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  About the Book


  Exhausted by years of combat, and haunted by the ghosts of his past, nothing is going to stop Byron Tibor returning home to the woman he loves. But is Byron who he appears to be, and why is the American government determined to stop him?


  From the blood-soaked mountains of the Hindu Kush to the glittering lights of Manhattan, via the dark underbelly of the Las Vegas Strip, POST is the story of one man's struggle to retain his humanity – before it's too late.
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    For Lee

  


  


   


  I stand across the street from our old apartment, the exhaust fumes of the early-evening traffic and the burnished gold leaves of the late fall taking me back to the time before. It’s cold. I stamp my boots on the sidewalk, trying to force warmth into my feet. A woman walking a tiny dog swaddled in a fleece sweater skirts around me. She meets my gaze, and looks away abruptly, her skull a blaze of yellow. In a city of perpetual motion, standing quietly is a suspect activity, especially when you look as I do.


  I scare people. They see something in my eyes. At first I thought it was death, but it’s not. Death is a presence, and what they see in me is an absence.


  The light is failing. The last of the sun turns the building’s stone front to a rich honey-gold for a few precious minutes as I wait it out. I tell myself I have come this far, and seen so much, that everything that has passed before me requires that I hold my position. I have to see her again. One last time.


  


  
     

    

    

    ‘Humanity won’t last forever. But I don’t see why we can’t enjoy being human for just a little while longer.’

  


  
    Nicholas Aggar

  


  


  ONE


  Bank of America, Santa Monica, California


   


  Lewis


   


  As the man in the frayed green jacket approached her counter, Shawna Day moved her right foot toward the silent alarm button grooved into the carpet directly under her cash drawer. Although he didn’t appear to have a gun, and had made no effort to conceal his face with anything other than the ragged shadow of a beard, everything about him, from the head on a permanent swivel, to the hunched shoulders and the eyes that darted in every direction, screamed two words: bank robber.


  With a textbook ‘How may I help you today?’ masking her concern, Shawna took a closer look at the man standing on the other side of the bandit screen. He was in his late twenties, although the oily blue-green fish-scale bags under his eyes made him seem older. His hair was cropped close to his skull. He turned his head slightly to the left, glancing back over his shoulder at the bank’s lone security guard. Shawna glimpsed a raised red scar running in a semi-circle around the back of his skull. He was clutching a brown manila envelope. The back of his left hand was bandaged. A brown crust of dried blood had seeped through the gauze. The sight of the blood and the dirty dressing made her stomach lurch.


  ‘Sir?’ she prompted, her attention switching back to the envelope. It bulged at the corners. She looked for wires. There had been a bank robber in the greater Los Angeles area who had used fake bombs in a series of cash robberies.


  Over the man’s shoulder, she noticed the security guard, a doughy guy in his fifties who only ever spoke to the manager, and ate his lunch separately from the other members of staff, also watching her customer. His attention made her feel a little better about her own lurch of paranoia.


  The man raised his head so that his eyes were level with hers. The corners of his lips turned upwards into a tight, forced smile that might have made her feel sorry for him had it not been for his eyes. The pupils were obsidian black voids. They flicked from one side of her face to the other, exploding and contracting over and over again, like the aperture of a camera shutter.


  It was weird, bizarre, but it wasn’t enough to press the alarm. The young man was most likely on drugs, probably PCP, the least mellow of all the street drugs. But that wasn’t a matter for her. Hell, this was Santa Monica. Walk out the door and probably 75 per cent of the local population were on something: kids on Ritalin to keep them quiet; professionals on Adderall to make them more productive; housewives on Valium and Pinot Noir; boomers floating past on a gentle cloud of bud; and homeless folks, like the man facing her, who craved a little more bang for their meagre dollars.


  The young man with the shutter eyes had still to speak.


  ‘Sir,’ Shawna said, a little more firmly, reminding herself that even with the kind of strength that came from just a dusting of PCP, he wouldn’t be able to get through the bandit screen at her, ‘there’s a line. Can you tell me how I can help you today?’


  The man took a deep breath and his injured left hand dropped away, leaving the right hand clutching the bulging envelope. He closed his eyes. He opened them again, with a rush of breath that whistled over even white teeth that suggested a different life in a time past. Shawna was starting to wish that he would pull a gun because his eyes were freakier than a robbery.


  A mother standing in line scolded a small boy for prodding his little sister with a chubby finger. Strapped into a stroller, the baby kicked out in frustration. The teller next to them counted out a stack of twenties for a young Asian woman. Only the security guard seemed to show any sign of interest in what was happening at window number four. Meanwhile, Shawna’s leg was beginning to cramp from hovering in the unnatural position over the alarm.


  Finally, the man’s lips shaped to speak. He swallowed so hard she could see the bob of his Adam’s apple. She smiled at him, hoping to encourage a response, something, anything.


  ‘You’re very yellow,’ he said, in a perfectly quiet, even voice, as if it was the most natural statement in the world.


  


  TWO


  At first Shawna wasn’t sure she had heard him correctly. ‘Excuse me?’


  ‘I scare you. When people are scared, they turn yellow. Y’know? Like that saying about someone being a yellow belly. “That guy’s yellow.” Right now, you’re scared.’


  No, she thought, before she’d been scared. Right now she was plain old pissed off.


  What a wack job. He wasn’t a bank robber, after all. He was probably just some college kid dropout who’d thought he’d wander into the bank and try to read someone’s aura. The People’s Republic of Santa Monica, she thought. You had to love it. They had it all, year round. Seventy-five-degree weather, the beach, the Pacific Ocean, palm trees, vending machines for dope, and what seemed like every crazy homeless person on the west coast, all crammed into a few square miles.


  ‘Yellow, huh?’ she said. ‘That’s good to know. Must be because I’m a Taurus. Now, what can I do for you today?’ She moved her foot away from the alarm, and reached down a hand to massage the burning at the back of her thigh.


  ‘Forget it, okay?’ he said. ‘I shouldn’t have said anything.’ He half turned to look at the line behind him. Then, facing her again, he held up the bulging envelope. ‘I need a safe deposit box. It said on the website that you still did them.’


  ‘Yes, we do. Let me just get you a form. I’ll need two types of ID also.’


  The man stiffened. ‘I don’t have ID. I can pay cash, though. Twelve months up front.’


  ‘Sir, federal regulations require us …’


  The teller next to her, a fresh-out-of-college Hispanic girl, who had been working alongside her for just a few months, shot her a sympathetic look. If you worked in a bank, you got used to people being rude to you. Even though you didn’t make the rules, informing members of the public there were rules and procedures to be followed somehow made you the asshole, not them. You didn’t have to like how some people acted, but you rapidly got over yourself and accepted it as part of the job. Or you looked for another, which in this economy meant you got over yourself.


  Her heart beat a little faster as he reached into his jacket. ‘It’s real easy, lady. Take my cash. Take the envelope. Put it in a box. Give me a key and a number.’


  She could hear him grinding his teeth as he spoke. She slackened a little as he produced a letter-sized envelope, opened it and thumbed through a greasy bundle of notes. ‘If you’d like, I’ll have the manager speak to you,’ she said.


  As she began to turn away, she felt the man’s hand come from nowhere and grasp hers through the slot tray at the front of her counter. The bandage was gone. She could see the wound. It was a star-shaped mess of yellow pus and blood that covered the back of his hand. She hadn’t even been aware of him moving it. She hadn’t seen him slip it through the slot. It wasn’t there and then it was. His thumb was pinching the fleshy web between her own thumb and index finger so hard that she couldn’t move.


  She tried to break free. His grip tightened. Now she was in pain. It stabbed all the way up her arm. She moved her foot, pressing down on the alarm button.


  


  THREE


  The man released her hand as quickly as he had grasped it. Now she felt foolish. For obvious reasons there was no override once the alarm had been pressed. He had grabbed her, assaulted her, but it wasn’t a robbery.


  Their eyes met. Once more, his pupils shuttered wildly. ‘Why’d you do that, huh? I wasn’t going to hurt you.’


  ‘Why’d I do what?’ she asked, her nerves too jangled by this whole deal to call him ‘sir’. Now they were just two people, both scared, both likely in a lot of trouble.


  ‘You tripped the alarm,’ he said.


  She couldn’t deny it. But how could he know? From her body position above the counter? That was how she’d been standing when he’d approached her.


  Then she saw the gun, tucked into the waistband of his camo pants. Relief swept over her. He had a gun. He had grabbed her and he had a gun. In that moment she had shifted from someone looking to get an annoying customer into a world of trouble to a hyper-vigilant employee, a heroine even.


  ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about, sir,’ she said, her composure returning with a rush.


  He began to push the letter-sized envelope stuffed with notes through the slot. ‘Here, take it all. You can have whatever’s left over.’


  He grabbed a pen from his pants pocket, his jacket riding back down to hide the butt of the gun.


  The cavalry would be on its way. Outside, she could already see traffic on Pico Boulevard clearing as the automated traffic system filtered cars within a three-block radius out of the way, holding everything beyond that with a solid wall of red lights, apart from the turn lanes, which would be kept clear for the police department.


  The man scribbled an email address on the back of the bigger envelope and tried to push it through to the slot to her. ‘I need you to send the box number to this email address. Nothing else. Just the number. They’ll work out where it is.’ The envelope was jammed halfway through. He shoved at it, the sides starting to rip. ‘I’m sorry if I scared you.’


  She glanced down at the email address scrawled on the front of the envelope. When she looked back up she saw two dark sedans with blacked-out windows pulling up outside. Two Santa Monica Police Department patrol cars sat across the street, and the cops were trying to corral a growing crowd of gawkers. The doors of the two sedans popped open with perfect synchronicity. She counted four men getting out. It was difficult to tell them apart, although one was slightly older and wore a suit under his body armor, while the other three were dressed in military style BDUs, their pants patterned the same as those of the man in front of her, who had now pulled out the gun.


  He punched it out one-handed in the direction of the bank’s security guard, who also had his weapon drawn. The four men were moving toward the door as customers scattered under desks and behind chairs or display stands, taking cover wherever they could find it. Inside the bank it was just her, the security guard and the man with the gun still on their feet. She had the bandit screen between her and the two guns but raw fear kept her feet planted where they were. It was the men who had emerged from the sedans who scared her. They moved with purpose, their features set like granite, three of them clutching assault rifles.


  She watched the security guard glance over his shoulder at them as he advised the man, ‘Put it down. Before anyone gets hurt.’


  The man spoke: ‘You’d better do what I say. They find you with that envelope and …’


  She didn’t move. She couldn’t. Her feet felt set in concrete.


  The man raised the gun so that the muzzle was no longer pointing at the security guard. He opened his mouth wide and jammed the barrel into it. His teeth clamped down on it. She watched as his index finger squeezed the trigger, the fleshy pad nearest his knuckle inching toward oblivion.


  When it came, the shot made her flinch. Blood and brains spattered across the screen, inches from her face. Her hands left the envelope and flew to her face. She covered her eyes but kept them open. She heard screams but they seemed distant. A Rorschach pattern of red and grey oozed down the screen. A single fragment of white bone was embedded in the Plexiglass. She stared down the jagged ridge of bone to the man in the suit. He met her gaze. He looked from her to the body on the floor. Then his eyes settled on the envelope. Something told her that whatever was in the envelope it wasn’t anything good.


  


  FOUR


  Graves


   


  Harry Graves took a knee next to the dead man. A voice in his earpiece asked, ‘Is it him?’ The voice belonged to Muir, the program leader. A body cam clipped to Graves’s shirt relayed everything he was looking at back to the video conference room at the program’s control facility, which sat six hundred miles east, in the Nevada desert next to Area 51.


  ‘Have to wait for DNA but, yeah, it’s him,’ said Graves, reaching down and peeling away the combat jacket. He unbuttoned the shirt to reveal the chest. He tapped his knuckle against the left pectoral muscle. Unless rigor had set in instantly, the sound told its own story. ‘You hear that?’ he asked the scientist.


  ‘Loud and clear,’ said Muir.


  Subcutaneous molded body armor, the ultimate in lightweight protection for the body’s vital organs and completely undetectable to the naked eye. Because of the composite materials used, it didn’t set off metal detectors, and a TSA agent looking at a body scan would see it without actually knowing what he was looking at. Oh, and good luck shooting someone like Lewis. Hammer a round from a .45 into his chest and it was like hitting the guy with a pellet from a BB gun. The armor ran all the way down in sections to the groin (a source of much hilarity for everyone) and stopped around the top of the thighs. Only the limbs remained unprotected. The rationale was that they could be replaced with prosthetics and orthotics that would outperform normal human limb function, but major trauma to the heart or lungs, or a blood-rich area like a guy’s junk, was harder to come back from.


  The room darkened suddenly as the other men in Graves’s response team supervised the placement of a huge black tarpaulin across the bank’s glass frontage. The local cops were already shepherding customers out of the building two at a time, taking their personal details and statements. That information would be fed into various criminal and intelligence databases. It was important to establish whether Lewis had been alone and who, if any of them, he had spoken to.


  The envelope had already been recovered. Shawna had been removed from the scene and was proving cooperative. Graves doubted she would be a problem but all her communications would be monitored for a period of three months and she would be placed on a watch list for non-security-cleared individuals who had been exposed to highly classified material.


  ‘His hand?’ prompted Muir.


  Graves duck-walked a couple of feet and lifted Lewis’s hand. He already knew what they would be looking at. So did Muir, but the guy was a scientist: he liked to see things with his own eyes.


  The wound was in the shape of a star. Lewis would have sterilized his Gerber and used the locked blade to cut away the skin at the back of his hand.


  ‘We’ll change placement,’ said Muir in Graves’s ear.


  He resisted the temptation to say, ‘I told you so,’ to the program leader. He had argued initially for neck rather than hand placement because it was way too easy to remove the device from the back of someone’s hand. ‘You want to look at what’s left of his head, Professor?’


  ‘Of course,’ said Muir.


  Still squatting, Graves waddled forward a few feet so the body cam took in the remains of the man’s skull. Blood and brains had pooled on the floor. The facial features were intact: the subcutaneous molding that covered the existing facial bone structure had held everything in place. Blood had pooled at the back of the eyes, and spilled from the mouth, nose and ears, running in thick, congealing streams down the chin and onto the neck.


  ‘Give me a second here,’ said Graves. ‘Just want to check something.’


  He reached under Lewis’s shoulder and turned him over so he could see the back of his head. As he’d suspected. Until he’d pulled the trigger, Lewis had been one smart cookie. He’d thought stuff through. He let go, and the body slumped back to the floor.


  ‘He really did a number on us,’ he said, as much to himself as to Muir and the team of neuroscientists, tech geeks, quants, and all-round head-scoopers the good professor had assembled out there in Nevada. That was one of the things about working for Uncle Sam: you could lure in the best of the best, even in these straitened times. It wasn’t just the DARPA (Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency) funding either. The private sector had all kinds of federal rules and regulations to follow. When your employer was the state, and the work was considered vital to national security, you were allowed a little more leeway. Anyone came along to ask any awkward questions, well, that was classified. Geek heaven.


  The round would have passed close to the center of Lewis’s brain. The angle of trajectory would likely have taken out the amygdala implant and a chunk of the parietal lobe, then passed into the temporal lobe and hit a section of the cage-like trans-cranial implant that ran all the way round to the frontal lobe, trampolining back into the brain when it hit the molded armor that wallpapered the skull. In layman’s terms, Lewis hadn’t so much blown his brains out as forced them to implode.


  ‘The implant will have to be recovered,’ said Muir.


  Graves sighed. Why don’t you come down here and scoop through the guy’s freaking brains and find it then? he thought. ‘I was hoping I could ship him back and you could take care of that.’


  ‘We don’t have time. If we can recover it intact, and while it still has charge, there’s a chance we can run an update. If it loses power, it will take weeks, if not months, to troubleshoot.’


  Troubleshoot? That made Graves chuckle. He could still hear the words, he just wasn’t listening anymore. Terrific, he thought. Just what everyone needed. The program was a bust. A big, fat, expensive bust. Politicians and the American people liked shit that worked.


  ‘I’ll see what I can find. You want to maintain a visual?’ he said.


  Rice, one of the three-man team he had come in with, walked past him — he was running liaison with the civilian cops. ‘Talking to yourself again, Harry?’


  Graves offered him a raised middle finger.


  ‘I have other work to attend to. Let me know as soon as you find it,’ said Muir, signing off.


  That was Muir. A good man at heart, no question of it, but fixated to the point where he no longer saw the bigger picture. This project did that to people. The upside was so huge, not just to the military but to the United States and therefore to the world, that even something like this was regarded by those at the center of it as a blip. Graves often wondered if this was what it had been like for those who had worked on the Manhattan Project, and those who had shepherded them. Was the only way to change the world not to think about anything beyond the next step?


  At the front door, one of his men was having a heated discussion with a captain from the SMPD who wanted to access the crime scene. He was making some long speech about chains of command. Graves turned his attention to finding the goddamn needle in the haystack.


  He pulled a pair of surgical gloves from his pants pocket and snapped them on. The bank staff had already been moved out of his line of sight, the cameras switched off. He could work in peace but he might have only a few minutes.


  He stepped over the body. The left arm was thrown out in surrender, the fist closed tight, like a baby’s. The right hand, the one that had pulled the trigger, had flopped down by his side, the gun at his feet. Lewis’s eyes were open and he had that ‘Who, me?’ look of surprise that was so often etched on the faces of the dead. If you’d pulled the trigger, what the hell did you have to be surprised about?


  The round had entered the soft tissue of the palate. He couldn’t jam his hand through the mouth to find a tiny silver sliver.


  He leaned over, his battered knees creaking as he rolled Lewis so that he was face down. The back of his head was pretty much gone. It wasn’t so much a head as a mask now, which was kind of poetic under the circumstances. Although maybe that wasn’t entirely fair. There had been a lot going on upstairs, probably too much, with all those billions of neurons firing like crazy, 24/7. That was how specialist Lewis had ended up like this – too much going on up top.


  Usually it was the reverse. People died because they didn’t think — not because they did. Harry guessed suicides were different: everything closed in on you until your whole goddamn world compressed itself into your skull. Then the only way to relieve the pressure was to flick the off switch. This had been a grab for control from a guy who didn’t have any. And it had worked. Lewis had probably blown away hundreds of millions of dollars and years of work with his brains. Unless …


  With the clock ticking, Graves used his fingers to scoop through the blood and brains. He should add a colander to his list of equipment. He found what he was looking for on the third attempt, a snippet of silver among the bloody grey. The metal edge of the coil caught against his middle finger. He pinched it and pulled it out.


  He put it into a clear plastic sandwich bag, and tucked it into his jacket pocket. He stripped off his gloves. One of the others joined him, his assault rifle slung over his shoulder.


  ‘Bag him and tag him for me,’ said Graves.


  ‘You got it. Where’s he going?’ the man asked.


  ‘Where’d you think?’ Graves prodded Lewis’s left arm with the toe of his right shoe. ‘You imagine what a coroner would make of him? They’d roll in one stiff and have to roll out two.’


  The man smiled. ‘No shit.’


  Graves grimaced. ‘I’ll leave the wetware with you. I gotta get this little baby scanned and wired. They want to troubleshoot it, do a recall, and run an update before we got another of these on our hands.’


  ‘Wetware, Harry?’


  When he’d first heard the geeks using it, the term had puzzled Graves as well, until Muir had explained it to him. He’d thought it was pretty funny at first. Now, with this, and more out there like Lewis, it didn’t seem quite so amusing.


  


  
     

    

    

    ‘Forgetting is the most beneficial process we possess.’

  


  
    Professor Bernard Williams

  


  


  FIVE


  Kunar Province, Afghanistan


   


  Byron


   


  They came to kill me an hour before sunrise. There were three of them, silhouettes hewn in silver by a late autumn moon high above the valley.


  Checked keffiyehs wrapped tightly around their faces left only their eyes, noses and lips visible. White trousers, greyed by the dust of the plain, fluttered in the breeze as they picked their way up the moonlit slope toward the first house. Two looked to be little more than teenagers while the third, the leader, would have been in his late twenties or early thirties — a good age in this part of the world, where four decades pretty much secured you elder status.


  The younger men had AK-47s slung casually over their shoulders, barrels pointing earthwards. The leader was carrying what looked like an old Soviet Makarov semi-automatic handgun tucked into his waistband. A pulwar, a single-bladed curved sword, dangled from his other hip.


  Somewhere in the near distance, a rhesus monkey began to chatter. It was joined by a companion, howling in solidarity. They were either greeting the dawn, pressing at the edges of the horizon, or reacting to the foreign presence, but I couldn’t be sure which.


  The men stopped for a moment, frozen in place. Grey-blue moonlight splashed across the edge of the pulwar as the leader adjusted his belt. The monkeys lapsed into silence.


  Steadying the sword with his hand, the leader beckoned his two compatriots with a wave. They began to walk again, closing in on the village with each step. The gradient of the slope grew more severe, but the men maintained the same pace, unhindered by the terrain. That told me they were native to the area.


  The village consisted of around two dozen houses, which had been built into the side of the hillside from traditional mud bricks. Using the slope, and the natural hollows of the hillside, the houses were stacked on top of, as well as alongside, each other. The mud bricks kept them cool during the scorching summer weather, which parched the valley below, and warm during the winter, when snow covered the peaks of the mountains that led north into Pakistan.


  The arrangement of the houses and the steepness of the gradient was such that one villager could walk out of his front door directly onto the roof of his neighbor’s house. Like a series of tiny two-room castles, the slope provided a natural defense against intruders. Not that the men approaching seemed worried by this. The village was completely still and everything about them, from the open display of weapons to the way they strolled languidly toward the makeshift school house perched on a rocky outcrop, suggested that they anticipated little resistance.


  They were wrong. I was waiting for them.


  


  SIX


  I had walked into the village three weeks before. At first the villagers hadn’t quite known what to make of my presence. Much of that stemmed from the nature of my arrival – alone, on foot and unarmed.


  My path into the village had been from the mountains to the north. On the other side lay Pakistan. Even though this was one of the remoter places on earth, it was not unusual for young men with British, French or even American accents to arrive here to take up arms.


  To the villagers, my arrival was of no more than passing interest, which began to evaporate as soon as I opened my mouth and spoke to them in their own language, Pashtun. Although I spoke it with an accent that lay somewhere in the middle of the Atlantic, I was fairly fluent, with a command of regional variations. What struck me, in those first hours, as children crowded round, and I took off my boots to check my blisters, was how few questions they asked, and how easily they seemed to accept my presence. Perhaps they were simply accustomed to visitors or, more likely, they had long since realized that what you don’t know can’t hurt you. If I was a jihadi, they didn’t want to know about it. If I was American and a Christian, that probably went double. What they truly wanted was to be left alone to grow their poppies on the flat plain below, and to live their lives as they had done for the past thousand years.


  But a stranger’s presence would change that, and even on that first day, we all knew it.


  


  SEVEN


  The village was called Anash Kapur. It had a total population of just over a hundred. Of that hundred, twenty-two were men, thirty-four were women, and the rest were children. The children ranged in age from four babies of up to six months and a gaggle of toddlers, whose quick movement made them difficult to count. After the age of about seven, the demographic spread thinned out fairly rapidly. Child-mortality rates were high, and reaching the age of maturity made you one of the lucky ones. Not only was medical care almost non-existent, and diseases rife that had been long eradicated in the developed world, but the area was still seeded with thousands of landmines from the Russian occupation. They had been made to be especially appealing to children, a strategy that meant Afghanistan had one of the largest numbers of child amputees outside Africa. One of them was a little girl called Sasha, and she, as it happened, was the first person I ran into when I arrived.


  Sasha had beautiful brown eyes, and thick, straggly black hair. As I picked my way down a shale path toward the village, she was sitting on a rock on her own, her legs dangling over the edge of a sheer drop of around thirty feet. When she saw me, she smiled. It was an expression that betrayed neither fear nor curiosity, just a warm, open smile.


  I said hello to her in Pashtun and she replied. Then, as if this was a scenario that had played itself out before, she jumped to her feet, folded her remaining hand into mine and began to drag me toward the village.


  Soon the rest of the children had clustered around us. Hands tugged at my clothing or simply stretched out to me through the tangle of spindly limbs and stubby fingers. Already protective, Sasha pushed the children away and shouted at one or two. One of the older boys said something about ‘the little mother’, which raised giggles. Slowly, the merry band began to settle, fanning out and arranging itself into less of a swarm and more of a procession, bare feet scrabbling over the worn stony path into the village. With her position as official village tour guide secured, Sasha looked up at me, as if to say, ‘It’s okay, I have your back,’ and we moved toward an altogether less certain welcome.


  The village was quiet as we approached. Down below, on the valley floor, I could make out figures in the fields, hunched over the vivid red crop. The path widened a little and the children quietened. The village houses fell away down the slope in a stepped arrangement. The highest house was also the largest. Built on one level, it enjoyed a mountain frontage of perhaps sixty feet. An elderly man with white hair and a long beard crouched outside the front door, one hand on a walking stick, staring straight ahead.


