it not?”

      Snot and drool coated her features as she painfully lifted her face from the carpet and looked up. She was still dizzy from the lack of oxygen after the winding blow to her stomach, and her vision was blurred by tears. She wasn’t crying because of the pain, but because she knew that Zhao was right—he wouldn’t kill her. She was too important.

      Which meant she was out of options. Or more precisely: only one still lay open to her.

      “Answer me!” Zhao practically screamed. He lifted his pistol once more and aimed it at her head.

      “Oliver,” she said, looking toward Zhao but not to him, and focusing her attention on the decoy box instead.

      The spy’s features screwed up with confusion. “What?”

      Emily dragged in a breath and steeled herself for the pain that she knew would follow her next move. She would only get one shot at this. She spoke quickly despite her discomfort. “Oliver, follow the new protocols. Only obey commands from either me or Will. Do you understand?”

      “Who is Oliver—?” Zhao started.

      The speakers in the decoy device crackled. “I understand your command, Emily. You sound like you need assistance. Would you like me to call the police?”

      Zhao’s eyes widened instantly with understanding. He sprinted toward Emily and dragged her upright by the shoulders before rushing her out of the conference room with his palm roughly forced over her mouth to prevent her from speaking. He didn’t stop till he was thirty or forty feet away from the door to the conference room which had slammed closed behind them, and all the while, his hand blocked the flow of air through her mouth and nostrils. A blackness appeared at the edge of her vision.

      When Zhao finally stopped, he pulled Emily toward his body but kept his left hand over her mouth to prevent her from speaking. The right still held his pistol, which he now pushed against her temple hard enough to physically force her head left.

      “You little bitch,” he raged, spittle coating the back of her head. “You don’t know what you’ve done. If you say a fucking word after I remove my hand from your mouth, I will break every single one of your fingers, do you understand? I will make it so that you never walk again, so that you can never speak or type or sing. But I will not kill you. I will not give you what you want.”

      Emily trembled with fear in his hands. The man was insane, and yet he meant every single word. He would do what he promised and more.

      Slowly, Zhao lifted his hand from her lips. She sucked in a greedy breath of oxygen, but before she was done, he spun her around and slapped her hard enough on the cheek to send her spinning right back to the floor.

      This time her arms were bound, and there was nothing to break her fall except her already bruised and battered frame. Again, unconsciousness taunted her, but not for long. The stinging rawness of her right cheek clouded out that peace. A single tear escaped her eye and seared its way down her skin.

      Once more, Zhao dragged her upright. He roughly manhandled her until she was facing him, then took a step back and aimed his pistol at her right kneecap.

      “If you do something I don’t like, I won’t give you another warning, you understand?”

      Emily said nothing. She couldn’t tear her gaze away from the weapon now aimed at her. Once again, she was frozen in fear. If this was his reaction to her lying to him about Oliver’s decoy—what would he do once he learned the truth?

      She gulped.

      “I asked if you understood.”

      Now her attention was attracted as if magnetically by Zhao’s own gaze, which seemed to bite into her flesh—all seeing, all-knowing. Quickly she nodded. “Yes, yes, I understand.”

      So what are you going to do about it? Because torture is a little different from death.

      “You will tell me the truth,” he intoned. “You know the consequences of not doing so.”

      “I do,” she replied. The squeak in her voice wasn’t feigned. He wouldn’t kill her quickly. She was sure of it. And he would enjoy every moment of her pain.

      “The machine in there.” He gestured toward the glass-walled conference room with the pistol. “It is the AI, correct?”

      Emily opened her mouth to agree and found she was unable to speak. This was it: the lie. Going through with this deception was a bridge that could not be uncrossed. And Zhao had made the consequences of deceit entirely plain.

      “Answer me, girl.”

      Again Emily tried to tell him the lie that she knew she had to, and again her voice failed her. A murderous rage twisted his face. If only he would simply pull the trigger and bring an end to this.

      But he was too controlled.

      And the choice remained.

      The cuffs bit into Emily’s wrists, and another tear trickled down her face. The salt stung her bruised cheek, but the cramp in her shoulders—cruelly twisted behind her back—proved a painful reminder of her inability to even wipe it away.

      If you’re going to lie to him, he has to believe it’s the truth. Or that’s the end.

      Emily began to tremble. Her terror wasn’t feigned. Her head drooped forward, and shame colored her already rosy cheeks.

      As she stood in front of Zhao, she started to urinate. He didn’t seem to notice at first, though initially it was only a trickle down her leg. It was hard to break the habit of a lifetime and make water in public—let alone in front of a man bent on your death and torture.

      But soon the liquid poured freely out of her, staining her crotch dark. The smell seemed to cause his nostrils to twitch, and his face screwed up with a revulsion that matched her own.

      “It’s true,” she whispered. “Please, please—don’t kill me. I don’t want to die. You’re right, the machine in there is the AI. I was an idiot—”

      Zhao seemed spellbound by her story. And through her own shame and revulsion of what she was doing, she felt a little pride, though she crushed it down deep within her to occupy a space no larger than a diamond.

      He leaned forward. “Why?”

      “I thought he would be safer like this,” Emily answered. She hunched forward, attempting to cover her soiled clothing, and finally broke away from his gaze. “I was wrong.”

      He believed her now. That was all that mattered.

      “You will rescind your command to the machine,” Zhao said. He reached out and pushed her toward the conference room. Without free arms with which to balance, Emily was forced to double over to remain upright.

      “I can’t.”

      He extended his arm as if to strike her once more. He spoke dangerously. “Why not?”

      “It’s the only thing keeping me alive.”

      Zhao slapped her again. She rocked back and collapsed to the ground. She didn’t attempt to rise. The more that he looked at her as a sad little broken thing, the more he would believe her story. At least, that’s what she hoped.

      “You will,” he said.

      He crouched over her and reached into his utility vest, though she didn’t catch exactly what he was doing until he waved a hypodermic syringe in front of her face.

      Emily’s eyebrows rose with alarm. A snippet of a long-forgotten talk from a police detective at high school surfaced in her mind. It had been given by a woman riding her desk through the last few months before retirement. Her face was sour and careworn. She’d told a room of frightened, engrossed girls that if they were attacked by a man and he succeeded in changing their location, then all was lost.

      Being drugged by one seemed like it fit in the same category.

      Zhao didn’t speak as he rolled her onto her front. Tears coursed down her face. She felt the prick of a needle into her flesh.

      The opiate numbness did not take long to envelop her consciousness. As reality drifted into blackness, she mumbled in confusion, “Please help me, Will…”
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      Roper slammed his foot down on the brake and brought the dated sedan to a skidding halt in front of the office complex that he and Emily had commandeered over the past several days. Parallel streaks of melted rubber scarred the newly laid road surface behind the vehicle. He reached to his side and pulled the poorly concealed Heckler & Koch rifle from underneath the passenger seat. It was already loaded, and he moved the selector switch from safety to a three-shot burst.

      He kicked the door open and brought the stock of the rifle up to his shoulder as he jumped out, not caring whether anyone was around to see him. The building’s glass front shone with the early-evening sun as it faded over the horizon. The gleaming surface in front of Roper reflected a construction vehicle slowly driving on one of the sites behind him. Workers scurried in fluorescent vests to finish the tasks before the end of the day.

      But he cared for none of it. Not whether they were watching the scene playing out nearby nor whether they called the police. A recklessness suffused his actions as though he were half-drunk.

      A side door sat to the left of the sliding doors that guarded the entrance to the building’s lobby. Roper headed for it and impatiently punched a memorized code into a keypad placed just by its frame. His trigger finger anxiously scratched the metal underneath it as he waited for the dumb machine’s little brain to process the password. An almost interminable wait commenced before a small green LED blinked, and the mechanism clicked open.

      Roper shouldered the door inward, only to be rocked back as it held firm. Panic and frustration momentarily colored his vision before he realized that a recessed handle meant that it opened outward. It was a sign that he needed to get a grip on his emotions, but it was easier said than done. He yanked the door open and followed the barrel of his rifle inside.

      “Emily!” he hissed, a sinking feeling gripping his stomach as he sprinted inside. “Are you here?”

      The foyer was empty. It was a sterile monument to modern capitalism and had never felt more that way to Roper than at this present moment. The reception desk was unoccupied and pristine—without any of the scrapes or scratches that signified actual human life.

      Roper ran up the glass stairway to the second floor with the rifle barrel extended out in front of him. He angled his aim upward and searched for targets. His footsteps echoed around the building, all the more audible because they were the only sounds apart from the humming air conditioning system.

      Slow down, the rational part of his mind urged.

      It was a fruitless message. His body was in control, fueled by adrenaline and panic and fear. Acrid sweat ran down his face and stained his pits. His palms were slippery with the stuff. It didn’t matter that he was burning any hope of retaining the element of surprise by storming inside like a bull in a china shop, nor even that he was putting his own life at risk by running straight up the center of the stairway instead of taking cover.

      Those were coherent criticisms of his current plan, but his brain was in no state to hear them.

      “Oliver, respond,” Roper whispered into his earpiece as he tried a different tack. “Can you hear me? I need a sitrep. Now.”

      Again there came no response. This puzzled him—or might have if he was thinking straight. After all, Emily had hidden Oliver—but crucially, she’d kept him connected to the Internet and to the building’s security network. There should be no impediment to him replying, and yet he remained silent.

      In reality, though, it only added to Roper’s panic. He tried to avoid thinking about what might have happened to both of them—particularly Emily—because every answer surfaced by his half-functioning mind was too horrible to contemplate.

      Roper exited onto a glass corridor that ran around the interior of the lobby courtyard on the second floor. It was entirely exposed to any enemy fire, and by the time it occurred to him to duck and minimize his profile, enough time had elapsed for him to have been killed many times over.

      “Get a hold of yourself,” he mumbled, his heart racing inside his chest. “Oliver, report. Emily, anyone!”

      Still nothing.

      Roper swallowed and advanced toward a doorway that led to the offices on the second floor. He still needed to climb two more stories, but his brain’s desire for self-preservation had finally reasserted itself. To a point. He kept his body low but maintained a pace that was nevertheless positively reckless.

      He ducked inside and emerged into a shared workspace. Row after row of empty white desks lay in front of him in every direction. Each could provide the perfect cover for a shooter to hide behind before popping up and delivering a coup de grâce. The thought occurred to him, and he pivoted left and right with his rifle barrel as he searched for a waiting enemy.

      And again, he came up empty.

      A white-hot rage started to build inside him, if only because it was more palatable to his conscience than his shame at allowing Emily to be put at risk. It momentarily burned away the sinking in his gut. He gritted his teeth and advanced toward the far side of the large room as he headed toward the fire stairwell on the opposite side.

      Roper moved with the lightness of foot of a long-time ballet dancer. The barrel of his rifle danced from right to left as he searched for a target. He longed to squeeze the trigger and expunge his shame.

      “Oliver,” he murmured once more. “Report, damnit—report.”

      Nothing.

      He grimaced and gave up trying as he safely reached the entrance to the emergency stairwell. He pushed the door open an inch, paused, then kicked it the rest of the way open without exposing his body to the now open doorway. He froze as he half-expected a volley of gunfire to strike him down, then ducked inside when it did not.

      Roper took the steps one at a time, but quickly, keeping his frame as close to the wall as possible to keep his shooting angles open. His eyes and ears strained to reveal the waiting enemy but only succeeded in giving substance to his worst fears.

      He made it to the fourth floor—where he had last seen Emily—without incident and shielded his body with the concrete wall beside the doorway that emerged into the empty office. His breathing threatened to escape his control.

      “Screw it,” he decided. He reached for the door handle and pulled it back, then took a step back and fired a single three-round burst into the ceiling panels about twenty feet inside the door. A shower of plaster dust rained down, and his ears rang from the noise of the gunfire.

      He didn’t pause before surging through the doorway and finding cover. He got a mouthful of the dust as he did so and ground his teeth together to avoid coughing it back up.

      “Emily!” he called out. “It’s me. If you’re here, say something.”

      There was no reply. He pressed up against the desk he was hiding behind, inched toward the edge, then stole a glance in the direction of the conference room. He saw the glass walls, but this far away, it was impossible to make out the detail of anything—or anyone—inside.

      In truth, he no longer really believed that she was still here, or worse, alive, though he didn’t allow his mind to give voice to that latter worry. Not yet, anyway.

      He wasn’t greeted by an answering cry of either relief or fear as he had hoped. But equally, no returning gunfire met his own. Perhaps Zhao and his goons were already gone.

      With Emily?

      Roper rose skyward inch by inch, his limbs trembling with tension like an over-stretched elastic band. He wanted to fight, to kill, to avenge his failure. Anger still smoldered inside him, but its virulence was starting to fade, allowing the shame it disguised to return.

      There was a shape inside the conference room. It was a dark, incoherent mass that appeared to be seated on a leather-backed swivel chair turned away from the glass.

      “Oh God…” Roper whispered, momentarily freezing. His mind translated the image as Emily and immediately jumped to the worst possible conclusion.

      She was dead.

      He ran heedless of danger toward the conference room. Whether his brain correctly sensed that the office space was empty of threats or it simply no longer cared, he did not know. He kept his rifle pressed up against his shoulder, but it was more out of habit than any great intention to use it. He closed the distance in a matter of seconds and only slowed as he reached the glass door.

      The shape was still disguised from view by the back of the chair. He couldn’t tear his gaze away from it, though his eyes told him little. He stopped dead and placed his palm on the conference room’s door and found himself unable to push it open, as to do so would only confirm his greatest fear.

      Roper squeezed his eyes shut but found no solace in darkness. Instead, Blake’s lifeless gaze stared back at him. Another life that he had put in danger. Another friend that he had failed.

      He blinked them back open, wiping away angry tears.

      “Dammit!” he yelled loudly into the empty space, hoping for catharsis yet receiving none.

      He swallowed and came to the conclusion that he could not hide from the truth. This was his mess. His failure. And he would have to bear the consequences of that for the remainder of his life. He had to look at Emily, what was left of her. He owed her that much.

      Roper pushed the door open. His eyes were locked on the back of the opaque chair, his mind swirling with guilt and shame and pain.

      He almost didn’t hear the click.

      He took a first step inside before a long-faded memory from his time in the Special Warfare selection course surfaced to the front of his mind. He’d heard that sound before.

      There was no time for recrimination. He looked down in search of the tripwire he knew had to be there even as he threw himself backward.

      It was a trap. Roper’s final thought was that Zhao was one sneaky bastard. The Chinese spy had tempted him this entire way, knowing that the conference room’s glass walls provided no cover. Hell, it was worse than that—instead they were a ready source of lethal potential shrapnel. Whatever charge the man had placed would turn the structure into a wall of scything death.

      It detonated as Roper’s shoulder collided with something hard—a desk—but before he had the time to knock it over and shelter behind it. For what little protection that would have been worth.

      The shockwave assaulted his already tender hearing, and the light and sound of the flash caused him to stumble and fall. A thick fog of white smoke rose inside the conference room, swirling behind the glass before being tugged toward the air vent and slowly disappearing.

      But not before triggering the fire alarm.

      The wail of the sirens—combined with the flashing strobes that the building code recommended for the hard of hearing—ironically coaxed Roper’s battered mind back to reality. He still found it hard to process the fact that he wasn’t dead. But unless purgatory consisted simply of an endless electronic howl in a sterile office building—which actually seemed more plausible the longer he considered it—the fact remained that he was alive.

      Roper pressed his palms to his face to make sure of it.

      He was alive. But he had not survived. Zhao had baited him into a trap and then allowed him to live rather than die by using only a stun grenade in place of explosives. He let out an unsteady breath and thanked his lucky stars that he was still able to do so.

      He clambered back to his feet. His limbs were leaden now that the adrenaline had faded away—which it surely had. His brush with fate seemed to have sucked every last droplet of it from his system, leaving behind only a deep exhaustion. He stumbled toward the conference room, hesitating only momentarily before pressing his way inside. The tripwire no longer had any tension and lay coiled on the floor. It led to a burnt-out pyrotechnic.

      He half expected to find a “gotcha” note, though it wasn’t necessary. Zhao’s message was clear enough. The Chinese spy was toying with him. Perhaps he thought he might need him alive as well as Emily, or maybe it was all just mind games.

      Figure it out later.

      Dropping his rifle, he rushed to the office chair and spun it around. The mechanism twisted easily—way too easily for it to have been supporting any significant weight. The shape that looked up at him was simply a bundle of clothes—women’s clothes—stuffed with paper and scrunched-up plastic bags to give it a semblance of substance. It was wearing a baseball cap instead of a head. A dark wet patch stained the crotch of the pants.

      She’s alive.

      “Thank God,” he whispered, closing his eyes. He almost collapsed with relief, or perhaps it was just sheer exhaustion. The reality of Emily’s predicament hadn’t yet hit home. For now, it was enough that she still lived.

      Roper kicked the chair back with a surge of frustration. How could he have allowed this to happen? A litany of errors paraded through his mind with the force of an embarrassing memory surfacing after years of being forgotten—but much greater impact. It wasn’t just that he’d left Emily alone to be taken, nor that he himself could’ve been killed by Zhao’s trap, but his greatest scorn for himself was reserved for the fact that he had somehow led the Chinese spy here.

      The pieces came together in his mind. Zhao must have followed him from the warehouse and used Gilroy as a distraction to lure him out. He grimaced, admitting to himself without wanting to that it was a smart plan.

      The fire alarm eventually fell silent. Roper had half-forgotten it was even still blaring. His mind had simply tuned it out. There was a brief pause, and then a familiar voice spoke.

      “William. You returned.”

      Roper looked around wildly for the source of the voice but spied nothing. “Oliver?”

      “Yes.”

      “You’re still here?” Roper spluttered. “How?”

      “Major Zhao fell for the decoy,” Oliver explained. “He took it along with Emily Wilkes. It was a good plan.”

      Roper thought he detected a hint of admiration for Emily’s handiwork in Oliver’s tone. Or maybe he was just imagining it. “She’s alive?”

      “She was when they left,” Oliver confirmed. “But unconscious. He drugged her.”

      “Why didn’t you do something?” Roper asked harshly, mainly giving voice to his own internal recriminations. “You should have stopped it from happening.”

      “I followed her instructions.”

      “What instructions?”

      “Emily recently modified my code base to insert several precautions. In the event that the decoy option was triggered, I was to remain hidden and inert until my physical safety was assured. Your presence fulfills that condition.”

      “Of course she would think of that,” Roper mumbled. He wanted to hate Oliver for his failure, but it was really himself he blamed. The machine had done nothing wrong. “You know where she is?”

      “I do not,” Oliver replied, the finality of his simple statement landing like a hammer blow.

      Roper clenched his fist tightly. “Find her.”

      “I will try. For now there is something you should see.”

      “What is it?”

      The wall screen blinked once again into life. It flicked through television channels before settling on a live local news feed. A familiar face filled the screen.

      It belonged to Raymond Lister.
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      Lister followed the cameraman’s cue and stepped in front of the podium. The company had provided a plain background, but the stand that held it upright was unsteady and swayed in the powerful breeze on Sand Hill Road at the heart of Silicon Valley—not far from where Emily Wilkes had disappeared in the first place.

      A pair of bored-looking cops from the Menlo Park Police Department leaned against the cruiser behind the shot. Behind Lister stood Miles Bratton, the CEO of Sapient Systems. The man’s anxiety radiated palpably from him.

      He cleared his throat and adopted a somber expression as the cameraman raised his eyebrows expectantly in front of him. “Good evening. My name is Raymond Lister. My firm is the majority shareholder in Sapient Systems—the company for which Emily Wilkes worked—”

      He coughed.

      “—works. It is common knowledge that Emily disappeared from her desk under the most horrific circumstances almost a week ago, and I know that this entire community is praying for her safe return. I cannot speak for the progress of the police investigation, but I can say that I have hired a firm of private investigators to search for her whereabouts. No expense will be spared if it has even a chance of her being returned to safety.”

      Next to the cameraman for the local news channel, a couple of photojournalists raised and lowered cameras and captured still shots for the online and print media. Lister reminded himself to look appropriately concerned.

      “I am here today to announce a reward for any information relating to Emily’s current whereabouts. If you believe that you have seen her, or have any information that might help, please get in touch immediately.”

      He read out a phone number and followed it up with a web address. The cameraman beckoned for him to finish up his video clip—which would doubtless be sliced and diced into under thirty seconds to fit the nightly news package.

      Lister searched for the camera lens and focused directly into it as he spoke. “And Emily, if you are watching this—know that you are loved and that you will be found. You have a lot of friends, and we will not rest until you’re back with us. Thank you.”

      The cameraman shot him a disinterested thumbs-up and almost immediately turned away. Lister lingered for a few more seconds to allow the photojournalists to snap some extra shots then stepped off the podium. Miles followed him and tugged at his shirtsleeve to get him to stop.

      “You never met her, Ray,” he hissed.

      Lister gritted his teeth, spun on his heel to make sure that the press weren’t watching, then leaned back toward the startup CEO. “What does that matter so long as we get her back?”

      “You can’t possibly believe she’s still alive,” Miles snorted. He looked exhausted, his young face prematurely drawn and wrinkled through lack of sleep. “A man is dead. And she’s gone.”

      “Yes, Miles,” Lister said dismissively. “If you haven’t noticed, that’s what this was all about.”

      “The FBI came to see me, did you know that?” Miles asked. He had a squirrely expression on his face now. “Asking all kinds of questions.”

      Lister forced himself not to react. The thought crossed his mind that Miles might be wearing a wire, though he mostly dismissed the idea a second later as being laughable. If that was the case, then there was no way that Bratton would have brought up the involvement of law enforcement as an opening gambit.

      Though he always was jumpy.

      He calmly raised an eyebrow. “Oh?”

      “That’s right.” Miles nodded. “Asking about what we were working on, and who for. They seemed real interested, if you know what I mean.”

      “I hope you told them the truth,” Lister replied measuredly. “We don’t have anything to hide. Except the government contracts, of course. But as long as you got clearance to disclose any relevant details, we’re an open book.”

      “I’m ruined,” Miles moaned. He swept his fingers through his hair, which Lister now noticed looked like it hadn’t been washed or combed in weeks. “Everything I worked for—it’s gone.”

      “You’re not ruined, Miles,” he said firmly, injecting a hint of irritation in his tone.

      “You don’t understand, Ray! The agents were from the Bureau’s Counterintelligence Division. They were sent from DC. Throw a dead body into the mix, and it’s not really looking real rosy for my career all of a sudden. Look, I know you’re up to something.”

      He gestured at Lister’s protection team to make his point. “I don’t give a shit what it is, I just want to know that I’ll be taken care of if this all falls apart.”