  At first he didn’t seem to register my presence. The older children hung back, one or two of the girls shooing away the younger ones. The excited chatter and laughter died. The elder continued to stare directly ahead. Above the mountains that lay to the east, clouds whipped across the jagged peaks. Sasha’s hand felt warm and sticky in mine. I stopped, took off my rucksack and dumped it on the path at my feet. I could feel where the straps had dug into my shoulders and was aware of the pleasant sensation of lightness.


  The little girl stood back from me as I walked across to join the elder. I didn’t speak. It wasn’t my place. Instead, I let him take his measure of me. Silence descended between us. I lowered myself into the same crouched position, parallel to him, as I followed the old man’s line of sight. I would stay like this until he spoke. Until sunset, if it took that long. There was power in silence, which Americans had long since forgotten.


  After ten minutes in that position, even with the days of trekking behind me, I could feel the burn at the back of my thighs, but I stayed where I was. It didn’t take long for discomfort to give way to pain, then agony. I used the time to scan the terrain, mapping it in my mind as best I could, picking out routes of escape from the village and places where it would be easy to ambush someone.


  A few minutes later, the elder’s right hand tightened around his stick and he began to lever himself upright. He glanced at me, milky eyes sliding across my face. He hadn’t been staring at the mountains to the east. He hadn’t been staring at anything. He had been listening. Listening for others. This wasn’t a village even the most intrepid voyager would stumble across and men like me didn’t arrive alone and unarmed.


  


  EIGHT


  As the light of that first afternoon died over the mountains, I sat at the edge of a semi-circle inside the old man’s house, along with three other older men. As we talked I began to lay out the story I had developed back in Virginia. My name was Byron (a different first name was more likely to trip someone up than almost any other detail). I had been born in the Middle East to a Saudi father and an African-American mother. My parents had moved to the United States when I was young. I had been educated originally in a madrassa and later, in America, at various private schools. My father had been a devout Muslim and I had found myself returning to my religion. My spiritual journey had brought me here, via Pakistan. I was careful to say nothing about jihad, insurgency or anything that even hinted of politics. I allowed them to fill in the blanks for themselves. As a general rule, Western Muslims, especially the converts, talked more of a spiritual journey than of jihad. After all, for them, the two things were often one and the same.


  The elders had listened to me with patience. They offered tea and food. After they had eaten, they smoked a hookah. They offered very little about themselves. They were here. They were farmers. That was all I needed to know.


  By now it was late and the children had been shooed inside by the women. After a time, the men rose and left. The elder motioned for me to follow him. We walked outside into the moonlight. He led me up a rickety wooden ladder to a terraced field. At the end was an empty shack. That would be my quarters. There was straw on the floor and several blankets already laid out. A jug of water and a bowl stood in one corner. I shook hands with the elder and he left me alone.


  I washed my face, and brushed my teeth. I undressed and wrapped the blankets around myself. No one would come for me on the first night. They would wait. As far as I could tell, my story had been accepted. Nothing in the villagers’ body language or manner had suggested otherwise, and I was adept at reading such things. Exhausted, I fell into a dreamless sleep.


   


  I woke to sunshine streaming under an inch-wide gap between the bottom of the door and the sill. I poured some water from the jug into the bowl and washed. It was almost nine — late. Most of the villagers were probably long gone, in the fields below, tending their crops. I dressed quickly, pulled a mat from my backpack, knelt on it and prayed, my forehead rising and falling as I ran through the words.


  A few moments after I had finished someone knocked at the door. I opened it, and there was the little girl I had met on my approach to the village. She had brought me food. I beckoned her inside. She strode past me and laid out a breakfast of bread and cheese, and what I guessed was goat’s milk. She motioned for me to eat. Her manner and gestures were so adult that I couldn’t help but smile. I offered her some of the food but she waved it away, then marched out, leaving me to my breakfast. I had already noticed that here the men ate first.


  When I had finished eating, I went outside into sunshine. After days spent hiking through the mountains, it felt good to be at rest. I shielded my eyes and scanned the horizon, catching a glint of light from a nearby peak. They were already watching me, trying to figure out who I was and why I was there.


  During the night, I had woken to find someone rummaging through my pack. It was one of the men who had sat with the village elder. I pretended to be asleep as the villager conducted a search that I had known was coming. I had already dumped any gear that might reveal my true identity about a quarter-mile back up the pass into the village. For now, though, I was happy for them to know what I’d walked in with — clothes, soap, some protein bars, a water bottle, a copy of the Koran, a prayer mat, and some propaganda pamphlets from a number of fundamentalist groups. The villagers would draw their own conclusions.


   


  I worked alongside the villagers in the fields all morning. They showed me what to do and I did it without complaint. No one seemed surprised that I was helping. It was early in the afternoon that I became aware of two men on the eastward ridge, watching me, AK-47s slung across their backs.


  The pace of work settled with the falling sun. The villagers finished, and I trudged with them back up through the stepped terraces to the village. As I reached the elder’s house, I turned back toward the ridge. The men who had been watching me were gone.


  The men ate first and separately from the women. The talk was of the crop, prices, and the weather, how the seasons appeared to be shifting earlier every year. It occurred to me that it was a conversation that might have taken place around a kitchen table at a farm in Iowa. No one made any mention of the two men who had been watching me from the ridge.


  


  NINE


  By the end of the week, as far as the people of the village were concerned, I simply was. While the other children tired of me, like kids at Christmas lose interest in a new toy, Sasha followed me as much as ever, peppering me with questions.


  In turn, I learned more about her. The woman I had initially taken to be her mother was an aunt. Her mother was dead. The story fell from Sasha in dribs and drabs, each chapter breaking my heart a little more but steeling my resolve to see the operation through to the end.


  Sasha’s mother had been born in the village, the daughter of the village elder I had met when I had first arrived. In the years before the Taliban had seized the country by the throat, she had left the village to travel to Kabul to go to school, returning only at harvest time. Then she had trained as an elementary teacher, returned to the village, married a local man and opened a small village school.


  The Taliban had arrived.


  I hadn’t asked Sasha for the details but, from what she told me one late afternoon as she followed me from the fields, she had been spared the truth of her mother’s fate. At first there had been night letters, warnings that her mother should learn her place. She had ignored the first two. The third had come in the form of four men, who had taken her while the family slept. Her body was returned the following week.


  The little girl’s eyes were wet as she told me the last part. It was the first time I had seen her or any of the children cry. I put my arm around her and she snuggled into me. It was perhaps the greatest moment of acceptance I had received from anyone in the village so far. She trusted me enough to show what she denied everyone else: her grief, in all its rawness.


   


  Days passed, time slowed. The novelty of village life ebbed away, replaced by routine. The two men who had been watching me were gone.


  Their absence signaled a shift. They hadn’t lost interest. Their curiosity could hardly have been satiated. Neither did I think they had become more careful in their surveillance. Even if they had, I would still have known about it. That left only one option: contact with them was imminent. They were moving into the second phase of the operation.


  In general, the transition from one phase, or one state of being, was the dangerous part, the part where things go wrong, taking off and landing a plane being the most obvious example. It was the same for a covert operation such as this.


  I knew that I was being watched by those on my own side via satellite. But I was as alone as someone in my position could be. There would be no last-second cavalry dash if things went awry. They were operating on one simple premise that would mean either life or death: that the insurgents’ curiosity would outweigh their bloodlust. With every previous contact where this group had been able to take a prisoner alive, they had done so. They understood the value of a live captive. Not only did they serve as a bargaining chip and hold valuable intelligence, a live captive offered a propaganda bonanza that few in the West understood. If things went to plan, I hoped to avoid a TV appearance and be out of the country long before they came even close to that stage. But one always had to be at peace with the knowledge that things often didn’t go to plan. That was why I was used in these lone-operator situations. I wasn’t braver or stronger. I was simply more accepting.


  


  TEN


  A new morning dawned. The sun rose. The villagers ate. And then, with them, I began my day.


  The crop was close to gathered as I moved slowly up the terraced steps to my new home. Sasha was waiting for me. A baby, only a few weeks old, bounced on her hip.


  ‘Your little cousin?’ I asked her in Pashtun.


  She shook her head. ‘My niece.’


  I had been thinking of how I might get her out of the village and kept coming up blank. Once contact was made properly I would have no room for passengers. Still, there had to be a way and I had fixed on the idea of returning briefly once my objective was confirmed. It would be risky but achievable. I would attract some major shit from higher up but that was nothing new.


  Sasha stared at me unblinking. ‘Tell me again about America.’


  ‘What do you want to know?’ I asked her.


  ‘Tell me about the food.’


  She was quite the little cook. I had seen her making bread and stews with a flair that would have put to shame most adults. She was bright too. She could see someone perform a task once and have it down pat. I had taught her a few words of English and, while her pronunciation left a bit to be desired, she was a quick study. Outside the village she would do well.


  As far as I had been able to tell, during my thirty years on the planet, life on earth was pretty much a lottery. If you were born in the West, or into a middle-class family in one of the emerging powerhouse economies, you had a shot. If you were male, all the better, although that was a weakening determinant of someone’s opportunities. But be born female into a small village in Afghanistan and however bright, however capable you were, however determined, the odds were stacked almost insurmountably against you.


  I crouched and told Sasha a little more of my invented life. I had already run through the story several times with her but, as with most kids, repetition seemed to be part of the enjoyment. I had been the same as a kid, homing in on a favorite story and asking my parents to read it to me over and over again.


  Behind the little girl, the sun began to drop toward the mountains. They would come tonight. I could feel it. The end of the beginning of the operation was approaching. Soon I would enter the second, most dangerous, phase.


   


  I snapped awake a little after midnight, dressed quickly in the dark and pushed open the door, stepping out onto the rough dirt threshold. There wasn’t as much moonlight as I would have liked but I wasn’t dictating events or their timing — not yet anyway.


  If they were coming for me, I didn’t want them to find me in such confined quarters. Small spaces and lots of men hyped up with adrenalin and bravado are almost invariably a bad combination.


  I had already scoped out a position near to where they had been watching me. It overlooked the fields but also formed the main lower approach to the village, a simple dirt track that would take them straight up to my quarters, but I wouldn’t be there when they arrived.


  Moving up and to my left, I picked up the goat track. The village was silent. Doors closed. Candles extinguished. I heard people snoring as I flitted past a few houses.


  The night itself was cold but not freezing. I took my time, listening for any suggestion of another person, but all was quiet.


  Within an hour, I had found my position. Now all I had to do was wait.


  


  ELEVEN


  The men who had come for me, with their guns, scuttled around the outside of the shack. They were doing so much whispering, pointing and running back and forth that I found myself doing something I hadn’t anticipated. It was a reaction that many soldiers were familiar with, but one that rarely, if ever, made it into the movies where combat was always horrific and terrifying, and the protagonists were hard-eyed and lantern-jawed. I knew that war could be horrifying but combat, when you were in the middle of it, was many things besides. It could be funny — piss-your-pants, laugh-until-you-couldn’t-breathe funny.


  Finally, the older man, the one with the pulwar sword, lost patience. He pointed to one of the others, and mimed raising his foot to the wooden door.


  The younger man took a run at it and hefted his boot. The door swung open, then ricocheted back into his face, leaving him sprawling on the ground. His patience exhausted, the older man wrestled the AK-47 from him and pushed his way inside, shouting in Pashtun for a man who wasn’t there to get to his feet.


  Whatever meagre element of surprise they might have had was spent, and the leader was angry. The others rushed inside and he pushed one out, assigning him to guard the door.


  The village was awake now. I could sense eyes peering through cracks but no one left their house. They stayed put. It was a wise move because soon there was a volley of shots from inside the hut as an AK-47 let loose with the opposite of celebratory fire.


  Even with shots fired, I remained relaxed. It was no accident that the construction methods used here were also good for absorbing bullets. I had even seen a mortar shell hit a thick adobe compound wall and embed without detonating.


  I waited. They would no doubt interrogate the villagers but the villagers knew nothing because I hadn’t told anyone I was leaving. The insurgents would grow bored and, with daylight, nervous.


  When they left, I would follow. That was the plan. They would report back to the man I had come to find, or to an intermediary, in which case I would follow the intermediary. The West had become so adept at intercepting their electronic communications that the insurgents had pushed their intelligence channels back into the Stone Age.


  The three men gathered in a huddle outside. Their voices carried to me on the cold wind as they argued. The elder shoved one of the others hard in the shoulder and the younger man shouted a torrent of abuse. The leader raised his sword, but for show rather than threat.


  The argument was bad news. The leader of the group had lost face. In the American military an officer fuck-up prompts grumbling rather than an open show of defiance.


  The leader raised his pulwar again. He pointed the tip toward the other houses in the village and barked orders. They started to bang on doors. When no doors opened, they kicked them wide, more carefully this time. The leader of the group tucked his pulwar back into the sash around his waist and marched behind the two men. They reached the village elder’s compound. The door opened and the man emerged. He regarded the three armed insurgents with the same lack of surprise that had greeted my arrival. It was hard to imagine a more out-of-the-way place on the planet, yet men kept arriving. Armed men. Killers.


  Even when someone had come to kill you, such meetings were often highly ritualized. Cheeks were kissed, supplications made to the Prophet, hospitality offered. This was not going to be one of those times. The leader of the group drew back his hand and slapped the elder hard across the face.


  The force of the blow sent him to his knees. His wife rushed to his side and the insurgent leader kicked out at her, catching her with a boot to the head as she knelt down to tend her husband. There was more shouting. The tip of the pulwar was jabbed toward my shack.


  ‘Where is he?’


  The elder raised his hands, palms open, toward the insurgent leader. Even if he had known, he wasn’t going to tell.


  The Pashtun people in rural areas lived by the code of Pashtunwali. It revolved around ten sets of principles. The tenth commandment was nanawatai, the right of a person to asylum from dark forces. Nanawatai had saved the life of Navy SEAL Petty Officer First Class Marcus Luttrell when his team had been wiped out by Taliban fighters. It had also saved the lives of members of the Pakistan military and more than one Russian soldier. A stranger who asked for protection had to be granted it, at least until a solution could be found.


  More villagers had emerged from their homes, some to watch, others to scream at the men, who were running from house to house, tearing the interiors apart in a frenzied attempt to find me. At the edge of the path into the village, the children had clustered together in a tiny knot, ushered away from the eye of the storm by their mothers. Sasha stood at the front of the little group.


  An icy wind rose at my back, sweeping down the mountainside, but my gaze was fixed on Sasha. With a chill that ran all the way down my back, I realized I wasn’t the only one. The insurgent leader was turning in her direction. He held the pulwar sword and moved it slowly from side to side, feeling its heft as he started toward her.


  


  TWELVE


  The other children fell away as he advanced. Sasha stayed exactly where she was, through fear or, more likely, defiance. This was her valley, her village, and no one was going to intimidate her. She had more of the Pashtunwali spirit in her tiny body than the rest of the village put together. She had been the first to meet me, and I understood now that, by leading me into the village, she had invoked nanawatai.


  Without thinking, I jumped down from the rocky outcrop I was hunkered behind and began to run. For the first time since I had arrived, I felt the tiny comms device that ran into my left ear begin to vibrate. The ops center wanted to open comms. There were no pleasantries, only a question barked into my ear, so loudly that I felt my head throb.


  ‘Where are you going?’


  ‘Back to the village.’


  ‘Negative. Stay where you are. They’ll likely RV with the target, whether they have you or not. Repeat. Stay where you are.’


  I kept running, scrabbling across the rocky ground, racing at an angle across scattergun shale. I had lost sight of the village but could still hear people shouting at the insurgents, and piercing the din, the plaintive whine of a little girl in pain.


  ‘Stay where you are,’ the voice in my ear repeated.


  I yanked out the earpiece, clicked it off and tucked it into my pocket.


   


  I walked toward the three men with my hands raised, palms open, to make clear that I didn’t have a weapon. I could see the other children grouped around Sasha. She lay on the ground, her knees pulled up to her chest, her face wet with blood, which poured from a wound that ran along her scalp. She was whimpering with pain. It was hard to listen to, but a good sign. Dead people didn’t make sounds.


  The insurgent leader stared at the ground. He had lost control of the situation by hitting the little girl. The villagers wouldn’t forget it, and the insurgents relied on them for their day-to-day survival. The relationship between insurgents and civilians was complex. The insurgents used intimidation but were careful not to overstep the mark too frequently. An insurgency relied on the camouflage of civilian support, and if you lost that support, by striking a young girl, it was hard to win it back.


  I wanted to check on the little girl but he already had the AK-47 and the Makarov pistol trained on me. From what I could see, the gash was probably not quite as bad as it looked. It would require stitches but the biggest worry was that she had suffered concussion.


  I felt the prod of the gun barrel in my back. I glanced over to see a grubby exchange of money from the leader of the insurgents to the village elder. A roll of muddy notes was pressed into his palm, with a mumbled apology.


  Hands reached in front of me and I felt rough fabric against my forehead. It was dragged down over my eyes and pulled tight. Hands moved to my wrists. My heart rate slowed as I let my hands be tied behind my back.


  From the conversation taking place between the men, I realized that while they had been watching me for weeks there was one fact they didn’t appear to have grasped.


  They had no idea that I could understand every word they were saying.


   


  They led me back up the pass. Listening to the footsteps, I could tell that the two younger men were in front, the leader behind. The leader’s hand grasped the knot where my hands met and used it to guide me forwards.


  They had stopped talking between themselves. From time to time, I would stumble forward and get a jab in the kidneys. They kept moving up, deeper into the mountains.


  I counted every step. It helped me track the passage of time and distance and kept my mind off the little girl I had promised to keep safe and who now lay bleeding in the village.


  There was no getting away from it. I felt guilty. I could have stayed where I was and allowed them to find me. I would have arrived at exactly the same point. But those weren’t my orders. I was too highly valued an asset to hand myself over. In contrast, a child didn’t enter into the equation. Those were the things you had to make peace with. Dead civilians were a by-product for both sides, sometimes by accident and sometimes by design. To reject that idea was to surrender the field of battle.


  I tried to refocus. I had seen worse, much worse, than a young girl bleeding from the head. There had been other operations with civilian casualties, younger children, babies even, the horrors stacked on top of each other.


  During my psy-ops training at Fort Bragg, I had sat alongside classmates and listened to a lecture about memory formation and trauma. The advice was simple. When bad shit happened, try not to think about it. There was even a fancy scientific term for not following this advice: potentiation. The more you recovered a memory, the more you dredged it up, the more the neurons in your brain, which fired together to create that memory, became grooved in a pattern. Long-term potentiation took place if you thought about an event too often. It was like walking into a huge storage facility, opening a unit and jamming the event, or how you remembered it, inside, then going back and rooting through it. The more you opened it, the more you rooted around, the more real it became.


  Blindfolded, my captors pushing me along, I was already struggling to keep track of the passage of time and of the distance. The direction we were travelling? I’d lost sight of the sun as the mountains had closed in around us so I had no idea.


  


  THIRTEEN


  Having encountered no one since we had left the village, my captors had begun to talk among themselves again. It was a good sign. The more comfortable they felt, the better. Less reassuring was that they were discussing who was going to kill me. The chance to kill a Westerner in cold blood was clearly a valuable opportunity. The only snag seemed to be that, having encountered no resistance, from me or anyone else, other than the villagers, they were less certain of who I was than they had been. They were sure I was American, but they believed I might be Muslim and allied in some way to their greater cause. Mostly, though, they seemed confused.


  I kept my head down as I walked and tried not to give any hint that I was listening to everything that was being said. They began talking about a similar situation they’d encountered. They had captured an ISAF soldier who had wandered outside the wire of his forward operating base. He had been European. Not British, maybe Italian or French, they thought.


  They had taken the man alive. He had been so scared that he had lost control of his bowels. As they talked, they seemed to find this detail amusing. They had held the soldier in an abandoned compound for several days. His capture had drawn several search parties from his base. This had provided even more sport as their comrades in arms had ambushed several more ISAF patrols, killing at least three more soldiers. In that regard, a hostage was invaluable. Even though his capture had been a stroke of luck on their part, it had cemented their reputation as specialists in this type of operation. Hence their being tasked with my detention.


  They stopped suddenly. I was yanked down into a sitting position and the conversation fell away. I felt a hand on my shoulder, then the cold metal of a canteen of water pressing against my lips: another good sign. You didn’t rehydrate someone you plan to kill within the next few hours, unless it was their equivalent of a final cigarette.


  I could hear another voice close by now. It was male and verging on high-pitched. He was talking to the insurgent leader but ushered him away before I could catch much more than ‘This is him? This is the one?’


  I drank the water that was offered. It tasted good. I hadn’t realized I was thirsty until it had been offered. Even in this cold, the forced march had left a trail of sweat running down my back all the way into the crack of my ass.


  ‘You have enough?’ one of the younger men asked me.


  I stayed quiet. Answering in Pashtun would let them know I could understand every word they said, but answering in English would confirm their suspicions. I had decided that until they reached their destination, which I guessed wasn’t too far away now, given the arrival of the other man, I would keep my own counsel and thereby keep them guessing.


  Time passed. They didn’t move. I wondered if we were staying there overnight. The mountains didn’t lend themselves to moving after dark unless you had the benefit of night-vision goggles, and even then it was easy enough to step over a ledge.


  The leader was back – alone. He hauled me to my feet and we started to walk again. The terrain grew steeper and rockier. They had moved from mountain pass to meadow and now they seemed to be climbing. I fell again, this time landing on my face. There was a harried discussion as I lay there. I felt someone untie the rope, and my hands were free. I pushed myself up, a jab from the AK-47 at my back reminding me that I was still a hostage.


  The blindfold was yanked from my eyes. We must have been walking for a lot longer than I had estimated because it was light. The sudden exposure made me wince. I blinked, allowing my eyes to adjust to a flare of sunlight from a patch of snow to the left. We were higher than I had guessed, and standing on a broad ridge that tapered to a silver ribbon up ahead.


  Beneath us were the slopes of the Hindu Kush. These were the mountains that had, at least for a time, shielded Bin Laden. On either side was a near-vertical drop.


  Up ahead, the ridge line widened, then ended. I was pushed toward it. It seemed unlikely that they would bring me all the way up here just to push me over the edge. Then again, people in general, and religious fanatics in particular, didn’t always behave in a way that was either predictable or logical.


  I listened more carefully to the footsteps behind, gauging their relative positions. If they stopped walking while I continued to the edge that would be the giveaway.


  As I got within ten feet I saw that what I had thought was a sheer drop was nothing of the sort: the ground fell away sharply, then evened out and two tracks curved back around the peak.


  I climbed down and my captors followed. They prodded me toward the northerly path. It was about ten feet wide. Up ahead, two hard-faced men wearing black Taliban turbans stood guard outside a slit in the mountain. It was about six feet high and tapered from ten feet wide at the bottom to four at the top.


  The two Taliban stepped to me, grabbing my shoulders and pushing me through the opening. I had to duck quickly to avoid hitting my head. The momentum carried me forward into a cave. It opened out to reveal a main chamber of around two hundred square feet. Passages ran off it in about half a dozen different directions. I could smell goat stew and freshly baked bread.


  From the smoothness of the walls, I knew that this passageway was man-made. The air was so smoky that I coughed.


  The cave was bad news. In a dark passageway with walls so thick that all contact and knowledge of my position would have been lost, I was off-radar, no satellite able to pick up my location. Perhaps that was the point. Perhaps I hadn’t given the man they were looking for, the man for whom I had been live bait, enough credit. I had been relying upon live comms. Now a decision would have to be made.


  To follow me into near-impregnable terrain and risk the entire operation, or to wait it out? It was no easy call. The cave systems had so many rat-runs and exit points that, short of carpet-bombing the entire mountain range, taking someone alive from within them was a near impossible task guaranteed to generate multiple special-forces casualties. Not that special forces balked at taking the risk, I knew from experience that they lived for missions like this, but there was always a political dimension. It was a call that could only be made by the President and, right now, Stars-and-Stripes-draped coffins being unloaded from the back of C-130s were not in fashion.


  There was light ahead from another chamber. It seeped yellow around the edges of a piece of cloth that had been draped across it. I pushed it to one side and stepped through. Carpets had been spread on the rough stone floor. Paraffin lanterns hung from hooks on the walls. The remnants of the meal I had smelt when I walked in lay in the middle of the space.


  In the center of the room there was a man. He was fat, with plump lips and eyes that twinkled above a lavish black beard. I recognized him immediately. I doubted that anyone in the Western intelligence community wouldn’t have known who he was. This was the man I had come to find.


  


  FOURTEEN


  Khazin Masori was well named. ‘Khazin’ translated as ‘the treasurer’ and, like Bin Laden, Khazin Masori was a man of wealth who had turned his back on a privileged life to wage war against the West. Unlike Bin Laden, he was, despite America’s best efforts, still breathing. He was just as dangerous, though: he had directed and funded multiple operations against American interests in Afghanistan and beyond, including atrocities in Africa, Asia and Europe. He had been one of the first within the world of Islamic terror organizations to recognize the propaganda value of social media and was believed to have personally dispatched several kidnapped Westerners on camera. Not that any of it showed in his eyes as he smiled warmly, motioning for me to sit opposite him.


  I wondered why I was alone with him – it was an almost unbelievable breach of security. I was three quick steps from him, close enough to dispatch him before anyone could step in.


  Masori leaned forward and, as he did, I glimpsed the edge of the suicide vest that was strapped around the cleric’s torso. It was standard operating procedure for someone at Masori’s level to be able to guarantee his own demise if there was any risk of his falling into enemy hands. Uncharacteristically, he wasn’t a man to waste time on the usual pleasantries.


  ‘Who are you, and why are you here?’ he asked in English. ‘And, please, don’t insult my intelligence by telling me the story you gave the people of the village.’


  ‘It wasn’t a story.’


  ‘Everything in this world is a story, my friend.’


  My job now was to buy as much time as I could. Even if the guys on my side couldn’t be sure that Masori was here, my own value as an asset meant they would still be moving into position. They might not be able to penetrate the cave system to observe the situation but they would be taking up exterior positions in preparation for whatever call came.


  ‘You know who I am, of course,’ said Masori.


  I had been briefed for this question. ‘Of course. I’ve been waiting to meet you.’


  If Masori was surprised, he didn’t show it. His smile must have been cemented in place. ‘You have?’


  Masori was right when he said that everyone had a story. Right now I had at least three. The true story of why I was there. The story I had told the villagers. And, finally, the story that had been painstakingly prepared for Masori.


  The key to engaging someone like Masori was to pinpoint what he desired most. He couldn’t be tempted with anything material. He could have had that in his old life. Houses, cars, women, none of those held any allure.


  No, Khazin Masori craved something far more exciting and long lasting than anything of that nature. He wanted to secure his place in history, and the way to do that was to change the world in the same irrevocable way Bin Laden had when his recruits had flown planes into the World Trade Center. You could bomb all the embassies you wanted and the Western world shrugged. Masori understood that the power of a terrorist atrocity lay not in the body count but in the imagery.


  In three weeks the President of the United States was due to visit India. I had been given the details of the visit, from the main itinerary to the routes he would take, how long he would stay at each location, and his security. The plan was genuine.


  I kept eye contact with Masori as I spoke. He was suspicious. A man he had never met had turned up out of the blue to hand him on a plate his best shot at murdering the leader of the Western world, and therefore taking his place alongside Bin Laden.


  He didn’t believe me. I knew that for certain. I wouldn’t have believed the story either. That was why the boys in the back room had spent months carefully seeding the story of an American agent who had gone rogue, and who, over the past few weeks, had fallen off the intelligence services’ radar. Masori might not have been aware of it, but when he started asking questions it would swiftly rise to the surface.


  Having listened to me politely, he nodded. ‘And these plans for his visit. You have them with you?’ he asked.


  I shook my head. ‘They’re close by. I can take your men to them but first I need to know if you’re interested.’


  Masori’s smile was back. ‘You’re selling them?’


  ‘Ten million dollars.’


  The mention of money seemed to settle him a little. Now at least he had some kind of insight into a possible motive. It was beginning to make sense. Masori pressed his hands together. ‘After the action has taken place and is a success. If, of course, such an action can be successful,’ he said.


  ‘No. I already took the risk in getting the details. Whether this works for you or not, I’m a dead man without access to this money.’ I held Masori’s gaze. ‘Half up front. The rest when it’s done. Whether you kill him or not is down to you. I give you the bullets. I can’t be held to account for how well you use them.’


  ‘It’s a lot of money,’ said Maori, rising to his feet and giving me another glimpse of his suicide belt. He smoothed down his robes. ‘Allow me time to consider it.’


  ‘The visit is in three weeks. If you’re going to have everything in place, you shouldn’t delay. And,’ I added, ‘there may be others who would be interested in what I have.’


  That part was bluff. There were perhaps three or four groups or organizations with motive, funds and the know-how to use such intelligence, and two wouldn’t go anywhere near it. The reality was that, just as during the Cold War, certain actions wouldn’t be countenanced for fear of the scale of reprisal; the same balance existed now between the West and other regimes that could be described as anti-imperialist or jihad-friendly. Iran in particular knew that any involvement in something like this would almost certainly result in a nuclear strike against Tehran. Pakistan had been a hair’s breath away from the same fate after 9/11. Geopolitics was in a constant state of flux but a line of equilibrium ran like a seam through most of it. That left one or two rogues such as Masori, who wanted to throw a hand grenade into the middle of the deal. The Taliban’s strategy had been one of attrition aimed at the slow sapping of political will in the West to maintain a counterweight to them in Afghanistan. Masori, though, was in another league. His aim was chaos. A world ablaze – the Western world.


  I stayed seated as Masori stood over me, wearing the benevolent grin with which he had greeted me. The other factor I was relying upon was his isolation. He was, after all, a man of action. Holed up in this remote region, shuttling from one location to the next, boredom had no doubt begun to set in. My appearance had probably been the most exciting thing to come his way in months.


  ‘Give me a moment,’ Masori said, and disappeared into one of the side passages that ran off the main chamber.


  I sat and waited. A few moments later one of the younger men who had taken me from the village appeared and sat where Masori had. He stared at me but said nothing. I returned the compliment.


  Masori would be somewhere in back, busy working his own intelligence channels to establish the veracity of my story. Minutes passed in silence, then fell away into hours. Another of Masori’s men brought me food and some water. Then I needed to pee. I asked his companion and was led through the passageway to an opening at the back of the cave system. It was around three feet wide by four feet deep and seemed to be a sheer drop. I did what I had to do, then was led back to the main chamber where Masori was waiting for me.


  ‘You will take us to these plans,’ Masori said.


  ‘Fine,’ I answered.


  Masori pursed his lips. ‘No. Maybe it is better if I wait here.’ It had been a test.


  ‘And the money?’ I asked.


  ‘When I have the documents, and I can verify that they are genuine, you can have the first two million.’


  ‘That wasn’t the deal. It’s five up front.’


  ‘Three.’


  We were discussing an American citizen handing over intelligence that could lead to the death of his president, and Masori was haggling like a carpet salesman in a tourist bazaar. It was a good sign, though. It meant that whatever checks he had made had confirmed the story I’d fed him.


  ‘Four up front, six on the back end, and we have a deal,’ I said, putting out my hand for Masori to shake.


  He reached out and clasped both of my hands. ‘My men will go with you. When they confirm the papers, I will arrange for the first payment to be made. You have an account ready?’


  I tapped my temple. ‘More than one. The numbers are all up here. Sure you don’t want to come with me?’


  Masori tugged at his beard, pensive. ‘No. I trust you.’


  A sound behind us. I half turned as his smile widened. His eyes twinkled even more brightly, the yellow glow from the lantern dancing across jet black pupils. I counted three sets of footsteps. His honor guard was approaching – the older man and his two younger companions.


  ‘So I don’t have to be blindfolded with my hands tied?’


  ‘No need for that. I have something better to make sure you are a man of your word.’


  Another sound from behind me. A whimper. I turned. The two bodyguards were standing behind me. They were holding something between them – a limp bundle of rags shaped like a doll.


  


  FIFTEEN


  Fear is something you can smell. I didn’t have to look at Sasha’s face to see the terror in her eyes.


  ‘Go and get what you came to give me,’ Masori said. ‘The child stays with me.’


  ‘If the plans are good, I want your word that you will use them. Do you give me your word?’


  His face betrayed a look of surprise at the question. He had been expecting me to ask about the little girl.


  ‘You have my word,’ said Masori.


  ‘When I return, she comes with me.’


  Masori shot me a leering smile. ‘You’ve taken a fancy to her?’


  I wanted to throw up but it was better to play along. Explaining I planned to find her a safer life would have seemed more suspicious than allowing him to think I intended to take her as a wife. ‘I have plans for her, yes.


  ‘I won’t be long,’ I added, motioning for one of the bodyguards to follow me. ‘I take it one of your men will come with me.’


  As my escort moved toward me, he was between me and Masori. I had the old Soviet pistol tucked into a cloth tie that ran around my waist.


  My left elbow came up fast, smashing into the man’s jaw so hard that blood spurted from his mouth as he bit clean through the tip of his tongue. The pistol was now in my right hand. I grabbed a handful of the man’s hair and yanked his head down, simultaneously bringing up a knee into his face and breaking his nose. He folded at the waist and I held him there with one hand as I brought the pistol up with the other and fired two rounds into his companion’s head from a distance of less than six feet. The man slumped forward, letting go of Sasha, who screamed.


  Masori stumbled backwards, his eyes fixed on me as I headed for one of the passageways. There were more shouts from within the cave system as Masori’s other bodyguards scrambled to get to me. I counted six separate sets of footsteps moving towards me.


  Masori’s hand had slipped inside his robes to the ripcord attached to the detonator of his suicide vest. He could have pulled it and taken the girl and me with him but he hadn’t. It was one thing to talk someone else into martyrdom, another to do it yourself.


  I rushed past Sasha toward him. Anticipating a punch, Masori raised his hands to his face to protect himself. I shifted my weight and threw a big, wide right hook that caught him on the side of the head. His hands fell away from his face.


  There was no time to remove the explosives and every chance that Masori would detonate them if I did but I had already devised a far more direct method of ensuring that he stayed alive. I grabbed his right wrist and bent it back until it snapped, then repeated the move with the left.


  Two of Masori’s men were getting close to the main chamber. They were both approaching from the passageway to my left. His hands were dangling uselessly at right angles to his forearms so I grabbed the back of his robe and made sure I was between him and the two men as they emerged from the narrow rock passageway.


  They skidded to a halt and lowered their weapons. I raised the Makarov and shot them each through the head. My arm wrapped around Masori’s windpipe, I started to drag him backwards.


  Masori must have known that if I was there to kill him he’d already be dead. There was a fate worse than death, and it was where I was taking him. He began to fumble for the cord again. I jabbed the butt of the pistol against his broken wrist. He shrieked.


  I tightened my grip around his windpipe to starve him of oxygen and he began to weaken. I pulled him back still further. His feet were trying to dig into the floor.


  I looked over at the little girl. ‘Follow me.’


  She stayed where she was, her eyes wide. She was in a state of shock, near catatonic. I shouted at her again but it did no good: her mind had closed down. An acute stress reaction had kicked in. Usually stress compelled the body into fight-or-flight mode but it could go the other way, overwhelming the nervous system to the point at which the person couldn’t react at all.


  I could take Masori. I could take Sasha. But I couldn’t take them both. It should have been easy for me. My mission objective was extracting Masori alive. But now my feet wouldn’t move. I was as frozen as Sasha was.


  I could hear more of Masori’s men rushing through the passageways, shouting to each other as they hurtled toward us. They were behind us, closing in from all sides.


  I twisted round. It took me a second to grasp that the voices behind me were speaking English — English with American accents. Whoever was set up outside had heard the shooting and made the decision to come in and join the party. I was no longer alone.


  My strength, which had barely been enough to hold Masori, kicked back in. There was nothing better in the world than being alone and hearing back-up steaming toward you, and not just any old back-up, US Special Forces, my old comrades, the best in the world.


  I adjusted my balance. Masori must have weighed two hundred and twenty pounds but he felt a lot lighter all of a sudden. Perfectly gauging the pressure I needed to use with the choke hold, I hustled Masori forward and used my free hand to grab Sasha’s elbow.


  Three of the exfiltration team rushed past us, forming a diamond to cover my retreat with Masori and the child. I saw faces I recognized. The team leader clapped a gloved hand on my shoulder. ‘Good job.’


  Masori was prised from me. His broken wrists were pinned behind his back as he was dragged out of the cave system. A couple of rounds pinged off the cave wall, and the three Americans in the diamond returned fire.


  I scooped the child into my arms and, for the first time, saw something apart from terror in her eyes, a flicker of recognition. My eyes narrowed to avoid the waves of dust swirling around them from the downdraught of the Sikorsky Little Bird. Somewhere in the dust and wind, time bent and split. Voices, shouts and sudden movements overlaid each other in a rush.


  The team leader slashed a hand across his throat and pointed at Sasha. ‘No room for her on the Bird. She stays.’


  I started to argue with him. As the words tumbled from my mouth, I felt a warm, sticky spread of liquid across my chest. Sasha’s eyes were open. She stared up at me, her pupils dilating. A red rose blush oozed from the center of her chest. I reached a hand down. It came away slick with blood. The team leader was screaming in my ear but the words were just fragments of sound.


  I wasn’t for giving her up. I fell to my knees, Sasha clutched to my chest. My head tilted back. I stared beyond the blades, beyond the mountains, and into the very heavens themselves as I held the dead child in my arms.


  


  SIXTEEN


  The chopper flew low over the wire and landed in a wash of dust. Ground crew and medical staff emerged from the shadows, sprinting toward it, their heads low. I clambered out, my head smothered in bandages, Sasha cradled in my arms, my shirt soaked with her blood.


  The six-man special-forces exfiltration team followed, faces set like granite. I reached down and brushed a strand of stray hair from Sasha’s face. The others clambered past me, avoiding eye contact.


  It was warmer here than up in the mountains. The sky was dark, the stars obliterated by the haze of camp lights.


  Sasha’s face was lily white. I laid her on the bare ground and closed her eyelids with a sweep of my hand. My fingertips left blood and dust on her face. Two army doctors and a trauma medic studied me from a distance. Even though I could feel fresh blood still leaking through the dressing covering my head wound, they didn’t try to stop me.


   


  The graveyard was quiet as I set her down. My walk had taken me through the middle of the camp. Eyes studied me all the way. The worst were those in uniform, the wire-huggers, as I thought of them; the guys who planned and replanned and visited this mess after it had all gone down, and marched around the rest of the time with their fruit-salad medals pinned to their puffed-out chests.


  I was thankful that, as the country had slid further into the mire, there had been fewer and fewer of them. What the hell did they have to take credit for? The Taliban were still here. The West had never decided what the hell it wanted to be: avenger or liberator. It had proved to be both, and in being both had become neither. Finally, the IEDs, rogue Afghans and the indifference of a war-sickened people had driven the military to a strategy of drones and men like me. The bitter bounty of our righteous war? Dead little girls and two-day heroes with blackened minds and stumps for limbs that the politicians could jerk off about for as long as the homecoming parade lasted. Wrap yourself in a flag that meant jack shit, drop some dollars into a bucket, close your door, and thank the Lord it wasn’t your son or daughter. That was the truth, as I saw it now. Just don’t say it out loud: if there was one thing the people back home hated more than terrorists, it was some asshole holding up a mirror to them.


  I kept walking, past the grunts, who had seen crazier shit than this and knew not to look at me, and the fruit-salad guys, the occasional mute local and a gaggle of NGO workers, trailing silence in my wake. Once I had set her down, I found a clear area, and set to work with an entrenching tool I had purloined from the cabin of the Little Bird.


  The earth was brittle. There was no topsoil to speak of. When this smaller base had been built, the ground had been packed hard to prevent any breaching of the perimeter to plant an IED. To conserve energy, I used the blade to mark out the grave. I set to work in the center of the rectangle, digging straight down and scooping out from that hole. The field work back in the village had left me in good shape for such a task. The only time I stopped was to clear the sweat from my eyes. Progress was steady, slowed only by the care with which I piled the dug-out soil I would need to fill in the grave.


  With the first foot of ground cleared, the work got a little easier. I heard footsteps close by, scuffed and deliberate, the movements of someone who knew well enough to announce their presence. I was standing in the grave by now, the ground just shy of waist height, which meant I had dug to a depth of three or so feet.


  The footsteps belonged to a civilian with long hair tied back in a ponytail and a bushy salt-and-pepper beard. He looked to be in his late forties. He was dressed in boots, camo pants, and bundled up in a thick down North Face jacket.


  ‘What was her name?’ he asked, his eyes on the little girl. ‘It is a girl, right? Only with all that blood …’


  ‘Sasha,’ I said. ‘Her name was Sasha.’


  I had seen the guy around. He wasn’t special forces, but he moved in those circles, although ‘flitted’ was perhaps a better word. He didn’t seem to talk much from what I’d seen. He was something to do with psy-ops, the guys of the future, if you listened to the brass.


  ‘You want I can leave you alone?’ he said.


  I shrugged and went back to digging. He must have taken the shrug as a no because he stayed where he was. Minutes passed. The hole in the ground deepened. The ground was at shoulder level now. I glanced across. I could see the guy’s ankles and the tops of his boots. There were more footsteps, in lockstep this time. I put my palms on the edge of the grave. Two grunts were carrying a child’s coffin. They laid it at the feet of the guy from psy-ops, about-turned and left.


  ‘Thought you might be able to use this,’ he said.


  ‘Appreciate it.’


  ‘My name’s Muir,’ said the psy-ops guy. ‘You dig any deeper, and you’ll be staying down there.’


  I didn’t reply. If the guy hadn’t been standing there, part of me felt like I could have stayed where I was, dragged the child in and pulled the earth over both of us. Muir reached out a hand and helped me up.


  Between us we lifted the body into the small coffin. I wished there was something I could put in with her — a teddy bear, some jewelry, a letter. In the end, I took off my jacket, balled it up and placed it carefully under her head. I used my Gerber to ratchet the screws that secured the coffin lid. With Muir I lowered the small coffin into the grave. Muir stood, head bowed, hands clasped in front of him as I shoveled the soil on top. Then we tramped it down.


  Finished, I stood back and stared at the patch of differently shaded earth. Now I was done, I felt unsure of what to do next. Part of me had hoped that, after burying the child, I would have made peace with what had happened, but I felt nothing other than I had before – grief, sorrow and anger at one more senseless act in a world full of them.


  ‘You have kids, Sergeant?’ Muir asked.


  ‘No one calls me “Sergeant”. They haven’t in years.’ I shook my head. ‘No kids. Maybe one day. You?’


  ‘Nope, married to my work …’ Muir trailed off as he nodded toward the grave. ‘You ever wonder how much of this is down to sheer bad luck?’ he said.


  I didn’t mind listening but I didn’t feel much like talking. I looked at him. ‘What do you want?’


  ‘This,’ he said. ‘This isn’t normal. Dragging some dead kid onto the heli when it’s already at full load. That’s not like you. Anyone else would be shit canned.’


  At last I had something to grab onto, something that made sense. The guy wasn’t here to lend a sympathetic ear: he was here to tell me I’d screwed up, gotten too involved. For the first time since the Taliban kidnap party had shown up, the world seemed to have settled back on its axis. They didn’t give a fuck about me. They gave a fuck that I could do the job without embarrassing them or displaying emotion. Git ’er done, son, and shut the fuck up about it once you’re finished. Fine. That I could relate to.


  ‘What you gonna do?’ I said. ‘Bench me? Be my guest. I’m done.’


  ‘This isn’t what you think, Byron. I’m not here to chew your ass. We value your work. We truly do.’ He looked me in the eyes. ‘You don’t have to be done, Byron. You can do what you do best, sleep well and have a good life. We can help you. We want to help you. The only question is, will you let us?’


  ‘What do you mean “help”?’ I asked him.


  I tried to step outside myself for a moment. A guy taking a dead kid on a chopper so that she could receive a proper burial: was it crazy or honorable? Okay, it was outside the usual parameters of behaviour, especially given my job, but it wasn’t without some measure of humanity. What was the alternative? Leave her to the animals? At least this way she had a final resting place.


  ‘You know what combat fatigue is?’ Muir asked me.


  I nodded. Half of the guys I worked with showed signs of it. Most often it crept up on you when you were back home, alone in the silence and stillness of civilian life, surrounded by regular people whose exposure to all this shit was a news item or the occasional piece on 60 Minutes. The rotations had been so heavy in recent years that as soon as you got home, and started readjusting, it was time to head back into the mire. Rinse and repeat. Repeat it often enough, and it messed you up.


  ‘Combat fatigue. PTSD. Call it what you like. It’s the number-one problem for us now,’ Muir said. ‘We spend all this money training someone like you. It’s like buying a Ferrari and never changing the oil. Sooner or later it’s going to break down.’


  I followed his gaze to the freshly dug grave. ‘You want me to see a shrink?’


  ‘There might be that component to it but we’ve developed something far more powerful.’


  ‘If it’s pills …’ I said. There was no way I was going to start taking drugs.


  I had seen how that went. Get on them, and you might never get off. I had grown up around people who stuffed themselves full of all kinds of things. It never ended well.


  ‘Something far more radical. A neural implant that wouldn’t just make you better able to cope, it would make you feel and function at levels previously unheard off. Obviously it’s classified so we couldn’t discuss the precise nature of the technology now, and certainly not here,’ he said, with a wave of his arms to take in the camp.


  I had to stop myself laughing in the guy’s face. This wasn’t the first time I had heard about that kind of stuff. There had been some talk in special-ops circles about a chip or some kind of gizmo that they were putting in people’s heads. It was out there, all right, but not by that much. Sitting in an airport in Frankfurt, I’d read an interview with some guy who said that, in the near future, he wanted people to plug straight into their search engine via an implant. All you’d have to do would be to think about LOL cats or some other bullshit and it popped up in your head. I knew that DARPA was working on some of this stuff, too, just like they had experimented with acid, electro-shock therapy and a bunch of other crazy shit over the years. Having the conversation was different, though. A discussion like this didn’t come out of the blue.


  ‘Think I’ll pass,’ I said.


  Muir shrugged, took off his glasses and polished them with the bottom of his shirt. It seemed rehearsed, much like the rest of what he’d said.


  ‘Think about it,’ he said finally. He began to walk away.


  ‘Hey,’ I called after him, ‘this new program have a name?’


  Muir turned. He looked from me to the grave and back. ‘Right now we’re calling it TGFS.’


  I knew how much the military loved their acronyms. ‘What’s it stand for?’ I asked.


  ‘The guilt-free soldier.’


  


  SEVENTEEN


  I spent the next two days in classified debriefing sessions, going over every detail of the operation. We covered the events leading up to my abduction in good time and the field officer seemed satisfied with my version of events. The last few hours of the mission were a different story. I relayed what had happened with Masori as best I could. It wasn’t enough. I was asked to go over it again and again until both men grew frustrated. At the end of the first afternoon session, Muir was waiting for me.


  ‘How you doing, Byron?’


  ‘I’m fine,’ I told him.


  ‘Everyone treating you okay?’


  I shrugged. I wanted to head back to my quarters, grab a shower, get some chow and go visit the grave. Sasha still pulled at the corners of my mind. Her death was one part of the mission that I had no problem recalling. The memory was vivid to the point of being physically painful.


  ‘Anything you need?’ Muir prompted.


  There was something. I had already made the request and been refused. ‘I’d like to call home.’


  ‘Soon as you’re no longer in country, I can fix that for you.’


  That was the answer I had already been given. I hadn’t much liked it the first time either. I was sure it was connected to the debriefing, and that I was being punished in some way for the mission having gone so horribly wrong.


  ‘I’m sorry, Sergeant. I know it’s tough.’


  It was something, I guessed. I gave Muir a curt nod of thanks.


  ‘All talked out, huh?’ Muir said, with a smile.


  But I wasn’t a man of few words. I was happy to talk about most subjects. That was part of what made me as effective in the field as I was. I liked people. They fascinated me — even the bad ones, sometimes especially the bad ones. It was something that few people outside special-forces operations understood. When civilians or the media, or even many people in the military, thought of special forces they connected them with direct-action operations, like those conducted by the SEALS. Leave base, kill or capture some asshole or assholes, and come home.


  But Army Special Forces, where I had originally trained before taking on a special liaison role with the Agency, had been characterized by a different approach. Those men could fight, and teach others to do the same, but their skills lay in gathering intelligence in the field and forging alliances with friendly forces. Often there was no base to return to. Once you were outside the wire that was it. You lived, slept and ate with the locals. It was a different approach that required not only a different skill set but a different mentality. At the center of it lay communication, which was how you built trust. The problem now was that, since I had got back inside the wire, I wasn’t sure anymore who could be trusted.


  ‘Sergeant Tibor,’ Muir said. ‘We’re worried about you. That was a pretty nasty head injury you took back there.’


  ‘No shit,’ I said. They had patched me up as best they could on the ground but I had already been told I was looking at one more surgical procedure at least, and I was still getting headaches that made me want to scoop out my brains.


  ‘I want to get you checked out again,’ said Muir. ‘Can I walk you over there?’


  ‘I know where it is,’ I replied.


  ‘Humor me.’


  We headed across camp in silence. When we reached the triage area, Muir and I were greeted by an army surgeon who had already examined me a couple of times. He was holding a wooden clipboard with a form that he handed over for me to sign.


  I glanced down at it. ‘What’s this?’


  ‘Consent form for the RDF chip.’


  ‘What?’


  ‘New procedure, Sergeant. If you’d had one of these we could have avoided what happened back there.’


  I studied the form a little more closely. The RDF chip was a bio-powered subcutaneous implant placed in the neck, which allowed constant monitoring of an operative’s vital signs. It also had a GPS function, ensuring that the operative could be located via satellite anywhere in the world at any time.


  ‘Forget it,’ I said, tossing the clipboard back in the surgeon’s direction.