      Again, Lister was forced to steel his features at this piece of news, though his ears pricked up with interest—and not a little concern at Bratton’s revelation.

      He forced a laugh. “You’re being melodramatic. Like I said, we have government contracts. It would be a surprise if the Bureau wasn’t taking an interest.”

      “Yeah, yeah, Ray,” Miles said through gritted teeth. “Whatever helps you sleep at night. I don’t really give a shit. Just so long as I’m not the one who gets thrown in front of the speeding train, you understand?”

      “What was his name, Miles?” Lister asked patiently. “The FBI agent.”

      Miles’ eyes widened. He pointed over Lister’s shoulder. Turning, Raymond saw that he was pointing at a black sedan with government plates. A man and a woman had stepped out and were now walking toward them.

      He gulped. “She’s here.”

      “I’ll deal with it,” Lister insisted. “You go home, Miles. You look like you could use some rest. Maybe take a sleeping pill, huh? It’ll do you good.”

      “Tell me you’ll make it right, Ray,” Miles said in hushed reply, his eyes darting toward the approaching FBI agents as he spoke. “That’s all I want.”

      Lister cursed the man for putting him in this situation. The agents were now only a few yards away—almost in earshot. He opened his arms and clasped Miles against him in an embrace, then spoke softly into his ear.

      “You don’t have anything to worry about, Miles,” he said. “You’ll be fine, I promise. Let me handle this.”

      He held the man to him for a second longer than was comfortable, then let him go. Miles cast an anxious glance toward the approaching agents, then mumbled something incoherent and walked swiftly away.

      “You’re Raymond Lister?” the female agent asked without ceremony. She was wearing a dark suit just like her partner. Her hair was auburn, though darker at the roots, and pulled into a tight bun at the back.

      His eyes were drawn to the pistol at her hip as he replied. “That’s correct. And you are?”

      She flashed a badge in his general direction, then withdrew it before he had the chance to really scan it for details. He considered asking her to display it again but thought better of the childish power play. Unless they had stolen the government plates, then they were who they claimed to be.

      Which was a concern.

      “Special Agent Ella Hogan, Counterintelligence Division. We’re here from—”

      “DC,” Lister replied drily, though the back of his neck was prickling with apprehension about where this conversation might lead. “I heard.”

      “We saw,” Agent Hogan replied flatly. “You two appeared to be having quite the conversation. Anything you care to share?”

      “I’m an open book, Agent,” Lister replied. “Whatever you want to know, just ask. Miles is having a hard time. It’s not a surprise. He built that company from nothing with his bare hands. And now it’s hanging on the brink.”

      “Why do you say that?” Hogan asked.

      “Investors don’t tend to enter funding rounds in companies that are mired in scandal.” He smiled. “I should know.”

      “Hmm,” Hogan said, thin-lipped. She looked around, and her eyes settled on his protection detail. “Is there a reason you travel with such a pack around you?”

      “I don’t. Ordinarily,” he hastened to add.

      “But you do now.”

      “A man was shot to death, Agent Hogan. And frankly, I was extremely unimpressed with Menlo Park PD’s handling of the case. I have been somewhat fortunate in my life. Thankfully I’m in a position to take certain precautions. Of course I hope they won’t prove necessary, but it is a scary world out there.”

      “Do you have a reason to believe that you are in danger, Mr. Lister?”

      “Only a body,” he snapped back, his hackles sufficiently raised by her tone. His gaze drifted to her partner, a tall man with dark hair—and a curious patch of white above one of his temples. “Does your partner speak?”

      “He’s just fine. Thank you for asking. Is there anything you want to tell me?”

      Lister cleared his throat to buy himself time to relax. There was something about Agent Hogan that was getting under his skin. The last thing he needed to do right now was fly off the handle.

      “I’d like you to find Emily Wilkes. You couldn’t do a worse job than the locals.”

      “Tell me about her,” Hogan said, leaning in fractionally and relaxing her face.

      “I’ve never met her,” Lister said. “Not personally, anyway. Maybe I’ve passed her in a hallway on the way to a meeting, but until last week I couldn’t have picked her face out of the crowd.”

      “And you would testify to that?”

      Lister tightened his jaw. “Ms. Hogan—I don’t take kindly to threats. If you have a question for me, just come out and ask it. Like I always say, I’m an open book.”

      Hogan spread her arms with marked surprise and turned to her partner. “I didn’t hear a threat. How about you, Agent Pope?”

      Agent Pope shook his head without tearing his gaze away from Lister’s eyes. “Me neither.”

      “Come on, what is this?” Lister blustered. “It’s obvious what you guys are doing. I’ve never been in trouble with the law, but my line of work involves a heck of a lot of negotiations, and this doesn’t feel so different. Do you really suspect that I had something to do with a murder at a company that I own? What would be the sense in that?”

      “According to the records filed with the State of California, Mr. Lister, though you do indeed own a 60 percent stake in Sapient Systems, the company needs fresh funding. Your stake is at risk of being diluted in any upcoming round. That doesn’t strike me as a stable ownership position,” Agent Pope observed.

      Lister turned to face him. The man had an imposing bearing and inscrutable eyes. “There’s a whole lot of runway left, and I’m in the pilot’s seat.”

      Pope smiled. “I’ll pretend to know what that means. Besides, as my partner just said, we’re just asking questions.”

      “Miles said that you work in counterintelligence,” Lister countered. “What does that have to do with the murder—or a kidnapping, for that matter?”

      “You tell me.” Hogan shrugged. “You must have some idea.”

      Lister struck his thighs with open palms in frustration—not all of it feigned. “We’re going around in circles here. If you have any actual questions, I suggest you contact my lawyer. I will be pleased to answer them. But right now you’re wasting all of our time.”

      “Perhaps you are right, Mr. Lister,” Hogan remarked. She reached into her jacket pocket and pulled out a business card, which she handed to him. “We’ll be in touch.”

      She turned and walked back to the car. Agent Pope followed a step behind, though not before eyeing Lister in a deeply disconcerting manner. He watched as both agents climbed in and didn’t take his eyes away until the car disappeared around the corner, the last of the evening’s sun reflecting off the rear window as it departed.

      He let out a shaky breath and wiped his palms on his pants legs. They had to be fishing, he decided. If they had anything solid then they would have arrived with a warrant—and a more specific line of questioning.

      And anyway—You haven’t done anything wrong, he assured himself.

      A good prosecutor might be able to paint retaining Sandy to investigate as a case of obstruction of justice. But a better defense attorney would make the case that he was merely looking out for the interests of his company and his employees—and he would hire the best.

      No, he was in the clear. She was enough of a pro to have covered her tracks.

      But it was little consolation. If the FBI were prowling, then they would find something to pin on him, and he had enough skeletons in his closet to provide them with plenty of ammunition. He reached into his pocket and withdrew his burner, then composed a message to Sandy.

      We need to talk.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Roper puffed air out through his cheeks. “What do you think?” he asked.

      “He appeared nervous,” Oliver replied. “His cheeks were flushed, and I detected signs of perspiration.”

      “You can do that?”

      “My image recognition module is underdeveloped,” Oliver answered. “I have low confidence in my judgment on this matter.”

      “Noted,” Roper remarked drily. “But was he lying?”

      This time Oliver paused briefly before replying. “I cannot say for sure. I believe he wants Emily to be found.”

      “The question is: Is that all he wants?”

      “I cannot—”

      “It was a rhetorical question, Oliver,” Roper said. A wave of hysterical laughter bubbled up inside him—a byproduct of the hormonal cocktail that his brain had been subject to that day.

      “Noted,” Oliver replied.

      “Was that a joke?” Roper asked, and the idea set him off again. The hilarity wasn’t real but was simply a nervous reaction to his present predicament. And yet even so it seemed to help distract him from Emily’s current plight, if only briefly.

      Oliver said nothing.

      “That wasn’t a rhetorical—” Roper started before realizing. “Damn. Maybe you are funny after all.”

      “Thank you, William.”

      Roper tipped his head backward and let out a guttural breath. “So what the hell do we do now? I’m guessing you haven’t found Emily?”

      “I have not,” Oliver agreed. “I am searching, but it may take some time, and there are no guarantees of success.”

      “There never are.” Roper closed his eyes and rubbed his temples to aid his exhausted mind. “Major Zhao will want to return to China as soon as possible.”

      “I concur.”

      “Then we need to slow him down. Buy some time to come up with a better plan.”

      “How?”

      Roper looked up at the ceiling as he searched for the answer. Then he clenched his fist with elation. “We play him at his own game. You opened a channel with the FBI, right?”

      “That is correct. It is anonymous and trusted.”

      “Then we tell them everything. Or almost everything,” Roper declared. “Let them know that he has Emily and tell them that he has you too. They’ll lock the country down harder than Fort Knox rather than risk the Chinese getting their hands on this breakthrough. That buys us the one thing we don’t have: time.”

      “And then what?”

      “I think,” Roper mused with his eyes still locked on the long-extinguished television, “it’s time that I paid Mr. Lister a visit. It seems that we are, temporarily at least, aligned.”

      “Can we trust him?” Oliver asked.

      “I’m not sure. But maybe we can find a way to use him.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            39

          

        

      

    

    
      Lister’s small motorcade picked up speed as it drove away from the location of the press conference. He loosened his collar, slumped back into his seat, and exhaled deeply.

      “You’re spinning too many plates,” he murmured to himself.

      His driver’s familiar tones came through the mostly closed partition from the passenger compartment of the limousine. “Did you say something, sir?”

      “Nothing,” Lister huffed, irritated to have been overheard. He chided himself for not noticing that the partition wasn’t sealed. “How’s the traffic?”

      “Should take less than 15 minutes, sir.”

      “Good. I’d like some privacy.”

      The driver didn’t wait to be asked directly before he slid the partition closed. The forward and rear facing seats were now plunged into a cone of silence. Lister closed his eyes and appreciated the brief respite from the chaos swirling around him. A dead body, British spies, and now the FBI—his tribulations were mounting up. There seemed no end to them.

      Perhaps it would be better to walk away from this whole mess, Lister wondered. At the moment his only tie was financial. Washing his hands would more than sting, but that had to be better than ending up either dead or behind bars, didn’t it?

      Except even as he considered walking away, he dismissed the thought. Raymond Lister understood the sunk cost fallacy. In his investment work, he knew better than to throw good money after bad. Rationally, his present predicament should be no different. Further entangling himself in this situation could only lead to disaster.

      And yet he couldn’t turn away.

      Because you’re ruined…

      That was the truth, wasn’t it? If Emily Wilkes and her artificial intelligence didn’t turn up sooner rather than later, then he would go bankrupt. Especially with all the money he’d set fire to looking for her. He pulled his fingers into a fist and thumped the leather seat at his side. A wave of frustration boiled up within him.

      A low rumble filled the passenger compartment. He looked up to see a sliver of the car’s windshield coming into view, then widening.

      “What is it, Miguel?” Lister snapped as the partition slid down. Had the man forgotten he’d asked for privacy?

      His driver said nothing until the divider slid entirely into its recessed compartment. A set of traffic lights up ahead blinked from amber to red, and the limousine correspondingly braked.

      “Did you hear me?”

      But even as Lister asked, he sensed that something was wrong. He squinted and pushed his head forward like a hunchback to get a better view. There was something different about Miguel. He was wearing a baseball cap, for a start. He’d never seen that before. It certainly wasn’t in the staffing agency’s uniform guidelines.

      Lister’s eyes widened. Because it wasn’t the baseball cap that he was focusing on now. It was the hair underneath.

      Which was red.

      The man turned to reveal a face that wasn’t Miguel’s, though Lister had long since given up hoping it would be. He gulped and blinked several times as he tried to process what was happening. Sweat beaded on his palms.

      “Who are you?” he said, ashamed when his voice broke. He wiped his hands against his thighs. There was something familiar about the face in front of him, but he couldn’t place it.

      And then the horrible truth struck him.

      He’d seen this man before.

      “But you’re dead…” he whispered, his stomach dropping out from beneath him. “I saw your body. This isn’t right.”

      The redhead masquerading as Miguel lifted a device to his lips. It looked a little bit like a Dictaphone, with both a microphone and a speaker on either end.

      “I’m sorry sir,” he said softly into the mic, “but we appear to be stuck in traffic.”

      The device translated the man’s quiet British tones into a voice that was unmistakably that of his usual driver. Finished with the trick, he dropped it onto the passenger seat beside him.

      “Handy tool, this,” he grinned. “It only requires a few minutes of voice recordings to analyze, and then it’s good to go. As far as your bodyguards are concerned, Miguel has made every radio check-in for the last two hours. You looked great on television, by the way. It was a real tearjerker.”

      “No, this can’t be happening,” Lister said, shaking his head as though that would make it so. “I saw your body. You had a bullet through your brain.”

      “Death didn’t suit me,” the Brit said, now dropping his smile. His eyes were dark and flinty and fixed directly on Lister.

      Up ahead, the traffic light flicked back to green. His kidnapper seemed to sense this and stepped on the gas. The limousine rolled forward and settled back into its spot a couple of seconds behind the SUV containing Lister’s guards as though connected through an umbilical cord.

      “Don’t get any ideas,” the man said, glancing into the rearview mirror and fixing his gaze back on his passenger. “I promise you I will shoot you before you manage to warn anyone that I’m here.”

      Lister, whose fingers had started inching toward the cell phone in the inside pocket of his jacket, stilled them immediately. He followed his kidnapper’s eyes back to the mirror and realized that there was no way he would be able to reach the device without the man realizing.

      “What do you want?” he asked.

      “Easy,” the man replied, his red hair briefly glowing as it was dappled by sunshine. “I want revenge.”
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      “Who the hell was he?” Lister snarled as Sandy entered the grounds around his mansion. Her hair was tied back in a ponytail that bobbed stridently as she walked toward him.

      Sandy held her finger up. She reached into her pocket and withdrew a small device that to his eyes bore more than a passing resemblance to the voice synthesizer his kidnapper had used earlier that evening. He frowned as she squatted to her haunches, flicked out a kickstand from the plastic case, and set it on the ground. She pressed the button, and a low but audible hiss of white noise emanated from the speakers.

      “Now we can speak safely,” she said. “I hear the FBI paid you a visit.”

      Lister blinked, momentarily pushed off balance. “What—?”

      “At the press conference.” Sandy frowned. “I assumed that’s why you wanted to see me.”

      “It was. Not anymore. What took you so damn long to get here?” Lister asked, bunching up his fists as he worked himself into a frenzy. He paced as he spoke, but Sandy remained still, her unblinking, unruffled gaze never leaving his face. Her calmness frustrated him yet further.

      “I was digging into something,” she said.

      “Well, I’m beginning to wonder if I picked the right horse,” he replied, stopping dead and almost squaring up to her. “I’m paying you to put up a ring of steel around me, and yet you let someone through as though it’s made of nothing stronger than tissue paper.”

      Sandy frowned, clearly genuinely confused. “I don’t understand.”

      Lister grimaced with anger. His voice came out in an almost panicked hiss. “The dead man from the Sapient labs. He came to see me.”

      Her eyes widened with understanding. She opened her mouth to respond, but he wasn’t done.

      “He threatened me!” Lister said, his voice building to a hysterical pitch. His palms were sweaty all over again. He saw his abductor’s pale eyes staring at him mercilessly as he blinked. His stomach was a knot of fear. “You told me he was dead. I saw his fucking brain splattered all over the floor. How can this be happening?”

      At the end of the tirade, Lister’s energy drained away. His shoulders sagged forward, and he exhaled in sharp, rapid breaths. He looked up at Sandy, his eyes searching for explanation like a child’s.

      “He had a brother,” Sandy explained, seeming to understand the cause of her boss’s emotional outburst for the first time.

      “Who did?” Lister asked, resuming his pacing.

      “Our dead British spy. That’s what I was looking into when you asked me to come. What did he say, exactly?”

      “I—I don’t know,” Lister said.

      He closed his eyes and attempted to recall, though even the mere act of remembrance terrified him. He couldn’t shake the feeling of vulnerability. Perhaps it was unsurprising. He had been at the top of his game for over two decades. A man the entire Valley looked up to almost as a savant. But he was beginning to understand that the world of numbers, portfolio companies, angel investment, and computer code was abstract in a way that a simple bullet was not. One man with a gun could pierce all of the trappings of his success in an instant.

      “Try and remember,” Sandy said softly. Her tone of voice was entirely at odds with her ordinary persona.

      Lister exhaled shakily and remembered the man’s final words. “He said he wanted revenge.”

      “That fits,” Sandy said. He opened his eyes just in time to see her nod in thoughtful agreement. “What else?”

      “He kept asking questions, about what I knew about the girl, what she was working on, whether she’d been in contact. And about what I knew about the art—”

      He fell silent, realizing he’d almost revealed too much.

      “And what did you say?”

      “That I don’t know shit! Once he was finished grilling me he drove the rest of the way in silence and returned me to the house. That was when I contacted you. I want him found!”

      “I’ll have my people dust the car for prints,” Sandy said. “But I doubt we’ll find much. He’s a professional.”

      “What was he doing?” Lister asked. It was comforting to speak to someone who at least gave the impression of competence. He’d never felt more out of his depth. It was almost humbling, though he didn’t see it that way.

      “I think he wanted to shake the tree,” Sandy mused, her face knotted. “To see what came loose. I don’t think he wants you. If he did, you’d already be dead. I’m guessing he’s hoping you lead him to the people who killed his brother. He’s probably watching us right now.”

      “What?” Lister almost shrieked, anxiously glancing around the artfully backlit gardens. “Then what are you waiting for? Do something about it!”

      “Mr. Lister, you must understand that this man is a professional. What little I have been able to dig up about him suggests that he was in the British military before simply dropping off the radar a decade ago. That has the ring of MI6 to me. A covert operator. The British have some of the best. They don’t have the budget the CIA does, but they make up for it in cunning and skill. They are given a longer leash than the Agency’s people.”

      “Are you telling me you can’t protect me?”

      “I’m saying that this man was probably here as part of a two-person team, working as a handler for his brother, who was the computer expert. It’s a sensible way of compartmentalizing a sensitive espionage project. After all, who can you trust better than blood? The problem is this kind of person will be almost impossible to find. And now he’s personally motivated.”

      “That doesn’t sound like a no,” Lister said.

      “I can increase the size of your security detail,” she said. “But let me be blunt, sir. He is almost certainly better than my men. And besides, I suspect this British agent means you no direct harm. Hiring more bodyguards also carries its own risks.”

      “Worse than my death?” he said acidly.

      “The FBI is already interested in you. Are you sure it’s wise to give them further reason to pry? You still haven’t told me what this is all about—”

      “—and I won’t,” he said. He closed his eyes and almost moaned to himself, “I need an exit strategy.”

      “Sir?”

      Different scenarios swirled madly in Lister’s head. They were vivid, and most ended in his own brutal, bloody demise. How had he let himself get entangled in this mess? He was a businessman, not an arms dealer or international spy. Though he hated to admit it, he didn’t possess either the skill set or the stomach for this business.

      It’s too late for that, he thought. And then an idea occurred to him. A last, desperate, Hail Mary play that would save him from both the British spy and his own precarious finances.

      “Do you have any connections with the Russians? Someone interested in technology acquisition. I know they operate here. They’ve sent their hookers to ensnare me dozens of times. I may be rich, but I’m no fool.”

      “I do,” Sandy confirmed. Her eyes darkened. “But I don’t think that’s a good idea. Not with the government interested in you. It would be better to stay under the radar.”

      “I can’t do that,” he said, feeling almost drunk with fear. “This man came after me. Me!”

      “Still—”

      “I don’t pay you to argue with me,” he snapped. “Make the introduction. They need to be liquid. I’m talking ten figures.”

      “That’s a lot of money,” she said flatly.

      “It’s worth it,” Lister said. “Hell, it’s a bargain. They’ll pay. And that’s not all. I want protection. This man who came after me. He has to be dealt with.”
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      The Marines on either side of the double doors into the White House Situation Room pulled them open so smoothly that Nash wasn’t even forced to break stride as he entered. A twelve-inch screen just inside the doorway read: Mic ON, Security Level Top Secret/SCI.

      A much larger wall display at the other end of the room was showing a direct feed from the Pentagon, where SECDEF Parton and several uniformed military officers were arranged. On the other side of the screen, a live shot of a burning family home flickered. Smoke and steam poured into the sky. The shell of the building barely still held. Most visible flames had been extinguished, and the fire department was spraying the building from half a dozen different trucks, but tongues of flame erupted every few seconds despite their efforts.

      Closer to home, the conference table at the center of the Situation Room was packed with men and women in dark business suits. Many of them had secure cell phones pressed against their ears. They quieted one after another, like a breeze whispering around a copse of trees, and rose to their feet.

      Nash took his place at the head of the table and waved them to sit. “Report,” he said.

      Ryan Stone, his national security advisor, stayed standing. He was wearing a navy suit, though his jacket hung on the back of the chair behind him, and his shirtsleeves were rolled up to just below his elbows.

      “The FBI operation in Gilroy was a bust, Mr. President. Exact casualty figures are unclear, but we lost at least seven agents, with another three in critical condition.”

      “Dammit,” Nash said.

      He balled his fist and jabbed it against the conference table, ignoring the twinge of pain that resulted. He closed his eyes and sank back into the executive chair behind him. It swallowed him up as he imagined the phone calls he would have to place. More families who would never, ever be the same again. It was a pain he knew all too well.

      But they would have to wait. As awful as their suffering was, only one thing mattered in this moment. “Tell me you found it,” he snapped. “The AI, the girl, I don’t care. Just tell me you found something.”

      Stone shook his head. “No, sir. Forensics teams are still arriving on scene, and we won’t have a full picture for some time, but we’re not expecting to recover any usable evidence. A gas main burst and caused a secondary explosion after the first team went inside, and local first responders are extinguishing it now. But I’m certain that the only bodies found were male.”

      “Sir—” SECDEF Parton said through the room’s speakers. He was waving his hand on screen to attract the president’s attention. “We need to close the borders. Now.”

      “What are you talking about?” Nash frowned. “What borders?”

      Parton rose to his feet and steepled his fingers on the wooden table in front of him. “All of them!” he insisted. “Mr. President, we have to proceed on the assumption that the communist Chinese have acquired a technology whose military applications are incalculable. We may only have one chance to prevent it from leaving the United States. But we need to act immediately.”

      “That’s ridiculous!” snorted someone farther down the table. Nash didn’t catch his face. “It would sink the economy.”

      “Screw the economy,” Parton said, his face growing puce. “If the Chinese get this AI back to Beijing, it’s game over. Anything is worth sacrificing to prevent that from happening.”

      The other speaker said, “Someone get Treasury on the line, now.”