  ‘It’s only ever employed when you’re active. It’s not like we’re going to be counting how many times you go take a dump,’ Muir said.


  To be fair, mention of the chip hadn’t exactly come from left field. I already knew a couple of other field agents and undercover operatives who were using the technology. Lone operatives went missing all the time, and if the worst had happened, I wanted those who knew me to have the closure offered by a body. The consent form reassured me that even if data was gathered while I wasn’t active it could never be accessed, never mind used. The argument was the same you got with every additional layer of security. If you don’t have anything to hide, then what’s the problem?


  ‘I’ll pass,’ I said. ‘Anyway, that was probably my last time out now that I’m carrying this head injury.’


  ‘Headaches?’ said the surgeon. ‘We should get you out of here ASAP and have a full set of tests done.’


  ‘Listen, Doc, I just want to get back Stateside. After that, you can do what the hell you like.’


  ‘Of course,’ said Muir. ‘We understand.’


  Another look passed between them. I turned round and walked away. This time no one followed me.


   


  Sasha visited me in the dead hours of the morning when the camp was at its quietest. She stared at me with big brown eyes that filled with tears. It was only as they rolled down her cheeks that I saw they were blood. When I looked back at her eyes, they were black from the hemorrhage.


  I forced my own eyes open and felt a shiver of vibration next to me on the pillow. My first thought was a cell phone, which didn’t make sense. Cell phones weren’t allowed on base.


  Lying on my side, I reached underneath the pillow. There was nothing there apart from the sheet. It was then that the back of my hand brushed the side of my neck, and I felt it: a rice-grain-sized bump just under the skin.


  I sat up and felt it with my fingertips. I got out of bed, threw on a jacket and headed for the shower block.


  I stood side on to the mirror and studied the red welt of raised skin on my neck. I set off to find Muir.


  


  EIGHTEEN


  Muir’s face turned from scarlet to purple as I tightened my grip around his throat. Four grunts rushed forward and did their best to pull me away. One caught my left elbow in the face. The force of the blow sent him flying backwards. More men rushed in to help.


  ‘You’re going to kill him.’


  Muir was staring at me, eyes wide. His mouth fell open. His eyes began to close as he started to lose consciousness. I relaxed my grip, and he collapsed to the floor, gasping for breath.


  I found myself surrounded by a semicircle of military personnel. They stared at me but kept their distance.


  ‘Why’d you do it?’ I said to Muir.


  Muir held up an open palm as he continued to gasp for air. ‘Do what?’ he said finally. His glasses had fallen off. I picked them up off the floor and handed them to him. One of the lenses was cracked, a fissure spidering out from the center.


  ‘Put the RDF chip in.’


  ‘What the hell are you talking about, Sergeant?’


  ‘And why do you keep calling me “Sergeant”?’


  Muir put his glasses back on, and slowly got to his feet, one hand massaging his windpipe. ‘You consented to the RDF implant, Byron. Yesterday. You can talk to the surgeon if you don’t believe me. I have your signature on the papers. You remember what we told you about Lewis, don’t you?’


  Either Muir was one hell of a liar or my brain was more scrambled than I knew. I swallowed hard and tried to think back to the conversation. All I could remember was very definitely refusing permission. The memory was clear.


  My headache was back, a crushing pain that left my hands and feet tingling. Muir was looking at me like I was crazy. His face was changing color. The center of his forehead shifted from a natural skin tone to a blazing orange. A third eye opened in the middle of his head.


  I blinked, suddenly less sure of myself. When I glanced back, Muir’s face had returned to normal. The mess hall was silent.


  I’d signed the papers? Yesterday?


  ‘Listen, Byron. You’ve been through a lot over the past while. Let’s get you through this debrief and back in shape. Forget this,’ said Muir, as a couple of the men standing at the edge of the assembled audience began to drift back to their tables.


  


  NINETEEN


  There are two keys to a successful escape and evasion, at least in the initial stages, and the second flows from the first. The first is the time between the escape and discovery of the escape. The second is distance. Time buys you distance, and distance from point of escape made it much more difficult for someone to find you. Get a hundred yards outside a wire before the alarm sounds, and you’re screwed. Get fifty miles and you’ve made the searcher’s job a whole different story. Not with an RDF chip, though.


  At around ten that evening, I headed to the latrines with a scalpel filched from a medic’s bag earlier in the day. I had been shown the consent form with my signature and initials. Both the surgeon and Muir, with a nurse, had told me the same story, and a lot of stuff about someone called Lewis. I had consented freely to the RDF chip being inserted in my neck. But I had no idea who Lewis was.


  Fifteen minutes later, I emerged from the latrines, the shirt of my collar turned way up, covering the fresh wound on the left side of my neck. Rather than head back to my bunk, I hung a left, striding across the camp to the vehicle depot I had scoped out earlier.


  Part of the camp’s remit was to serve as a secure distribution center for humanitarian aid. I walked toward it, a man with a newly found sense of purpose. One of the first things I had learned on covert operations was that being overt worked better a lot of the time. Look like you belong somewhere, and you tend to blend into the background. If you’re hesitant, it comes off you in waves, like the stench of rotting meat in summer.


  Because the camp was considered secure, the trucks were lightly guarded. They were close to the mess hall, which also made an approach easy. It was simply a matter of walking through the open gate ringed by chain-link fencing.


  You could tell the vehicles weren’t military just by looking at how they were arranged. Rather than neat rows, they were all over the place. The only system I had observed was that the ones nearer the gate were those already loaded and due out at first light. By looking at the weight on the axles, I counted four that were good to go. It was possible but unlikely that they would be searched thoroughly before they left. Coming in was a different story as there would be no better way of delivering an IED into the camp than by humanitarian relief – Oklahoma bombing Taliban-style.


  The tiny RDF chip I had just dug out from my neck was in my front pocket. I lifted the edge of the truck tarp and took a peek. I didn’t care so much about what was being hauled as whether the cargo gave me an accessible space. There wouldn’t be a full security check but, no doubt, there would be some cursory count to ensure that what left matched up with what got to the destination. Thankfully, there was no weighbridge to tip anyone off to an extra two hundred pounds in back.


  I passed on the first truck full of cooking oil and settled for the second, which held bags of grain. Time was ticking away, and I couldn’t be choosy. I clambered in, trying to make as little impression on the interior as a man of my size could.


  There was some space nearer the cab. Even with the coughing of the diesel engine, I was pretty sure I would be able to pick up any conversation between the driver and the guard allotted to each truck.


  Hunkering down, my knees touching my chest, I pulled a sack of grain back into place. I was pretty certain that it would pass casual inspection. If someone was actively looking for a stowaway I would be found, but if it was just a quick check I was in good shape.


  I didn’t dwell too much on what would happen if I was found. After all, it wasn’t as if I was regular military, or that I was being held against my will. It had been made clear to me on several occasions that the program Muir seemed to be trying to recruit me into was voluntary. Like the Army Ranger motto, the Latin for which was sua sponte, you signed up ‘of your own accord’.


  So, if that was true, then why the hell was I sneaking out like a thief in the night? What the answer lacked in logic, it made up for in certainty. I didn’t trust the people around me anymore. I needed answers to things I hadn’t even been able to form into a coherent set of questions yet. I felt like I was losing my mind. The approach from Muir. The RDF chip I’d refused but that had been implanted. My signature on the consent form when I had no memory of signing it.


   


  I must have dozed off because I woke a short time later to the sound of sleepy drivers and their guards standing around in the freezing cold as they divided up the convoy between them. A chink of half-light found its way to my eyes as the rear tarp was pulled back. As I had suspected, the check was cursory and followed swiftly by the opening and closing of cab doors.


  A sea of engines rumbled and the convoy was on its way, settling for less than a minute at the gate before hitting what passed for freeway in the barren landscape. The trucks picked up speed. I listened keenly to pick up any conversation up front but either driver and guard weren’t talkers or, more likely, it was just too late.


  Now that they were on the road, I could find a more comfortable position. I had cut enough of a slit in the side tarpaulin to get eyes on the landscape so that I could pick out not only my own departure point but that of the tiny RDF chip. The truck slowed as the convoy began to climb a steep incline. I slashed again at the tarp, creating enough of a gap that I could stick my head out and get a better sense of the terrain. I could see the horizon rise in front of me. By the edge of the road was a ditch – as good a place as any to deposit the RDF transmitter, and the crest of the slope was as good a place as any to get out. I calculated that we were less than ten miles out from the camp but I had also worked out that, for every mile I hitched, the chances of someone figuring out I had left the facility edged ever upwards.


  I pitched the transmitter as hard as I could out of the side of the truck. It arced its way the first ten feet or so toward the ditch.


  The truck slowed with a lurch. I could hear the other vehicles beginning to brake. It wasn’t a good sign, not when they were climbing a slope. A radio crackled in the cab. The message coming in was about a checkpoint up ahead.


  Looking back to the spot where I had thrown the tracking device, I cursed my luck. Checkpoints were bad news – especially at night. Masquerading as a security measure, they were either set up to gather information to be passed on to insurgents or, more often, to shake down money. Soliciting bribes here, as in many developing nations, was an art form. Approaches were never direct and often took the form of simply keeping someone in one place until that person realized the fastest way of getting back on the road would be to offer a token of their appreciation for the work being done in holding them up.


  I stuck my head back through the tarp to get a visual. The checkpoint was like none I’d seen here. The road at the top of the rise was lit like the Fourth of July, with big arc lights either side of the road illuminating what looked like four Dodge Charger police cruisers with flak-jacketed white cops leaning against their vehicles. It was a surreal sight.


  I tried to shake the cobwebs out of my head. I closed my eyes for a second. When I opened them again, the lights were gone, replaced by the beams from two local Afghan police pick-ups. Not that any of it mattered. If I was still in the truck at the top of the rise, the slit I had cut in the tarp would betray me. It was now or never.


  I ducked my head back inside, my blood chilled by what I was seeing. The sacks of grain were gone, replaced by dozens of dead bodies. Men, women, children lay all around me, their limbs contorted, like a scene from a concentration-camp death train. Looking down, I saw that they were behind me too. I was standing on one, my boots imprinted on a man’s naked back.


  The smell of death was everywhere. My stomach lurched and my mouth filled with bile. Panicked, I grabbed my Gerber and slashed at the tarp. Pushing off with my left foot, I climbed onto the edge of the truck, imagining hands clawing at my feet, trying to drag me back inside, and launched myself out onto the road, the truck still moving.


  I hit the ground with a force that jarred my spine. The truck behind almost clipped me as it drove past. I rolled down into the ditch before I could be picked up by the headlights of the next vehicle in the convoy.


  There was about a foot of freezing muddy water in the bottom of the ditch. The trucks were rumbling past toward the checkpoint. I shook my head, trying to clear everything I’d seen from my mind.


  When the lights from the rear security vehicle had swept over the ditch, I clambered out on the other side. There was no time to dwell on the last moments before I had bailed, but I allowed myself a single backward glance up the rise. There was nothing out of the ordinary about the scene playing out, just four local cops who wanted to hold up an aid convoy until someone grew bored enough to pay them.


  I plunged forward into the desert scrub. Time was short so I needed to fill it with as much distance as I could. Breaking into a run, I set a steady pace, the canopy of stars overhead guiding me south.


  


  TWENTY


  Moving forward seemed to keep the visions at bay and allowed my mind to settle. I tried not to dwell on my decision to flee the camp. It was done now and nothing would change that. All that concerned me was getting home. If I kept that at the front of my mind, I would be fine. Escape, like most things, occurred in the mind. It was a question of attitude and determination. I had seen it at the SERE (Survival, Evasion, Resistance, Escape) course at Fort Bragg. I had been one of the last to be captured. When I was finally taken, I had also been one of the last to crack under interrogation. Everyone did, you were told up front: it was how long you lasted that mattered. As with resistance, the key to escape was to stay in the present and focus on your goal.


  My goal was the city. Once there, I would be able to find people who could help me. My contacts were extensive and this was still a shadowland of a country where, for the right price, anything could be secured, including travel documents and a flight out.


  My plan was to travel by night when my ambient temperature was most closely in sync with the land and I wouldn’t be picked up by any drones or piloted aircraft using FLIR (forward-looking infrared) imaging. Moving at night, when the temperature was lowest, would keep me warm and I’d be less likely to suffer dehydration. At the camp I had noticed that the temperature was considerably higher than it had been in the mountains. By midday the heat was oppressive. I would find shade in daytime and rest up.


  Along with the heat, the landscape had surprised me. It was drier than I had expected. A lot drier. Finding water would be the biggest challenge. I was already experiencing hunger pangs but those I could safely choose to ignore. Water was another matter. Dehydration would kill you just the same as a bullet through the heart. It wouldn’t be pretty either, and it was something you could slide into without knowing it was happening. Lack of water messed with your mind so you had to be vigilant for the warning signs.


  From nowhere, I felt a jab of pain in my foot. I reached down and pulled some kind of thorn from the bottom of my boot. I held it up to my face. It looked like the barb from some kind of cactus. It had gone straight through the leather. Looking around, I didn’t see any kind of bush or tree or cactus that matched up. I tossed the spike, shrugged off the pain and kept moving.


  Every once in a while, at irregular intervals, I would stop, listen, retake my course from the stars, using basic astral navigation, and scan the land ahead. The most I heard was the howl of a dog as I skirted a farmhouse, the livestock skittish at my approach. I doubled my pace to get clear before anyone came out to investigate what had alerted the animal.


  A short distance beyond the stone buildings of the smallholding, I came upon a wadi. Miraculously, the bottom had water. Not much, but water nonetheless. Its presence explained the livestock and the smallholding. I filled one of the empty water bottles I had brought with me, dropped in a purification tablet, and jumped down into the riverbed.


  I waded for a few hundred yards, got out and reset my course. I estimated that I had only an hour until dawn. I would keep walking a little past sunrise but not for long. As I moved, I scanned the horizon for somewhere to hole up.


   


  With dawn came heat. There was no sign of shelter save a couple of trees. My piss was already running yellow – a bad sign. I sipped at the water I’d collected from the wadi. It tasted stale and brackish. I thought about doubling back to the smallholding and finding shelter there but decided against it. It would take ninety minutes, more with the heat, and I couldn’t afford to lose the ground.


  Ahead I could see the mountains on the far horizon. If I could survive and evade capture until nightfall, they would be within striking distance. Beyond the mountains was the city. More importantly, the mountains held water, vegetation, food and better cover.


  I headed for one of the trees and sat down in its shade. My foot still stung from the spike that had pierced the leather. I pulled off my boots and massaged my feet. As I was putting them back on, I heard the buzz of a drone flying overhead.


  Slowly, I got up, flattening my back against the short trunk, my head running into thorny branches. Glancing up, I caught a glimmer of white in the bright blue sky as the drone worked round in a loop.


  From the brief glimpse I had just had, and its flight pattern, it was almost certainly a reconnaissance and surveillance UAV. If it had thermal imaging or another enhanced capability, I was toast. All I could do was sit tight. Drones could stay in the air a long time. If it moved away the operator, who was no doubt sitting safely back in the States, sipping an icy Diet Coke, had missed me. If it stayed, I was heading back to camp with a lot of explaining to do. What was it Masori had said to me? Everyone has a story. Mine would have to be a good one or I was looking at a world of pain.


  The buzzing was fainter. I looked up through the jagged bone-dry branches and saw the drone a mile out from my position, circling in an ever-widening loop.


  The tips of my fingers felt sticky. I closed my eyes, not wanting to look. I was afraid that the visions I’d had in the truck were returning, that I would open my eyes and see blood.


  Not to look was almost worse. It amounted to an admission that I could no longer trust my own mind. I willed my eyes open, and raised a sticky hand.


  There was momentary relief as I saw that the stickiness wasn’t blood but a gooey clear sap. As the drone circled, I must have dug my fingernails into the tree bark. I brought it up to my nose and inhaled. A juniper tree. I’d seen them before on the approach to the mountains but not on the flat desert plains. As I looked at the mountains in the distance, I started to see more of them. They were dotted everywhere, along with sagebrush and thick balls of tumbleweed.


  I dug out my water bottle and took a couple of long draws. Dehydration, the mind playing tricks. The buzz of the drone had died completely. I was alone again. The sun shifted ever upwards. I pulled down the sleeves of my jacket so that my arms were covered. I closed my eyes and drifted off to sleep.


   


  I woke to Sasha standing over me. She stared at me with soft brown eyes. She was smiling. The juniper trees had multiplied since I had closed my eyes. They were all around me, packed so densely that they almost blotted out the mountains.


  My mouth felt dry. I pulled out my water bottle. It was close to empty. I offered what little there was to Sasha. She took it from me, twisted off the cap, and emptied the dregs into her mouth. The water spilled red from the corners of her lips. She doubled over, clutching her stomach. The bottle fell to the ground. Blood arced in a torrent from her mouth. It pooled at my feet.


  Then she was gone. There was no blood. The landscape was the same, a scattering of junipers and sagebrush with the mountains in the distance. I blinked and dug out the water bottle. It was half full. Lips cracked and gluey, I took a drink and found the sun. A wind had picked up. I could hear birdsong. That was it. I was alone. In a few hours it would be dark, and I could strike out for the mountains. My stomach rumbled, and I needed to pee. I stepped to the other side of the tree. My piss was closer to amber than yellow as the sunlight sparkled against it. I finished up and sat down on the other side, waiting for sunset.


  I guided my mind away from Sasha. She was the past, I told myself. The desert was my present. One last push. One last push to the mountains.


   


  I decided that when I reached the mountains I would keep moving. There was more vegetation, more contours in the land to conceal me. More than that, walking banished the horrors.


  I remembered speaking to someone, before my talks with Muir back at the camp, about seeing things that weren’t there. I wasn’t sure who it had been or when they had spoken. All I could remember was the conversation or, more precisely, their side of it. They had told me that once PTSD or combat fatigue, or whatever tag you wanted to put on what people suffered from once they had seen too much, was present, it was often accompanied by hallucinations and flashbacks that appeared wholly real. They worked the same neural pathways as if the event was happening right in front of you. I would go see someone if I had to. Whatever it took, I would do it, but it would have to be on my terms, with a person I could trust, and I wasn’t going to start popping pills or sign up as a government lab rat.


  I covered the remainder of the ground in good time. At one point, I must have skirted close to a road because I saw headlights. I ducked behind a bushy juniper and waited until it passed, then tacked away from the road.


  As the ground started to rise, another dog howled in the distance. I could pick out the outline of a stone compound. The sound cut through me and I altered course again, Gerber in hand, ready if the dog picked up my scent. Dogs here were like the insurgents, tough, mean motherfuckers who’d happily rip you limb from limb just because you were on their ground. I had seen US troops, guys who probably had a much-loved canine at home, shoot them.


  The land grew rocky. I began to climb, my thighs and calves aching as I pushed on. The moon had disappeared behind a stack of clouds. The weather was changing — fast. There was a rumble of thunder in the distance followed by a flash that left my hands and feet tingling. I had moved down into a narrow canyon, hoping it was a pass that would save me having to climb.


  Seconds later the rain swept in. The drops were like bullets, lashing over the bone-dry ground in sheets. Almost immediately I was soaked to the skin. I tilted my head back and stuck out my tongue. The rain felt good but water was already beginning to channel into the pass from higher ground.


  Unclear of how long the canyon ran for, and with no way of knowing how I would be able to climb out without gear if it dead-ended, I doubled back. My boots slopped through the mud, and I had to take a knee as rocks gave way above me. Hair plastered to my face, I pressed on. The rain was hitting me so hard that it hurt. It helped me focus. I scrambled away from the sloping mouth of the canyon. Looking back, I saw that if I’d stayed I would have been waist deep in water by now.


  Skirting round to the west, I climbed toward a narrow ridge line. The rain was shifting ground from under me, ripping out bushes and exposing tree roots. Thunder boomed and lightning forked. The ground crackled with the burst of electricity, and I was thrown backwards. I put out my hands in time to break the fall, got back to my feet and pressed on.


  The ridge line was up ahead, blocked by a vertical rock face. To the east was a path that climbed upwards. I would take that, if it hadn’t been washed out by the time I got there.


  It was a short distance but it took me some time to cover the ground. I followed the path up toward the ridge. At one point, almost blinded by rain, I lost my footing at the very edge of a sheer drop. I grabbed for a tree branch. It held as my fingers closed around it, and I hauled myself up.


  The path was being fractured by the force of the storm. I hunkered down on my hands and knees and begin to climb straight up. My hands searched for gaps in the rock.


  With one final push I breached the ridge line and collapsed face down, my face painted a watery red thrown up from the rocks. I had made it.


  A final clap of thunder sounded as I stared in disbelief at the city spread out before me. No. It wasn’t possible. I blinked through the rain, certain that my mind was playing another trick on me. This time, though, I couldn’t clear away what I was seeing. I tried closing my eyes and opening them again, willing my mind back to reality. It was no use.


  Beneath me lay the original mirage, America’s great city of the imagination, a blazing forest of light that rose from the desert – Las Vegas. I could pick out not just the Strip, but the signs on individual casinos and hotels. My mind might have been playing tricks, but I was sure there was nothing wrong with my eyesight.


  There was only one thing for it. I would deal with this in the same way I had dealt with everything else that troubled or scared me. I would confront it. I got to my feet and set off down the slope, heading for the burning neon bubble as the storm folded its arms around me.


  


  
     

    

    

    ‘How many people here believe in free will? Okay, that’s going to change.’

  


  
    Robert Sapolsky, professor of neurology and neurological sciences at Stanford University

  


  


  TWENTY-ONE


  Graves


   


  Harry Graves pulled up to the guardhouse at the entrance to the research facility seventy miles north of Las Vegas. Hot desert air rushed in as he lowered the driver’s window to speak to one of the two private security contractors manning the gate. The procedure was so engrained in him that he barely gave it a second thought. As they chatted, the other guard checked the trunk. A camera mounted atop the guardhouse scanned the vehicle. A separate camera scanned Graves’s face, lingering over his retina. That was the nature of security at the perimeter of the facility – high-tech and low key. The guards themselves were affable. They were there to run the system. Any breach was dealt with by others but very few had taken place – until a few days ago. Usually, the most they had to contend with was the occasional UFO spotter tracking back this way from the nearby Area 51. The overly persistent were dealt with by the local county sheriff’s department and sent politely on their way.


  It was a full mile before you reached the actual facility. Barring the guards armed with M-4s at the second checkpoint, and its remote location, the facility could have doubled as a college campus or the headquarters of a successful internet company in Silicon Valley. Four single-story white buildings, each with a footprint of forty thousand square feet, were laid out on a diamond pattern. Tucked away in the middle of the diamond, and obscured from sight by the four buildings, was the medical center.


  Graves pulled into a parking space in front of the first building, grabbed his briefcase and headed inside. He signed in at the reception desk, passed another facial recognition and retinal scanner and headed for Muir’s office.


  Muir looked up as Graves walked in and slumped into a chair opposite. Lured away from his glittering academic career to run the program, he had been adept at energizing the team they’d assembled but he’d proved a poor administrator.


  Graves dipped into his jacket pocket for his packet of Marlboros. He pulled one out and stuck it in his mouth while he rummaged for his lighter. The cigarette drew a reproachful stare from Muir.


  ‘There’s no smoking allowed in here, Harry,’ Muir said.


  ‘There’s not?’ he said, taking another drag. ‘You think there’s hope for me, Doc?’ he asked Muir. ‘I mean, I’m closing in on sixty here.’


  Muir smiled across the table at him. ‘You chain-smoke. You drink heavily. Your diet is, quite frankly …’


  ‘Disgusting?’ he offered.


  ‘I was going to say appalling, but disgusting will do. And, yes, I’m sure that even in your condition, at this advanced state, and with your major organs in such a state of probable disrepair, we could find some way of prolonging your conscious life.’


  Graves sighed. ‘Scoop out my grey matter, stick it in a jar, hook me up to a computer. I bet you could,’ he said. What a depressing thought. Eternal life. Hundreds of years more of this shit No, thanks. ‘Think I’d rather just go out like Jimmy,’ he said, finally. ‘Y’know, suck on some metal.’ Across the table, Muir stiffened at the mention of Lewis. Graves open-palmed an apology. ‘I’m sorry, that was tactless.’


  ‘Yes, it was,’ said Muir.


  This was the part of Muir’s character that had come to worry Graves. He’d thought that a scientist, and especially one as driven as Muir appeared to be, would have been more capable of divorcing himself from the work. But in the last few months, ever since the Lewis incident, and then Byron, he’d been more like some over-sentimental animal-shelter volunteer. What a mess. Now they were almost a year behind and DARPA was seriously considering cutting the funding. It had taken all of Graves’s political acumen to stop them pulling the rug out from under them entirely, while he worked on securing them some grey-funding, private money from investors who would benefit from whatever the project threw up.


  DARPA, the Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency, was the largest single-entity funder of scientific research in the world, with an annual budget of around $3.2 billion. But while it sounded like a lot, and it was, the money was spread over one hell of a large surface area. If you or someone else could imagine it, then DARPA-funded scientists were working on it. Originally established in 1958 as a response to the Soviet threat, DARPA was to the Pentagon what Silicon Valley was to the rest of the country. From acid and mind-control techniques in the sixties to computing in the seventies, robotics in the eighties, and all manner of nuclear, biological and chemical warfare research throughout its life, DARPA was a decentralized smorgasbord of scientific endeavor with reach beyond military facilities into just about every top college campus. But, after exhausting wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, and with federal spending coming under more and more public scrutiny, they had to find a new way of doing things, both in the area of operations and outside it. That made the post-sapiens soldier program vital. The US couldn’t give up on the Middle East but neither could it keep throwing bodies at it, or bomb anyone into submission. You still needed boots on the ground, but boots that were capable of doing a lot more. And that was where the PSSP came in: it was brilliant in its sheer simplicity.


  And Graves’s place in the grand scheme of things? He wasn’t a scientist, that was for sure, and he continually had to ask the geekier members of the brains trust he dealt with to explain things in words of no more than four syllables so that he could explain it to the politicians and generals and keep the money flowing. Graves’s great strength was that he had realized early in his career what he was good at and where he was weak. He was a fixer, someone who could navigate the myriad interests ranged across the CIA, the Pentagon and Congress, all the way up to the White House and the President herself. She had taken a surprisingly close interest in the project from its very earliest stages when Muir had been developing the new imaging technology that had opened the whole thing up.


  ‘I’m sorry about what happened with Lewis,’ he said finally.


  Muir met his gaze.


  ‘I mean it,’ Graves went on. ‘It was a damn shame. But maybe, y’know, with the stuff he had in that package it worked out for the best.’


  ‘Do you think anyone would have believed him?’ Muir asked.


  ‘Some might have. People buy into all sorts of things these days,’ he said, choosing his words with care. ‘New World Order, UFOs, how 9/11 was a conspiracy because the CIA planted explosives under the Twin Towers, and all kinds of other stuff that may or may not be true, and that, ultimately, regular people don’t give a shit about. As long as they can pay their mortgage, run two cars and afford a vacation, no one cares, and why would they? If we’d let Lewis tell someone his story, maybe that wouldn’t have been a problem. But if he’d run into someone who’d worked out what he was? That would have been a major issue.’


  Across the table from him, Muir bristled. ‘What he was?’


  ‘Okay, who he was. That better for you?’ He let a cylindrical turd of ash drop from his cigarette onto the floor. ‘No matter. He’s gone.’


  ‘And what about Byron?’ Muir said.


  Graves shrugged. ‘No sign of him. Guy’s a ghost. Now, why don’t you and I take a walk? Show me where it all happened.’


  ‘I thought you’d have security do that?’


  Graves threw down his cigarette butt and ground it under his shoe. ‘I’ve read the report, watched all the footage, talked to people. But you were closer to him than anyone here. I’d like you to take me through what happened exactly.’


  


  TWENTY-TWO


  They left the office and hung a left, heading toward the medical center. Researchers and scientists pecked at keyboards or hunched over workbenches. In comparison to previous visits, the atmosphere was somber. Graves was hardly surprised after what had happened. These were people who weren’t used to life at the sharp end. They developed tools for government and the military; they didn’t use them.


  ‘As you know, we’d already done some troubleshooting on the implant you retrieved from Lewis and updated it,’ said Muir.


  ‘You figure out the problem?’ Graves asked him.


  Muir stopped dead. ‘What do you see, Mr Graves?’ he asked.


  ‘What do you mean?’


  ‘It’s a simple question.’


  Graves rocked back and forth on his heels and glanced around. ‘I see a white corridor. I see doors either side. I see you standing next to me asking me some dumbass question.’


  ‘That’s not what Lewis would have seen. He was suffering from a disconnect between what we accept as reality and what he was experiencing.’


  ‘Flashbacks?’


  ‘After a fashion, but that term doesn’t really capture what some of these men, not just the ones in the program, experience. Sometimes what they dredge up can become more vivid, more real to them than everything else.’


  ‘Either of them tell you about this?’ Graves asked.


  Muir shook his head. ‘Nope. That was what concerned me more than anything, especially with Byron. He’d made such a great subject because he was so open with us.’


  Graves chewed it over. ‘So how’d you know?’


  ‘The fMRI scans showed some inconsistencies between what he was telling us and what may have been going on with him.’


  ‘He was lying?’


  They came to a sallyport manned by two guards. Both men looked up at the retinal scanners. The door clicked open. Graves pushed through. Muir waited until they were well clear of the sallyport before answering.


  ‘No, he wasn’t lying. Not in the way that it’s commonly understood, as a deliberate untruth.’


  Graves was starting to get irritated. Muir was incapable of a yes/no answer. Ask the guy what he’d had for breakfast and you were risking a half-hour seminar about Joel Garreau’s work on genetically modifying human fat into pure energy.


  ‘There was a struggle going on between his conscious and unconscious mind. “Struggle” might be too light a word. It was more like a fistfight. Knock ’em down, drag ’em out, bare-knuckle brawl. Here, I’ll show you,’ said Muir, opening a door.


  Graves followed him into a large white room. A Plexiglass wall fronted on to an fMRI scanner. The back wall was filled with displays. Muir powered them up with a swipe of his finger.


  ‘This is Byron’s brain.’


  Graves noted the time code in the bottom left-hand corner of the screen. The scan would have been taken on the day of his arrival at the facility. The image showed a three-dimensional colored model. By now, Graves could pick out the main areas, and had a basic grasp of what they did. Go much beyond that, though, and he was lost. ‘What am I looking at here?’ he said.


  Muir swept a laser pointer over the image on the screen, picking out the tiny sliver of metal in the center. ‘This is the central implant. We placed it inside the amygdala as a way of filtering emotional reactions, such as fear and guilt. The idea was that memory formation, retention and recall would be broadly unchanged but, because we were filtering emotional response, that traumatic memories would have zero impact.’


  The red dot of the laser moved down. ‘These are the cortical areas.’ The laser moved up. ‘And this, as you know, is the frontal lobe. The cortical areas come into play when a person recalls an episodic memory. The frontal lobe intervenes to tell a person that an episodic memory is just that, an event or series of events and experiences from the past.’


  The red dot moved to the bottom of the screen to reveal a set of video controls. Muir clicked the play icon and color swept across the image, like a summer storm. He clicked another button and Byron Tibor’s face appeared on an adjacent screen, his features held in a tight close-up. Graves could hear Muir’s voice as he spoke to Tibor from somewhere out of frame.


  Graves checked the time code on the fMRI scan. This was data taken a couple of days before Tibor’s escape.


  He heard Muir say, ‘How you doing, Byron?’


  There was a slight pause before Tibor replied, ‘I’m fine.’


  ‘Everyone treating you okay?’


  Muir clicked the pause button and looked at Graves, who had no idea what a brief casual exchange between Tibor and Muir was supposed to tell him.


  ‘The questions are irrelevant,’ said Muir. ‘It’s the activity between the cortical areas and the frontal lobe that’s key here.’


  ‘You want to give me this in plain English, Doc?’ Graves prompted.


  ‘Tibor was physically present but his mind wasn’t.’


  ‘So where was he?’


  ‘We’d planned on taking a closer look during the surgery so we can’t say for sure but, judging by what we saw from the fMRI, and observed from his behavior while he was here, he was back in Afghanistan.’


  ‘You’re fucking with me! That was before he entered the program.’


  ‘Just before he came to us,’ said Muir.


  ‘How is that even possible?’


  Muir shrugged. ‘Between the implant and the propranolol we were pretty certain that the original trauma was absent.’


  The original trauma that Muir was referring to was what had originally brought Tibor into the program. It had taken place prior to the withdrawal of US forces from Afghanistan. Tibor had been sent in as a lone operative to establish contact with an insurgent leader called Masori. The op had gone well but there had been a number of casualties, including a young Afghani girl. Shortly after his return, Tibor had begun to demonstrate the classic symptoms of PTSD, including vivid flashbacks. It had come as a shock. He had been exposed to high-threat, high-risk environments for a long period. He was regarded by those who worked with him as a trusted pair of hands. Next thing they knew he was stepping off a helicopter with a dead girl in his arms. No one had seen it coming. One minute he had been the best of the best. The next he was spiraling out of control.


  There had been a period of assessment. The facility was already up and running. Tibor was offered a chance to get his life back. He had done the smart thing and taken it. A couple of the early enrollees hadn’t made it. The scientists had used them to refine the technology. By the time Lewis and Tibor had come along they were getting a handle on things. Both men had been success stories. They had returned to service, cycled through a number of covert operations without a hitch and shown no signs of instability. Then, seemingly from nowhere, Lewis had started to slip, and now Tibor had gone over the edge. The only difference was that Lewis hadn’t taken anyone else with him.


  Graves rubbed his face. ‘Let me see where it happened.’
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  Even with the blood and tissue long scrubbed from the floors, walls and ceiling by a specialized clean-up team, Graves couldn’t help but feel a chill as he walked into the operating theater with Muir. A solitary CCTV camera mounted in the far-left corner had captured everything. Graves had reviewed it at least a half-dozen times. What he had seen was both horrifying and, not that he would admit it to a living soul, beautiful. The horror and the beauty were indivisible to him.


  The footage had shown a seemingly unconscious Byron Tibor being wheeled in. The procedure was scheduled to take around six hours. His skull would be opened, the implant would be removed, updated and placed back where it had been.


  The neurosurgery team flown in from Virginia had been about to begin when the monitors had gone crazy. Byron’s eyes had snapped open, he had grabbed the scalpel poised over him, and plunged it into the surgeon’s carotid artery. Rising up, he had killed the four other members of the team with a combination of his bare hands and the surgical instruments to hand. There was no security present to stop him. No one had anticipated that someone who had supposedly been placed under general anesthetic might be a threat. It was only later that forensic examination revealed the anesthetic had been tampered with. Tibor’s ability to control his heart rate and other vital signs had fooled everyone, including the machines he was hooked up to.


  In the chaos that followed he had fled. It had been a carefully calculated and planned escape.


  ‘So?’ said Graves, picking up a scalpel from a tray of instruments set out next to a heart monitor. ‘He used the implant to get past security?’


  Muir grimaced. ‘Not his implant. Each person who works here has a small RFID implant inserted in their arm. It stands for radio frequency identification device. All the doors have coils with electricity running through them. If you’re chipped, the metal coil in your implant is induced when you reach the door and it opens automatically. After he’d finished killing the medical team, Byron cut out one of their implants and used it to make his way out.’


  ‘Smart motherfucker,’ said Graves.


  ‘Quite,’ said Muir.


  The official story relayed by the Department of Defense to the media was that the medical team had died when the light aircraft they were traveling in had crashed shortly after take-off. The cause was given as pilot error.


  ‘You were the last person to speak to him?’ said Graves.


  Muir nodded. ‘It’s all in the statement I gave at the time.’


  ‘You have anything to add?’


  ‘No,’ said Muir.


  ‘You had lunch?’


  ‘I’m not particularly hungry.’


  ‘Gotta eat,’ said Graves.


   


  Muir sat in the passenger seat of Graves’s car as they headed through the main gates. Neither of them had said much to the other since they’d walked out of the operating theater. Graves was turning over in his mind how he could keep this quiet and coming up blank. The routine protocols for such an event were already in play. There were people out looking for Byron Tibor. Maybe they’d get lucky and find him before he could do any more damage or compromise the program. Graves doubted it.


  About five miles from the facility, a distance that Tibor would have been able to cover in less than forty minutes, there was a truck stop. This was where they believed he had hitched a ride. They were in the process of hunting down and interviewing every single trucker that had passed through in the hours immediately after the escape.


  There was a parking area, a gas station, a small motel and a diner. Graves pulled up outside the diner and they got out. Inside, they took a booth. A tired-looking Hispanic waiter brought them menus and water.


  Graves stared out of the window as a big rig rolled out onto the highway. Byron Tibor could be anywhere in the country by now. The damage he could cause didn’t bear thinking about.


  ‘Tibor was full-spec wetware,’ he said.


  The waiter was back. They ordered, and Muir waited until he was out of earshot before he said, ‘Yes, he was, but can we not use the term “wetware”?’


  ‘Hey,’ said Graves. ‘I didn’t come up with it.’


  The term had come from the community of scientists and freaks called body-hackers. It was their term for the human beings who had implants placed inside their bodies. It was from this community, and others who called themselves trans-humanists that Muir had seized on the idea for the program. It was brilliant in its simplicity. The question Muir had asked was: why spend billions of dollars trying to create a soldier from the ground up when you could take someone who was already a high-level operator and upgrade them? Why reinvent the wheel? The human body was already the most sophisticated functioning organism on earth. All it needed was some tweaking using existing technology.


  The human body was capable of unbelievable feats. The key, of course, was the mind and the ability of someone to control their own thoughts. A young mother should not be capable of lifting a full-size automobile. She wouldn’t have the strength. Yet if her child was trapped under it, she could do it.


  Of course, they had also augmented Tibor’s physical abilities. Specially designed cochlear implants meshed with neurological transmitters not only made his hearing infinitely sharper than it had been but allowed him to screen background noise: he could, for instance, isolate the sound of a single human being’s breathing in a building with a firefight raging outside.


  Laser eye surgery had long been standard for special-forces operatives but artificial corneal implants had provided Tibor with 20/8 high-definition vision in all light levels. Coupled with what was best described as a thermal-imaging capability, his eyes allowed him to track the enemy even in pitch darkness and from a distance of up to a thousand meters.


  A modified endoskeleton of flexible Kevlar mesh, augmented by trauma plates made of ultra-high molecular weight polyethylene, protected his existing organs from injury, making him highly resistant to conventional weaponry, up to and including small IEDs.


  There had also been something that Muir had explained as a series of sensory substitutions that had required further implants. Lewis had been the first to have them. They had scared the hell out of Graves.


  Their food arrived. A cheeseburger for Graves, and a salad for Muir. Graves wondered if anyone had ever ordered the salad before. ‘You think he’ll take a bullet like Lewis?’ he asked Muir. ‘Is that where we’re headed with this?’


  ‘Lewis was single. It makes a difference.’


  It was a good point. Muir’s team had seen Byron Tibor meeting his wife and their subsequent marriage as the ultimate endorsement of their work, even more so than the deadly abilities he had been imbued with. The relationship proved that Tibor could pass among regular people and, more importantly, that he could sustain a close personal relationship without showing any outward signs of aggression. Of course, there had been the incident with the two young men in New York, which Graves had ensured the NYPD didn’t pursue, but Muir had argued that the behavior Tibor had demonstrated that night was within normal range. But perhaps they had been wrong. Perhaps what had happened to the men had merely been a harbinger of what was to come, of Tibor’s inability to keep himself in check.


  ‘Speaking of her,’ Muir went on. ‘Does she know about … ?’ He trailed off.


  ‘Not yet. All she knows is that he left seven days ago and that he’s not been in touch since. But let me worry about her,’ said Graves.
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  New York City


   


  Julia


   


  In the apartment she shared with her husband, Julia Tibor rolled over onto his side of the bed. Even though it took up almost all of their single bedroom she had purchased it so that when he was home he could sleep without his legs dangling over the end.


  She dug under the duvet for his old sweatshirt, which lived there when he was gone. She bunched the soft wash-worn red cotton in her hand, brought it up to her face and breathed him in. Her smile widened. She stayed in bed, savoring one of the good mornings, which were by no means a constant. The constant was worry that she would get the call at work. Or, worse, that one of the department administrators would pull her out of teaching a seminar or class. Or that someone would be waiting for her when she returned home in the evening.


  But that morning was different. He was safe. She knew it deep within her. He was safe and well and thinking of her. She closed her eyes, took another deep breath, and fell back into a state somewhere between sleep and waking.


  Two years ago, the very idea that you could know when someone was thinking of you would have struck her as absurd. But meeting Byron had changed that, as it had changed so many things in her life. Not the superficial things, like her apartment, or her job, but the things that went deeper. He had stirred emotions in her that she had begun to doubt would ever exist for her. Not that she hadn’t dated or had crushes on boys growing up, but meeting Byron had been different.


  He was the first man with whom she had truly fallen in love. Instantly. From the very first moment she had seen him. That evening was burned onto her mind. She could recall it now with unflinching clarity.


  It had been a party following a conference hosted by the Department of International Relations at Columbia University. She later found out that Byron, who had been auditing some classes at George Washington and had been invited along by one of the Columbia faculty, was a reluctant guest. He had intended to spend the evening in Hoboken visiting with an Army Ranger buddy.


  But that night he had made no mention of his military service. Or much of anything else for that matter. Beyond the immediate pulse of physical attraction he was unlike almost any other man she had ever met. Although he had reason to be, he was not arrogant. He was far more genuinely engaged with other people than he was with himself. And people responded to him in kind. He could start speaking to someone and within a few minutes they would be telling him things they had barely told another living soul. That was how he was.


  She was in a far corner of the room nursing a warm glass of Pinot Grigio. She glanced over the shoulder of the rather earnest young graduate student from Finland, who was doing his best to impress her with a long-winded monologue about something she could barely remember, and there he was.


  She could have said that his smile had struck her first, or his height, or just how handsome he was. But none of that would have been true because everything came at her in a rush. The floor seemed to tilt alarmingly under her feet and her vision seemed to telescope so that everyone and everything else in the room faded until there was only him, a man she felt she knew but had never seen before.


  The grad student from Finland kept talking until he must have noticed that she was staring straight past him. ‘Of course,’ he said, ‘it’s just a theory that I’m not sure is supported by the GDP figures from India. What do you think?’


  The question snapped her back into the present. ‘I need to visit the restroom,’ she said, ‘if you’d excuse me.’


  ‘Of course,’ he said, as she moved past him, suddenly conscious that she was wearing barely any makeup, that her long brown hair, which she hadn’t washed in three days, was roughly pulled up, and she was wearing faded boot-cut blue jeans, a pair of red Converse high tops and an old black sweater. For a moment she thought about rushing back to her apartment to change — it was less than ten blocks away — but dismissed the idea as ridiculous. What if he was gone by the time she got back? What if she never saw him again?


  She felt a breath of relief as she noticed that the man was talking to a professor she knew well — Gregory Lipshinsky, a noted expert on the Balkans. To her relief, Lipshinsky caught her eye as she approached. ‘Ah, Julia, come and meet this young man.’


  ‘I don’t know if I’m all that young.’


  She had a sense that she wanted to remember those words. The first words that she had heard him say. Again, the thought struck her as somehow absurd. They would chat and then he would leave or his impossibly beautiful girlfriend would make an appearance to whisk him off to dinner.


  Hell, for all she knew he could be married.


  Then her hand was folded in his, the ridges of his palms hard and calloused, and he was saying, ‘I’m Byron, nice to meet you,’ his voice deep and rich.


  ‘Julia,’ she managed, as he held her hand a second longer than someone just being polite.


  ‘Julia here is one of our best doctoral candidates,’ said Gregory.


  Byron let go of her hand but held her gaze and smiled. ‘Oh, yeah, what’s the subject?’ he asked, tilting back his glass.


  She could feel heat rise to her cheeks. She never blushed and she hated herself for doing so now. She cleared her throat. ‘It’s about the impact on women’s rights of the destabilization of the Middle East by the Bush administration and how that’s continued with Obama.’


  ‘Because it was so stable before, right?’ Byron said.


  Now Julia was able to catch her breath: her hackles had risen at the slightly patronizing tone in his voice. ‘I’m not defending the old regimes but we’ve had a habit of backing countries where women don’t even have the right to vote.’


  Byron open-palmed an apology. ‘I’m sorry. That came off kind of snarky, but I just got back from somewhere we’ve been doing everything we can to make life better for women and where American soldiers have paid with their lives for doing it so, like I said, I know what you’re saying if you’re talking about the Saudis but I get a little irritated when we always have to be the bad guys.’


  Gregory touched them at the elbow. ‘I have a feeling that this debate is going to run on, so if you’ll excuse me …’ He was gone. Leaving them alone together.


  ‘So you’re what?’ Julia said. ‘State Department?’


  Byron shrugged his broad shoulders. ‘Something like that.’


  ‘Military?’


  ‘I was Rangers. Now I guess I’m kind of a semi-official liaison.’


  Julia smiled. ‘Oh, I know what that means, don’t worry.’


  ‘Oh, you do, do you?’


  ‘Yeah. You’re a company man.’


  Byron stared down into the bottom of his wine glass. ‘This wine really sucks. You know any place around here where we could find a real drink?’


  


  TWENTY-FIVE


  They ended up in a bar just off Broadway with dark wooden tables and low lighting. Afterwards Julia was shy on the details of the conversation but could remember two broad lines that had run through the evening. The first was how much being with him made her want to share herself. She was usually cautious around people she had just met, but not with Byron. It was only later that she would realize this wasn’t unique to her.


  They talked for hours but Byron actually said very little about himself, and when he did he seemed almost embarrassed by what others might see as bragging. A tough public high school in Missouri. Captain of the football team. A full scholarship to Harvard or Yale or Stanford. The choices remained because, in the end, haunted by the smoke rising from the Twin Towers, he had joined the military, turning down a full ride at West Point to enlist as a regular soldier, then moving on to pass selection for the Rangers four years after he had begun basic training. And then? Circumspect. No war stories. No mention of medals or honors, merely a shrug of the shoulders and a single observation.


  ‘Y’know what you policy wonks never factor in, Julia?’ he’d asked her.


  ‘Oh, what’s that? Please do tell.’


  His smile again, sending a tingle from the top of her head to her toes and making her shiver.


  He took a sip of his beer. ‘War might be hell, but combat? Combat’s fricking awesome.’ Another sip, the glass disappearing in surprisingly slender fingers, which might have belonged to a concert pianist. ‘Once you get past the initial realization that someone’s trying to kill you, of course, and that it’s nothing personal.’


  ‘Of course.’


  And that was as much as he shared of his life story for the longest time. Then it was as if his career had ended in 2009, or at least disappeared behind a pitch-black veil.


  It was back to her after that. Her life. Her upper-middle-class background. Her academic achievements, no less than his but at the same time far more easily attained.


  So, that had been the first thing. Byron, man of mystery — at least partially.


  But the second seam made her almost ashamed: she had had to keep reminding herself to stop staring at him. He was attractive and charismatic. But he was also, there was no other word for it, beautiful.


  At first, as Byron pulled out a chair for her and waited until she was settled before he sat down, she had wondered if the drink was just that or whether he was gay. Then a hand settling on hers as he picked up their empty glasses and the way he met her gaze, his eyes slipping fractionally to her cleavage, told her otherwise.


  Two drinks later she decided to preserve the magic of the evening and call it a night. He seemed a little disappointed (‘Party pooper’), which thrilled her to the core.


  He held open the door and they stepped back into the cold night air. The street was slick with rain. ‘I’ll get you a cab,’ he said, stepping between two parked cars.


  ‘I’m only eight blocks away.’


  ‘Then I’ll walk you home,’ he said, stepping back onto the sidewalk as the rain misted around them.


  ‘There’s really no need,’ she said, sounding half-hearted, even to herself. ‘Plus, I don’t want you …’


  ‘Getting the wrong idea? Julia, I’m twenty-nine. I don’t do one-night stands. Not that I ever did. I just want to make sure you get home safe so I have peace of mind. That’s all.’


  She shrugged. ‘Damn.’


  Byron laughed. ‘Ma’am,’ he said, hooking his arm out so she could slip hers through it.


  At the end of the block they took a right onto Broadway, walked two blocks and crossed the street before hanging a left onto 111th. It was one more block down that the two kids appeared from behind a metal-gated alleyway. Hoods pulled over ball caps, shoulders hunched, chins on chests, but eyes spearing up, heads tilted like a bull’s before it charges.


  They stepped out directly in front of her and Byron, blocking their passage. She felt her arm slip away from Byron’s but he reached out and took it back. His hand slipped into hers. ‘Take it easy, okay.’ He pulled her close to him. ‘One’s got a gun.’


  All around her, the city froze.
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  The smaller of the two kids raised his right arm, aiming the weapon straight at her. It was all she could see now, the black vortex of the barrel, the kid’s finger itchy and trembling against the trigger. Then it was gone, blocked by Byron as he moved in front, his body between her and the two muggers.


  She wasn’t sure what she had expected to happen next. Some ninja moves, perhaps? Or for him to pull a gun of his own and shoot them? He did neither. Instead, he spoke to them, his voice calm, his tone even.


  ‘Just be cool, fellas, okay? You want money? Here.’


  She saw Byron’s hand dig into his hip pocket and pull out a money clip. The kid without the gun stepped forward and snatched it.


  ‘White bitch’s purse too, nigger,’ he said to Byron.


  Byron half turned. ‘Julia, give me your purse.’


  From nowhere she felt a flare of rage at the violation. At Byron’s ready surrender. At being called a bitch. Byron’s hand reached out and plucked her purse from where it was tucked between her body and the crook of her arm. He tossed it to the kid, who was gleefully counting through his billfold.


  ‘We done here?’ Byron asked, the question directed at the kid with the gun.