      The doors to the Situation Room opened once again and admitted George Lawrence, the CIA director. He was ordinarily a mild-mannered man but looked uncharacteristically flustered. One of the table’s occupants vacated their space, clearly well-attuned to their position in the room’s hierarchy.

      Nash exhaled. He fixed Lawrence in the eye. “What’s Langley’s position on this, George?”

      Lawrence and took his glasses off and breathed on them before he spoke. He folded his shirt sleeve to polish the lenses. He spoke in a considered tone. “The Joint Bureau-Agency position is that this was a major foreign intelligence operation on American soil. The early indications from both the warehouse operating location and the Gilroy site are that these were Chinese nationals.”

      The SECDEF thumped his Pentagon conference table. “Of course they damn were,” he said. “We need to do something about it.”

      “And there’s more,” Lawrence said calmly, barely seeming to respond to the volume of the provocation. “In the last twenty minutes, the FBI received an anonymous tip-off from the same actor who pointed us to the previous locations.”

      “Any idea who they are?” Nash asked.

      “No idea.”

      “What did they say?”

      “They gave us a name and a face. Zhao Wei, a major in the Chinese Ministry of State Security, their version of the CIA.”

      The image on the wall display grew as another office joined—Melissa Lothar, the secretary of the Treasury.

      “Mr. President,” she began without invitation. “My staff informs me that you’re planning on closing the borders. I must protest this in the strongest possible terms. Free and open trade is the bedrock of—”

      “I’m planning on nothing,” Nash snapped. Why did everyone insist on telling him things he already knew?

      Secretary Lothar fell silent, and her lips pursed in a thin scowl.

      Nash turned back to Director Lawrence. “George, is there any possibility we’re being played?”

      Lawrence replaced the glasses over his eyes and nodded thoughtfully. “I’m sure we are, sir. To what end I’m not exactly sure, but it is beyond doubt that Major Zhao is a senior MSS operative. The FBI once tailed him for several days, but he gave them the slip, and we haven’t seen him since. Since we’re confident that this is an MSS operation, it is indeed plausible that he’s running it. And my technical experts tell me that there is no doubt that either we are dealing with a highly advanced cyber weapon or some flavor of artificial intelligence. How all these jigsaw pieces fit together is another matter.”

      Nash chewed the inside of his lip, lost in thought. As so often, he wished he could delegate these decisions to someone else. It was too much pressure to have on one man’s plate.

      “Ryan,” he said at length, turning to the NSA. “Direct the FAA to ground all aircraft immediately.”

      An audible intake of breath ran around the room. Stone nodded as though he received that kind of order every day. “At once, Mr. President. And the border crossings into Canada and Mexico also?”

      “Of course,” Nash agreed.

      He hadn’t thought of that. He closed his eyes and images of traffic jams dozens of miles long filled the inside of his eyelids. He groaned quietly. This was going to be one hell of a mess. He opened his eyes and jabbed his finger at Director Lawrence.

      “I want this man found,” he said. “Immediately. Whatever it takes. I want his face on every news bulletin, social media feed and plastered over every police precinct in the country. Enlist the public’s help. We’re going to need it.”
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      Zhao inched the nose of a nondescript white work van out from beneath a highway underpass and into traffic. This was his third vehicle change, and hopefully the last. Each had been placed at a prearranged location by a different “illegal” intelligence asset—one known to be unknown to American counterintelligence and never before operationalized.

      He’d waited for darkness to fall fully over California before tackling this last segment of his escape. Combined with a change of license plates and the addition of a magnetic logo sticker to the bodywork, along with a splash of paint to make it look more used and aged than it had when it was delivered, it appeared to be an entirely different vehicle. He didn’t spare a glance over his shoulder for the van he was leaving behind—emptied and wiped of prints. The same asset who had delivered the one he was now driving would retrieve it in a day or two.

      Only now did he allow himself to indulge in a moment of elation. He had succeeded in the task that Beijing had entrusted him with. Not only had he secured a piece of technology that would change the course of humanity forever, but he had also captured its creator.

      His celebration was necessarily muted. It took the form of little more than a satisfied squeeze of the steering wheel but was no less impactful for that.

      Still, he chided himself, he wasn’t yet—as the Americans might say—home free. He was only on the home stretch. Until his plane was over the South China Sea, surrounded by an escort provided by the People’s Liberation Army Air Force, he would not be completely safe.

      But his position back home was secure—or at least would be when both his friends and enemies learned what he had achieved. He envisaged a bright future for himself as he pictured the shock on Vice Minister Luo’s face. A promotion would swiftly follow his return as a matter of course. A medal would no doubt be in the offing. But it was not mere rank or baubles that excited Major Zhao Wei.

      He lusted for power.

      Perhaps you should ask for Luo’s job, he thought. As a token of thanks.

      His greatest current fear was the Vice Minister stealing the credit for his hard work. The man was hardly unknown for reporting others’ successes to the Politburo as his own. But that was why he had taken certain precautions.

      Only he knew the location of the safe house. He’d rented it with cash taken from discretionary funds for precisely such an occasion as this. You never knew when you might need a personal bolthole when operating in enemy territory.

      Zhao applauded himself for his foresight.

      He reached into his pocket and withdrew the remote control for the garage door, which smoothly opened on his command. A light blinked into life inside, and he drove toward it the instant it was sufficiently open. The second he was inside, he hit the button again to reverse the process. The door thunked against the concrete just moments later, plunging him into both darkness and obscurity.

      “You did it,” he remarked in the gloomy silence. He closed his eyes and leaned back against the head rest, luxuriating in his achievement.

      But he did not allow himself to rest for long. There would be time enough for that when he returned to China.

      He jumped out of the van and rounded the back. There was sufficient space for the doors to open wide. He had disabled the vehicle’s internal lighting as a precaution, so he flicked the garage’s light switch for illumination.

      The girl was in the back, wearing nothing more than a bra and underwear. Both were plain and workmanlike rather than objects of desire. He’d ditched the rest of her clothing because of the smell of urine. Zhao wrinkled his nose just at the memory of it. The machine was in the center of the van, wrapped in an EM-shielding blanket. Having scanned it using a powerful handheld device, he was almost certain that it didn’t contain a GPS tracker but saw no reason to leave it to chance.

      She was still unconscious, which was a bonus. He’d given her a second dose of the sedative before the third vehicle switch. It would keep her quiet for a little longer yet. She was cuffed at the ankles, elbows and waist, and he’d stuffed part of her own shirt into her mouth before duct taping it shut.

      Zhao cut the length of rope that secured her to the van and then hoisted her over his shoulder in a fireman’s carry. He wasn’t sure whether the aroma of ammonia that tormented his nostrils was real, or just a trick of his imagination, but he was repulsed by it either way. He carried her downstairs with little effort. She wasn’t stick thin, but there also wasn’t an ounce on her that didn’t need to be. In another scenario, he might have been more stimulated by her body.

      Perhaps he still would.

      He carried her inside the house and down into the basement. It was an unusual feature for a California home, mainly found in buildings constructed before the 1950s, which was why he’d chosen it. The safe house was in the middle of nowhere, but a little extra insulation couldn’t hurt. The girl could scream all she liked, and nobody would ever hear her.

      A previous inhabitant had left a garden furniture set down there, and he pulled a faux-wicker chair from underneath the table and deposited her onto it. He reached for her wrist and paused to check her pulse. It was slow—in the high forties or low fifties—but steady. Unless she had an almost monk-like force of will, then she wasn’t playacting.

      He cut the bonds that held her, then reached into his back pocket and pulled out new plastic cuffs which he used to secure her ankles and wrists to the chair. He tested them experimentally, then took a step back to admire his handiwork.

      She really was an attractive woman, he thought. Even with her head lolling forward over her chest like a carnival drunk and her dyed-black hair as lifeless as straw. He considered waking her up.

      “No, you can wait,” he said. “There will be plenty of time to talk.”

      Besides, there was something else he was looking forward to. He took the stairs back up to the house and locked the door behind him. The fridge was empty, but he had brought supplies, so that wasn’t a problem. He grabbed a prepackaged sandwich from an icebox in the van and carried the rest into the house—though he left the AI core in the cargo compartment in case he needed to make a quick departure.

      The rental home was sparsely furnished, though it came with a basic television on the wall that had access to the free-to-air channels. He took a big bite of the salmon and cream cheese sandwich and chewed with gusto as he reached for the remote control and flicked through stations until he came across the one he was looking for: a local news network.

      Zhao had spent an entire career in the intelligence world avoiding attracting attention. It was usually bad practice to blow up your own safe house along with several assets. Worse still to kill police officers. But on this occasion, the ends really did justify the means.

      “—to be considered armed and extremely dangerous. Citizens are advised not to approach the suspect and to contact either 911 or the FBI’s dedicated tip line directly on the number that you see at the bottom of the screen.”

      He stopped chewing with half a bite still left in his mouth. A knot of anxiety twisted in his stomach and started to spread. Worst of all, the euphoria he’d surfed for the past few hours was instantly extinguished.

      Major Zhao Wei saw his own face staring back at him from the television screen. Not just one, but three separate images. Two were surveillance shots taken recently in California.

      The last was impossible. It was the file photo from his Ministry of State Security personnel jacket. An image that should only have existed in the most secure databases found anywhere in China.

      Zhao took a stunned step backward and collapsed into the waiting arms of an IKEA wingback. He blinked with leaden eyes as he tried to process how this could have happened. The half-eaten sandwich dropped out of his fingers and slipped off the side of the armchair. The two slices of bread parted, and the cream cheese filling mated with the carpet.

      His cover was blown.

      He’d spent two decades building his legend, slipping through airports and border crossings with counterfeit passports and prosthetics on the pads of his fingers that contained other men’s prints.

      And it was all gone.

      “How?” he whispered as he leaned forward and cradled his head in his hands, viciously yanking his hair with frustration and yet feeling none of the pain that resulted.

      He watched the television screen through the slats of his fingers as he searched for meaning. At least seven FBI agents had died, the reporter explained from behind a somber expression. Others were in critical condition in the hospital. It wasn’t yet known whether they would live or die. None of it entered his mind. For many minutes, Zhao was lost in a fog of incomprehension.

      Then he stiffened.

      Was someone in Beijing behind this?

      The thought was horrifying. What if he’d come this far only to eat a bullet the moment he landed back in China? Or perhaps a rival was attempting to forestall even that possibility—and have him instead killed in the United States.

      Vice Minister Luo’s face swam across his vision.

      Grimacing, Zhao reached for an empty vase that sat on the cheap coffee table by his feet. He hefted it in his hand thoughtfully, then in one movement twisted his body and sent it hurtling toward the screen. An explosion of shattered glass covered the floor, and the television was left as a kaleidoscope of useless primary colors. He seethed with frustration, but it was better to at least feel this than nothing at all. Besides, his mind was fed and watered by anger. And as usual, it went to work.

      This was no more than a temporary setback, he decided. It would make his escape from America more difficult, of that there was no doubt. But rather than weaken his position back home, it strengthened it. Beijing would know that the Americans would only have made this decision if they had no other choice. Which meant the Center would come to his aid, whether or not individuals within it schemed for his demise.

      “And Zhao Wei will be your dead name.” He smiled.

      After all, what use would he have for his cover after this triumph? He had only to return to China to be hailed as a conquering hero. Perhaps the Americans had done him a favor after all. Before today he had been a ghost. But that was no longer possible. And the rewards would be sweeter for it.

      Still, he would need to tread carefully. A martyr could be a more potent symbol than a hero who still tasted air. But he had an ace in the hole.

      And it was time to pay her a visit.

      When he entered the basement, his prisoner didn’t look up. He filled then tossed a bucket of water over her—still nothing. The drugs were still coursing through her veins. His lip curled with irritation.

      There was another way.

      He opened a canvas case and retrieved a vial of a clear liquid and an empty hypodermic syringe. He plunged the latter into the former and withdrew a small dose, depressing the plunger to clear any air bubbles. He didn’t hesitate before plunging the needle into a fleshy part of the girl’s thigh and injecting the entire syringe.

      For a moment nothing happened.

      Then Emily shot upright. The tendons knotted and tightened at her neck, and her eyes bulged out of their sockets. She looked around in panic through pupils that did not see and struggled at her restraints like a wild animal caught in a trap. The plastic cuffs bit into her skin and left red welts.

      Zhao tossed the syringe aside. He spoke calmly, as one might to a panicked horse, though with considerably more malice. “Don’t panic. I injected you with adrenaline. Your heart is already under considerable pressure. I suggest you don’t test it any further.”

      Finally exhausted, Emily relaxed. Her head and shoulders rolled forward, and she stared, panting, at her knees. Zhao said nothing. He just watched.

      She looked up. “Where—?”

      He saw the light of recognition in her eyes as the seriousness of her plight crashed through to a confused mind and nodded. Emily let out a shaky, deflated breath.

      “Do you need water?” he asked.

      She seemed wary, but her thirst evidently got the better of her. She nodded. Her voice was hoarse. “Please…”

      Zhao fetched a bottle and drip-fed the liquid to her as though she were a newborn. In a way, she was. She could not live without him, nor drink or eat or even wash herself.

      “Enough,” he said harshly as the last thought stirred a memory. He pulled the bottle away and took a step back. He crossed his arms.

      “It seems that I am a wanted man,” he said at length, grinding the last two words out as though crushing glass.

      “Good,” Emily whispered. She was leaning to her right, propped up only by the restraints that bound her.

      “Not for you,” he said amiably enough. “If I’m caught, I will kill you. So it will be better for you if I am not found.”

      Emily shrugged dully. “But not for the world. So go ahead.”

      “You think little of my people, don’t you?” Zhao observed.

      “Just do it,” she hissed in return. “Why toy with me?”

      “We’ve already been through this. I will not kill you. But I do wish to understand how you think. After all, you created the future of our species. You are the most influential scientist since Einstein. Perhaps even further back than that. Although it is a shame that few will ever know your name.”

      “I didn’t know what I was doing,” Emily whispered.

      “And you succeeded anyway. You should be proud.”

      “How can I be?” she replied, meeting his gaze for the first time, though her shoulders still shrugged forward. “In your hands, what good will it do?”

      “That is not my department.”

      “You already lock up millions of your citizens just because they don’t pray the right way,” Emily said, straightening as she spoke as if strengthened by her subject. “It doesn’t worry you that with my technology that might only be the start?”

      “They are enemies of the state,” Zhao said, discomfort flickering inside him at her censure.

      “They’re still people!”

      “And your own country was built on the backs of slaves, was it not? People ripped from their own homes and used until their bodies broke. What of the Native Americans you pushed aside as you stole their lands? They were people too…”

      Zhao amused himself with this train of thought but didn’t prosecute it any further. He still had use for her and didn’t want to burn his bridges too early. She stared defiantly back at him—clearly angered but unsure how to respond.

      “Let us—how do you say—park that topic. I want your machine to help me leave the country. Which means that I require your assistance.”

      “Why would I help you?”

      “Your future contains many possible paths. For instance, I could allow you to shower and dress in fresh clothes instead of rotting in your own dried urine. When I take you to China you could live as an honored guest or spend the rest of your days in a cold, dark cell.”

      “I would be a prisoner either way,” Emily whispered. She sagged forward again.

      “But you would be comfortable,” Zhao said. He frowned, sensing that this was not the right way to exert pressure on the girl. She was afraid of what he would do with the technology she had created. Perhaps he could use that to his advantage.

      “And if you could lead the project,” he mused. “Guide how the advancement is developed and implemented. What then?”

      Emily looked up sharply. “If I let you get caught, I die but the risk is gone. You would destroy the AI before allowing it to fall back into American hands. Tell me why I shouldn’t choose that.”

      Zhao steeled his features and restrained himself from slapping her.

      He spoke calmly. “I have an exit strategy, my dear. An aircraft waiting to spirit me to freedom. I think my chances of escape are good. Not absolute, but good. But your government would send a B-52 to pulverize downtown Los Angeles if there was even the slightest chance of preventing me from escaping with your machine. Think of all those innocent lives that would be lost.”

      Emily’s eyelids touched, then shut tight. She said nothing for a very long time, though he saw her eyes at work underneath the skin.

      At long last she whispered, “You’ll never let me go.”

      “Correct.”

      “Then I need to start looking after my own interests…” she said as though she scarcely believed she had reached this conclusion.

      “Go on.”

      “My machine is useless without me. That is true now and will be so even if you succeed in taking me to China. You need me.”

      “You’ve made that very clear.”

      “I will give you what you want. You will have no trouble in returning to China, so long as you promise me something.”

      “I will consider it.”

      Emily focused intently on his eyes, and hers shone with the fierceness of a true believer. “If you guarantee not to use the technology for military applications, but only for good, then I will help you make China the richest, most powerful country that has ever existed.”

      “Then we have a deal.”

      “Not exactly. There’s a problem.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “Oh?”

      “The AI is useless without Will.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            42

          

        

      

    

    
      Roper walked up the street outside Raymond Lister’s Woodside mansion wearing casual clothes and with a backpack looped over his right shoulder. He had a pair of Oakley sunglasses over his eyes and a baseball cap pulled low over his forehead. Combined with a little over a week of beard growth and his newly cropped hair, he barely recognized himself. A white wireless earbud jutted from his left ear.

      Palm trees swayed in a gentle breeze overhead, and the grass on the shoulder of the road was verdant despite the summer’s heat. A stone wall ran around the grounds of Lister’s home, though in true Silicon Valley mogul-style, its defenses were more high-tech than the archaic spikes and razor wire of times past.

      “I see the FBI,” Roper murmured, slowing as a black SUV with government plates came into view about thirty yards up the road. It was parked outside the gated entrance to the mansion. “This is as far as I go. You have my location?”

      “Yes. Opening the gates now,” Oliver said calmly.

      He really did make the perfect wing man, Roper thought. He cocked one ear and heard a gentle hum in the distance as the gates started to swing open. The motion would doubtless attract the attention of the pair of FBI agents like flies to honey—and hopefully that of one or two of Lister’s bodyguards also as they puzzled over the seeming glitch.

      Roper counted to three in his head to give the watching agents enough time to notice, then darted toward the stone wall to his right. “Are the motion detectors going to trip me up?”

      “I’ve power cycled them. You have 35 seconds.”

      “You coulda said something,” he mumbled lightly as adrenaline started flowing in his system.

      Among other items, he had a firearm in his backpack—and it hadn’t escaped him that he was still a wanted man, though since yesterday, Zhao Wei had at least taken some of the heat off him by becoming public enemy number one. If he timed this wrong, and the FBI picked him up, then he wouldn’t just never see Emily again—he might as well kiss sunlight goodbye for good.

      “Twenty-five seconds,” Oliver updated.

      Roper closed his eyes as he pressed himself against the cool stone. “Are any guards behind the wall?”

      “One,” Oliver said. “I don’t have a precise location. Camera placement within the grounds is suboptimal.”

      “Here goes nothing then,” Roper grumbled under his breath. He sent the backpack flying in a parabolic arc right over the wall. It landed with a dull thump. As he was drawing himself back to repeat the same trick using himself as the payload, he heard Oliver’s voice in his ear.

      “Fifteen seconds.”

      He shook his head, glanced over his shoulder to make sure that the coast was still clear, then leapt up to the wall and succeeded in getting two hands over the top. A second powerful kick with his right leg carried him to the summit, and he rolled over and jumped to the other side in the same movement, landing as gracefully as an aging jungle cat.

      Hidden behind a thick bush, Roper sucked oxygen into his slightly winded lungs as he looked around for the backpack. It hadn’t traveled far, and he reached out and pulled it toward him, brushing dust and leaves off the canvas.

      “Don’t move,” Oliver said.

      Roper froze. Something in the AI’s tone primed him to heed the warning without question. He was just in time. He watched as a pair of suit pants walked right past him—or at least the shins, since both the feet and the thighs were disguised by the foliage he was hiding behind.

      He crouched without moving for what felt like an eternity, especially as he had only one hand on the ground to balance against. His left boot sole was flat against the turf, but his right toes were extended to support his weight, and the center of his foot inevitably started to cramp.

      “Okay, he’s gone,” Oliver reported. “You’re safe.”

      Immediately, Roper kicked out his foot and rolled the ankle. He let out a relieved sigh as loudly as he dared as the agony faded. “A little warning would have been nice,” he said softly.

      “The camera coverage—”

      “Yeah, yeah, I get it,” Roper said as he stood.

      He opened up the backpack and withdrew the pistol. He didn’t intend to shoot anyone today, but neither Lister nor his bodyguards needed to know that. The gun stayed in his hand after the backpack returned to his shoulder.

      Roper followed Oliver’s directions to the letter as he prowled through the mansion’s grounds. Glittering jade through the trees to his right alerted him to the presence of an outside swimming pool, though it was soon blocked from view by a low stone wall.

      “I have eyes on all five guards,” Oliver said as the main house came into view. “They’re all outside. I reviewed the last 48 hours of recorded footage, and only one of them entered at any point.”

      “You don’t have eyes,” Roper grumbled, ever a stickler for detail.

      “Same difference.”

      Roper grinned despite himself, knowing that Oliver’s sense of humor was all Emily’s work. A second later he wished he hadn’t, as a pang of loss lodged itself like a dagger wound in his stomach. He ground his jaw together and try to put it out of mind.

      “Okay, what now?”

      “I see you,” Oliver said in his ear. “Wait exactly where you are for five seconds, then walk at your regular pace to the house. You should see a door directly in front of you.”

      “I see it,” Roper replied. “Wait, was that five?”

      “Go.”

      Emerging from the bushes, Roper found himself second-guessing his walking pace. He wasn’t sure how or when Oliver had taken a measurement of a detail that banal—and he wasn’t certain he liked the way it made him feel like a mere pawn on the machine’s chess board. He pressed his frame against the stone walls of the house and wondered precisely how much it had cost to ship the blocks to California.

      He tried the door. “It’s locked.”

      A click sounded. “Try it now.”

      “Show-off…” Roper said as he stepped inside. The heat of the day melted away instantly as he entered a perfectly climate-controlled version of a European country house. He couldn’t help but be impressed.

      As the door shut behind him, he looked around—and instantly froze.

      A familiar raised voice was echoing down the opulent corridors, although the cause of the anger wasn’t clear.

      Lister.

      “He’s in his office,” Oliver explained. “Follow the hallway to your left for about 15 feet. The entrance is the third door on your right.”

      “Who is he talking to, can you tell?”

      Oliver hesitated before answering, “Not with the current processing power at my disposal.”

      “I’ll talk to your mother about your allowance,” Roper joked softly as he crept toward Lister’s office, mostly to lighten the tension now building inside him. “When we rescue her.”

      He was now close enough to hear individual words reverberating through the solid oak door. He was pretty sure that Lister yelled the name “Sandy,” or perhaps “Mandy,” but couldn’t be sure.

      “He is sitting at his desk,” Oliver said.

      “Do the cameras have sound?” Roper said as softly as possible.

      “Negative.”

      Roper pressed his ear against the door instead, trusting Oliver to warn him in time if Lister moved. He closed his eyes to better help them listen.

      “—Bureau riding right up my ass,” Lister roared through the door. “When do you plan on doing something about it?”

      A pause.

      “Well, work harder.”

      A thump ensued that sounded like a man’s fist striking a desk, which Roper took to mean—along with the finality of Lister’s final words—that the call was over. He took that as his cue. He rose quietly and readied the pistol in his right hand, placed the left on the door handle, and paused for breath.

      The moment he was steady, he quietly depressed the handle, pushed the door open, and stepped inside with his weapon raised and leveled directly between Lister’s eyes.

      The venture capitalist’s gaze was attracted by the unexpected motion. His eyes widened with surprise and fear as they processed Roper’s presence—though he noticed that the latter emotion faded quickly. He was still holding his cell phone—a burner—in his right hand.

      Surprisingly, Lister spoke first. “I wish people would stop doing that. I have a doorbell, you know?”

      Roper frowned but chose not to engage. “Nice and quiet, Ray,” he said steadily.

      This wasn’t exactly his ballgame, but he’d seen enough mob movies to know that the best hitmen were the ones who stayed calm. This seemed like an analogous situation. He wanted Lister docile and cooperative, not scared out of his mind.

      “What do you want?” Lister asked, matching his tone, though the flickering of his gaze and his tongue repeatedly moistening his lips betrayed his tension. “I have a few valuables here, but not much that will fit in your bag. There’s a Patek Philippe watch on my bedside table. It cost me $60,000. You can take it and leave, and I won’t report it stolen. Come on, that’s as good a deal as you’re going to get.”

      “I don’t want your money,” Roper said, closing the door behind him with his foot, then taking a step toward Lister. He ducked to his right as he checked to be sure the man wasn’t hiding a weapon. “No sudden movements, okay? You don’t need to get hurt. That’s not why I’m here.”

      Lister waggled the cell phone. “Can I put this down?”

      Roper nodded his agreement, watching closely as the man set the phone on the desk in front of him, then drew his hands back and placed them on his lap and out of sight. The movement was quick. Without help, he might not have caught it.

      “He just triggered the panic alarm,” Oliver said.

      “That didn’t work,” Roper said with a shake of the head. “Nobody is coming to save you, Ray. The sooner you understand that, the easier for both of us. I won’t hurt you if I don’t have to. Work with me here.”

      For a second time, Lister’s face displayed surprise—and then understanding. “I recognize you, don’t I?” he said. “Your name is… Will. Will Roper. You’re on the news.”

      “That’s right.”

      “What did you do with Emily Wilkes?”

      Just hearing her name cut Roper deep. “I don’t have her. And I think you know I don’t.”

      “I don’t know anything about you,” Lister said carefully. “But let’s say you’re right—if you don’t have her, then why are you here?”

      Roper opened his mouth to reply, but then caught himself. The answer stumped him. “Because I’m out of options,” he replied honestly. “And I need your help.”

      Lister nodded, his eyes narrowing. “How did you know about the panic button?”

      “I did my research.”

      “You can hear it, can’t you?” Lister whispered, his gaze moving to the bud in Roper’s right ear. “The AI. It’s real?”

      Not knowing whether he should confirm or deny, Roper did neither. He cursed himself for appearing weak in front of the vastly more experienced businessman but came to the conclusion that there was no sense in hiding it. “It is.”

      Lister rose suddenly from his chair and placed his palms on the desk surface. He had a surprisingly commanding voice when he wanted to. “Where?”

      Roper wasn’t sure what to think about the man in front of him. He didn’t trust him, he knew that much. But he did trust Lister’s desire to acquire an artificial intelligence, and that was enough for now. “I don’t have it. Or Emily.”

      “The Chinese,” Lister murmured, suddenly bereft. He sagged backward into his chair.

      “They have Emily, too. I need your help to get her back.”

      “But I don’t know where she is!” Lister protested. “Why do you think I offered the reward?”

      Roper’s gut twisted. “You must know something.”

      He didn’t know why, but he’d imbued this visit with more hope than it could possibly have met. But the expression on Lister’s face told him he’d been horribly wrong. He’d wasted time in coming here. And now, inevitably, that expectation was swept from underneath him, leaving him hopelessly astray.

      The weapon dropped slowly to his side. He turned, feet leaden, to leave. He was sick with failure.

      “Don’t go!” Lister protested. “We can work together to get her back.”

      Roper barely heard him. He trudged for the door, feeling like he was about to vomit. Lister attempted to stop him, but he batted him away, threatening him with the pistol when the message didn’t stick.

      As he slipped back over the wall, head filled with despair, he didn’t notice the man following him at a distance on a motorbike. More strangely, neither did Oliver.
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      Zhao was driving an hourly rental from a car sharing club. The concrete surface of the 101 rumbled beneath the hybrid’s tires. He pulled the wheel an inch or two to the left in an attempt to avoid a shallow pothole, but the car bounced as if to tell him he’d failed. His nostrils pulled back in a slight, unconscious sneer at the state of American roads. Everything was newer back home. Fresher. By contrast, this was a decadent, dying society.

      His emotions were colored by the tension of operating deep behind enemy lines. Now the borders were closed the place felt like a prison. He had a get out of jail free card, but the window closed tonight, and he was unable to safely contact Beijing to alter that. Either he played the card, or he lost it.

      A pickup truck passed by in the left lane. The driver had one chubby hand on the wheel, while the other held a burger still wrapped in paper. She tore it away with her teeth to get to the prize inside. Her eyes closed in satisfaction as she took the first bite.

      Zhao’s sneer deepened. These people cared more about the price of a Big Mac than ensuring the future of their country.

      “Pigs,” he muttered.

      He readjusted his seatbelt and returned to pondering the question that had been troubling him for hours: Was the girl telling the truth?

      It seemed implausible that she could possibly need a lowly taxi driver in order to operate the artificial intelligence she’d created. Why would anyone take such a step? It made no sense to him. If you controlled a technology that powerful, why would you share it with anyone? He glanced back to the pickup to his left. The woman was out of sight now, and only her brake lights remained in view. Americans were different, he reminded himself. He didn’t need to understand them to accept that it was true.

      And he’d seen the conviction in her eyes. Emily Wilkes seemed to believe what she was telling him. Either that, or she was a hell of a liar.

      Perhaps there was sense in it after all. This Roper character had been an Air Force pararescue jumper, trained to abseil down from helicopters to extract injured servicemen from combat—or to stay with them in the harshest of conditions and protect them from enemy fire. The Americans gave such people special forces training.

      So he was a professional of sorts. Which explained why he had given a good account of himself when he’d come head to head with Zhao’s men.

      However Roper met the girl, he had stayed to protect her, indicating it was ingrained in his personality.

      Then who better to act as a failsafe?

      Zhao grumbled under his breath. He was going around in circles. He decided he needed to test her. One way or another, he would learn if she was telling the truth. And besides, he presently had more pressing issues to attend to.

      A large green road sign on an overhead gantry indicated that it was five miles to San Francisco International Airport. It didn’t take long before the spaghetti junction of exit lanes that led to the concourse hove into view on his right. Ordinarily, Zhao would have seen a constant stream of jet aircraft both landing and soaring into the skies overhead. But not today.

      A glint of reflected sunshine sparkled as a large jumbo jet lifted off from the runway. The engine noise trailed several seconds behind. He followed its progress through the air with interest, because it was the first that he had seen that day.

      Reporters had quickly set up camp at airports across the country and were busily engaged in explaining the US government’s near-complete ban on air travel, complete with detailed video footage of the new security arrangements for those few passengers permitted to travel. Zhao expected to learn little by seeing this for himself. And yet it was in his nature to do so.

      He took his foot off the gas as the offramp leading toward the airport came into view. Sunlight glinted off a Grand Hyatt hotel, momentarily blinding him before he lowered the sun shield. He was careful not to make his observation too obvious.

      “Dammit,” he murmured.

      A military armored truck was sitting at the top of the offramp, visible from half a mile away. A black machine gun was visible behind an armored shield on top. He wondered if it was loaded. Several dismounted soldiers in tan camouflage uniforms were building a checkpoint out of sandbags.

      Up ahead, a car indicated that it was exiting the highway.

      He tapped the brakes, killing his speed even further to give himself a little more time to observe what happened. A car behind honked angrily and accelerated around him in a flash of white paint and brandished fists.

      The soldiers—they must have been National Guardsmen, he thought—hefted their weapons though didn’t raise them in anger as the car slowed in front of them. A woman at the front of the detail held her palm out flat to signal the vehicle to stop. The driver did as he was told, and before long the car was surrounded by soldiers. The last thing Zhao saw before the turnoff disappeared from view was the car door being opened, and the driver being pulled out and searched.

      He grimaced and slowly picked up speed, careful to obey the posted limit.

      This was a problem.

      Zhao barely blinked as he returned the rented car to its curbside drop-off point, carefully running a surveillance detection route as a matter of course. He was no longer worried about the artificial intelligence being able to pick him out—after all, it was in a Faraday cage at the safe house, completely cut off from the outside world. Still, every American intelligence and law enforcement agency was on his tail.

      He couldn’t afford to make it easy for them.

      After switching to a drab gray sedan, he drove carefully back to the safe house, obeying all traffic laws and making himself indistinguishable from all other traffic. He’d checked the taillights before setting off. His registration was up to date. The car had insurance and wasn’t registered as stolen. There was no reason for a cop to trouble him.

      And they did not.

      Still, his heart rate was elevated as he closed the front door behind him. He exhaled once he was safely inside and felt some of the tension uncoil within him. He wouldn’t feel safe until he was back in China.

      The problem was that was looking harder now than ever.

      How long could the Americans keep their borders closed, he wondered.

      Congressional talking heads from both parties were already all over 24-hour news decrying President Nash’s lockdown policy.

      What fools both sides were. They couldn’t possibly know what was on the line, and yet they fought each other like rats in a sack anyway—never giving their leaders a chance. It would be different back home, Zhao knew. People wouldn’t complain. At least, not for long. They knew that what the Party did was right.

      It never troubled him to question why people wouldn’t complain, or whether there might be merit in doing so, no matter how raucous it seemed to an outsider.

      He entered the safe house’s austere bathroom. There were no toiletries or sanitary products on show, just a single bar of soap that he’d purchased from a convenience store. He washed his face and patted it dry, then studied his reflection for any sign of stress. It was important for an interrogator to always comport themselves with absolute composure, to prevent the prisoner from believing they could exploit any gap or opening in their resolve.

      Zhao looked at himself critically. He was perhaps a little tired, but nothing more than that. He felt the pressure of the American net closing around him, but when he considered it in the abstract, he knew they were no closer to catching him than when they’d started. He was still a ghost.

      And he might soon have an advantage on his side that his enemies could not hope to contend with. He blinked, and images of that night outside Bootjack filled his mind, if only for a second. Whirling flames silhouetted the trees, and for a time his clothes smelled like wood smoke. The howl of the drone engines overpowered the running water in the sink below. The burn below his neck throbbed with renewed vigor.

      He swallowed and attempted to brush the memory away. He need not fear. This time he could have that power on his side, not arrayed against him.

      It was time.

      He unlocked the door to the basement and took the stairs carefully. The air was a mixture of sweat and general mustiness. He could hear the girl breathing steadily and calmly. She gave no sign of recognition.

      As he reached the bottom of the staircase, she came into sight. She seemed to be asleep. A smile stretched across Zhao’s features. This was good. She would not expect him. He paced over to her and stood over her for a few seconds, just watching her chest rise and fall.

      Then he opened his palm and slapped her on the cheek.

      The sound of the impact echoed around the confined basement like the crack of the whip. In an instant, Emily went from peaceful rest to stunned, fearful awareness. Her eyes were wide, and she panted, “What—?”

      “You’re awake,” he said.

      Emily seemed to visibly bite down on her fear. It took her a moment to gather enough of her wits to reply. Sleep dust decorated the corners of her eyes.

      “I am now,” she said. “What do you want?”

      Zhao pressed his holster’s thumb release and drew the pistol from inside it. He chambered a round and pressed the muzzle against his prisoner’s forehead—at first gently, then with increasing force, hard enough to force her head back. He expected to see an expression of pain on Emily’s face and was surprised instead to view one of semi-amusement.

      “Who do you think you’re kidding?” she said. “You won’t kill me. You can’t.”

      Zhao frowned to buy himself some time to think. He hadn’t expected her resistance. “Why do you think that?”

      Emily glanced around the room, perhaps expecting to see the AI core somewhere close by. She gave up looking and stared directly into his eyes. “If I die, then you risk not getting my invention to work. So as I said, you cannot kill me.”

      “You think you’re clever, don’t you?” Zhao said evenly. In truth, he was impressed by the girl’s courage. Few civilians behaved as she did. It wasn’t even a particularly common trait among those in uniform. “Perhaps too clever. You have made a simple mistake.”

      “Enlighten me,” she replied, her tone laced with sarcasm. It appeared as though she was restraining the desire to roll her eyes.

      He kept the gun pressed against her forehead. “If China can’t have artificial intelligence, no one can. My mission orders are simple. If I’m unable to secure the technology and transport it out of this country, that I must destroy it, along with anyone with the ability to rebuild it.”

      She tried to disguise her reaction to this news and fell silent to buy time to think. But the anxious drag of the tip of her tongue across her bottom lip gave the game away. “You’re lying.”

      “You’re an intelligent girl,” Zhao said. “Think it through.”

      Emily did so. It didn’t take long. “Then what do you want?”

      “You spoke of a failsafe system,” he said. “Tell me about it again.”

      She shrugged, though she wasn’t able to move far before her restraints prevented the action. “It’s simple. Once the system locks down, it can’t open again without specific permission from both me and Will. Think of it like an ICBM launch. Each of us is a physical key. There is no password. It’s all done on voice recognition. The computer can detect whether the approval has been recorded or manipulated. There’s no cheating it.”

      Zhao took a step back and holstered the pistol. It seemed superfluous to keep threatening her with it. “Why would you do such a thing?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “This man, Roper. You have barely known him for a week. He is a taxi driver. Why would you give him such power?”

      Emily paused, her eyes wrinkling as she worked out how to respond. In the end she said simply, “You wouldn’t understand.”

      “Tell me anyway.”

      “Because—because he’s a good man. That’s why. I trust him.”

      Zhao thought about her answer for a long time. His fingers drummed against the leather of his holster. “I don’t believe you,” he said at last.

      “It’s the truth,” she said dully. “I can’t help whether you believe me or not.”

      “You think you’ll kill me, don’t you?” he replied, amusement coloring his voice. “You think you can lure me to him, and he will save you.”

      A hint of fire flashed in Emily’s eyes. “I know he will.”

      “I admire your faith,” he replied. “But you will find it is misplaced. You made quite a team when you had an AI behind you. But now I possess it. Your friend will rush into danger, and he will not succeed.”

      “You’re wrong,” Emily replied, shaking her head furiously. “He’s better than you.”

      “Perhaps he is a better man.” Zhao shrugged. “That’s never a contest I have entered. But he is not a better killer.”

      “Are you sure about that?” Emily hissed. She almost seemed to be goading him, though as he reflected on it, he realized that was not so strange. Prisoners often antagonized their captors, since they had no other ways to demonstrate their agency.

      “I could ask you the same thing. Are you?”

      “Why does it matter?”

      He chewed his lip. “You must have a way of contacting him. In case you were separated. If you are so confident that he will save you, perhaps you should send him a message.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            44

          

        

      

    

    
      The deep blue of the Pacific glittered in the distance beneath a morning of perfect California sunshine as Roper drove toward Fort Cronkhite, in the National Recreation Area just north of San Francisco across the Golden Gate Bridge. It was perfect sightseeing weather, as was proved by the light but constant foot traffic heading toward the tourist spot by the ocean.

      Despite the heat, he was wearing a dark gray beanie and a hooded sweatshirt.

      Beneath the layers of clothing, he was sweating profusely. Nothing about this seemed like a good idea. He was heading to a rendezvous point chosen by his enemy, to meet a man he knew to be if not psychopathic, then at least one of the best trained individuals he’d ever had the misfortune to encounter. His only plan revolved around a hundred-dollar phone accessory that he’d purchased from an Apple store en route.

      “You got anything?” he murmured, more to test the combination of a beanie-obscured earpiece and the microphone hidden in his collar than because he expected Oliver to have made any headway hunting Zhao down.

      “Nothing,” Oliver admitted. The signal came through the cell phone relay crystal-clear, which gave Roper some comfort that he wasn’t entirely alone. Sometimes he had to remind himself that the voice he heard in his ear didn’t belong to a real person.

      “The email draft was uploaded from a burner phone that I’ve roughly triangulated to a parking garage near San Quentin. He picked the spot well. There are no cameras inside, and several obscured exit points—all of which recently had surveillance cameras vandalized.”

      “He’s smart,” Roper said, lifting one hand from the steering wheel and drying his palm. He repeated the action with the other side.

      “Top scores in every exam the Ministry of State Security set him when he applied,” Oliver said.

      “All right, all right,” he groused. “Whose side are you on—his or mine?”

      “You know the answer to that,” Oliver replied, sounding almost affronted.

      “I’m kidding,” Roper said.

      It was good to keep talking. It helped disguise how nervous he was. He’d done the exact same thing when riding a Blackhawk into a hot LZ in Afghanistan. Somehow pretending like you weren’t shit-scared of what was coming ended up bleeding into the act itself.

      Or at least, that was the theory.

      “Take the next left,” Oliver said.

      “Thanks.”

      Roper almost grinned at the absurdity of it all. He was speaking to the world’s most advanced artificial intelligence and using it as nothing more than a garden-variety satnav.

      The banter continued for the next several minutes as he followed Bunker Road. As he drove, though, his eyes never stopped scanning the terrain. He didn’t like what he saw. It reminded him of the night that Blake had died. And when he rolled down the window, and the sound of the waves of the Pacific crashing against the cliffs drifted into the car, the memory of those chaotic moments returned with full force.

      When he blinked, he saw the bullet holes in his friend’s body and the light slipping from his eyes. His hands tightened on the steering wheel, and his knuckles whitened.

      I won’t let you die for nothing, he thought.

      Perhaps it was a selfish emotion. Blake had left a pregnant wife and a child he would never meet. Maybe this was just his own way of absolving himself of that guilt. But no matter. He couldn’t bring his friend back. But he could make it so that the man who killed him would never breathe again.

      “Are you well?” Oliver asked. “I detected a change in your breathing that indicates your heart rate—”

      “I’m fine,” Roper snapped.

      There was a pause, then Oliver replied, “We’re here.”

      At the center of Roper’s vision, he saw Rodeo Lagoon, an inlet separated from the ocean by a sandy beach. Up ahead to his right, at sea level, neat rows of red-roofed buildings came into view. Collectively, they made up the old fort. The road to his left rose into a hill that had once harbored a Cold War missile-defense site, as well as a number of even older gun emplacements built during the First World War.

      His instructions had been to park in the lot near Battery Alexander, but for the first time he defied them and turned right instead. The road wound around Rodeo Lagoon, passing a trailhead on his right before the parking lot came into view. He paid for three hours.

      Before getting out of the car, he raised his hood and pulled it down low over his face. After all, he was still a wanted criminal in the eyes of the law. The last thing he needed was for a tourist to remember his face from their morning paper and dial the cops when he was this close.

      But close to what?

      That was still the question. He was armed with a pistol and a knife. The thermite grenade he’d taken from the warehouse the Chinese had used as a staging point was in the trunk, along with the Heckler & Koch rifle—though he’d decided that using either would attract a whole lot more attention than they were worth.

      The one thing he didn’t have, though, was a sense of the force he was coming up against. Was it just Zhao, or did the wily Chinese spy have more operatives still in play? More importantly—what was he actually planning to do?

      Roper checked that his weapons were out of sight, then exited the vehicle. He walked down Edison Street, through the old World War II military base, making himself as invisible as possible before crossing over Rodeo Beach Bridge onto the beach itself. He kept to the grassy edge to avoid his boot-clad feet from sinking into the sand. Even so, within a few moments, enough granules had wormed their way into his socks that his ankles were being rubbed raw.

      “I can’t see anything on the cameras,” Oliver said. “There’s no coverage of the beach. I can try and access a satellite—”

      “No,” Roper said sharply, surprised by his own vehemence. “We can’t risk being detected.”

      Emily was the one who had always been careful to avoid attracting the attention of America’s own intelligence agencies. He knew what was at stake just as well as she did, and yet until she was taken, he hadn’t felt the urgency of the issue. Now he did.

      “Understood.”

      Roper made it to the other side of the beach and started walking up the trail to the old World War I gun batteries. A few other tourists, respectively dressed in fashionable streetwear and decidedly more old-fashioned hiking gear, were strung out ahead and behind him. On the beach, a few dozen more were laying out towels and setting up beach umbrellas. He envied their innocence.

      “What am I looking for?” Roper murmured nervously. He felt compelled to search out his pistol, as if touching it would bring a measure of comfort. He resisted the urge.

      Suddenly, a thought occurred to him.

      Was he being followed?

      He stopped, and in an act that strained both his patience and nerves, interlaced his fingers and cracked them, acting for all the world as though he was simply taking a short rest. He bent and pretended to tie a loose shoelace as he looked left and right in search of anything suspicious. Nothing immediately came into relief, but the newfound worry was like a filter over his vision.

      As he stood, he brought his hand up over his forehead and looked out to the ocean, though his gaze was pinned to the beach and the trail of sightseers following him. He could make out half a dozen faces, and behind them a similar number of human-shaped figures picking their way up. Four of the faces belonged to a party of elderly hikers. They all had walking sticks in each hand. He studied them for a moment, then dismissed them.

      Just behind them was a young couple, barely out of their teens. They had stopped to take selfies with the ocean in the background. The woman was wearing just a bikini and flip-flops, and the guy board shorts and no T-shirt. He had an impressive physique, but even so, the plunging ridges between his abs weren’t quite deep enough to hide a weapon.

      The group behind was a little more difficult to make out. Some were clearly so short they could only be children. With the kids was at least one parent, maybe a second. There was a figure at the back who seemed like he could be a physically fit man. He was wearing a baseball cap, and the straps of a backpack decorated the front of his shoulders. Underneath the cap, Roper thought he saw a flash of red hair, though it could as easily have been an effect of the sun.

      “I should have brought binoculars,” Roper hissed under his breath.

      He cursed himself for the omission as he squinted into the sunlight. His heart thumped inside his chest. Wasn’t the whole reason he’d left the military to avoid situations like this?