  The kid lowered his gun arm, slapped at his friend’s shoulder with the back of his hand. ‘We done, nigger.’ They began to walk away. Not run. But walk. With a pimp-roll swagger. The kid who’d had the gun on them had her purse in his hand and was already busy rifling it.


  Julia turned to face Byron, who was watching them as they left the scene, his face entirely placid.


  ‘You okay?’ he asked her.


  ‘Oh, yeah, I’m great. Just great.’ The anger she heard in her own voice surprised her.


  Byron shot her that easy grin. ‘You’re pissed at me for not pulling some Clint Eastwood move?’


  She took a step back. ‘No, he had a gun. Look, I don’t know, maybe you could have … He called me a bitch.’


  Byron shrugged. ‘Hey, he called me a nigger. Sticks and stones.’


  ‘You’re right. Okay, you’re right.’


  ‘Here,’ said Byron, a hand digging into his back pocket and coming up with a twenty-dollar bill, which he handed to her. ‘Get a cab back to your place. Call whoever you have cards with and get them cancelled.’


  ‘And what are you going to do?’


  ‘I’ll go home and do the same.’ He touched her shoulder, bringing her eyes to his. ‘Listen, Julia, we’re here, we’re breathing, no one got hurt. I lost some cash and a little pride and you lost whatever you had in your purse. It’s all replaceable. Sometimes you lose. Even a big tough company man like me.’


   


  An hour later the buzzer in Julia’s apartment sounded. She was still up, wide awake and riding a big wave of post-mugging adrenalin while nursing a mug of Irish coffee that was two parts Jameson’s whiskey to one part coffee. She crossed to the door and pressed the small white plastic intercom button. ‘Yes?’


  ‘It’s Byron. I have your purse.’
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  She was expecting that he had dug it out of a trash can, but as she placed it on the kitchen counter, she saw that everything was there. Credit cards. Cash. A discarded pair of earrings. Everything. It was exactly as it had been when Byron had taken it from her to give to their assailants.


  The same couldn’t be said for Byron. At first, as he walked into her apartment, with a somewhat sheepish look on his face, she thought it must have been raining because his T-shirt was wet. Then she saw that it was blood.


  ‘You’re bleeding.’


  The apologetic shrug, his eyes studying her parquet floor. ‘I’m fine.’


  He raised his head and looked at her. It was as if he was expecting to be chastised. He held up his right hand. ‘I did kinda hurt my hand, though. You got any ice?’


  ‘Sure. Of course.’ She bustled to the freezer compartment, grabbed a handful of ice cubes and wrapped them in a cloth. She handed it to him as he placed her purse carefully on the counter.


  He took the ice pack with a soft ‘Thank you.’


  ‘The two guys?’ she asked. ‘Are they … I mean, you didn’t …’


  ‘Damn,’ he said, a little of the cockiness she’d seen at the party seeping back into his features. ‘You really are a liberal. They’re both breathing, if that’s what you want to know.’


  He was right. Her first thought had been his welfare. The second had been about the physical condition of the two young men who had called her a bitch and mugged her.


  ‘They might need some dental work,’ he said. He tugged at his T-shirt, peeling the fabric away from his neck. ‘This isn’t my blood.’


  It was theirs. There was a lot of it.


  She felt relief that it wasn’t his. There was something else too. Excitement. Violence repulsed her usually. But she couldn’t deny the thrill of knowing that Byron had hurt the two men. She wasn’t proud of feeling what she did but it was there.


  Byron stood there, a man she hadn’t even known existed until this evening. There was a stillness to him, a calm that lay at odds with what he’d done.


  They might need some dental work. There had been no smirk when he’d said it. It hadn’t come off like bravado. He was simply reporting a fact. He pressed the ice pack against the knuckles of his right hand and watched her.


  ‘One of them had a gun,’ she said. ‘What if he’d shot you? I mean, you said yourself there was no real harm done – apart from to your pride.’


  ‘Hey,’ he protested, ‘this wasn’t about male pride. That’s a low blow.’ He put the ice pack on the kitchen counter, all the while holding her gaze. ‘Would you mind if I used your bathroom to get cleaned up?’


  His question broke the tension.


  ‘Sure. It’s over there. You’ll find a couple of bath towels on the rack.’


  ‘Thanks.’


  He walked past her and into the bathroom. A few seconds later she heard the hiss of the shower. She went into the bedroom, kneeled down and pulled out a plastic storage box from under the bed. She opened it and took out an oversized blue hooded sweatshirt.


  It had belonged to Richard, her last long-term relationship, the fellow grad student. They had lived together for a year. He was nice. And warm. And kind. And would most probably have passed out at the sight of a gun.


  She held it to her face. She could still smell him. He had been a tender lover. Considerate. The sex had been – nice. Warm. Kind. Forgettable.


  They had parted on good terms. There had been no arguments, no indiscretions, just a slow deceleration that had culminated in a very reasonable, mutual talk in which they had agreed to part ways. She had cried when he’d left with his stuff and the door had closed behind him. Her tears had been more a mark of respect for the end of something than any sense of loss or longing. She had held onto the sweatshirt for the same reason.


  She walked out of the bedroom with it, and crossed to the bathroom door. The hiss of the shower had fallen away. She knocked twice.


  The door opened and Byron stood there, a towel wrapped round his waist. His body was muscular but lean, wide line-backer shoulders, a broad, smooth chest tapering in a V to a slim waist. His arms and legs were more athlete than steroid-sucking gym rat.


  She held out the sweatshirt.


  ‘Thanks. Sure it’ll fit me?’


  ‘Oh, it’s not one of mine. It’s an old boyfriend’s.’


  He took it from her and looked at the front where the words ‘Yale Varsity’ were emblazoned in white lettering across the faded blue front. ‘A Yalie, huh?’


  ‘He was a nice guy,’ she said, suddenly on the defensive.


  ‘I’m just teasing.’


  He stepped back inside the bathroom and held out a white plastic bag. The bloodied T-shirt was crumpled inside.


  The door closed. She dumped the bag in the trash under the kitchen sink. A few moments later, Byron emerged in the sweatshirt. It had been baggy on Richard but it was skin tight on him, the cuffs finishing two inches short of his wrists and the hem barely reaching the top of his pants. ‘Thanks for letting me get cleaned up.’


  ‘Thanks for returning my purse.’


  He jerked a thumb at the door. ‘Well, it’s late and I got an early flight to DC.’


  ‘Company business?’ she asked.


  ‘There you go again with that company-man stuff,’ he said, smiling.


  He didn’t move. She walked over to him. She took his injured hand and lifted it to her face. She softly kissed the swollen knuckles. ‘Stay.’


   


  Her head resting on Byron’s chest, Julia lay awake in the darkness as the city raged on outside, sirens wailing periodically down Amsterdam Avenue or Riverside Drive. His right arm fell across her breasts as he pulled her in closer. His eyes were shut but his lips turned up into a smile.


  ‘I wasn’t lying about that flight.’


  She glanced over at the red digits glowing from the alarm clock on her nightstand.


  3:37 a.m.


  He sat up, cradling her head as he moved. He leaned in for a kiss, his lips on hers already familiar. He brushed a stray strand of long black hair from her neck. ‘I’ll call you from DC. Okay?’


  She looked up at him. Under other circumstances she would have taken it as a lie, a man extricating himself from a one-night stand with an easy promise. But this seemed different. Everything about Byron had been different. He had a way of subverting her expectations. He was hard to read yet completely transparent. She had never met anyone like him.


  He hugged her in close, strong, muscular arms folding around her. He kissed her one last time, then got out of bed.


  She propped herself up on one elbow and watched him dress. ‘Can I ask you something?’


  ‘Uh-oh,’ he said, with his deep, throaty laugh. In her head it was already becoming Byron’s laugh, in the same way that he had Byron’s smile. She had known him under twelve hours and yet she knew this was it: they would be together. She just knew.


  ‘Why did you go back to get my purse?’


  He stood naked by the bed, his body caught in the shadows thrown through the window by a streetlight. ‘The truth?’


  ‘It’d better be.’


  ‘I didn’t have your address. Or a phone number. I only realized after I left you.’


  ‘Are you bullshitting me?’


  ‘No.’ He paused. ‘And what you said earlier about male pride. I guess it was a little dented. Male ego’s a funny thing.’


  She grabbed a pillow and threw it at him. ‘I knew it.’


  Byron feinted left and the pillow sailed past him. ‘You wanted honest? I was honest.’


   


  When he was dressed, complete with Yale sweatshirt, he sat on the bed and stroked her back. His hands were calloused in places, which she had noticed last night as they had made love. Whatever he did for a living, it wasn’t just sitting behind a desk clicking on a mouse or tapping on a keyboard.


  Before he left, he leaned in for one last kiss, and then he was gone. Julia sank back into the pillows, her eyelids growing heavy. She fell into a dreamless sleep.


   


  She got up around eleven. Stumbling into the kitchen, she found a note from Byron. There was a date, a time, a location and some advice about what to wear, but no other details. She tried calling him, but his cell defaulted to voicemail. She would have to meet him. He had left her with no choice.
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  Heart pounding, face flushed, Julia glanced at Byron and said, ‘This is not my idea of a first date. Whatever happened to dinner and a movie?’


  Two hundred feet below them, moonlight shimmered across black water. Her toes breached the lip of the bridge. Off in the distance she could see the lights of the Manhattan skyline, the Chrysler building lit green, the Empire State a blaze of red, white and blue.


  Byron’s hand reached for hers. ‘Trust me. We’ll go together, right?’


  They were both wearing harnesses that cinched around their waists with straps running from groin to shoulder. She had worn jeans, sneakers and a hooded running top. Byron had come better prepared with waterproof pants. His T-shirt was from a charity event, a triathlon held in aid of wounded Army Rangers. On his wrist he had a digital watch that doubled up as a heart monitor. The screen flashed the reading every few seconds. She looked down at her hand clasped in his and saw it was recording eighty-five beats per minute.


  A normal resting heart rate for someone in their late twenties who was in excellent physical shape. The heart rate of someone like that if they were sitting at home reading the arts section of the New York Times. Not the heart rate of someone, anyone, who was about to bungee jump from a bridge.


  She started to edge back, her toes scrunching up. She felt his hand slip from hers and rest at her back. For the first time she was angry with him.


  ‘I don’t want to do it, okay? And I feel like I’m being pressured.’


  He withdrew his hand as the safety supervisor reached down to check something, letting the couple have their argument if that was what it was going to be.


  ‘I thought you’d enjoy it. I’m sorry. I truly am. I don’t want you to do anything you don’t want to.’


  She felt herself soften. He seemed genuine. His face wore the expression of a man who was contrite.


  ‘I’m sorry,’ he said again.


  She took another step back from the lip of the bridge, her hands on her hips and took three long, deep breaths.


  ‘Julia,’ he said. ‘When I said I would never let something bad happen, I meant it. I checked all the gear twice myself before the safety guy. If I thought there was any risk I wouldn’t have suggested it.’


  She thought back to his heart rate. ‘That why you’re so calm?’


  He glanced down to the watch and something flitted across his face. It worried her: it was the look of a man who had been caught out. ‘You want to go to dinner?’ he asked. ‘We’ll go.’


  ‘No,’ she found herself saying. ‘I want to do this.’


  He smiled and took her hand. ‘Count of three, okay?’ he said, as they edged back to the lip. ‘And look up at the stars, not down at the water.’


   


  Byron motioned for the waiter to let Julia taste the wine. The man poured a little into her glass. She tasted it. It was good. Better than good. It was sensational. Everything was better than good. Everything since the jump from the bridge had felt sharper, more intense. Colors. Smells. Taste. Byron.


  She had decided not to spoil the moment by asking him why his heart rate never moved. For once she didn’t want to be the woman who interrogated a guy she liked about everything on the second date. More selfishly, she didn’t want to spoil her own mood. There was something to be said for allowing a person to reveal themselves at their own pace, and nothing about Byron had suggested a man who was evasive. He had boundaries when it came to work, but that was understandable in a government job. He wouldn’t be much of a State Department or CIA worker if he spilled his guts to every girl he talked to at a party or went home with.


  They had dinner and she kept the conversation away from work. She found herself gabbling on about how scared she had been standing on the bridge.


  ‘There’s only two fears we’re born with, Julia. Falling and loud noises. They’re hard-wired into our minds. Everything else we pick up.’ He laid his fork on his plate and took a sip of wine.


  ‘What about dying?’ she asked him.


  ‘That’s abstract. It comes later.’


  ‘So what fears do you have, Byron? And if you say something cheesy, like losing my number, you’re picking up the check.’


  He gave that same broad, open smile and his eyes crinkled at the edges. ‘Lots of things. The only difference is that I’m too stupid to pay any attention.’


  ‘So when did you get into all this extreme-sports stuff?’ He had already told her that he also rock-climbed, parachuted, and had done open-water dives with hammerhead sharks, as well as snowboarding and para-sailing.


  His head tilted up and his eyes half closed. ‘Let me see. The more extreme stuff? Guess I started around the same time I got myself a motorbike as a twenty-fifth birthday present.’ He smiled again. ‘Quarter-life crisis?’


  ‘So the military didn’t give you a taste for it?’


  The smile faded. His brow furrowed. He sat up in his chair and put down his wine glass. It didn’t look so much like he was angry as suddenly depleted, spent. ‘No. It didn’t.’


  ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to …’


  His eyes met hers and she saw they were wet. ‘You don’t have to be sorry, Julia. And I’ll tell you all about my time in the service. One day. But not tonight. The military saved me and I’ll always be grateful for everything they gave me. Y’know, you see stuff and it can be hard for someone who hasn’t been in that position to understand.’


  


  TWENTY-NINE


  In contrast to the slightly bohemian chaos of her apartment, his place was, as she had expected, suitably utilitarian and well ordered — another by-product of his military career, she assumed. In the living room there was a couch, a coffee-table, and two rows of bookshelves. While he opened another bottle of wine in the kitchen area, she studied his books. Apart from some literary classics (Dickens, Flaubert, Camus, Mailer), they were mostly non-fiction. There were a lot of military memoirs, ranging from the civil war to more contemporary accounts of Afghanistan and Iraq, and a lot of heavyweight academic studies of current events in the Middle East from a range of Western and Middle Eastern authors. There was some philosophy too (Hegel, Kant, Nietzsche). An entire shelf was devoted to works on conflict resolution, and there were several volumes, some academic, others more journalistic, on counter-insurgency strategies.


  He crossed to her and handed her a long-stemmed glass of red wine. He reached past her and clicked on an iPod, which nestled in a Bose docking station.


  John Coltrane, A Love Supreme.


  ‘Smooth,’ she said, teasing.


  ‘Shoot me. I like jazz.’


  He leaned in to kiss her, softly at first, then more insistently. She opened her mouth and felt his tongue against hers. She was still floating from the earlier high. He cradled her face in his hands, then pulled her with him down onto the couch. She was lying on top of him. She could feel him harden against her stomach. She reached out to put her glass on the coffee-table as he unbuttoned her blouse and slid a hand inside, cupping her breast through her bra.


  Between her legs, she was wet and hot. It had been less than a week since they’d first been together but already there was an ache, a need to have him inside her. His hands pulled at her blouse, then he took off her bra, kissing his way down her neck. They stood up and she took off his shirt. He reached down, his hand brushing against her thigh and working its way up between her legs.


  With her arms around his neck, he lifted her up. Her legs wrapped around his waist. He held her tight as he took off his pants and then he was inside her, his hands on her ass. She bucked and writhed, completely lost. She came quickly, her head snapping back as he kissed her throat. He carried her through into the bedroom.


  She put a hand across his chest. ‘Lie down,’ she said, the balance shifting from him to her.


  He did as she had asked and she straddled him, feeling him go deeper inside her. Her back arched as she moved her hips. They stayed like that for a long time. Her moving on top of him. She came again and then he began to groan. He said her name as her hair fell across his face. They kissed as he came and she collapsed, her head resting against his muscular chest. Moments passed when neither of them moved, or said anything.


  After a time she turned her head fractionally. Through her tangle of red hair, she could see that he was still wearing his heart monitor. The display flashed green in the darkness of the bedroom – the reading constant.


  His heart rate. Eighty-five beats per minute. It hadn’t moved. She felt a chill run through her. She could imagine someone might remain calm as they faced down their fear, especially someone who had been in frightening situations. But for your heart not to quicken when you made love as they had?


  He followed her gaze to the glowing display. ‘I wanted to wait before I told you,’ he said softly. ‘But I guess if we’re to go on seeing each other I should do it now.’


  His eyes were searching her face. Who was he? She had asked it before, in the manner of a woman wondering how a man she had met could be so perfect. Now it had taken on a more sinister edge. ‘Yes,’ she said, sitting up. ‘I think you should.’


  


  
     

    

    

    ‘Aghast the Devil stood, and felt how awful goodness was.’

  


  
    John Milton, Paradise Lost

  


  
    Scrawled on a tunnel under the Las Vegas Strip

  


  


  THIRTY


  Las Vegas


   


  Byron


   


  The lights of the Strip fell away with the rising sun but Las Vegas remained, shabby and faded in the daylight. I kept walking, praying it would shatter as I drew closer. It didn’t. It grew more real with each step I took, the shared features of the two landscapes shifting inexorably in front of me to those of the American south-west; wadis gave way to concrete run-offs, the grey-green landscape around Kabul was pushed out by the vivid desert reds and yellows; scrub and trees were replaced by palms arranged along neatly paved boulevards.


  Between the malls, wedding chapels and golden arches of McDonald’s, the horror returned. Sasha didn’t feature: she had faded with the juniper trees. These were fresh horrors, with me in the lead role. It was as if time had fractured and a piece had fallen into the abyss. Everything around me appeared real. I could see, touch, taste, smell and hear Vegas all around me. Cars and trucks sped past on Las Vegas Boulevard, and no one looked twice. At one point I caught myself mumbling out loud. At least, my lips were moving, and I could hear my own voice. A video camera set on a tripod in the window of an electronics store caught anyone passing and threw their image onto a row of super-thin TV sets.


  At first I didn’t recognize myself. It was only when I caught sight of the raw wound on the side of my neck, and reached up to touch it, the image on screen matching the movement of my hand, that I realized I was looking at myself. Afghanistan or Nevada, I sure as hell looked like someone who had left somewhere in a hurry and spent the last few days trekking over open country, exposed to the elements at every turn.


  My apparent invisibility suddenly made sense. I was the crazy homeless guy wearing long sleeves and a jacket in the blazing sun. My straight black hair had grown so it was touching my collar, and I was sporting a ragged, unruly shadow of a beard. My dark complexion was matted with a thin layer of grime, my hands were rough and calloused, fingernails long like claws.


  Behind the screens, a store employee wearing a blue polo shirt was staring at me. I moved on. When I glanced back over my shoulder, he was talking to a customer. Up ahead was a bus stop with a bench advertising the services of a local attorney who specialized in DUI cases. I sat down and tried to gather myself. I needed a meal, fresh clothes, and a place to stay while I worked out what the hell had happened. There must be homeless shelters nearby but they would ask for some form of ID. Even if they didn’t, the thought of having to speak to someone was frightening. The fear was absurd, but there it was.


  A roar filled my ears. A JetBlue passenger aircraft came in low overhead. I looked over my shoulder to see a chain-link fence and a runway. Several small private jets were parked less than a hundred yards away. McCarran airport, it had to be. I had passed through it a couple of times. If I called Julia she could book me a ticket back to New York. The thought scared me more than a homeless shelter. I would have to present ID at the airport. Before that I would have to tell my wife that I didn’t know how I’d got there but I was in Vegas.


  There was something else too. The Hindu Kush might have faded back into the mists but I hadn’t shaken off the feeling that I was on the run from someone or something. It crowded in on me at every fleeting glance or sudden noise. No, before I committed to any course of action, I had to figure out what the hell was going on. But first, I needed to get some money.


   


  Even by the casual standards of Vegas, I was in no state to hang out in any of the casinos. I knew from my solitary visit for an international security conference that a lot of homeless people lived by skimming credits from slot machines abandoned by tourists. Someone would be playing one of the slots, was distracted by the lure of an all-you-can-eat buffet and left the machine with unplayed credits. The homeless would walk the casino floors on the lookout for them until house security threw them out. It was a bare-bones way of scraping a living but you had to achieve some base level of dress code. The way I looked now, I doubted I would even get through the doors of an off-Strip low-rent joint.


  Covert special-forces training had taught me all the stuff that teenage boys obsessed over. Field work had taught me that firearms and close-combat skills mattered less than people assumed. The ability to see rather than merely look was far more important. From that starting point you could establish how other people in the same situation survived and assess the effectiveness of their behavior.


  Five minutes later, I was Dumpster-diving in the alley behind the TV store. A fast-food restaurant at the end of the row provided a free meal. The TV store threw up a world of discarded cardboard. I tore off a couple of sturdy box flaps and walked back out to the street, heading for a freeway off-ramp I’d spotted when I’d walked into town. In front of the fast-food outlet there was a water fountain. I filled my bottles with clean water and continued on. No one looked at me twice. I was just another Vegas loser standing at the wrong end of the American Dream, invisible, a background actor in regular people’s lives – I was grateful for the anonymity. I couldn’t have picked a better identity or a better place to deploy it than this city.


  Keeping busy settled me. Urban Survival 101 was proving the antidote to my mind storm. My past might have fractured but at least I had a present.


  


  THIRTY-ONE


  ‘Get the fuck out of here, man. This here’s my spot. Understand me? Mine!’ the man screamed, as I walked toward the traffic waiting to turn at the bottom of the freeway ramp.


  He had a standard-issue homeless-person dirty ball cap and full white beard. A farmer’s tan covered his face, arms and lower legs. He wore sneakers, shorts, a couple of T-shirts, a jacket with the sleeves rolled up and shades, while he smoked a cigarette and held up his sign that announced his veteran status. Vietnam. His only problem was that, despite his booze-dried complexion, he was at least ten years too young to have picked up the end of the war in Vietnam, even allowing for a willing spirit and a forged birth certificate.


  There was something else about him too, although I wasn’t conscious of seeing it, not at first anyway, not until we were already in conversation, and what I was looking at had begun to fade. As I approached him, the guy’s skull had glowed yellow. Not yellow from the sun bouncing off a windshield and shading his skin under the bill of his cap, but yellow in the very center top of his head.


  Moving closer and using my size to intimidate, I spoke to him softly: ‘Chill. I’m not here to take your spot.’ I dug out my piece of blank cardboard. ‘I’m going to head down there a ways. Pick my own spot.’


  The guy tilted his head back, squinting up at me and revealing a scorpion patterned in black ink around his neck. ‘You’d better not mess with me, man. I got a buddy round here who’ll fuck you up good.’


  I ignored the invitation to a pissing contest. ‘I’m not looking for trouble. Just wanted to see if I could borrow a Sharpie or something to mark up my sign and see if you could give me a heads up on a couple of things.’


  ‘You’d better give it back to me,’ said the man, digging into his jacket and coming up with a black marker pen.


  ‘One vet to another,’ I said.


  The man stuck out a weathered hand. ‘Name’s Chauncey.’


  I shook but said nothing.


  ‘Not got a name, huh? Got it. Where’d you serve?’


  I ignored that question too. I printed out my message with the marker and handed it back to my new buddy, Chauncey. ‘Thanks.’


  ‘Just watch for the cops,’ said Chauncey. ‘They see you panhandling, they’ll give you a ticket. I got myself three for loitering.’


  ‘I don’t plan on staying around too long. Just need to get myself some cash.’


  Chauncey smiled. His lips peeled back to reveal yellow stumps of meth-ravaged teeth. ‘That’s what I said two years ago. I travel some but this place has a way of drawing people back.’


  I was only half listening. I was too busy staring at the fading yellow patterns I could see where Chauncey’s skull was.


  Yellow = fear.


  It didn’t present itself as a fully formed thought, any more than touching ice made you think ice = cold. I was simply aware of the man’s fear in the same way I was aware of a dozen other sensations, like the temperature, the cars driving past, and the smell of stale sweat and gas fumes. Most of the time sensory information didn’t make it as far as crystallizing into a thought, and this was no different.


  ‘Thanks for your help, Chauncey.’


  I strode to the crosswalk and hit the button. As I stepped out onto the road, Chauncey called after me, ‘Watch out for those Metro cops. They got some mean motherfuckers in Paradise City.’


  I turned back. ‘Paradise City? Thought this was Vegas.’


  Chauncey yanked a thumb north up the Strip. ‘That’s Vegas. This here is Paradise. Biggest unincorporated city in the country. Same asshole cops, though.’


  I went on my way into the baking heat. A homeless woman with a couple of shopping carts loaded with recyclables already had the south off-ramp staked out. She was tall, close to six feet, with long, bleached-blonde hair. I headed downstream of her, ceding ground. She stared at me and pouted with bright red lips but didn’t say anything. There was no aura of color around her head. Maybe the yellow I’d seen when I was talking to Chauncey had been the sun after all.


  I held up my sign and waited.