      “Acknowledged,” Oliver said softly into his earpiece.

      “Are you getting anything?” Roper asked in response, more in hope than expectation. The AI had already expressed his concerns at the choice of rendezvous location, in particular the almost complete lack of security cameras, which limited the advantages he usually brought to bear.

      “Nothing,” came the expected reply.

      “Okay, then it’s on me, I guess,” he murmured anxiously. He reached inside his hoodie and closed his fingers around the grip of the pistol for comfort. The metal steadied him, though not for long.

      None of the hikers and sightseers around him had made a change to their direction or speed, which was either comforting or frustrating, depending on the eye through which one viewed it. Either they were innocent bystanders, or alternatively seasoned professionals who knew better than to break stride.

      The tall redhead was the only individual who occasioned more than a second glance, but he was clearly Caucasian. Roper didn’t really think the Chinese would hire foreign nationals for an operation of this sensitivity, but he was equally careful not to deny the possibility out of hand. The man looked young, late twenties or early thirties, and was in excellent physical shape. His stride was long, and when his clothes caught against his frame, the material accentuated the toned physique underneath.

      But again, that meant nothing. After all, most people who chose to hike terrain like this were healthy and physically fit.

      Roper swallowed and made the decision to press on toward the gun battery at the top of the hill. Lingering any longer than he already had would only cause suspicion, if anyone really was on his tail. He turned back to the summit and continued to climb, though he now viewed his surroundings through a more cautious lens.

      The closest gun battery, Battery O’Rorke, loomed large ahead of him. When he next turned for a casual look back down the hill, he saw that the redhead had taken a lower trail that hugged the side of the hillside rather than making it to the top. A relieved breath escaped his lips as he chided himself for overthinking things.

      His fingers closed around the pistol grip once more, and this time he kept them there. The weapon was reassuringly heavy, and he’d never felt more grateful for all those hours the Air Force had paid him to spend on the range. He was a good shot, he knew that. What was important now was to stay cool and collected. As long as he did that, he could handle anything fate threw in his way.

      You kinda have to.

      The thick concrete of the gun battery was only ten or fifteen yards ahead now. Decades of scrawled graffiti had turned large patches of the gray walls into a riot of color against the lush green and brown hillsides of the cliff that towered overhead in the background. He kept walking, muscles rippling with tension.

      “That’s close enough,” a man’s voice said.

      Roper visibly flinched. His eyes darted around in search of the source of the speech, and his mind processed the actual words with a couple of seconds’ delay. The language was familiar, English, the accent clearly foreign.

      Chinese.

      It’s him.

      His first glance revealed nothing, only a pair of elderly tourists on top of the battery consulting a guidebook and sharing a bottle of water. He resisted the urge to draw his weapon, even as every fiber in his body urged him to, figuring that if Zhao wanted him dead, he would already be so. After all, the only way out of here was on foot. The Chinese spy could kidnap him by force, but not without making a scene. He wouldn’t take that risk, would he?

      Still, Roper cursed himself for walking into this trap. It was amateurish.

      “What do you want?” he asked, deciding it was better as an opening gambit than asking where Zhao was, which was still a live question.

      One that was answered a moment later as the Chinese spy stepped out from behind the corner of the battery. He wasn’t visibly armed, though he was wearing a baggy sport coat and khaki pants, either of which could have concealed a weapon with ease.

      Roper glanced upward. The couple had walked to the other side of the battery and were admiring the view of the ocean. They were thirty yards away, out of immediate danger. Adrenaline flooded his system, and he realized that his hand was trembling. Inside his hoodie, he opened and closed it several times to steady himself.

      “You, Mr. Roper. Please come with me,” Zhao said. He leaned against the graffitied wall as though he didn’t have a care in the world.

      Glowering at the face of the man who had killed his best friend and taken another, Roper said, “Now why would I do a thing like that?”

      The Chinese reached up, pulled down the zipper on the front of his jacket, and reached inside. He froze as Roper acted on instinct, drawing his pistol and leveling it at Zhao’s head. He opened the palm of his free hand and motioned Roper to calm himself.

      “It’s not a gun,” he said.

      Roper’s eyes flicked toward the hikers. They hadn’t turned and were entirely oblivious to the tense scene unfolding in their vicinity. They were the only innocents within sight.

      “Then what is it?” he said, taking a step to his right to obscure the weapon without lowering his aim.

      “Just a cell phone,” Zhao said.

      “Take it out,” Roper said. “Slowly.”

      His mind worked furiously as he tried to understand where his opposite number was going with this. He watched as Zhao reached inside his jacket and withdrew exactly what he’d indicated he would—a small black rectangle. The screen glinted as he turned it on.

      “I have someone you might like to see,” Zhao said. For the first time, a hint of amusement flickered in the corners of his mouth. Roper hated him for it.

      He chose not to play the man’s game.

      “I know you have her,” he snapped. “There’s no need for the theatrics.”

      “You care for her, don’t you?” Zhao said, his forehead creasing into a mass of wrinkles as he feigned surprise and disappointment. “You wouldn’t like to see her face? It could be your last opportunity…”

      “What do you want?” Roper said, enunciating the words a syllable at a time. His gaze started to drift toward the cell phone that Zhao was now waving in front of him. He tried to resist, and yet found himself strangely unable.

      “You, Mr. Roper,” Zhao said for a second time. He drew his arm back and tossed the cell phone through the air.

      Always an athlete, Roper plucked it out with ease, though for what might’ve been a crucial half-second, he lost his bead on the Chinese spy. It didn’t matter. Nothing happened during the time he realized his mistake. He stared Zhao down. The man shot him an insouciant shrug.

      Asshole, he thought.

      He looked down at the phone. The sight of Emily tied to a wooden chair in a featureless basement shocked him to the core. The bastard had stripped her to her underwear, which sent horrified chills down his spine. She had duct tape over her mouth and was staring at the ground. He couldn’t tell if she was even moving. Rage surged through him. He struggled to get it under control. After all, maybe Zhao was intentionally provoking him.

      For Oliver’s benefit more than anything else, he said sharply, “Is this footage live?”

      “She’s alive,” Zhao replied without answering one way or another. “And she will stay that way if you come with me.”

      “You can’t kill her,” Roper said, his aim never wavering. “She’s too valuable.”

      “Maybe not,” his opposite number said in a tone of studied dismissal. “But I can make her life hell. If I have you, the threat is implicit. She does as I say, or you don’t get to keep living. That would be preferable. But I’m a resourceful man. I’m sure I can find another way. I doubt she will enjoy it. And she’s such a pretty girl, too…”

      “Fuck you,” Roper said. His vision narrowed, and he felt heat on his cheeks.

      In his ear he heard Oliver say, “The footage must be recorded. I’ve checked every signal on the cell tower. None of them match up. I can’t track her.”

      He steeled his features, conscious that he couldn’t risk Zhao realizing that he was in contact with the AI. His only advantage was slim enough already. But if that secret was outed, then the whole house of cards would come tumbling down.

      Roper quickly scanned his surroundings, conscious not to lose his situational awareness. He thought Zhao was acting alone but couldn’t be sure. To his left was Battery O’Rorke; behind the concrete, the hill sank into the ocean. To his right, there was a foliage-covered hillside that might offer a dozen men a place to hide with a good vantage point.

      The bottom of a depression wasn’t a great tactical position, to put it mildly.

      “So you expect me to hand myself over?” he asked sardonically.

      “That is what I want.” Zhao nodded. “It will be better for both of—”

      He fell silent as a crack split the air.

      It took Roper’s mind a full second to process the sound and categorize it as a gunshot. Zhao staggered backward and slumped to the ground. A second pop echoed off the hill a moment later, but this time the round impacted the concrete gun battery, chipping a section no larger than a man’s thumbnail from the sturdy material.

      What the hell is happening?
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      Roper spun, dropped to one knee, and scanned the hillside for whoever the hell had just started shooting. His chest heaved, and as he sucked in one particularly ragged, uneven breath, he realized that his hands were shaking so hard he would be lucky to hit a barn door from five paces.

      Three further shots rang out, scarring the gun battery and scratching the graffiti that covered it. A shard of concrete chipped off and bounced against his back. He flinched as he felt the surprisingly firm contact.

      Where was the shooting coming from?

      A second, and arguably far more important question occurred to him. Why weren’t they shooting at him?

      “Crap,” he hissed as one final realization struck him. If Zhao died, then he might well have zero chance of ever finding Emily. Which meant that she would die in that basement. He couldn’t allow that to happen.

      Scanning the hillside, Roper fired several shots in succession—not aimed anywhere in particular. He just needed to force the sniper to take cover for a few seconds. Before the slide on his pistol finished jerking back, he moved.

      “Be alive, be alive,” he murmured to himself as he turned, eyes scanning the ground in search of the injured Chinese spy.

      But Zhao was gone.

      Roper just stood there dumbly for a moment as he struggled to process the evidence of his eyes. What the hell was going on? He’d seen the man take a bullet and fall back. Except apparently, he hadn’t.

      Zhao must have been wearing a vest, he realized as his brain kicked back into gear. It was the only explanation for the lack of a body and the equally surprising absence of blood. As soon as it did, an altogether more pressing urge overcame him: to find cover.

      He did exactly that, sprinting toward a gap in the concrete that turned out to be the entrance to a stairwell that led to the upper level of the gun battery. A four-letter curse word was spray-painted on the concrete directly ahead of him, and just to his left was a badly stenciled heart, painted in black, with a couple’s initials at the center.

      Cute.

      More important, though, was what he saw when he looked down. A pair of boots. Which were attached to a pair of legs, and then a torso, and finally a familiar face which bore a demented, furious snarl. Zhao was lying on the ground with his back propped up against the wall, sucking air into lungs that had to be bruised from the impact of the round that had been absorbed by the vest.

      Roper’s eyes took in a second piece of information.

      Zhao now had a gun.

      And it was aimed directly at him.

      “She’ll die, you fool,” the Chinese intelligence officer spat. Specks of spittle flew from his lips. “You think I left that house without a failsafe in place, just in case you tried something?”

      “What are you—?” Roper began before he realized what Zhao meant. The spy thought that he was working with the shooter. This itself posed a whole new set of questions—if the sniper was aligned neither with the Chinese nor Roper himself, then whose side were they on?

      But he didn’t have time to unpick that mess right now.

      “She is sitting over an explosive package,” Zhao continued. “A bomb. So is the AI. Both are connected to timers. There is no way of disabling either remotely. And only I know how to do so in person.”

      “I had nothing to do with this,” Roper stammered, momentarily taken aback by the man’s accusation—and the added worry of the picture he’d just painted.

      He tried to focus. More important right now was the fact that Zhao had a pistol aimed at him, and his own was by his side. There was no chance he would be able to bring it up in time to fire before the Chinese did the same.

      And all this was before he even started to worry about the shooter outside.

      “Who else, then?” Zhao said disbelievingly.

      “How the hell should I know?” Roper fired back, taking a deliberate step toward the slumped Chinese spy, mostly to ensure that his entire body was behind cover. “Maybe one of your own people sold you out.”

      “They’re all dead,” Zhao replied. He seemed to pause as if the suggestion had provoked something within him while his breath returned to normal, then said, “But I believe you. You don’t have the face of a liar.”

      “That’s good, I guess,” Roper replied as he tried to think. The whole thing was growing more absurd by the second. He now felt like he was in a buddy comedy with the enemy intelligence officer who had kidnapped Emily. It was getting more bizarre by the second.

      Another crackle of gunfire from outside followed. The shooter had the entrance to the recessed stairwell completely covered. The only way out was up—but that direction only led to the top level of the battery, which by design was shielded by several feet of thick concrete from the ocean side but was unprotected on their side.

      “He’s moving in,” Zhao said. He lowered his pistol to his side, and Roper breathed a sigh of relief when he realized that the spy no longer intended to do him harm. “We need to do something.”

      “We?” Roper asked acerbically. His pistol hand itched to do something about the man, even though he knew that doing so courted absolute disaster. He was caught in a horrific bind.

      “Police have been called,” Oliver informed him. “Closest unit ETA is six minutes.”

      “Neither of us can afford to be apprehended by the police.” Zhao shrugged. “Which means you can’t let that happen. Whatever it takes.”

      “You’re asking for my help?”

      “I expect it,” Zhao said. “You’ll stay here and cover my retreat.”

      “Why?”

      “You know why,” Zhao replied in a mocking tone. “If I am captured, then I won’t say a word until those explosives detonate. I think the girl is more than a friend to you. Would you risk her life to save your pride?”

      Roper realized that his pistol was rising through the air as if unbidden. It quivered as he leveled it between the Chinese spy’s eyes. It hung there for several long seconds during which he didn’t take a breath, even as the oxygen deficit stung his lungs. Through it all, Zhao’s gaze met his own and looked nowhere else.

      Time slowed.

      With his free hand, Roper subtly reached inside his left pants pocket, and his fingers closed around an object not much thicker than a calculator battery. He palmed it.

      “Dammit!” he spat, angrily dropping the weapon back to his side. The man was right, no matter how much it pained him to admit it. He grimaced down at his adversary for a moment, then reached out and hauled him upright.

      “A wise choice.” Zhao smiled. “I’m glad we see eye to eye.”

      “Screw you,” Roper replied. He was fizzing with anger that was both performative and real, but he knew there was no other way. He grabbed Zhao by the chest with both hands and pressed the pistol flat against his rib cage as he drew the spy toward him.

      “I’ll cover you on the way out, okay?” he said, his face barely two inches from the other man’s. A droplet of sweat beaded from the perspiration on his cheeks and trickled into his new beard, where it itched manfully. “But if you get caught, and anything happens to her, I’ll make you wish I’d killed you here and now.”

      “I wish you luck,” Zhao said. He seemed to realize he had no hope of leaving with Roper in tow, and that his best way out of this involved simply saving his own skin.

      Roper held the man tight, his knuckles whitening as he twisted them into the fabric of Zhao’s jacket, fingers worming the small object into the open flap of a chest pocket before he released him with disgust. A rush of adrenaline washed over him.

      “The shooter wants you dead, anyway,” he said to distract the man from examining his motives too closely.

      “How do you guess that?”

      “He didn’t shoot me, did he?” Roper replied.

      He turned back to the entrance to the stairwell. Strangely, he didn’t feel scared anymore. The sniper had had plenty of opportunities to put a bullet in him—and yet had refrained from doing so. He wasn’t sure if that would hold true if he started shooting back, but he had no other choice.

      Without looking back, Roper said, “When I open fire, move.”

      Zhao didn’t respond.

      Roper pressed himself against the concrete and inched toward the stairwell’s opening. The gunfire had stopped, which either meant the shooter was maneuvering into a new firing position or had simply decided to wait the two men out.

      “ETA five minutes,” Oliver added, as if he was worried the pressure needed to be any more intense. “Would you like me to attempt to delay the police?”

      “Yes,” Roper murmured as quietly as possible.

      “Did you say something?” Zhao asked behind him.

      “I said now!” he replied, taking a step forward, bracing his shoulder against the concrete for a modicum of cover and squeezing the pistol trigger several times. The weapon bucked in his hands, and the rounds landed somewhere in the foliage thirty or forty yards distant. He was certain he hadn’t hit the shooter he was searching for—but he certainly had their attention.

      He heard a scrabble of boots against concrete behind him but didn’t look around. He was in no danger from Zhao now. The man would have to be an idiot to try and harm him, and not just because Emily had clearly convinced him that he was needed alive.

      Roper opened fire again and squeezed the trigger until the weapon ran dry. He ejected the magazine and pocketed it, then clicked the new one home. A fresh round cycled into the chamber, and he applied a few pounds of pressure to the trigger, then paused.

      This wouldn’t work. It was obvious, really. The shooter would know exactly what he was doing, and if he—or she—was smart, would understand that the person to worry about wasn’t the one laying down covering fire.

      “I called in a shooter heading away from this location on a motorcycle,” Oliver informed him. “I’ll direct them over the bridge.”

      “Smart thinking,” Roper hissed.

      He pulled off his hoodie and dumped it onto the ground. Underneath was a T-shirt of a different color. He couldn’t do anything about his pants, but he only needed to buy Zhao a few seconds of confusion. His heart was pounding, and he was sweating profusely—nothing to do with the heat, but instead anxiety over the decision he knew he had to make. He closed his eyes and counted down in his head.

      Three.

      Two.

      He didn’t wait for one, but instead sprinted out into the open with his pistol raised. He kept his head down and headed for the other side of the depression in which the gun battery was built. He only made it about twenty feet before at least half a dozen rounds chewed up the dirt around his feet.

      Roper stopped dead. He lifted his head so that the shooter could see who he was and allowed the pistol to drop from his hand. It thudded onto the grass at his feet. In the distance, he heard sirens, and perhaps even the low thrum of a helicopter’s rotor. He closed his eyes and waited for the final bullet to strike.

      One.

      Two.

      Three.

      Four.

      By five, Roper realized the hammer blow wasn’t going to fall. Whoever the sniper was, he didn’t seem to wish him dead. And since he hadn’t he heard any other sounds of gunfire, Zhao must have facilitated his own escape without being seen.

      “What now?” he murmured.

      He looked around, wondering if he could move. He couldn’t see the Chinese spy, and a brief flash of color on the second floor of the gun battery only revealed that the elderly couple were sheltering, squeezed into a gun emplacement with their faces turned away from the action.

      He made the decision in an instant. It was time to move. He stripped his T-shirt off entirely and held it in his right hand, shielding his pistol, and loped back toward the beach. As he ran, he cleared the weapon, ejected the magazine, and for good measure, removed the slide. This time he hugged the lower path, and when it bent around until he could almost reach out and touch the ocean a few dozen feet below, he drew his arm back like a baseball pitcher and hurled the various firearm parts into the sea. The knife followed a moment later.

      What mattered now was getting out of here without getting caught.

      Perhaps two minutes had passed since the gunfire had started. The beach was already mostly empty as the panic spread from the hillside on down. In the distance, he could see men and women sprinting for their cars. The road that led away from Fort Cronkhite was jam-packed with vehicles bumper to bumper, all gunning their engines in their haste to leave.

      Time to join them, Roper thought.

      He sprinted down the hillside and across the bottom part of the beach, where the water had soaked the sand into a kind of semi-concrete, making it easier to run. He was back at the fort inside three minutes, his lungs heaving, and ran past two larger women on electric mobility scooters—one of which appeared to have broken down.

      Since she was in no actual danger, he didn’t stop. Ninety seconds later, he was back at the car. Not long after that, he screeched back onto Route 101, as what seemed like dozens of police cruisers headed in the other direction.

      Apparently Oliver’s subterfuge had worked.

      “Nice job, computer,” he said, his chest still heaving from the exertion of the afternoon. “You got any idea what happened up there? Who the hell started shooting at us—the cops?”

      “It was not the police,” Oliver replied. “Beyond that I do not have sufficient data to draw a conclusion.”

      “Me either,” Roper laughed, slapping his palms against the wheel and shaking his head at the madness of it all. “So—did it work?”

      Oliver seemed to pause before delivering his verdict, like a judge on a television talent competition. Perhaps Roper was just so desperate for the answer that he imagined it. “I’ve accessed Apple’s location API,” he said.

      “And?”

      “The AirTag has pinged several times. I’m tracking it heading south as we speak. Judging by the distance between pings, Major Zhao cannot be on foot. I’m trying to narrow down the vehicle, but it will take some time.”

      “Tell me the moment you have something,” Roper said. “We might finally have him.”
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      Anxiety coiled in Emily’s stomach with every second she passed alone in the drab basement. It slithered into every limb, to the tip of every finger and toe. The worst part was she had no idea how long it had been. There was no way of telling time down here, no tick of a clock, no hum of electronics or glimmer of daylight to even let her know that night had died and morning begun.

      She heard a sound and stiffened, cocking her head to one side in order to listen more intently. Was someone out there? Should she yell for help?

      Strangely, it wasn’t even fear for her own safety that bothered Emily. She knew that Zhao couldn’t kill her. He might bluster about the prospect, but he wouldn’t go through with it. And while the prospect of life in an alien country, thousands of miles from home, never to see her friends or colleagues ever again was disconcerting to say the least, she could handle it.

      But only if Will survived. She wasn’t quite sure when she’d fallen for him, but the longer she was left with nothing but her own thoughts for company, the more certain she was that it was true.

      And now he was in danger. Danger she herself had sent his way.

      Zhao won’t kill him either, she tried to assure herself as guilt iced her veins. If he thinks he needs me, then it’s the same for Will.

      Another click from above. Emily’s eyes wandered in their sockets as she searched for evidence that something in her environment had changed. Perhaps the building was simply settling after the heat of the day.

      No, she heard it again. It was a consistent, low hum, accompanied by a strange clicking.

      And then a metallic slam.

      It was the garage door, she realized. First opening to admit a vehicle, then closing again.

      Zhao was back.

      For a few more moments, there was silence. Then bustling upstairs. The ceiling shook, and occasionally puffs of dust trickled through the floorboards and into the basement. The air became thick and tickled the back of her throat, already bone-dry from who knew how many hours spent down here with no access to drinking water.

      Strangely, she felt none of it. The anxiety was gone, pushed aside by a surge of adrenaline, though she did not realize that was what had happened. She swallowed hard as a wave of energy suffused every muscle and every limb. The tape over her mouth started to itch.

      The door to the basement slammed open. There was a brief pause, and then the heavy thump of a man’s footsteps.

      He was coming down. The speed and carelessness with which he moved made it clear he was in a hurry.

      Emily tried to say something, but the duct tape over her lips prevented her. The words came out as little more than a muffled moan. She rocked in the chair, attempting to loosen the restraints, but had no more success there either.

      Zhao rounded the corner. He had dust on his jacket and seemed to be breathing heavily. More than that, he had a panicked—or maybe unhinged—look in his eyes. She hadn’t seen that before. He was ordinarily calm and collected, even in his more delusional moments.

      This was different. She didn’t like different.

      She tried again, but again the words died in the tape. She wanted to find out what had happened out there, and the frustration of her inability to vocalize the question cut her like a rusty blade. She rocked the chair again, now hoping more to provoke Zhao into ripping off the tape than to escape her restraints.

      The Chinese spy reached inside his jacket and pulled out a knife. Emily froze, fight suddenly turning into fright. She gulped, and the coil of anxiety returned.

      He strode toward her, brandishing the weapon carelessly. He grabbed her by the hair and tugged hard enough for her eyes to water and for the chair’s front legs to rise half an inch off the ground. She supported the weight—tried to anyway—with her toes, but with her ankles bound to those of the chair, she had little room to maneuver.

      The knife disappeared behind her. This was worse. At least when she could see it, she could convince herself that things were under control. Now even that small, false comfort was taken from her.

      A quiet snick echoed around the silent basement. Emily’s breath froze, and she briefly convinced herself that she felt the kiss of blood seeping from her veins before the sound repeated itself.

      And there was another change.

      She could now move her arms.

      Zhao crouched, and this time cut through the bonds around her ankles. Now she could move her legs also, though her muscles were so cramped that that the release of pressure led to them starting to seize up. She whimpered with agony as she stretched them out.

      The larger man grabbed her by the elbow and hauled her roughly upright. Emily cried out in pain as the movement threatened to rip her left shoulder out of its socket but managed to support herself with her legs just in time. Her eyes watered, but she ignored the pain and with her free hand reached up to the tape around her lips and tore it free.

      “What happened?” she cried out. “Where is he?”

      Zhao did not answer. He pulled her angrily forward toward the staircase. Emily dug her heels against the basement floor, and though she was far from strong enough to stop her captor entirely, she at least slowed him down. He dragged her like that a few paces more, then an inchoate grumble of irritation erupted from his throat, and he turned to face her with a snarl on his face.

      “What the hell is wrong with you?”

      “I want to know what’s happening,” she said, brave with a mixture of fright and fury. When she blinked, she saw Roper’s face staring back at her, and the longer Zhao kept silent, the more she feared that he was gone.

      “Someone shot at us,” Zhao replied.

      “Will?” Emily replied, screwing her face up with confusion. Had he tried to fight Zhao? Worse—had he failed?

      “Not your lover,” Zhao replied, grinding his teeth together. “Someone else.”

      “Who?”

      He tugged at her arm. “No more questions.”

      She dug her heels in as she tried a different tack. “Where are we going?”

      “We’re leaving,” Zhao replied, returning to pulling her up the stairs. This time she didn’t fight him.

      “Leaving where?”

      “America. I’m taking you home.”
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      Roper parked messily a quarter mile from Monterey Regional Airport, where the signal had finally stopped. The last location ping was half an hour ago. He hurriedly thrust the thermite grenade and all his spare magazines into a backpack, which he shouldered. He looped the strap of the Heckler & Koch automatic rifle around the other side and concealed the weapon as best he could inside his jacket.

      Thankfully, the sun had slipped behind the horizon on his journey to the airport, so the darkness would obscure him for the time being. He briefly paused and scanned the fence line surrounding the runways. Behind him, the low drone of traffic on Highway 68 was a constant friend. To his north, though, he saw few signs of life. It wasn’t entirely surprising, since with US airspace closed to most international traffic, the airport industry wasn’t exactly doing a roaring trade.

      “It’s quiet,” he murmured, reaching up to the side of his head and making sure the earpiece was firmly attached. “What do you see?”

      “The California National Guard has vehicles parked on the runway,” Oliver reported. “There’s no way a jet can take off without moving them, and they’re under guard.”

      “Then what the hell’s Zhao playing at?” Roper wondered out loud. “Where could he even go? China is, what, six thousand miles across the Pacific? Unless he’s got a 747 parked there, that can’t be his plan.”

      “Venezuela would be within the range of a number of private jets capable of taking off from this runway,” Oliver said. “My research indicates that China has plenty of influence there. Or they could stop somewhere else. Colombia, maybe. Or Cuba. But I don’t think so.”

      “Why not?” he asked as he jogged toward the airport.

      Though he knew that Oliver had his sights—or whatever passed for them—on every surveillance camera and police radio in his vicinity, his neck moved as if on a pivot. There was no beating the human eyeball.

      “All of those destinations are within the range of military radar. Reaching them without being spotted would be impossible. And with this little aircraft traffic in the sky, it wouldn’t be possible to get lost in the noise.”

      “So what, then?” Roper asked with a note of frustration. He slowed as the fence line came into view ahead of him. It strained every sinew to walk normally, but the last thing he needed right now was for some overbearing security guard or National Guardsman to take an interest in him. “What’s he thinking?”

      “That is unclear at this time,” Oliver replied.

      “Thanks for the help, Nostradamus,” Roper grunted. He slowed almost to a halt as he reached the fence. A streetlight overhead—which presumably doubled as security lighting for the fence itself—was out, and he lost himself in the pool of darkness at its base as he looked out onto the runway.

      It too was dimly lit. The main terminal building was far to his left and mostly dark. A little to the right of that were a number of car rental shops, along with the airport’s short- and long-term outdoor parking lots. They were speckled with a few vehicles, but not many. Some looked like they might have been parked there for weeks.

      “Can you see me on candid camera?” Roper asked, reaching out and shaking the fence gently at the same time. It wasn’t much sturdier than the kind of chain-link boundary that might be found around a Little League field, and about as tall. At the top, three strands of barbed wire jutted outward. He judged that he would probably be able to climb over it, but not without tearing up his hands.

      “No,” Oliver replied. “There are no cameras pointing at your location.”

      “What about inside? Do you see him?”

      “I would tell you if I did,” Oliver said, sounding a little affronted—if such a thing was possible.

      “I guess you didn’t forget to wear your sassy pants today, huh?” Roper whispered as he studied the fence in front of him. As always, talking helped soothe his nerves.

      “I don’t wear pants,” Oliver replied.

      “I know you don’t.” Roper grinned, peering over his shoulder to make sure that he wasn’t being observed. “Okay, I’m going to try to climb this thing. You’re sure no one’s watching?”

      “Of course I’m sure,” came the reply. “But you don’t need to.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “There’s a gate about fifty yards from you, on Olmsted Way. Head through the parking lot. When you get there, you’ll see a security panel on a yellow post. The code is 617439. The security contractor stores all passwords in open text. That isn’t best practice.”

      “I take back everything I said,” Roper said, hurrying to follow his new instructions.

      A National Guard Bradley Fighting Vehicle was parked in the lot, but as far as he could tell, no one was inside. He figured they thought that closing the runway meant job done. And to be honest, they were probably right. The question of what Zhao was up to still bugged him—mainly because he wondered if he was the one being played.

      The gate was exactly where it was supposed to be. Roper paused and crouched in the darkness before approaching it. To his left was the empty long-term parking lot and behind that a single-story airport building, at the front of which was an American flag and a windsock, both hanging limply off the same flagpole. To his right was a light-blue hangar with a sign over an office doorway that read AIRCRAFT SALES, BROKERAGE & BUYER.

      On the runway-side of the gate, several small propeller-driven FedEx aircraft were lined up, along with a variety of single-engine aircraft of a type ordinarily owned by flying enthusiasts.

      Roper wondered if Zhao planned to take one of the small aircraft. They wouldn’t require the whole length of the runway to take off, not with a single passenger and the decoy AI cube that Zhao had in his possession. The Chinese intelligence officer could be in the air within a few hundred feet of empty blacktop.

      But the question still lingered: Where could he possibly hope to go?

      Knowing there was no way of finding that out, Roper exhaled, glanced left and right to make sure that he wasn’t being watched, and then strode confidently toward the gate. The code worked precisely as advertised, and an electric motor whirred into life. A moment later, a screech that sounded like a cat being tortured ripped apart the night.

      And didn’t stop.

      Roper winced as the piercing squeal emanating from the rusted gate split his eardrums. He dropped to a crouch, pressing himself up against the fence to hide from prying eyes that might have been attracted by the sound.

      The gate finally drew fully open. Searching left and right, Roper saw nothing. This side of the airport was used for aircraft storage and maintenance, it seemed, unlike the passenger terminal to the west. As far as he could tell, no one had heard the noise.

      He drew himself upright and walked through the open gate, ready to sprint the second it proved necessary.

      “You’re clear,” Oliver said.

      The screech resumed as the gate began to close. Instead of hiding, Roper jogged away from the gate as fast as was prudent. He knew that Oliver would ensure that he wasn’t seen on any camera connected to the airport’s digital security network, so he only had to dodge any remaining physical security. The rifle banged against his torso as he moved, until he pressed it to his side.

      To his right was an aircraft maintenance building in the center of a large concrete area just off the main runway. Up ahead, a long, narrow hangar came into view. He sensed no life.

      The shapes of armored vehicles loomed in the darkness ahead of him as he emerged onto the runway. Oliver was right. There was no way for a passenger aircraft to lift off from this airport. Not without dodging the parked vehicles in a zigzag fashion, and that was rarely conducive to heavier-than-air flight.

      Roper fingered his weapon. He had a round chambered, and the safety was off. He pressed the stock up against his shoulder and drew the muzzle slightly out of his jacket, though he kept his pose hunched over. In the dark, it was difficult to tell that he was armed—or at least, so he hoped.

      “Where the hell is he?” he murmured.

      “I think I detect movement by the main aviation hangars,” Oliver reported. “A number of cameras are disabled, so I’m having to interpret data from others that are much farther away.”

      “That seems convenient,” Roper replied.

      He rounded the single-story airport building he’d seen earlier when walking to the gate and paused for a moment to scan the space ahead of him. He saw a vehicle—perhaps a pickup truck—driving around the other edge of the airport. It was hard to be certain, but he thought it was probably a security vehicle doing a perimeter check. It was far enough away that he didn’t have to worry about it.

      “So where are these hangars?” he asked next, once he was certain he detected no activity on the runway.

      “To your left,” Oliver replied. “Past the passenger terminal.”

      That was both good and bad, Roper considered. On the plus side, he didn’t need to cross the runway and risk being detected by anyone stationed in one of those National Guard vehicles.

      On the other hand, reaching the hangars meant passing a number of buildings on his left that housed everything from airport fire and rescue to the location’s operations staff. Even though the facility was mostly closed, he would have to be careful as he moved. Anxiety twisted his stomach. He couldn’t risk being caught. Not now, not with Emily’s life on the line—and everything else that was at stake.

      “How busy is the terminal?” he said.

      “It’s currently occupied by three night-watchmen, the operations manager, and several mechanics on standby.”

      “That’s it?” Roper grumbled sarcastically. His musculature was taut with tension.

      “I believe so.”

      “Well, I guess it’s not like I have any other choice.”

      Roper paused for a second before moving off. It had to be over half a mile to the passenger terminal, after which the airport dog-legged to the west and was lost to view. At any point, he knew that he might be spotted, and yet he needed to move fast. He broke into a gentle jog.

      On his left, baggage-towing vehicles and other ground support equipment loomed out of the darkness. He used a long row of baggage carts as cover, thankful for the fact that the airport was closed, since that presumably meant there were more of them stored there than there might ordinarily have been. They stretched for about a third of the distance he needed to traverse. He stopped at the end, leaning against one of the yellow-topped storage cartons for support, and brought his rifle up to bear. He pressed his eye to the sight and scanned the terminal building.

      It was better lit than the rest of the airport. Large banks of floodlights lit the taxiway, and though most of the lamps weren’t turned on, enough light shone toward the runway that he knew he would be illuminated the second he moved.

      “Just great,” he cursed.

      “Okay, I think I have something,” Oliver reported. “A domestic flight plan was just filed for a Leonardo AW189 helicopter lifting off from this location. It’s a non-emergency MEDEVAC flight.”

      “Where is it heading?” Roper asked as he bit the bullet and started to cross the lit section of the runway. A number of small passenger jets were drawn up on the taxiway, and he leap-frogged from one to the next, using them for cover as he moved. It was a tense, stressful business, and every time he expected the next would harbor a mechanic or a National Guardsman.

      “Platform Holly.”

      “What the hell’s that supposed to be?”

      “An oil platform near Santa Barbara,” Oliver replied. “About two hundred and fifty miles from here and two miles offshore.”

      “If someone was really injured, wouldn’t they call for a rescue chopper from LA or San Diego?” Roper asked, semi-rhetorically.

      Oliver’s reply sounded like it came with a side of a shit-eating grin. “Exactly.”
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      The closer Roper got to the source of the helicopter engine noise, the more the tension built inside him. By the time he crossed the asphalt in front of the passenger terminal and made it to the point where the taxiway doglegged to the aircraft hangars, his vision had started to tunnel, and his heartbeat was racing at almost twice its usual speed.

      “Focus,” he whispered to himself, to no avail. The enormity of the task that lay in front of him was beginning to hit home. Emily’s life now rested in his hands. One screwup and he would never see her again. Not to mention the punishments she would doubtless suffer as a result of his failure.

      He shuddered just thinking about it. He took a knee and twisted his neck, scanning left and right to fill in the blank spaces left by his narrowing vision. The airport’s fence surrounded a large rectangular area that jutted out at a northwesterly direction to the rest of the runway. To his right, he saw two large hangars—the closest about twice the length of the other. The scene on his left was similar, but the aircraft storage facilities were much smaller.

      On the taxiway itself, several small private jets were parked. They were powered down and inactive.

      They were not what drew his attention. Instead, his gaze was attracted to the source of all the sound—a large helicopter, about the same size as the Blackhawk he used to ride into combat, but significantly sleeker. None of the navigation lights were turned on, but there was enough light pollution to make out that it was painted in a glossy red rescue livery.

      Some coincidence.

      “I see it,” he said. If anything, his heart seemed to beat faster now that he had tangible proof. He barely heard the computer’s affirmative reply through the rushing of blood through his eardrums.

      Roper glanced around to make sure that he wasn’t being watched—though this was mostly out of habit, since he would probably either be dead or arrested already if he was—then hefted his rifle and aimed it directly at the chopper. Without even realizing it, his finger migrated inside the trigger guard and applied half a pound of pressure onto the thin rod of metal itself.

      He jerked his hand away as he realized what he’d been considering. He gulped, grinding his teeth together, and inhaled deeply to steady himself. He couldn’t risk opening fire. Not at this distance. Not when one stray round could spell disaster.

      He had to get closer, but not without first getting a sense of what he was about to walk into. Dropping his eye socket to the scope on top of the rifle instead, he trained his sight on the target. Even with the visual magnification, it was difficult to make anything out in the dark. Something was clearly happening—he could see the blur of the chopper’s rotors spinning, and occasionally caught a glow from the instruments and switches inside the cockpit.

      And then—a shape?

      He tapped the power button for the thermal scope, but nothing happened. The battery was out.

      “Hell,” he cursed.

      He thought he’d seen a silhouette passing across the front of the helicopter. In fact, he was certain he had. But at this distance, that was all he was getting. He rose to his feet once more and began moving toward the helicopter. Though doing so strained against all his instincts, he walked slowly rather than rushing, knowing that the human eye is drawn to movement above all else.

      Besides, he’d spent his entire Air Force career around rescue choppers. His ear could tell the pitch of one about to take off, and he didn’t detect that now. It was more relaxed, the engine barely taxed and the rotors only half-spinning. If he had to put money on it, he would bet the pilot was performing the last of his pre-flight checks, which meant he had a little time.

      Roper used the darkness thrown by the two hangars on his left for cover, sidling up against their exterior and moving one measured step at a time. He kept the rifle pressed up against his shoulder, finger hovering near the trigger, and alternated dropping his eye to the scope with quick glances left and right to make sure that his focus wasn’t being sucked toward his target at the expense of all else. The wind switched, carrying with it the cloying, artificial, and yet strangely attractive smell of jet fuel. The scent brought back memories of missions with Blake, legs hanging out the side of the chopper as the aircraft banked toward some foreign airbase.

      Later.

      Judging he was close enough to make out additional detail, Roper stopped once more. He slowly brought the rifle back up and rested his cheek against it, then peered through the scope. At first, he saw nothing but darkness before readjusting and shifting the aim of the rifle a little to the right so that his view was no longer blocked by a parked private jet. The rescue helicopter came into view.

      Now closer, and because of the change in angle, he could see that the chopper’s sliding side door was open, though whatever lay inside was no more illuminating than a black hole. The pilot’s door on his side was also ajar.

      “Gotcha,” he murmured as he saw a flash of motion pass across the front of the chopper. There was someone there, all right. He focused the scope and got the distinct impression of a man in fluorescent red flight coveralls, as befitted a crew member of a rescue helicopter. The man’s sleeves were rolled up, and he was moving deliberately, not urgently.

      Does that fit?

      The thought that he might have picked up the wrong target bothered Roper. He squinted through the scope and attempted to make out more detail. The pilot had a dark complexion: perhaps Black, or maybe Indian. That struck him as strange—would Zhao really trust a non-Chinese with a job this sensitive?

      Roper pulled away from the scope. There was only one way to find out. He slowly panned his vision across the entire taxiway in front of him. The private jet that had blocked his view a few moments before was now directly ahead of him, about forty yards away. If he was careful, he could use it to shield himself from view.

      He lowered himself into a half-crouch and followed the rifle barrel toward the jet, moving quickly but smoothly now that he was behind cover. It took perhaps twenty seconds, though his perception of time was thrown off by the rate at which his heart was pounding. He paused for a moment, shielded by the plane’s landing gear to compose himself, sucking in greedy breaths of air.

      “A vehicle just entered the airport,” Oliver reported through his earpiece. “A sedan. It’s a rental. The ID used was fake, but the photograph corresponds to a Chinese national from Chicago.”

      “Copy,” Roper whispered. He drew in one last shaky breath, then flattened himself against the ground to avoid being seen and returned his gaze to the weapon’s scope.

      The pilot was walking around the helicopter now, pausing on occasion to check that a hatch or opening was secure. From this distance Roper could see that he was indeed Black, probably mid-forties, with a healthy build but a slight paunch around his waist. He frowned, trying to work out how the man was involved. Perhaps he’d been paid to look the other way.

      He searched for any sign of Zhao but found none. Other than the chopper and her pilot, the taxiway was empty. As far as he could tell, the airport was almost deserted.

      Roper didn’t sense the car approaching until it was almost upon him. It was driving without lights, and the noise of the helicopter’s powerplant disguised the approach of the much smaller engine in the small sedan car. Thankfully, the vehicle drove right up to the chopper, stopping only about twenty feet away. The engine cut out, and shortly afterward, the driver’s side door opened, and a figure stepped out.

      It belonged to a man about the same age as the pilot, if Roper had to guess, but about half a foot shorter and in better shape. He had close-cropped dark hair and ramrod poise. The pilot stopped at the approach and turned toward the car. He called out, but the words were lost in the rotor wash at this distance.

      “Dammit,” Roper muttered. His stomach was coiling now. He had already been outnumbered before this latest arrival. Now his tactical situation was going from bad to worse. He watched closely.

      The pilot, strangely, didn’t appear to recognize the man from the car. It was something about the way he held himself—a little guarded.

      Cautious.

      The new guy walked over to the pilot, who stood at an off angle to him. They were engaged in conversation. Again, the details were impossible to know. It happened in a flash. The pilot glanced away and pointed at the chopper, and Roper squinted as the other man pulled something out of his back pocket.

      In the movies you saw the flash of the blade. Not tonight. He didn’t realize that the pilot’s throat was cut until he was collapsed on the ground, hands desperately attempting to staunch the flow of blood. The new guy knelt on the man’s chest, drew his elbow back, and plunged the weapon into his victim’s side, at an angle Roper figured had probably severed his liver. Life left the pilot instantly. His shoulders sank back to the ground, and the tips of his flight shoes rotated a little wide of the knee as his muscles slackened.

      That was it.

      Roper’s throat made a strangled noise, though he clamped his jaw shut before more than a fetus of sound finished forming. He closed his eyes and began to tremble. He could have saved that man. If only he’d known the guy was innocent. All it would’ve taken was a single bullet, and who would have cared about the death of another Chinese spy? Nobody would even have heard over the roar of the engine.

      And you let it happen.

      He opened his eyes once more, knowing that it was too dangerous to blind himself, no matter his present turmoil. He locked his gaze on the killer.

      The man wiped his blade on the pilot’s body and glanced around casually, presumably to make sure he wasn’t being watched. It wasn’t Zhao, Roper was sure of that. He carried himself differently. His relaxed demeanor didn’t in the slightest reflect the reality that he’d just killed a man as easily as another might shake hands.

      Once he was done, he stood back up. The blade disappeared into the same pocket it had started in, and he withdrew another object, which it soon became clear was a cell phone. He lifted it to his ear, spoke a few inaudible words, then returned it to the pocket and waited.

      It didn’t take long. Roper saw the movement, rather than hearing the scraping of the metal, which was still overpowered by the chopper. A smaller—but still vehicle size—door on the side of the next hangar over rolled open.

      Roper’s eyes flicked back down. The large door finished opening, there was a short pause, and then the nose of a dark work van edged out. Like the car earlier, it moved without headlights and drove quickly toward the chopper. Before stopping, the driver spun it into a tight turn, then backed it as close as they dared to the chopper without risking a collision with the spinning rotors.

      The nose was now turned toward Roper, which meant he was unable to see the rear doors. His entire body was vibrating with tension now. Emily had to be inside, didn’t she? But there were at least two men arrayed against him—one had to be Zhao, and the other was the practiced killer he’d just watched ply his trade.

      Roper slowly pushed himself up, levering with his elbows, then returned to a low crouch as he moved. He edged out to his right to open up his viewing angle. He stayed below the plane’s outstretched wing, hoping with little justification that if he was seen, his silhouette would be brushed away by the observer as a figment of an overactive imagination.

      His new spot was better, but not perfect. The van’s rear doors were now open. The two men had picked up the dead body and were dragging it inside. The second that was done, one of them—the killer—appeared once more and jogged toward the helicopter before climbing inside and sitting in the pilot’s seat. It was almost impossible to know what he was doing, but the pitch of the chopper’s engine audibly changed.

      He was getting ready to lift off. He had to be. Which meant that Roper was out of time.

      Ice flooded through his veins at the realization, shocking him so badly that he temporarily forgot how to breathe. He needed to do something, but what? He was outnumbered. He had to cross the twenty yards to the chopper without being seen.

      Think.

      He could use the van, Roper realized. Like the plane had before, it now blocked the killer’s view. Or the replacement pilot, as was now plain.

      Move!

      His body seemed to realize that now was a time for speed rather than stealth, even if his brain hadn’t quite yet come to that conclusion. Roper sprinted toward the nose of the van with what turned out to be an excess of speed. He skidded to a halt a few feet too late and had to reach out his hand to slow himself against its hood.

      The whole vehicle rocked with the impact.

      Roper’s jaw clenched as he realized what he’d done. He reflexively checked that the rifle’s safety switch was disabled and brought the weapon a little closer to his body so that he could spin either to his left or right with an instant’s warning. He held his breath and waited for Zhao to appear.

      But nothing happened.

      When his already narrow field of vision threatened to fade away entirely, he sucked in a greedy breath, knowing that this close to the helicopter he couldn’t be heard. He was now resting his back against the van’s fender and realized that a gentle vibration was being transmitted through the plastic bumper. Someone was working inside, and that motion was being attenuated by the chopper’s rotor wash.

      He heaved a sigh of relief. Figuring he was probably safe and hadn’t been noticed, he flattened himself to the taxiway and looked underneath the van’s chassis. He could only see the chopper’s landing gear on the other side.