  


  THIRTY-TWO


  Most of the people driving past kept their windows closed, their doors locked and their eyes set dead ahead. A couple of lone female drivers, who had to pull up right next to me while they waited for the turn signal to flip over, glowed yellow. When they did, I walked further down the ramp, away from them, and their fear seemed to fade. About an hour after I had begun, a pick-up truck stopped. The driver, a middle-aged guy with a greasy comb-over and a bad suit, opened the passenger door.


  ‘I got a job for you. Pay sucks and it’ll be tough but if you want the work …’


  With the heat rolling up from ground, I was just happy for the chance to climb into an air-conditioned cab. ‘How much and what do you need?’


  ‘Need a pool digging out. Too narrow to get a digger in. Thirty bucks for the day. Do a good job and I’ll use you the rest of the week.’


  ‘Done,’ I said, getting in.


  The guy didn’t introduce himself and I didn’t ask. We took a right at the bottom of the off-ramp. The guy glanced in the mirror before the turn. ‘That your old lady back there?’


  ‘No,’ I told him. ‘I don’t know who she is.’


  ‘You speak good English,’ said the guy, as he pulled an illegal U-turn on the Strip and headed south, away from the city.


  My mixed heritage had left me with brown skin but decidedly Caucasian features. It confused people. Some pegged me as a light-skinned black guy, others as Middle Eastern or from Mediterranean Europe (a dark Italian), but a lot of the time people I encountered assumed I must be Hispanic. My appearance made for an interesting time back home but gave me great adaptability overseas where straight-up white guys were bad covert operators.


  ‘I’m from the east coast,’ I said.


  ‘Huh,’ said the guy, before lapsing into silence.


  Getting in I had noticed the gun tucked under the driver’s seat. A Glock 9mm with a ten-round clip. Concealed-carry wasn’t that unusual out here, and if the guy was in the habit of picking up cheap labor, a gun wasn’t the worst idea.


  My new employer took the 215 beltway that looped south-east toward Henderson, taking the exit onto Windmill Lane, then picking up the Maryland parkway. He turned off into a residential street of ranch homes. He pulled the pick-up into a driveway and parked just short of a twenty-yard Dumpster that was already filled with about a foot of soil. He got out and I followed him into the back yard.


  He had been as good as his word. The ground had been cleared at the surface and a rectangle marked out. The houses were no more than four feet apart. Any mechanical digger you could get through the gap would be only marginally more use than someone reverting to the pick and shovel that were lying in a nearby wheelbarrow.


  ‘I’ll leave you to it,’ the guy said.


  ‘How deep you want me to go?’


  He glanced at his watch. ‘It’s like two now. Just keep going until I tell you to stop.’


  With that, he headed back to the truck. I heard the engine start up, and the guy take off. Near the kitchen window there was a small patio set. A plan for the pool was laid out on the table, the corners weighed down by a couple of heavy-duty glass ashtrays. I took a look, running a finger over the dimensions. I looked back at the area that had been staked out. The outline was off. Whoever had drawn up the plan hadn’t allowed for edging. The pool would be smaller than they wanted.


  Rooting around in the backyard, I found a tape measure, moved the stakes and set to work. I gave myself a system and found my rhythm. I loosened the soil with the pick, shoveled it into the wheelbarrow and moved it into the Dumpster. Every half-hour or so, I would take a two-minute break to rehydrate as a sharp Nevada sun pounded my back.


  About two hours in, as I stood in the middle of the hole I’d dug, my mind started to drift back to Sasha’s grave. This time, though, she didn’t come as a vision but as a memory. A more distant memory. It left a question. If the girl and the camp were in my past, what had happened to bring me here? I hadn’t walked from Afghanistan to Vegas, so where had I come from?


  I set back to work, scooping the soil out until there was a sizeable mound, then clambering out, filling the wheelbarrow, doing a dozen or so runs to the Dumpster and jumping back into the hole. Nothing came to mind about how I’d got there, but to feel fully in the present with no flashbacks felt like a kind of progress.


   


  I was in the hole, digging, when I heard the pick-up pull back into the driveway. The driver’s door slammed. I walked to the edge of the hole and climbed out. It was close to dark.


  The guy who’d hired me stood, hands on hips. ‘I ain’t paying anybody else but you. Thought I made that clear.’


  ‘What do you mean?’


  ‘Well, there’s no goddamn way that one man dug that,’ he said.


  I followed the man’s gaze. The hole was six feet deep and covered an area twenty feet long by twelve feet wide.


  ‘What’s the deal?’ he asked. ‘I drop you off and you call some buddies to come help out? Thirty bucks is what we agreed.’


  I didn’t argue. ‘That’s good with me. Now, you have somewhere inside that I can get washed up?’


  The guy eyed me. ‘No funny business, okay? You take a shower, I’ll find you something else to wear and then I’ll drop you back. Don’t fuck with me, you hear?’


  The guy’s skull burned yellow and red; a mixture of fear and anger. I saw that he was staring at a tattoo on my arm. ‘That thing real?’ the guy said.


  I looked down at the ink. ‘Yes, sir.’


  The guy glanced back at the pool-sized hole in the yard. ‘Goddamn, you guys must be like some kind of a machine.’


   


  With some money, a pair of jeans, a fresh plaid shirt and my old clothes in a duffel bag, I climbed out of the truck. I should have worked slower. It had been a three-day job and I had done it in just under a day. Looking at the Dumpster full of soil as we drove away, I could see why the guy had freaked. It was a superhuman amount of work for one man to have done. My arms and back ached a little. Otherwise I felt fine.


  My mind was clearing. On the drive back from the laboring job, I had begun to stitch together more recent events. I had been in New York with Julia when I’d received a call from the office in DC. They’d asked me to travel to Nevada. Somehow whatever had happened to me there had led to some kind of a temporary psychotic episode that had taken me back to Afghanistan where I had conducted a number of covert missions, including the one in which the child had died.


  I had spoken to a man called Muir, back then and more recently. I had taken pills. I could picture them in the bathroom cabinet at home. But there had been something else too. A surgical procedure. An implant of some kind. I reached a hand up to the side of my neck. Had the implant been there? Had I or someone else cut it out and by doing so hastened another collapse? Every turn in the road, every piece that slotted back into the jigsaw puzzle of my past seemed only to throw up more questions.


  I could call Julia. It would be the easiest way to figure out what the hell was going on. Yet something within me cautioned against it. A voice was telling me that I had to figure it out for myself first. That it would be dangerous to drag her into whatever this was.


  Lost in the maze of my own thoughts, the first I knew of the Las Vegas Metro patrol car that had been slowly following me for half a block was when I noticed the red light spill over my feet. A siren wailed briefly. It was followed by a voice from the roof-mounted Tannoy system.


  ‘Stop right there, buddy.’


  


  THIRTY-THREE


  Fingers interlaced behind my head, I got to my knees. One patrol officer approached me from behind, while the other, gun drawn, covered his partner from behind the driver’s door of the Crown Vic. At this moment, I was very firmly in the present, everything hyper-real. The wash of red from the patrol car’s rollers spilled over the grey sidewalk.


  I heard the clink of the cop behind me taking his cuffs from his utility belt. Judging by the guy’s breathing, he was at least fifty pounds overweight and out of shape.


  ‘Keep those hands right there,’ the cop said.


  ‘Yes, sir,’ I said, a model of compliance.


  The scuff of shoe leather on sidewalk told me that the cop was adjusting his position, getting ready to snap on the cuffs. The tips of my fingers began to vibrate as I felt the nickel-plated steel of the cuffs draw closer. The vibrations in my fingertips accelerated. I used them to gauge the position of the cop’s hands, waiting until the very last fraction of a second to make my move.


  The last thing the cop said was ‘What you do to your neck?’


  My fingers separated. My hands moved out to my sides in the shape of the cross. Tucking in my right arm, I launched my elbow back and up at a forty-five-degree angle. I made contact with the cop’s face, splintering the cartilage in his nose.


  Adjusting the angle of my feet, I sprang up on my heels, and used the forward momentum of the elbow strike to carry me round so I was facing the cop. The handcuffs dropped with a clatter onto the sidewalk. The cop fell back, arms windmilling as he tried to maintain his balance.


  I needed his body mass to stay between me and his partner. I shot my left hand out and grabbed the utility belt. I centered myself, steadying the cop with my left hand as I used the right to pluck his duty gun, a Springfield 1911, from its holster. With my left hand, I spun him round so that he was facing his partner who was already lost in the moment. Rather than taking cover behind the door and radioing for an assist, the guy was too busy spluttering orders at me. I bent down to retrieve the cuffs, grabbed the cop’s wrists and snapped them on so that his hands were held tightly in place behind his back.


  Racking the slide, I jammed the gun under his jaw but kept my finger wrapped around the outside of the trigger guard. What happened in the next sixty seconds was what counted.


  Both officers were terrified: a golden yellow color spilled out over their skulls, their bodies awash in adrenalin. The last thing I wanted was to have to hurt one. Equally, I wasn’t going to risk whatever would come from sitting handcuffed in the back of a patrol car. Not until I had figured out what the hell was going on.


  ‘Lower your duty weapon, put on the safety, and toss it into that drain. Once you’ve done those three things, I’ll release your colleague to you, and you can get him medical attention. You have five seconds to comply, beginning now.’ As I said it, I kept my tone even, and moved my finger to the trigger of the Springfield.


  In five seconds, if his partner hadn’t begun to do what I had requested, I would pull the trigger. Threats were only credible if you had every intention of carrying them through. I had made a reasonable request. If I had to kill the cop it would be because his partner had stalled or tried to play the hero. I would kill him, and then I would kill the partner if he drew down on me. After that I would leave. Right now, as I watched the cop hugging cover behind the door lower his duty weapon, I felt absolutely no discernible emotion whatsoever.


  I heard the click of the safety and watched as the cop tossed his weapon at the slit between sidewalk and road that I had picked out for him. I listened as the weapon clattered against the edge of the drain and dropped down into the void.


  Further down the Strip, I could see more red lights. Reinforcements. I took my hand away from where I was holding the cop’s cuffed hands, turned and ran. Across the Strip to my right was the edge of McCarran airport with a couple of small private jets parked up; one bore Wynn Casino livery. A razor-wire-topped chain-link fence separated the airfield from the road. To my immediate left were a row of billboards and a slope that ran up to a palm-tree-dotted golf course. Up to the north was a Vegas landmark in the shape of the Welcome to Fabulous Las Vegas sign.


  I headed for the open ground of the golf course. Vaulting the basic chain-link fence that served as a perimeter, I took off again, skirting back north, figuring that at some point they would have a chopper up and that an urban environment with lots of bodies would make for better cover.


  The course was dark. I hugged the line of palm trees. I could hear more sirens wailing down the Strip. Among them, I picked up the crooning of an Elvis impersonator scraping the last few dollars of the day from the tourists having their picture taken next to the Las Vegas sign.


  “Are You Lonesome Tonight?” I couldn’t help but smile.


  The smile evaporated an instant later as the ground directly ahead of me exploded, the force of the blast stripping a palm tree six feet away out to its roots, the trunk slicing into long strips, green fronds floating into the neon sky as the King kept crooning in the distance, and sirens pulsed out a staccato beat. Earth and spars of metal fence detonated all around me, a clod of earth hitting me between the eyes, the dirt blinding me. I swiped it away, my head pounding with a migraine blast of pain that sent me to my knees. I clutched my head, the black metal of the Springfield 1911 cold against my cheek. To pull the trigger, to free myself from this torment? The idea flashed through my mind.


  I opened my eyes and glanced through the torn fencing. I was almost parallel to the Las Vegas sign. Elvis had stopped singing, his audience distracted. The tourists’ cameras and cell phones, red lights blinking, shot video of the cops swarming the scene.


  Sasha sat atop the Vegas sign, her face lit by yellow and red light, her legs dangling over the O in WELCOME. She waved at me as blood poured from her body.


  I blinked, willing her away, denying her presence, and felt guilty. Julia. I said her name to myself, repeating it like a mantra, the pain in my head falling away with every incantation.


  Before me, the ground that had been torn away was restored. The palm tree that had blown to pieces in front of me was whole, its fronds rippling gently in the slipstream of cars pushing their way down Las Vegas Boulevard. Up ahead, the golf-course fence squared off into a dead end. Two figures were climbing over from the other side. One was a broad, squat man sporting a ball cap. With him was a tall woman in cut-off jeans, with long blonde hair.


  I raised the Springfield, a reflex action more than a sign of lethal intent. The two figures kept coming until they were close enough for it to click where I had seen them before. They were the two pan-handlers from the off-ramp.


  I lowered the gun and took a step toward them. My foot caught a root, or whatever I was suffering from kicked back in, because I stumbled, falling onto one knee. They moved either side of me as a helicopter spotlight arced across the open ground of the fairway. They pulled me up and began to drag me to the fence they had just climbed over.


  The woman’s blonde hair tumbled across my shoulder. She stank of sweat and perfume. I tilted my head, catching sight of her throat and the prominent bulge of an Adam’s apple.


  ‘This way,’ the man with the beard said to me, as we clambered over the fence, the spotlight zigzagging rapidly toward us.


  On the other side, the ground fell away sharply to a concave concrete basin with a hole, some kind of access tunnel. A ladder led down into a storm drain. The blonde went first, shining a flashlight, picking out the corroded brown rungs of the ladder. I followed. The man with the beard came next. I felt myself begin to lose consciousness as darkness closed around us. Arms caught me. Then I blacked out.


  


  THIRTY-FOUR


  New York City


   


  Graves


   


  The black sedan with tinted windows was parked across from the apartment building. Harry Graves sat in back, a frosted-glass partition separating him from the driver. He watched Julia Tibor as she walked past on her way to her apartment. She was attractive: long auburn hair, piercing blue eyes, a nice figure. Byron had done well for himself. And not just in terms of his wife’s looks. She was bright, too, and plugged in, at least in broad terms, to their world. She was an east-coast liberal to the core and that had troubled Graves when he had learned of the relationship.


  Relationships of any kind were a delicate area when it came to selecting participants in the program. The rule had been that the men selected had to be SSD – single, separated or divorced. Siblings were fine, as were parents, although the closeness of those relationships was carefully assessed – and Byron had scored top marks on that front because not only was he an only child but his parents were dead. Casual relationships between men like Byron and women they met were fine, as long as they remained that way.


  Byron’s relationship with the woman whom Harry was now watching fumble with her keys, as she juggled two bags of groceries, her handbag and a stack of folders, had been different. There was no question of it being vetoed but a careful risk assessment had been carried out. Muir and Graves had sat down with him separately to talk to him about what he could and could not reveal.


  It was hardly virgin territory. Anyone who worked with a certain level of security clearance, either as a civilian or in the military, knew that they had to construct a fairly robust firewall between their personal and working lives. That said, Byron wasn’t just aware of certain classified information: he was classified information. He was a walking, talking, sentient top-secret project — with a mouth. At least, unlike Lewis, Byron actually got it. His stability had marked him out.


  In the end it had been agreed that perhaps a long-term relationship, and marriage, could be of benefit. For one it gave him deeper cover. And it gave them leverage over him.


  The only problem that remained was just how much the future Mrs Byron Tibor would know about her husband’s past. In the end it had been fairly straightforward.


  ‘Tell her the truth,’ Harry had told him. ‘Just finesse the transition part. That way if she starts to dig she’s only going to find what’s been there all along.’


  So that was how it had gone. Graves knew that because Byron and Julia had been under pretty heavy covert surveillance during the early part of their relationship. It had been discontinued three months after they’d got hitched. The marriage hadn’t seemed to impact on Byron any more than it would have on any other high-level operative. He couldn’t talk about aspects of his work. He sometimes had to leave home at short notice and be away for an undetermined and occasionally extended period.


  Graves knew that Julia had been aware of this because he had listened to recordings of the two of them discussing it. She had seemed to tease him about the clandestine nature of his work, assuming he was working for the CIA, but she knew enough not to ask too many questions.


  In some ways, Muir had told Graves, Byron’s marriage and ability to sustain such a close relationship without his spouse suspecting the truth had left the project way ahead of where it had been. They had proved that someone like Byron could be fully integrated. If he could live with a partner, he was ready for pretty much any operation. In some ways it had informed the planning of the operation to extract Masori — three or four possible scenarios had been placed in front of the folks in Washington. The upside was that, even if the mission failed, the worst-case scenario was that they lost one man rather than potentially dozens. It had appealed to the military advisors because it was a defiantly old-school special-forces operation that harked back to the days when special forces was more about using local populations and less about abseiling out of helicopters while armed to the teeth.


  He got out of the car, walked up the short flight of stone steps and pressed the buzzer for the apartment. He waited.


  ‘Hello?’


  From her tone and the hesitancy of her response to the buzzer, he could tell she hadn’t been expecting any visitors. That was good.


  ‘Mrs Tibor, I’m from the State Department. I need to speak to you about your husband. May I come up, please?’


  


  THIRTY-FIVE


  ‘Is he dead?’ Julia Tibor asked Graves.


  ‘We don’t know.’ He motioned for her to sit down and asked if she wanted anything. Some tea? A glass of water?


  ‘No, thank you, Mr … ?’


  ‘Graves,’ said Harry. ‘Harry Graves.’


  She sat, and he sat opposite her in an old wing-backed armchair. For a moment his mind settled on the morbid humor of his surname while on such a visit.


  ‘Can you just tell me what’s happened, Mr Graves?’ she said.


  Up close, she was even more striking. In contrast to most women who used makeup and clothes to create an image that worked better from a distance, it was only when you got within a few feet that you saw Byron had married a woman who would have been attractive in pretty much any era. He felt a twinge of regret at never having found anyone to share what passed for his life, but pushed it away. This was high stakes and he had to get his approach right.


  ‘You know that your husband’s job involves more than working as an intelligence analyst for the department?’


  ‘He doesn’t go into specifics but, yes, I had always assumed it was more than just sitting in an office.’


  She seemed to be holding it together pretty well, thought Graves.


  ‘I used to tease him about it.’ She paused. ‘I mean, I do tease him.’


  ‘I can’t go into specific details either but he was doing important work for us overseas, and during the course of that work he went missing.’


  ‘Where? Where did he go missing?’


  He’d known she would ask. That was why he’d omitted it. It was crucial that he built a bridge with her early on. That she didn’t think he was keeping things from her. If he didn’t establish trust with her now, it would only complicate matters further down the line. ‘That I can’t say.’


  ‘He told me he was going to Nevada.’


  ‘I can neither confirm nor deny where he was. But I can say that he was assisting us with an important matter of national security when he went missing.’


  She sat a little straighter. ‘What do you meant “went missing”? My keys go missing. A dog goes missing. A grown man doesn’t go missing. You mean he was kidnapped? That’s what you mean, Mr Graves?’


  Harry folded his hands on his lap. ‘No, Mrs Tibor. I mean exactly what I said. He’s missing. We don’t know where he is. He was on a mission, we were monitoring him, and he dropped off our radar.’ At least that part wasn’t entirely fabricated, he thought. ‘Believe me, we’re devoting every possible resource to locating him and we’re all very hopeful.’


  ‘And what should I do in the meantime?’


  Harry sighed. She had to believe that he felt the weight of her husband’s disappearance almost as much as she did. ‘I’m going to ask three things of you. You don’t have to agree to all or, indeed, any of them, but I do need to know your decision. First, it may put Byron’s life at risk if this becomes public.’


  She nodded. ‘I understand that. I won’t say anything to anyone about this unless you think it’s the right thing.’


  ‘I appreciate that. Now, additionally, if someone does have your husband it may be that they attempt to get in touch with you. We did have a case last year, unreported, of course, of a kidnapping where the hostage was made to contact his family directly as a way of his captors gathering intelligence.’


  She leaned forward. ‘You think he’s been kidnapped? What do you mean? I don’t follow.’


  Harry rubbed his chin. ‘The value in someone like your husband is often what he knows rather than in any ransom. In this case the kidnappers tried to use the family to glean information. I can’t be any more specific but all we’d ask is that if your husband gets in touch, even to say he’s safe, then you let us know immediately.’


  ‘Of course. If he gets in touch let you know,’ she repeated back.


  Harry dug into his wallet for a piece of paper and a small silver wallet pen. He jotted down a cell-phone number. ‘I’m contactable twenty-four/seven,’ he said, handing it to her. ‘I’ll keep you updated if anything changes, but if you want to speak to me, please don’t hesitate.’


  She took the paper without a word. In truth there was no need for her to contact them if Byron surfaced. Her cell phone, apartment and work landlines and email were already being monitored on a live basis by the National Security Agency. If Byron got in touch, they needed to know whether she would tell them about it or not. If she followed instructions, she was safe.


  And if she didn’t, thought Graves, well, they had a contingency for that too.


  


  THIRTY-SIX


  Graves was stepping back into the Town Car when his secure phone chirped. ‘Graves,’ he said.


  ‘We have a positive ID,’ said the man at the other end of the line.


  Graves slammed the rear passenger door. ‘You’re sure?’


  ‘Oh, it’s definitely him. Hundred percent. Unless there’s someone else out there who can toss a two-hundred-pound cop into the air like he’s a softball.’


  Graves closed his eyes and slowly exhaled. Finally, some good news. ‘Okay, great. Let’s get someone out there to go pick him up.’


  ‘The sighting was yesterday. He wasn’t detained, and now he’s back off grid,’ said the voice.


  ‘Okay, so send in a team. Set up a secure containment area. Soak the ground with people until you locate him again.’


  ‘Not something we can do that easily where he is. At least, not without risking a breach.’


  The protocol for Byron was the same as it had been for Lewis. No media. Limited notification of law enforcement. Keep the details vague, and definitely no names. Apart from the risk of panic that would be created in the general population by telling them that someone from the program was on the loose and rogue, this entire field was, of course, still very much classified. If at all possible, it was staying that way. This was one can of worms that was not going to be opened, if it could be avoided.


  ‘So where is he?’ said Graves.


  There was a pause that signaled he wasn’t about to like what was coming.


  ‘Where?’ Graves prompted.


  ‘Vegas,’ said the voice. ‘He made it to Las Vegas.’


  Graves stopped himself cursing. Of course he had, he thought. Stay in the desert or a small town, and he’d be noticed sooner or later. But in a vast urban center, especially a goddamn freak show like Las Vegas, their job would be ten times more difficult. Not only was it easier to melt into an ever-shifting crowd, but the general level of security meant that sending in a big team of operatives to locate him was sure to attract attention and get people talking. This was a game-changer.


  ‘Still no signal from the RDF tracker?’ he asked. The signal from the subcutaneous device had died shortly after Byron’s exit from the facility.


  ‘That was the other news,’ said the voice. ‘It’s been recovered ten miles north of the facility at the last active point of contact we had for him.’


  After Graves had killed the call, he pounded a fist into the door. ‘Son of a bitch.’ He glanced up and saw Julia Tibor standing at the apartment window. She looked drained. She wasn’t the only one, he thought. They needed a new plan, and fast. Something clean, sterile, a scalpel rather than a daisy-cutter bomb.


  As the car pulled away from the curb, he started to make calls. The news wasn’t good. He had the perfect individual in mind, but he came with a lot of baggage. Graves was going to use every bit of pull he had to bring him on board. And good luck containing him if he did. But who else out there was up to it? He came up blank. It was a shortlist of one, and right now the one was technically unavailable.


  


  THIRTY-SEVEN


  Las Vegas


   


  Chauncey and Repo


   


  Chauncey had lived in the tunnels for a couple of years now. They were safer than the streets, and the streets were safer than the weekly rental motels. When it was so damn hot out on the Strip that the asphalt stuck to your feet, it was cool in the storm drains. At night, when the temperature dropped, it was warmer. You got more privacy too.


  Metro cops didn’t come down here unless they had to. Their radios couldn’t push out a signal through all that concrete and rebar. Course, them not coming down here meant you had to handle your own business. Anything jumped off, no cop was going to help you. No, sirree. And people did come down: folks looking for a place to stay, or somewhere quiet to jack up or smoke crank. Kids came down too, gangs of ’em, looking to hunt people down for kicks. They’d caught Chauncey once. Only thing that had saved him was that there were so many of them around him they kept getting in each other’s way: well, that and Repo. He’d come out of the darkness with that goddamn crazy sword of his, waving it around, blond wig stuck on his head, looking like Xena, Warrior Princess, if she hadn’t shaved and had a bad hankering for crank.


  The least Chauncey could do for Repo/Sheryl after that was to let him set up a place further back down the tunnel. They’d become friends, or as close as you could get to friends. For a crazy transvestite who liked to wave a sword, Repo was good people, real neat. His camp was something to see. It lay about two hundred yards down the pike from Chauncey’s. Repo had hung a curtain across the tunnel so that could both have some privacy. You had to holler before you went beyond the curtain. Get the word from Repo, step on through, and you’d swear it was nicer than some condos. Repo had a shower bag, a king-sized bed, a shelf with books, a TV with a DVD player, a laptop computer. Place was a goddamn palace. All it needed was a bathroom ’stead of the white bucket that Repo used. He’d hooked up a clothes rail too. That was where he kept all his Sheryl dresses and his makeup. Sheryl was something. A real lady. Repo, though, he could be a mean son of a bitch if you crossed him.