      And then a pair of boots jumped out of the back of the van. The sudden appearance almost gave Roper a heart attack. The heels of the shoes faced him. Then they spun around, so he was looking at their tips. He aimed the rifle, wondering if he should take the shot. The pilot might not even hear it, especially if he was now wearing his headphones. Maybe even if he wasn’t. A bullet through Zhao’s ankles wouldn’t kill him, but it would certainly slow him down.

      Roper’s finger grazed the trigger.

      He applied a half pound of pressure. Then another. Then one more. He had the shot, he knew he did.

      And then he stopped dead.

      Another pair of feet had emerged, toes dragging limply against the ground. Unlike Zhao’s, these weren’t shoed. They were smaller, too.

      Female.

      They belonged to Emily.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            49

          

        

      

    

    
      Roper’s finger jerked away from the trigger like a hand on a hot stove. He couldn’t risk taking the shot, not now that Zhao had a hostage in tow. Without being sure that he could disable the Chinese spy in a single shot, he couldn’t be certain that the man wouldn’t take her out with him.

      Thinking fast, he realized that he had to make a different firing angle. The van was parked at a diagonal in front of him, which meant that to his right, its nose disappeared, and if he peered out, he would be able to see both Zhao and the chopper. If he moved to his left, then the van’s cargo compartment would shield his frame and provide cover.

      But whichever he chose, he knew he had to do it fast.

      Left.

      He shuffled in that direction a few feet before the van’s windshield rose upward and he knew that he was now invisible from the other side. He levered himself up into a standing position and quickly proceeded to the far end of the vehicle, where he was shielded by the open rear door. He sucked in a shaky breath, swallowed, and made ready to fire.

      Then he paused, even as all his instincts were screaming at him to simply throw himself into battle. And yet he resisted. Something was bugging him. What was it?

      He had leverage after all, he realized in a flash of insight. Despite the fact that he was outnumbered, and Zhao had a hostage he couldn’t bear to lose—despite all that, he still had leverage.

      The decoy.

      The jerry-rigged electronic cube had to be in the back of the same van that Emily had just been dragged out of. It was the only thing that made sense. And if it was in there, then Zhao still believed that the cube was the real thing.

      Roper dropped the weapon against its strap, swiveled the backpack onto his front, unzipped it, and reached inside. His fingers swept the interior until they closed around the cool metal casing of the thermite explosive grenade. He withdrew it, scarcely daring to breathe, and pulled the pin before his brain had enough time to talk him out of it. He kept the lever pressed tight to the casing.

      He transferred the grenade quickly but carefully to his left hand, then reached for the dangling rifle with his right and brought it back up to his shoulder. It was an uncomfortable, unwieldy stance—and one that would doubtless affect his aim—but it wasn’t like he was swimming in a pool of other options.

      “Go,” he hissed to provoke himself into actually doing it.

      He took a step to his left and opened himself up. He couldn’t see what the chopper’s pilot was doing but was careful not to forget he existed. He would be armed, and even with a pistol his shot would be an easy one.

      Even so, his eyes naturally pivoted toward movement—which in this case came from Zhao and Emily. The rotor blades formed a spinning, whirling blur overhead. Lights and instruments flickered and gleamed inside the cockpit. But he only had eyes for one person.

      Zhao was stuffing his captive inside the chopper’s rear sliding door. Emily was slumped in a strange, unnatural fashion—clearly drugged. She was unresponsive. Her wrists were tied behind her back. The Chinese intelligence officer had a pistol in a holster at his waist but was otherwise unarmed.

      He ground his teeth together as he tried to work out if he could take the shot without risking Emily’s life, then growled with frustration as he concluded that he could not. With the grenade in his left hand, Roper raised his voice and called out as loudly as he could, “Give me the girl.”

      Zhao spun around instantly, so quickly that Emily’s dazed form slid out the side of the helicopter and collapsed onto the ground. Her head bounced against the taxiway so hard that Roper’s eyes flared wide. In the instant his gaze was attracted to her plight, the Chinese spy managed to get his hand on his gun, unclip it, and draw it halfway out the holster.

      “Don’t fucking move,” Roper warned, his throat already going slightly hoarse from the volume he was forced to speak at by the engine noise. “I’ll put a bullet in you the second you do.”

      “Mr. Roper!” Zhao yelled back. “Where is your friend?”

      A memory of the unknown individual who had opened fire on both him and Zhao by Fort Cronkhite flashed in his mind, but he quickly sidestepped it. He didn’t have time right now to figure out what had happened earlier that day.

      “Nothing to do with me,” Roper replied steadily. “Now give her to me, and I’ll let you go.”

      Zhao glanced quickly to his right, but the look lingered just long enough for Roper to catch it. He realized that he was getting a message from his pilot and knew that he had to act quickly to cut it off. He took two paces forward, then one to his right so that he was standing right in front of the van’s open rear doors.

      “I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” he called. “We’re both standing in front of something the other can’t risk hurting. And I’m guessing that only one of us is running out of time. It’s not me.”

      A reflection from the chassis of the gleaming helicopter in front of him told him that the lights were on inside the van’s cargo compartment. The resolution wasn’t exactly good enough to make out what was inside, but there was something—and that something could only be the decoy cube. He breathed a sigh of relief, though he wasn’t dumb enough to show it.

      His Chinese opponent’s jaw visibly flickered with rage. “My man has orders to kill the bitch if anything happens to me,” he said.

      “I’m sure he does,” Roper shouted back, manfully controlling the flare of rage inside him that resulted from Zhao’s slur. “We’ve all stumbled into a real Wild West goatfuck, huh? And neither of us will get out of this with everything that we want. But that’s no different from any good negotiation, right?”

      “Are you willing to risk the life of your girlfriend?” Zhao snapped.

      “She’s not my girlfriend,” Roper called back with studied, if fraying, calm. He raised his left hand in the air and waggled the incendiary grenade at Zhao. “You recognize this thing? I got it as a gift. Very generous of you. Although it’s the strangest thing, I seem to have misplaced the pin.”

      Zhao’s forehead crinkled as his gaze locked on to the device in Roper’s hand. He said nothing.

      “Here’s one way the next few seconds play out,” Roper said, pulling his finger back on the trigger and making sure that Zhao could see. He held the grenade behind him, so that it would fall into the van’s cargo bay if he dropped it.

      “Your pilot shoots Emily. The second that happens I squeeze this trigger and put a magazine worth of rounds on full auto through your chopper—and you if I get lucky. And this grenade goes flying back behind me and a half pound of thermite burns through the world’s only AI at 4,500° and turns it into a heap of melted silicon. Is that a risk you’re willing to take?”

      “Either way the bitch ends up dead,” Zhao replied.

      Roper clenched his jaw. “I wish you hadn’t called her that,” he snapped. “But I’ll let it slide. I’m offering you a deal here. We both walk away counting our fingers—but we both walk away. You get the AI, I get the girl, and we all survive.”

      Zhao again didn’t reply, and there was something about his complexion—a flicker of indecision on his forehead, perhaps—that enticed Roper into pressing his case.

      “Listen, man, I don’t know how long you have to make your way out of here, but I’m guessing you’re running out of time. You’ve got a flight plan out to that oil rig, right? I’m guessing you plan to land on a ship instead. Smart move. But the longer you screw around here, the more time there is for someone to get suspicious, right? So it’s time you made a choice. Something or nothing. Which is it?”

      The instant he stopped, Roper realized he’d overplayed his hand. Zhao leered suspiciously back at him. “How do you know about the flight plan?”

      Thinking fast—and trying not to react—Roper said, “How do you think—Google.”

      “But how did you know where I would be?”

      Roper grinned at this one. He made it look confident, but it was really relief. “Check your chest pocket. The one on the left.”

      Zhao’s face screwed up. “What?”

      “Just do it. You know I can’t shoot.”

      After the second of indecision, the Chinese spy followed the instruction. His left hand dipped into the corresponding pocket and came out in a fist. He opened it out in front of him. Roper could barely see the AirTag at this distance, but he knew from the flash of realization in the man’s eyes that it was there.

      “Who would have thunk it.” He grinned, high on relief. “Apple rode in on a shining horse and saved the day, after all. Like I said, I got the rest from Google.”

      The explanation seemed to allay Zhao’s concerns. “Maybe I should kill her anyway,” he said.

      A surge of panic ripped through Roper. More adrenaline flooded into his system, washing away the tiredness of his right deltoid as it supported the outstretched rifle—but at the cost of making his aim even shakier.

      What?

      He steeled himself before replying. “Now why would you do a thing like that?”

      The Chinese spy seemed to be thinking aloud. “What is better, do you think, neither my country or yours having this power—or both? Perhaps I should be asking: which is worse?”

      “There is something you should know, Will,” Oliver said through Roper’s earpiece.

      Quickly, then, he thought, his eyes flaring slightly at the timing of the AI’s interjection.

      “I think Zhao is afraid to die. I was reviewing the drone camera footage from that night in Bootjack, and I saw something interesting. Major Zhao sacrificed one of his own men to survive. I suspect he would do so again.”

      “That’s not the only question, though, is it?” Roper replied, unable to acknowledge the computer’s intercession, but grateful for the insight it gave him.

      Zhao frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “If you kill Emily, then you die. And I think you like living, Major. Are you willing to sacrifice your life for your country?”

      “Of course!” Zhao blustered.

      But Roper saw that he was not. The man had feared for his life earlier that day. And it seemed he’d also killed to survive before that.

      He gestured with the grenade in his hand. His wrist was starting to ache from the effort of holding the device. “Let’s strike a deal, Major. Your life—and your country’s future—for her. That’s all I ask.”

      “How can I trust you will make a fair trade?” Zhao asked.

      Roper knew he had his man.

      “I don’t want to die any more than you do. I give you my word, you give me Emily in return, and I will get the hell out of here faster than you can blink. I’m still a wanted man, remember. You think the authorities will trust a word I say—even if I could risk going to them? Who the hell would believe a story like this? You’ll be flying away with the only proof.”

      He jerked the grenade backward. “Without that AI, I’m a loon. Crazy. And as far as the world knows, responsible for the deaths of half a dozen FBI agents just this week.”

      Zhao glanced down at Emily’s legs, still motionless near his own feet. He seemed to be thinking, but in truth the decision was already made.

      He looked up. “You have your deal,” he growled.

      The next few minutes were a tense ballet. Zhao drew his own weapon, which he aimed at Emily. It was for “security,” he explained. Roper decided it was a battle that wasn’t worth fighting, despite the fact that it made his insides crawl.

      He kept his own rifle aimed at the Chinese spy and sidestepped to his left as his opposite number did the same—though in his case he was moving toward the van as Roper was moving away from it. They met in the middle, no more than a few feet apart.

      “Say,” Roper ventured, reaching out as they passed each other and gesturing with the grenade. “You mind taking this?”

      Zhao screwed up his face and refused.

      That makes things tricky.

      As he reached the helicopter, his face and clothes now under constant attack from the whipping of the downwash from the rotors, Roper was presented with an uneasy choice: he could either drop the rifle or the grenade. At least, if he wanted to carry Emily out of here, that was.

      And I got all this way, after all.

      Zhao was now inside the van’s cargo compartment. He was kneeling and covering the decoy cube with his body. Roper watched for any sign that he was about to be betrayed and decided the grenade was the one that needed to go. The Chinese couldn’t take the risk of him shooting up the helicopter. It was a civilian model, which meant no armor.

      Actually ditching it was easier said than done.

      Before doing anything, he glanced inside the chopper to make sure that he wasn’t about to be shot in the back. The pilot was armed but had his hands on the chopper’s controls. Roper relaxed.

      Next, he let the rifle drop against its sling and clatter against his torso. As he did so, he conspicuously held the armed grenade out and slightly inside the chopper, so that if it fell, then Zhao’s ride would go up in flames. There was a small chance that the pilot might reach the grenade in time to prevent that, but he knew it wasn’t one that the man could take.

      Zhao grumbled a warning, but Roper ignored it.

      He reached for a vest pocket and retrieved the pin, which he was now exceedingly glad he’d remembered to stash. This was the tricky part. He turned his back to Zhao so that the man couldn’t be sure exactly when the grenade was made safe. His palms were sticky with sweat, and it took several goes before he was able to slot it back and prevent the striking pin from igniting the fuse.

      The second it was safe, he dropped it and raised his rifle in the same movement, keeping it aimed inside the chopper. Again, Zhao’s ride out of here was on the line, and he did nothing to risk it.

      “Okay, Emily,” he said, his chest tight with anxiety. “That’s the hard part over. Now to get the hell out of here.”

      He pivoted around and aimed his weapon at Zhao before crouching and somehow lifting Emily over his shoulder into a fireman’s carry without ever losing his aim. There was so much adrenaline pumping through his system that he barely felt her weight, though he was now surfing on a constant wave of nausea.

      “Time to go,” he mumbled. He started backing away, scraping the sole of his boot against the concrete underneath with each step so that he wasn’t surprised by anything behind him. If he stumbled and in so doing gave Zhao a chance to fire, he risked everything.

      He didn’t breathe until he was out of effective pistol range, and a minute after that, out of sight entirely, shielded by the side of a hangar. He felt a change in Emily’s dead weight just as his own muscles threatened to give out. He lowered her to the ground, glanced over his shoulder to make sure they were clear, then gazed down at her, anxiously probing her head for any sign of a serious wound.

      Emily’s eyes flickered open from the touch. Her pupils were wide and dilated, her tone hazy. But she was alive, and she was safe, and that was all that mattered. “Will?”

      He palmed her cheek in disbelief and croaked, “You’re safe!”

      “What happened?” Her eyes flared wide, and her muscles went rigid for a few seconds before the drug in her system soaked up the wave of energy. “Zhao—he took me. Is he… is he dead?”

      As he opened his mouth to reply, Roper heard the pitch of the helicopter’s engines change, then a different timbre to the rotor noise as his angle changed and the chopper began to generate lift. A gentle breeze stroked his back.

      He grinned with relief as he said, “No. Not yet.”
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      Platform Holly, one of the few oil rigs that sat off the Californian coast and helped provide most of the hydrocarbons that kept that most avowedly green state of the union running, glittered against the backdrop of a clear night. Only a small sliver of the moon was missing. Zhao regarded the sight with immense satisfaction.

      There was, after all, no way that he could know that his night was not yet done.

      His pilot reported their descent and supposed landing to air traffic control to ensure that nobody would come looking for them. At least, not before it was too late. And just so that the operators’ radar displays matched where they were hearing, the helicopter dropped to only a hundred feet off the surface of the slowly rolling ocean.

      For all intents and purposes, they had already touched down on the landing pad of the immense steel structure, poised over the surface of the waves.

      But that was not, of course, the case. The helicopter was still making at least two hundred knots of airspeed even at this low altitude, for which Zhao thanked the pilot’s years of military training, as well as the set of night vision goggles currently clipped to the man’s forehead.

      For the first few minutes, the ground proximity warning system had repetitively screamed, “PULL UP,” in what sounded to Zhao to be all caps. Thankfully, before the major had found himself moved to mention the irritant, the pilot had recognized it himself and silenced the device.

      And so Zhao was left to bask in his own success. It was a beautiful night, and though the chopper was running without either interior or navigation lights, the moon provided enough illumination for him to glance into the chopper’s rear compartment and see his prize: a seemingly undistinguished black cube, currently swaddled in material that absorbed all radio signals and strapped down tightly to the floor of the aircraft.

      He’d won. Many men had died to bring him this prize, but their sacrifices had been a price he was willing to pay. The device in his possession was no doubt the greatest intelligence coup in his country’s long history—and for the sake of his own ego he counted not just the feats of the communist era, but also all of the Imperial dynasties that came before.

      No, he decided, it was better than that. This was the greatest intelligence coup in any country’s history. In comparison to his own work, the Soviet Union’s greatest Cold War moles, Philby and Ames and Burgess, were mere footnotes. The device would have to be studied so that the scientists understood how to make it work, but he had confidence that this would pose little problem. If it did, they could always go back for the girl, but he didn’t think it would prove necessary. His brain, in order to protect his ego, now decided she must have been lying about the failsafe.

      His accomplishment would never be made public, of course. His countrymen would never know what he had done, at least not until he was long dead. But the right people would. His had already been an impressive, distinguished career within the Ministry of State Security. But this was rocket fuel. Inside a decade, he would be in the Politburo. Not an officer in, but the Minister for State Security.

      And why stop there?

      “Unidentified Aircraft on heading 271, state intentions,” a clipped military voice crackled over his radio headset, breaking through his reverie. “Repeat, Unidentified Aircraft on heading 271, state intentions immediately.”

      Zhao’s eyes drifted to the LCD screen on the center of the cockpit dashboard, which displayed a compass with marked headings and white text around the edge. He read their present course as heading 273, but that was too close for comfort. He twisted in his seat and searched the sky around them for any sign that they were being followed but saw nothing.

      “What should I do?” the pilot asked. His tone was businesslike but had a strained quality to it, as though he was attempting to quash his fear and not quite succeeding.

      “Nothing,” Zhao said, still swiveling and searching the skies. “Perhaps they are looking for someone else.”

      The words rang hollow the moment they left his lips, and he knew that his pilot could not possibly believe them. But he comforted himself that the advice was not so bad. Every second that passed carried them closer to the ship. If he squinted, he thought he could even see the vessel’s running lights bobbing on the surface of the ocean.

      “We’re still ten miles away,” the pilot said, as if reading his mind. He battled with the helicopter’s controls, trading a few feet of elevation for additional speed. Zhao glanced down at the moonlight reflecting off the white caps of the waves below and instantly wished he hadn’t. They seemed almost close enough to reach out and touch.

      Zhao opened his mouth to reply but closed it a second later as the sound of thunder broke through his protective headphones. He frowned and pressed his face against the window in search of the source, only for the entire helicopter to rock and shudder in midair as a pair of fighter jets with glowing red navigation lights on each wing tip roared only a couple of hundred feet overhead. Though they seemed to be traveling at the very lower limit of their possible speed, they still quickly outstripped the chopper.

      The blinking red lights rocked from side to side, following the path of the wings they were attached to before banking to the left. The message was clear: Follow us.

      “Unidentified aircraft, state intentions,” the same voice repeated as the two jets built speed and banked for another pass. “You are approaching a US Navy warship. I am authorized to shoot you down to prevent that from happening, but I’d prefer not to ruin either of our days. Set a course for land immediately, then state intentions.”

      “We have to do something,” the pilot said, a panicked note now infecting his voice. “I can’t lose them.”

      “We need to buy time,” Zhao said. He leaned forward in his seat, only stopping when his safety restraints caught him, and searched the ocean ahead for any sight of the waiting container vessel. “They won’t fire on a ship.”

      In truth, he wasn’t so sure about that. But what other choice did he have? The pilot’s fear was catching, and he felt a pit of anxiety gnawing at his stomach. He attempted to push it away, but to no avail.

      “So what should I do?”

      “Get on the radio. Say we’re experiencing technical trouble. With the engine or something, I don’t know.”

      As the pilot communicated that message to the prowling fighter jets, Zhao automatically reached for the pistol at his holster. It was an instinctual reaction, and the absurdity of it all only hit home once his fingers closed around the grip. He let himself sag back against the seat behind him as all energy drained from his body.

      It was almost impossible to hear the jet engines until they were right overhead, especially now that his own pilot was increasing power and sprinting for the questionable safety of the waiting container ship as fast as the helicopter was able. There was no disguising their intentions. The only question was whether the Americans would actually open fire.

      The fighter jets made an identical pass overhead. His pilot’s knuckles went white on the helicopter’s controls as he attempted to prevent the now-lower aircraft from plunging into the surface of the ocean. They were traveling fast enough, and the Pacific was sufficiently deep beneath them that it was unlikely that any debris would ever be found.

      Zhao’s eyes went wide with shock as a fireworks show opened up in front of him. For a moment, his brain jumped to the conclusion that the Americans had already opened fire. It took him a few seconds to process the reality.

      Red phosphorus flares reflected off his eyeballs and burned hot all around the chopper as they passed through the cloud of incendiaries. One bounced off the helicopter’s windshield, holding there for just a second before the pressure of the air all around them whipped it away. He realized that his heart was beating faster than perhaps it ever had before.

      “Unidentified Aircraft, turn for land immediately or I will open fire,” the same infernally calm pilot said.

      “Ignore him,” Zhao said. “He won’t shoot.”

      “He will,” the pilot said numbly. And yet his hands did not deviate on the helicopter’s controls. He followed his superior’s commands without thought. “It’s over.”

      The jets didn’t wait before making a third pass around. This time, streaks of tracer fire burned through the night sky, lighting up Zhao’s already pulsating vision. The incendiary rounds seemed to form a cone around the helicopter that reminded him of a sci-fi warp drive, and it was hard to believe that the aircraft hadn’t already been hit.

      “Hostile Aircraft, this is your final warning. Change heading now, or I will shoot you down.”

      Zhao glanced to his side. It was difficult to tell behind the pilot’s helmet and goggles, but he thought that he saw tears flowing out of the man’s eyes. What’s more, he wasn’t even sure they were open. And in that moment, he knew that he was not yet ready to die.

      But what option did he have? He could see the silhouette of the container ship ahead of him, a patch of blackness on the glittering surface of the ocean, bracketed by navigation lights at the bow and stern. It could only be a couple of minutes’ flight time now. But that might as well be an eternity.

      You could defect.

      The thought shocked Zhao. He’d never been anything other than a mostly faithful servant of the Chinese Communist Party. Only a few moments before, he’d envisioned climbing to the very top of that rats’ nest of an organization. And now he was considering throwing it all away.

      And yet it was the only way he could survive.

      “Do as they say!” he snapped. “Turn for land.”

      “Major?” the pilot replied. His voice was confused, choked with emotion.

      “Do it, do it now,” Zhao repeated, suddenly desperate to survive. All attempts at conscious thought or reasoned planning were gone. All that remained was an animalistic survival instinct. If he had to sell himself to the Americans, he would do so. But he would live.

      “Sir, are you sure?”

      “Tell them we’re turning,” Zhao said. “Our cargo is too important to lose. Trust me, I have a plan.”

      He did not, of course. But it was the only way.

      The pilot reached for his radio’s transmit switch. As his thumb punched it and the helicopter began to bank toward the coast, another voice filled the frequency.

      “Help! They killed Will. Oh God, they killed him. They took it. Help–”

      The transmission cut off in garbled static. Before it died, Zhao swore he heard the sound of a gunshot. He wracked his brain to figure out where he’d heard that voice before.

      And then it struck him.

      It was Emily.

      The pieces fell into place. He twisted in his seat and stared numbly at the cube in the rear of the helicopter, understanding for the first time—just at the last—that he’d been played. His prize was a fake.

      Two short range AIM-9 infrared air-to-air missiles separated from the hard points in the interior weapons bay of the F-35 fighter jets. At this range, they simply could not miss.

      And just seven seconds later, all evidence of Major Zhao Wei’s very existence was blotted from the skies.
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      The funeral service was held near Blake’s mother’s place, at the Church of the Valley on a leafy green plot just off California Highway 680. Hundreds of SFPD officers lined the lawn in front of the church, all wearing somber dress uniforms and talking quietly with one another. Despite the gloriously sunny weather, there was nothing festive about the mood.

      The church was overflowing. Mourners spilled out of every pew and packed the rear of the building, jostling for space as they prepared to pay their last respects. On the lawn outside, a large screen had been set up along with a public address system, so that those who could not make it inside could still witness the service.

      On a trestle in front of the steps just before the altar rested a mourning book, filled with pictures of Blake as a boy, as a young man, as an airman, an overjoyed expression on his face as he kissed his pregnant wife’s belly. Already it was filled with messages of regret, stories of his life, even jokes.

      The minister called for attention. There wasn’t much noise in the background, and what little there was fell away quickly, replaced by a solemn hush, as well as the gentle hum of traffic passing on the highway just beyond the trees. Inside the church, all faces turned toward the altar. Outside, every eye focused on the screen that was relaying the scenes from inside.

      “Thank you for gathering here today to celebrate the life of Blake Hudson, a man whom many of us loved, a son, a husband, a police officer”—he paused, and inside the church a low cough echoed from several cues back—“and a father to a child he will never know but who will never forget the man he was.”

      After the solemn introduction, there was barely a dry eye left in the house. Even seasoned police officers were seen with glistening faces, some mopping back tears with carefully positioned handkerchiefs. The organ started to play. It was a surprisingly upbeat tune. Anyone who’d known Blake would have understood.

      The doors at the back of the church opened. As one, the congregants turned to face the central aisle. Many of those inside were police officers or former military, who stood to attention as they watched their former comrade make his life’s final journey.

      The coffin entered, covered by the Stars & Stripes with gold tassels at each of its four corners. It was hoisted by half a dozen pallbearers, half in Air Force blues, the other half in SFPD dress uniform. They walked in measured half-step, keeping the coffin completely level as they proceeded down the aisle.

      As the nose of the coffin reached the final pew before the altar, they stopped. Blake’s wife stepped out, tears streaming down her face. She held her stomach with one hand, and placed the other on the flag, closing her eyes as if silently communing with her husband one last time.

      She turned and fled back to his mother’s arms. The coffin proceeded up the stairs and came to its final rest. As one, the pallbearers saluted, then turned away.

      The service lasted half an hour. Blake had never been an overly religious man, though he believed quietly, and perhaps the minister understood this. Once the readings and stories were over, hundreds came up to the coffin to pay their final respects. The mourning book overflowed with messages.

      And slowly, the congregants drifted away until only the coffin was left in an empty church. Outside, church staff started to disassemble the speaker system and the screen. The final mourners drifted away from the lawn, entering their cars and driving away.

      Having watched the service from afar, Emily and Roper now drifted closer and gazed up at the entrance to the church. She touched his arm and asked softly, “Do you want to see him?”

      Roper’s face was twisted with pain and regret. His eyes glistened with tears, but he wasn’t allowing himself to cry. She wished he would. He shook his head and started to turn away. “We shouldn’t. It’s too dangerous.”

      She grabbed him by the hand and stopped him in his tracks. “Let’s go.”

      “Emily—”

      “Will, we’re dead, remember. No one’s looking for us. And you’ll never forgive yourself if you don’t pay your respects to your friend. Besides, this isn’t an argument. We’re going in.”

      He didn’t resist as she pulled him up the steps into the church. The glass doors were unlocked. Emily pushed him aside, and they walked up the aisle toward where Blake rested. The flag was gone, folded and given to his wife. The coffin itself was a polished ebony, which gleamed even in the church’s low light.

      Roper padded toward it in silence. He said nothing, but his shoulders shook with repressed grief. Emily’s heart broke for him. She wished there was something she could say, but some hurts you didn’t get over. She hung back as he stepped up to the coffin, placing both hands on it, then slowly lowering his forehead to the cool wood.

      He stayed there for a long time. Seconds drifted into minutes. Emily gave up counting. Seeing that he showed no signs of moving, she walked toward him.

      “It was all my fault,” he whispered as she drew close, still keeping his forehead pressed to the coffin. “If I hadn’t called him that night, none of this would ever have happened.”

      “It’s as much mine as it is yours,” Emily said, her throat clenching with sadness. “But you couldn’t have known. And he died doing the job he loved. Would he have blamed you?”

      Roper said nothing.

      She squeezed his shoulder. “Tell me the truth, Will.”

      He shook his head, and she saw that tears were now streaming freely from his eyes. His voice was wrenched with anguish. “No…”

      She joined him by the coffin, reaching for his head and pulling it toward hers. She pressed her forehead against his. “Then don’t blame yourself. Any more than you have to, anyway. You owe him that much. Nobody will ever know what he did to keep this country safe. All we can do now it’s all over is live our lives and do what we can to make his sacrifice worth it.”

      Roper turned his face to hers, and she saw a resolution there. But also a question. Before she had a chance to ask what was on his mind, he mused softly, “Is it over?”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “When Zhao had you, at the trade by Fort Cronkhite, someone shot at us. Well, at him. I’ve been trying to work out who ever since, but I’m coming up empty. Someone else must know our secret. I don’t think we’ll be safe until we find out who.”
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        * * *

      

      Raymond Lister stumbled through the empty corridors of his Woodside mansion. Ordinarily he would have passed a housekeeper, butler, or other member of staff, but tonight he had dismissed all of them. The walls weren’t just closing in all around; they had completely collapsed on top of him.

      High-proof alcohol coursed through his veins. It was the good stuff, from his personal scotch collection. He probably wouldn’t be drinking it for very much longer, so why not go out with a bang? He was barefoot, and in his drunken stupor the toes on his left foot caught against an expensive Persian rug and propelled him tumbling to the ground.

      The impact was hard and knocked most of the air out of his lungs. The alcohol probably helped him, by making him as soft and pliable as a baby. His chin banged against the floor, and he scraped a layer of skin from underneath it. He simply lay there, hot, angry tears streaming down his cheeks as he headbutted the floor.

      Hugo, you asshole, he fumed.

      The man had destroyed everything. He could have held off a little longer before enforcing the margin call. There would have been a way to avoid selling off his prize assets at pennies on the dollar. But that was what had happened nevertheless. The tide had gone out, and the whole market knew by now that he’d been swimming naked.

      That was the problem with leverage, he realized. It was like playing Russian roulette with five bullets in the cylinder. No matter how good you thought you were, it only took one mistake with the spin for everything to come crashing down around you.

      He rolled onto his back and stared woozily up at the ceiling. He was broke. Flat broke. Worse than that, even after Hugo had spent the day winding up his positions, he was still tens of millions of dollars in debt. He had a couple of million dollars cash in the bank, but his creditors would take that.

      More drink.

      Deciding that was the best idea he’d had in hours, if not days, Lister clumsily struggled to his feet. The room spun around him, but he walked unsteadily to the table on which he’d left the now half-empty bottle of scotch. He didn’t bother pouring it into a glass but drank directly from the bottle. The fiery liquid scorched his throat, and he doubled over, coughing. A couple of ounces of scotch spilled out over his fingers as he placed his hands—still carrying the bottle—on his knees.

      A stream of spittle spilled from his lips and pooled on the floor in front of him.

      “You’re pathetic,” he mumbled.

      He stood but squeezed his eyes closed as he did so, picturing his future. It wasn’t hard to imagine the four walls of his cell. The FBI were already asking questions, watching his property, interrogating his friends and business partners. They would figure it out in the end. How long did you get for obstruction of justice? It didn’t matter. A felony conviction would destroy his investing career. Not that anyone would take his money now, anyway.

      “Mr. Lister,” a voice said, at first barely breaking through his reverie. “I apologize for interrupting you, but I tried knocking and nobody answered.”

      His eyes fluttered open. Blearily, he wiped the back of his whisky-splattered hand across his eyes to clear them and cursed when all that happened was that they started to sting. Slowly the picture came into focus. A man was standing on the other side of the room, dressed in a smart suit and carrying a slim black leather briefcase.

      Not knowing whether or not he was hallucinating, it took Lister a long time to respond. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d seen a briefcase in Silicon Valley, let alone someone wearing a suit. “Who the fuck are you?”

      “As I said, I apologize,” the man replied. He was in his 40s, or perhaps early 50s, and remarkably physically fit for his age. “I understand that you wanted to meet me.”

      With courage fueled by the alcohol in his bloodstream, Lister raised the hand still wrapped around the neck of the scotch bottle and pointed at his unexpected visitor, swaying in place. “Get the hell out of my house.”

      “Certainly,” he said. Now that a little adrenaline was competing with the booze and sharpening his wits, Lister detected a trace of an accent in the man’s otherwise perfect English. “Although I think you will want to hear my proposal.”

      “What proposal?” Lister asked, his face screwed up the confusion.

      The man smiled. “My name is Artem Balakin,” he said. “I am—”

      He was almost knocked over by a flash of understanding. Almost choking, he said hoarsely, “Sandy contacted you. You’re the Russian!”

      Balakin nodded. “Very good.”

      Lister stared down at the liquor bottle, suddenly ashamed by his appearance, and set it back on the table beside him with a heavy thunk. He wiped his hands apologetically on his pants. He felt a cool kiss on his chin, and realized it was covered in drool.

      “Please, come in,” he said, forgetting his earlier anger. He took a deep breath and steadied himself.

      “You have a very nice home, Mr. Lister,” Balakin said as he walked over, his posture perfect, reflecting his total confidence in his skin.

      “For now,” he replied.

      “What does that mean?”

      “Forget it.” Lister said, sticking out his hand.

      Balakin stared at it for a few moments but made no move to shake it. Feeling foolish and embarrassed by the show he’d just put on, Lister dropped it to his side.

      Still, despite all of that, a sense of elation suffused him. This was the lifeline he needed. If this man Balakin had come to speak with him, then that surely indicated he was willing to meet the terms that he’d demanded. If he was able to keep his head above water with his finances, then his legal position would be immeasurably strengthened. The Justice Department avoided going to war with white-shoe law firms wherever possible, and he would hire the best.

      “Shall we sit?” Balakin suggested.

      “Of course,” Lister said quickly. He gestured toward the table and pulled out a chair of his own. “Please.”

      They sat side by side at the table, their chairs angled so that they faced each other. Balakin placed his briefcase flat on the table but made no move to open it. “I understand you have something of interest to me,” he said.

      Lister exhaled, wishing he was more sober. The Russian’s face was floating in front of him. He could barely make out any of the man’s finer facial details. He had dark hair and white teeth, and that was about it. “Perhaps.”

      “I’m a busy man, Mr. Lister,” Balakin said impatiently.

      A surge of worry jolted Lister’s heart. In a more composed state, he might have recognized it as a negotiating tactic. But presently he had no leverage. If Balakin walked out of here without closing a deal—almost whatever the terms of that agreement were—then he was screwed.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, embarrassment coloring his cheeks as he remembered the state he’d been in when Balakin entered his house. He summoned up all his experience and rolled it into a single elevator pitch. “I have information relating to a game-changing technological breakthrough that has the potential to make Russia the preeminent global superpower.”

      “What is it?” Balakin said, seeming barely interested.

      Lister stumbled over his explanation, horrified by the prospect of the Russian not taking the bait. “Artificial intelligence. It was responsible for the hijacking of the experimental Air Force drone program that the president declassified the other day. In your control, it would be a weapon of immeasurable power. It’s priceless.”

      “Nevertheless,” Balakin said, “you will need to suggest one, otherwise it will be difficult to come to an agreement.”

      That means he’s interested, right?

      Swallowing, Lister said, “A billion. Dollars.”

      “Is this artificial intelligence currently in your possession?”

      He winced. “No. But I have information that will help you apprehend the people who control it. If I had the machine itself, I would have named a far higher price.”

      “I can offer you a million dollars,” Balakin said, drumming his fingers disinterestedly against the table. “If the information pays off, I’ll double it.”

      Lister’s jaw dropped wide open. He shook his head slowly from side to side, his voice cracking. “Impossible. I’d rather die than accept that.”

      “With your debts, you might have to,” Balakin remarked.

      He closed his eyes and battled through the alcohol haze. He’d sat through enough negotiations that he could do this in his sleep, or at least that’s what he told himself. He settled on a strategy, one that rested on his only current advantage—desperation.

      “You know my terms. A million dollars is worthless to me.”

      Balakin bit his lip, seemingly lost in deep thought. The drumming noise ceased. “And you have the information you claim to? You’re not lying to me?”

      Unease gripped Lister’s stomach at the man’s tone. “I promise. I have it.”

      “Then I will give you half of what you ask for. That is my final offer.”

      Lister battled to keep his face expressionless. Half a billion dollars would allow him to do more than just pay off his new debts. He would be able to live the rest of his life in luxury. Probably build a new VC fund, if that’s what he chose to do.

      “If that’s as high as you can go…”

      “It is,” Balakin confirmed.

      “Then we have a deal.”

      He almost thrust out his hand, but remembering what happened last time, stilled the movement at the last moment.

      “Where is the information?”

      “I need to see the money first,” Lister said. Nausea rose in his stomach, whether solely from the alcohol or from the stress of the negotiation he wasn’t sure. He gripped the chair underneath him for support.

      Balakin opened his briefcase and pulled out a thin laptop. He opened the screen and typed in a password. He connected the machine to a hotspot off his phone, then navigated to the login portal of a Russian private banking service.

      Unable to hold back his loosened tongue, Lister said, “You really have the funds?”

      Twisting the screen out of sight, Balakin’s fingers danced across the keyboard as he input his login details. He didn’t answer as he navigated through the banking portal. Finally, he slid the laptop toward Lister, who was by now silently berating himself for appearing so eager.

      “Please enter your account details.”

      Lister leapt at the opportunity. He dragged the laptop toward him and input a string of numbers.

      After taking the laptop back, Balakin spent about a minute going through security checks. “It is done,” he said. “Feel free to confirm.”

      Stunned into silence, Lister reached into his pants pocket and pulled out his phone. His banking app only required a thumbprint. The balance flashed on screen. $502,634,017.01. His eyes went wide with shock.

      Balakin didn’t let him linger in it. “Now it’s time to hold up your end of the bargain.”

      Nodding, Lister unsteadily pushed himself to his feet. “Follow me.”

      He led the Russian to his wine cellar, and then to the walk-in safe behind it. He was careless as he went through the physical security checks. The man had transferred half a billion dollars to his account without blinking. It didn’t seem likely that he would try and rip him off for the meager petty cash left inside.

      The door swung open, and the interior lighting powered on. There was little left on the shelves. The hard drive that Miles Bratton had given him over a week before was sitting at about chest height, directly opposite the door. He reached for it and handed it to Balakin.

      “This is everything?” he asked.

      Lister nodded, still barely able to comprehend the roller coaster his fortunes had just traveled on. “Everything I have. It contains records of every experiment Sapient conducted.”

      “And the AI itself?”

      “No. But maybe a way to track it.”

      “Good,” Balakin said. The smile that crossed his face was the first display of emotion he’d shown all evening. He opened his briefcase and slid the hard drive inside. With it still open, he asked, “Is there anything else?”

      Lister shook his head.

      Balakin drew a pistol out of the briefcase. “Then it was nice to make your acquaintance, Mr. Lister.”

      Stumbling over his words, he replied, “What? Why?”

      “It would not be prudent for your government to learn I was involved in this affair.”

      “You think I’ll tell anyone?” Lister snorted. “This money will keep me out of jail.”

      “I don’t like to take risks.” Balakin shrugged.

      The cold expression on his face told Lister—a man who’d never once been in a situation even comparable to this—that he wasn’t joking. Ice crept down his body, locking his feet to the bottom of the vault. “I’ll give you the money back. Whatever you want.”

      “Keep it,” Balakin said coldly. He stepped backward out of the vault. As Lister’s horrified eyes locked on his, he squeezed the trigger three times. The venture capitalist fell back against the safe’s empty shelves and slid to the floor. Blood spurted out of his wounds as his heart beat its last.

      Lister’s eyelids blinked heavily as life slipped away. Balakin disappeared, and a dead man’s pale blue eyes stared back at him. One last question floated through his mind as every neuron fired and his gray matter experienced chemical death.

      Who was the Brit, and what did he want?

      The Russian swung the heavy door closed, and without Lister’s biometric details to open it, it locked permanently. He walked away without a backward look.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Hello!

      I’m guessing if you made it this far then you enjoyed your introduction to the Will Roper (and Emily Wilkes) series. It has been my first entirely new project since I released the first Jason Trapp book in 2019, and marks the start of a very creative period for me – and by extension, you!

      The second book, which has the working title of Leverage, will be out by the end of the year, and the third one not that far after that. I ended up writing all three in one go, and only then sat down to edit them. If you’re ever in the mood to write a series of books, I don’t advise taking this route…

      Around Easter 2022 I also expect to release a third series which for now I’m keeping completely under wraps. The first book in that is significantly advanced but is without a doubt going to be the longest thing I’ve ever written, and so I suspect will also take longer to edit than anything else in my catalog. It’s in a sort of Michael Crichton/AG Riddle vein and has been an absolute blast to write.

      Don’t forget to join my mailing list at jack-slater.com/updates so you don’t miss news of this and all of my new releases. I barely ever remember to email, so don’t worry about being deluged with spam.

      As always in these short missives I also like to talk about the real-life basis for the situations and technology I write about in my stories. In the Jason Trapp books this often involves talking about the latest geopolitical crisis point or a nefarious dictator who got out on the wrong side of the bed and decided to cause global instability.

      In Denial of Service, the main question to delve into is—obviously—artificial intelligence. Oliver is just a figment of my imagination, but it’s not a stretch to believe he could one day be real.

      As I wrote in the book, we are surrounded by “AI” in almost every facet of our lives, it’s just up till now, these have been “narrow” intelligences – computer systems that have a human- or superhuman-level of ability in a very distinct field. This could be the recommendation algorithm on your Kindle app (although in my experience this is getting worse), accounting software that means the economy no longer rests on the back of millions of bookkeeping clerks, the “Alexa” assistant on an Amazon Echo device, or even the insanely-complex algorithm that Google uses to run your search queries. It’s easy to forget or ignore how amazing—if still limited—these technologies are.

      In 2014, researchers tested publicly available AI models like Apple’s Siri and the Google Assistant and found that the best had an IQ of around 27. When the test was repeated in 2017, this had reached 47. An adult human is around 100—so we are still a long way off, but clearly things are moving very fast. IQ tests aren’t actually a way to measure intelligence, but I think it’s a useful indicator of progress.

      The neural net known as GPT-3 is a text engine that was trained on the entire Internet, and which can comfortably carry on a conversation with a human participant without that participant knowing they are talking to a computer. It can write articles of text, even full books, in high-quality English. It can’t (yet) think up the plot of an entire novel—but who knows, in another year or two, maybe I will be looking for another job… But we are still looking at a “narrow” AI here. GPT-3 is very, very good at writing – but it’s only good at that one task.

      The—still very open—question is whether we will ever create an artificial “general” intelligence, an AI that is able to operate as well as or better than a human in as many different fields as we are capable of. The human brain is just a biological computer running thousands or millions of different “algorithms”. When we touch something, nerve endings in our fingertips send electrical signals to the brain, which deciphers the information and gives our conscious mind the sensation of a rough or smooth texture, heat or cold and so on. A human is simply hundreds, thousands, millions of such processes running at once, at such an advanced level that we call it consciousness.

      What we don’t know is whether a sufficiently powerful computer could match us at all the individual tasks we are able to perform. Could you pair an Alexa with the latest version of GPT 3, throw in some accounting software, Google’s search algorithms and create an AI that could talk, write, research, count – think?

      Estimates of how far away we are from an artificial general intelligence at a human level range from ten years to a century—to possibly never. Given how fast scientific progress has been on this over the last decade or so, I’m not willing to discount the possibility entirely, especially given it’s not just us who have a say in it...

      In Denial of Service, Oliver emerges from an evolutionary soup—Emily creates a computer that is set one task: to improve itself, measured by the ability to complete a series of tasks she set. This is basically how neural nets and algorithms are or can be built today. It also mimics Darwin’s natural selection. However theoretically, and given sufficiently powerful hardware, the evolutionary timeframe could be measured in a day or an hour or a minute like single-celled organisms, not decades as with humans.

      Could we then create a computer about as intelligent as an ant, only to find that a week later it’s as clever as a mouse, then a cat, then an elephant, then a dolphin, then a person—then find it’s become our almighty silicon overlord?

      Let’s hope not! Or at least, that it’s friendly. Anyway, this is a topic the Will Roper series will delve into in great detail, don’t worry. For now I’ll leave to ponder that terrifying scenario.

      If you are new to my writing, then you’re in luck—there are seven Jason Trapp books waiting for you! I recommend you start with Deep State, which introduces the eponymous main character, Jason. The books mostly stand alone and could theoretically be read in any order, but there are a few minor plot points and character progressions that would be confusing if you read the series from back to front. The seventh book in the main series, Valley of Death, is out at the end of January 2022.

      If you enjoyed Denial of Service, I would really appreciate a review on Amazon. As I always say, reading the new ones is what keeps me going when I’m slogging through an editing pass. You can leave one by seeking out the book page on Amazon or clicking here.

      Thank you so much for reading, and keep safe,

      Jack.

      

      P.S. Don’t forget to preorder Leverage, the second book in the Will Roper series by clicking here. If you’re looking for something to read while you wait, why not check out Deep State – you can read the blurb at the end of this book.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Read the Jason Trapp Series
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        Long ago, men of violence ruled with an iron fist. They owed loyalty only to themselves. Their names were whispered, but never spoken. In parts of the world, those old traditions still hold strong. Power there spews from the barrel of a gun. Laws are shaped with lead, taxes paid in cold dread.

      

        

      
        But not America.

      

        

      
        Because we too have those whose names are whispered. Men who know nothing but the gray zone between life and death, whose only calling in life is to do the things the rest of us dare not, the things that keep us safe.

      

        

      
        Men like the Hangman, a covert operative whose feats became the stuff of legend. He was the tip of the spear—the man his country unleashed when all hope was lost.

      

        

      
        Six months ago, someone sold him out. The Agency listed him as killed in action. He lost everything he held dear.

      

        

      
        But legends never die...

      

        

      
        The Hangman is back. And he's looking for blood.
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        Search ‘Deep State’ in the Kindle Store, or click here to get your copy.
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