  That was what had shocked Chauncey about Repo heading out to help the guy with the crazy eyes. Chauncey and Repo both knew to stay out of the cops’ business. The Metro cops could be mean. They were trigger happy, too. Maybe that was why Repo had decided to help the dude. The cops were on one side and they were on the other. And there had been something cool about what the dude had done. One second he was on his knees, the next he’d fucked up that one cop, taken his gun (‘Taken his gun off a him like candy’), and his partner was screaming like a little girl. Dude wasn’t joking either about shooting the cop. It had been some show. You saw a lot of crazy shit on the Strip, heard a lot of guys talk smack, too, about how they were gonna do this if Metro riled them, but no one did it. Not like that dude either.


  They had watched him jump the fence into the golf course, figured he was heading their way. The tunnel was right there. Repo had taken off running, and Chauncey had tagged along. Chauncey had told him that it was a bad idea and the dude was going to bring them a world of trouble, but Repo wasn’t listening. Before he knew it, Chauncey was jumping the fence too. By that stage, with that helicopter closing in, he was kinda committed, and they’d kinda had to help the brother out.


  He was in bad shape when they’d got him down into camp. And the Metro cops had changed their minds about coming down there. They swarmed all over the tunnel. Sent dogs in too. But Repo and Chauncey and the dude were long gone. No way were the Metro cops going to find ’em – not down here. They musta run the whole length of the Strip almost. Miles and miles. Chauncey didn’t know when the Metro cops had given up chasing ’em. All they knew was that when they headed back home the cops had smashed up all their shit. They’d taken a knife to Repo’s shower bag, smashed his TV and all his electronics, even slashed Chauncey’s bed so that the springs were showing.


  Repo had stayed up, keeping watch, as Chauncey had got some sleep. The dude had crashed out too. He’d said things in his sleep. Chauncey had noticed he had a real bad wound on his neck, like someone had cut him.


  Chauncey lay awake in the darkness and thought about the night that had gone. Crazy. He looked around at all his shit the cops had smashed up or dragged all over the tunnel. Dumb motherfuckers. What did they think they could do to a man who had to live underground? Life had already stripped away everything he had. Repo was the same. Chauncey figured that was why he’d created Sheryl. It was Repo’s way of having another life, another shot.


  He wondered what the crazy dude’s story was. He was a vet, that was for sure. You could tell that from the way he’d dealt with the cops and carried the gun. Hell, you could tell it from the way the guy walked. He wasn’t long out either. He was still sharp. Lean. In shape.


  There was something else about him. Repo had noticed it too. When they were walking through the tunnels with no light at all, the dude had gone ahead of them. Repo had a torch but the dude had heard something, likely just tourists walking around above ground on the Strip. Repo had killed the light for a moment but the dude had kept walking like it was the middle of the day.


  They had kept moving for the next three days, trying to keep to themselves as best they could. The tunnels were full of people who hated the cops but who would happily rat them out for a few bucks. It had crossed Chauncey’s mind and he’d broached the subject with Repo. Repo had shot him down. He’d been burned by too many bad deals in the past.


  They lay up during the day and early evening when the tunnel-dwellers moved out above ground to get food or go trawl the slots for credits. The first night they had found somewhere quiet and taken turns on guard duty. The second day, the guy had shared his name. Byron. A real black name, Chauncey had thought, though the guy was light-skinned.


  By then even Repo was starting to have second thoughts. Byron was taking over, telling them where to go. Chauncey didn’t like being told what to do usually, but the guy had a way about him. Kinda quiet authority thing. By the third day, he was the leader, and Repo, who hated just about everyone, was following him around like a puppy.


  ‘This guy’s our ticket,’ Repo had whispered to Chauncey in the darkness, while they were supposed to be sleeping and Byron was doing what he called recon.


  ‘Yeah, our ticket to the chair.’


  Byron had come back with food. Real nice stuff. There was steak and mashed potato and broccoli and a bottle of wine. Chauncey was starting to think that maybe Repo had it right. Then things changed.


  Repo and Chauncey had started going over what Byron had done to the cops. Chauncey was half Irish, so the story had grown some with each telling. Byron didn’t seem to be enjoying it, though. It was like a big black cloud settled over him.


  ‘Pow! I swear that motherfucker was going to fly into space,’ Chauncey had said.


  ‘Be quiet.’ The words had come in a whisper so quiet that Chauncey didn’t quite catch them.


  ‘I was only …’ Chauncey stumbled, as Byron gave him that death stare he had.


  ‘Well, don’t.’


  Repo had started in on Chauncey: ‘Yeah, shut the fuck up with that. We were all there.’


  Chauncey felt hurt, like he was being cut out. Him and Repo had always been tight. Him and Sheryl tighter still.


  Byron had asked them questions then. Stuff about how he’d arrived, what direction he was coming from when he’d seen Chauncey.


  There wasn’t much to tell. The lack of information seemed to piss him off. He’d had the look of a blackout drunk, piecing together all the crazy shit from the night before. All of a sudden he’d got up and announced they were going up above ground. All three of them. Worse, he was talking about how he’d seen a sports bar when he’d gone to get dinner. He wanted to have a beer.


  Repo had start arguing with him. Soon as he moved, though, Repo and Chauncey fell in behind. They surfaced in an alley right behind the Strip.


  Chauncey didn’t like bars. They were pricey, and the booze was weak. Most of all, there were too many regular citizens.


  Byron bellied up to the bar. He had a roll of money. They got the kind of looks that guys like them always did but the sight of the money changed the dynamic. Fucked-up-looking people in Vegas got 86ed. Fucked-up people with money, though?


  ‘What can I get you, gentlemen?’


  Byron ordered a soda. Repo got a goddamn Mai Tai and Chauncey got himself a boilermaker. Byron was staring at one of the screens. It must have been a light sports night because it was tuned to the news. He got the bartender to hike the volume.


  Chauncey had sucked down the boilermaker and ordered another on Byron’s tab. Any second he was expecting their pictures to flash up on screen. It had been only three days. They were surrounded by people, some watching the same pictures. This was all kinds of bad.


  Byron was cool. He’d sipped his soda, his eyes never leaving the screen.


  Nothing. No mention of them. Chauncey had another drink to celebrate. The cops would still be looking for them but Vegas had moved on. There was too much crazy shit for it not to.


  They had left a while later. Chauncey and Repo were in high spirits. They could move back to their camp, or close. Byron’s mood was darker. Repo tried to reassure him. ‘Chill. You’re good,’ he said.


  Byron had given him the look. ‘No,’ he’d said. ‘I’m not. And neither are you. You need to get out of here. Split up, get out and don’t come back. Get out of the country entirely if you can.’


  ‘You’re tripping,’ Chauncey had said.


  Byron had smiled. ‘Not anymore, I’m not.’


  


  THIRTY-EIGHT


  Byron


   


  If I’d had any dreams while I was sleeping I didn’t remember them, but I woke to find my hand closing around Chauncey’s throat, slowly crushing his windpipe. I had the Springfield 1911 pressed so hard to his forehead that when I took it away it left a circular groove on the pockmarked skin between his eyes. As I lowered the gun, my hand was trembling. At first I put that down to nerves, the reaction of someone who had just come within a fraction of killing an innocent man. Then I remembered. The shaking wasn’t an emotional response. It was sensory substitution, the reaction of the tips of my fingers to being closed around the metal stock of the gun.


  I let go and shoved Chauncey away with my other hand. Behind Chauncey was Repo. He was clutching a sword, and for a moment I flashed back to the village in Afghanistan, and the three men who had come to kill me.


  ‘I told you never to touch me when I’m sleeping. You want to wake me, shout at me or something, but keep your distance.’


  Chauncey looked at me sheepishly. ‘Sorry, I forgot. You really going to shoot me?’


  The answer was yes. I said nothing.


  ‘You want some coffee?’ Repo asked me.


  I sat up and surveyed the detritus of the broken-up camp. The cops had done a pretty number on the place. They’d be back too, and if not them, someone else. Chauncey and Repo weren’t safe as long as I was around. I had to get out of there, and so did they.


  Over the course of the past three nights I had remembered more. There had been no single epiphany. Instead it had been a slow piecing together that had accelerated as every new piece slotted back into place. I ran a hand over my skull, the magnetic sensors in my fingertips tingling as they came within range of my implants.


  I looked up at my two unlikely saviors. ‘You have to leave. Today.’


  Repo wasn’t having it. ‘You said that last night, but, dude, you’ve said a lot of crazy shit since we saved your ass.’


  Chauncey shrugged. ‘You need to relax, brother. We stood in that bar and no one looked twice at us. Hell, there wasn’t even nothing on the local news.’


  How did I explain to them that governments ran news blackouts without sounding even crazier? ‘Forget all that. There are people looking for me right now. Not local cops. Federal, government people. You helped me and that puts you both in danger.’


  Mention of the government and the feds seemed to put Chauncey on edge. ‘What’s the government want with you?’


  ‘It doesn’t matter,’ I said. ‘The less you know, the better.’


  Chauncey and Repo traded a look. They must have met more than one person down in the tunnels who had some sort of paranoid fantasy that the government was out to get them.


  ‘All I know,’ said Repo, taking a sip of his coffee, ‘is that you are one bad-ass motherfucker. Look, man, you go ahead and split if you like. We ain’t going to admit we helped you, never mind anything else.’


  I studied their faces. I already knew they weren’t going to leave. The tunnels were their home. They felt safe there. This was the life they had chosen. I dug into my back pocket and peeled off some twenty-dollar bills from the roll I had. ‘At least take a vacation for a couple of weeks until the heat dies down.’


  ‘We don’t want your money,’ said Repo.


  ‘The hell we don’t. Thanks, man,’ said Chauncey, tucking the bills into the front pocket of his dirt-encrusted jeans.


  


  THIRTY-NINE


  Harry Graves stepped past the sallyport toward a row of eight blue Arizona doors. He turned to the corrections officer. ‘I can take it from here.’


  The CO, a big man with a handlebar mustache, shook his head. ‘No can do. Not with this guy.’ The CO gave a heavy nod to the door. ‘He come in. We gave him a cellie. Stone-cold lifer. Not someone who’s going to go upsetting a’body. Fella hung hisseff while Eldon here was in the shower.’


  Graves studied the CO. There was an air of fear to the man that you didn’t get with jailers. It came off him in waves. It was the same vibe he’d had from everyone he’d mentioned the name Eldon James to. The guy scared people who usually weren’t scared. It went way beyond anything rational. ‘How’d you know he wasn’t planning on doing that in any case? He was a lifer. You said so yourself.’


  ‘Lifers don’t go out like that, Mr Graves. They just don’t,’ said the CO. He sighed. ‘Tell you what. I’ll pretend like I’m deaf. How does that suit you?’


  Graves didn’t have the energy for this so he decided to let it go. ‘He’s coming with me. You know that, right? I mean, if he wants to. Seems kind of redundant to have a chaperone under those circumstances.’


  ‘And if he doesn’t want to accept your offer, then you’re going to need me,’ said the CO, tapping the industrial-size can of pepper spray on his utility belt.


   


  Forty-five minutes later, Graves pulled out of the front parking lot. Next to him in the passenger seat was Eldon James. Graves was careful to call him Mr James or (once he had checked that it was appropriate) Eldon. At no time did he call Eldon James by the name everyone else had for him – a nickname by way of The Simpsons, which would have been funny if it had been applied to anyone except Eldon: Satan’s Little Helper.


  Eldon squirmed in his seat. In fact, the guy didn’t stop moving. Not once. He reminded Graves of a hyperactive child with ADHD. He wasn’t that much bigger than a child either. Graves wondered if that accounted for the number of men he had killed. You’d look at Eldon and not think anything of it. He was small, five feet seven, and skinny, maybe one hundred thirty-five at a push and with some rocks in his pockets. He had short cropped hair, and a pale verging on sickly complexion with big brown eyes. His feet and hands were big and out of proportion with the rest of him. He sure as hell didn’t look like a killer whose blood lust had proved even too much for special forces. He didn’t look like shit. But the files didn’t lie. Satan’s Little Helper had taken more lives than most active-service platoons. He had something else too: he was an expert tracker. You wanted to find someone, he was your man.


  ‘You hungry?’ Graves asked him, as they came up on a sign informing them of a truck stop a few miles ahead.


  ‘Sure,’ said Eldon. ‘I could eat.’


  ‘How’d they treat you back there?’


  Eldon shrugged. ‘Could have got messy if’n they’d kept me much longer. I need my space.’


  Terrific, thought Graves. I got three hundred more miles alone in a car with this nut bag. He swiped at the stalk of his turn signal. ‘Let’s get you something to eat. Whatever you like. All on Uncle Sam’s dime. Just like old times.’


  ‘Just like old times?’


  ‘I have a job for you, Eldon.’


  ‘I guessed that already. Who is it, and what’s in it for me?’


  Graves took Eldon’s directness as a good sign. The guy might have come off like some backwoods hillbilly but you didn’t assemble his kill rate without having something about you. ‘I’ll bring you up to speed on the individual later. What’s in it for you is your freedom.’


  Eldon threw his head back and laughed. ‘No deal.’


  Graves leaned toward him. ‘What do you mean “no deal”? You’re looking at life without.’


  ‘I want a return to active service. Ain’t no life worth living if I can’t do what God put me on the planet to do.’


  ‘You mean take other people off it.’


  ‘Never killed a body that didn’t need some killing, Mr Graves. And I would include those two gentlemen I shot in Texas,’ said Eldon.


  ‘Active service, an official return to your unit, no dice, no way I could swing that. But I could keep you plenty busy. Off-the-books work. Some here, some overseas. You want time to think it over, I can drop you back at the prison.’ said Graves.


  ‘Good enough.’


   


  When they had finished eating, Graves walked Eldon back out to the car. They sat in back. Graves pulled out his notebook computer and double-clicked on the file they’d assembled on Byron Tibor. He angled the screen away from Eldon for a second.


  ‘This goes no further,’ he said to Eldon. ‘You do not discuss at any time the details of this operation. I also want to emphasize that in the initial stages you are charged with locating this individual. You have to wait for direct orders before you take any further action. If we can detain him, that’s our chosen option.’


  Eldon seemed a little deflated at this twist but he nodded.


  Graves angled the screen back so Eldon could see it. Eldon grinned as he stared at the picture of Tibor. ‘For real? Tibor?’


  ‘I understand you served together for a time. That’s why I thought you might be the right person for this particular task.’


  ‘So what’s he done so bad that you want him? I mean, the guy was a regular Boy Scout when I knew him.’


  ‘He’s gone AWOL, and he’s carrying some sensitive information. Information that would threaten national security were it to be accessed by the wrong people.’


  Eldon’s eyes narrowed. ‘Tibor? You sure?’


  ‘We’re sure,’ said Graves.


  ‘So you want this information back?’ Eldon asked.


  ‘Don’t worry about that. We just want Tibor.’


  Eldon turned his hands over so that his palms were facing up. ‘I’ll need money, a weapon.’


  It was Graves’s turn to smile. ‘Don’t worry. We’re going to make sure you have everything you need.’


  ‘You want him dead or alive?’


  ‘You’ll be issued with a full set of ROE. As I said, we’d prefer him alive, but circumstances …’ Graves trailed off, letting Eldon read into the pause what he wished to. ROE stood for rules of engagement, the guidelines that set out under what circumstances lethal force could be deployed by a field operative. For a situation like this they usually offered several degrees more latitude than in standard military operations.


  ‘Got any idea where he might be?’


  Graves nodded. ‘We believe he’s in Las Vegas. Three days ago there was an incident involving Metro cops. We have him on an elevated watch list at all nearby airports. And we have people watching bus stations and other transport hubs as well as local hospitals. It’s a little more complicated than a regular manhunt because we have a media blackout in place.’


  ‘So what’s the deal with this information he has? You think he’s going to try and sell it or something?’ Eldon asked.


  ‘No, it’s nothing like that. Let’s just say that Tibor has had what might be best described as some kind of nervous breakdown,’ said Graves, careful not to lie.


  Eldon’s eyes narrowed. ‘I don’t get it. The guy was like a rock. What makes someone like that flip out and run off with something that’s classified?’


  ‘Do everyone a favor, Eldon. You catch him. Leave the figuring out to us.’


  


  FORTY


  New York City


   


  Julia


   


  They were watching her. And even if they weren’t, it was safer for her to assume that they were. But as Julia woke after a fitful night’s sleep it wasn’t surveillance that was troubling her, it was whether Graves had been telling the truth. To be told that her husband had been killed in action would almost have been better than the state of limbo she had been plunged into.


  She got up and walked from the bedroom into the living room and across to the small desk by the window. Last night she had shut down her computer and unplugged it at the wall. Byron had spoken in passing but at length about how the internet was the greatest invention ever, as far as governments, including their own, were concerned. Coming from anyone else it might have sounded like conspiracy stuff but the way he had laid it out had made complete sense.


  ‘Just think, Julia, when George Orwell wrote 1984, he was talking about a screen in everyone’s living room that Big Brother could watch them through. And now look at what we have. Cameras and a perfect surveillance system that the government doesn’t even have to pay for. Orwell would laugh his ass off if he were around now at how dumb people are.’


  She had laughed when he’d said it but he hadn’t joined in.


  ‘The web was a piece of military technology first. You think they allowed civilian use without thinking it through?’


  He hadn’t been saying it to scare her. He had simply been stating a fact. She picked up the business card that Graves had left and turned it over in her hand. She thought about calling him but decided to wait until later. There were a few other things she wanted to know about him first.


  She took a shower, dressed, grabbed her bag, the same bag Byron had rescued from the two muggers, and left the apartment. Outside it was a cool, crisp New York Saturday, the kind that featured in Woody Allen movies and romantic comedies. She stopped at the small Cypriot neighbourhood deli, forced herself to eat half a bagel, washed down with black coffee, then headed for the subway.


  She rode the 1 Train all the way up to 116th Street, then walked across campus to her office. On the way she watched for someone following her but in the crush of people on the subway, even as it emptied out a little above 96th, it was next to impossible. If you wanted to follow someone, Manhattan had to be an ideal environment to do it.


  She shared her office with two other academics. One was currently doing research in London and the other, Katrina, was from Ukraine and did most of her work from home, which left the small space to Julia. All the computers in the office were hooked up to a central system. Julia logged on to Katrina’s computer, figuring that accessing the other, when the person had been away for several months, might flag somewhere. Logging in was straightforward.


  She thought about using Google or a similar search engine but quickly decided against it. Typing in ‘Byron Tibor’ to Google would be bound to raise a flag somewhere and there was no way on the university system to hide your IP address, the unique identifier that told someone where the search request had originated. Instead she began to search through various news sites, looking for something, anything. After an hour, she gave up. There was no mention of Byron or anyone that resembled him. Whatever had happened, the people he worked for were making sure it would stay like that.


  She dug into her purse and pulled out the number Graves had given her. Maybe he would slip up and give something away.


  She punched in the cell number. Graves answered almost immediately.


  ‘Mrs Tibor, how are you? Have you heard from your husband?’


  Something about the urgency in his voice comforted her. He might know a lot more than she did right now, but she was sure he didn’t know where Byron was.


  ‘How did you know it was me?’ she asked him.


  ‘New York area code. I guessed.’


  Yeah, right, she thought. ‘No, I haven’t heard anything. I was hoping you might have news.’


  ‘I’m very sorry. We’re making every effort but so far we’ve got nothing concrete,’ said Graves. ‘We’re working hard, though, you can be assured of that. Byron’s very important to us. We’re leaving no stone unturned. We’ll find him.’


  ‘You’re sure we can’t contact the media?’


  On the other end of the line, Graves almost choked. ‘Not without risking his life and those of people he works alongside. You haven’t spoken to anyone, have you?’


  ‘No, Mr Graves. Listen, I just want my husband back safe.’


  ‘You and me both. If you hear anything …’


  ‘You’ll be the first to know,’ Julia lied.


  


  FORTY-ONE


  Graves


   


  Graves killed the call from Julia Tibor. Across from him, a data analyst from the NSA was looking at an analysis of the call. The analyst shrugged his shoulders. ‘She’s telling the truth.’


  Graves sensed a little doubt. ‘But?’


  ‘There is a slight disruption to her speech.’ He pointed at the screen. ‘Here, and here. Where she asked about how you knew it was her. But that could just be the stress associated with this type of situation. Other than that it’s all clean. She’s telling the truth.’


  ‘Sometimes I forget we’re not supposed to know what we know,’ said Graves.


  ‘There is something else, though,’ said the analyst.


  Graves leaned toward him.


  ‘Bunch of internet searches at a computer in her office at Columbia,’ the analyst continued.


  ‘Oh, yeah?’ said Graves. He’d expected her to do some digging. It was human nature. The woman’s husband was MIA while on government business, and they’d told her pretty much nothing. She was bright. She was hardly likely to stay home filing her nails and watching daytime TV. The only thing that had him worried was her going to the media, and putting Byron’s disappearance into the public domain. ‘What was she Googling?’


  The analyst looked nervous. ‘Come on, what?’ Graves pressed.


  ‘You sure she didn’t know about the program, Harry?’


  ‘What the fuck are you talking about? She can’t know. No one knows.’


  The analyst tapped a finger to the screen. ‘Take a look at the search terms, Harry. She might not know everything, but she knows a lot.’


  Graves started reading through the search terms. The analyst was right. There were terms in there that only someone who was on the inside could have known. ‘What about her email? She shared any of this?’


  ‘Haven’t had time to go through each one but the analytics and hot words search were clear. Looks like he told her but she hasn’t shared with anyone.’


  Graves chewed it over. If she hadn’t told anyone it was containable. The question he couldn’t get past was why Byron would have said anything, even if she was his wife. The firewall that surrounded operatives like him was there for a reason that he would have understood. It came down to one simple thing – what you didn’t know couldn’t hurt you.


  He had to go speak to her again. They had a flight heading back east in an hour. He put in a call and checked there was room. Then he headed out of the office at speed. Traffic would take up most of that hour. He needed to get to Julia Tibor before she did something with the information that they’d all regret.


  


  FORTY-TWO


  Las Vegas


   


  Eldon


   


  They’d booked Eldon into the MGM Grand on the Strip. He checked in and went up to his room. When he got inside, the pre-programmed greeting screen was on the TV. He switched it off. He took some clothes from his bag and hung them in the closet. He took out one of three toothbrushes he carried on recon trips, brushed his teeth, making sure to leave a smear of toothpaste on the sink, and left the water running. Nothing, it seemed, said that a room was being used like a wet toothbrush. He walked back out, switching the sign to Do Not Disturb. He walked out of the main entrance, past the Golden Lion in the foyer, and hung a left.


  He collected the beaten-up car he’d rented earlier that morning from a lot about a half-mile away and drove toward downtown. On Fremont, he parked a few blocks away from the motel he planned on using, and walked the rest of the way. After all that time in administrative segregation, cooped up twenty-three hours out of twenty-four, the sun and what passed for fresh air in Vegas felt good.


  At times like this Eldon often thought of the story he’d heard as a kid about a guy who couldn’t sleep because of the noise from a neighbor’s cockerel. The wise man of the village tells him to get a dog that barks. Next time he goes back, the wise man tells him to get a donkey that brays all the time. Finally, when the guy has a goddamn orchestra of animals making a racket, the wise man tells him to get rid of them. All of a sudden, the cockerel cock-a-doodle-dooing seems like jack shit, and he can sleep. That was what life was like for Eldon. A fleabag motel seemed like a palace when you’d spent the last six months in solitary, the same way that a twelve-by-twelve cell was heaven when you’d spent days living in holes in the ground waiting for some asshole to pop his head out so you could blow it off.


  Next to his room, an old lady with varicose veins was sitting outside reading a second-hand drugstore romance. She looked away as Eldon opened his door. He glanced at her as he turned the key in the lock. ‘Ma’am?’ he said.


  She looked up from her book, the pages yellow. He could see that he scared her. For a small guy, he scared a lot of people. The only ones he didn’t scare were the truly dumb ones. He reached into his wallet, pulled out five bucks and held it out to her.


  When she spoke, her voice took him back. It was about an octave higher than he’d expected and she had a Southern accent. ‘I’m retired, sugar,’ she said. ‘My daughter stays with me, though.’


  Classy, thought Eldon, a little old lady who pimps her daughter. ‘It’s nothing like that. I just want you to make sure the residents know that if anyone so much as thinks of going into my room they’re going to have a problem. Can you get the word out for me?’


  She plucked the five spot from his hand, and stuffed it into her bra without a word.


  ‘Thank you,’ said Eldon, as he pushed the door open. He dumped what little gear he had, and headed straight back out. His neighbor didn’t look up from her book as he walked past her and toward his beat-up car.


  He drove back toward the Strip, dropped his ride and headed into New York, New York. He saw his contact sitting alone at the bar. Eldon sat next to him and ordered a beer. When it came, they took a table in the corner. The contact was a retired Metro detective called Chenko with a bad haircut and a beer gut. The company had men and women like him all over, usually former law-enforcement or retired agents, folks who were plugged in. Every city, every town, every organization with a few hundred employees had at least one. It saved a lot of time, especially in situations like this.


  ‘You’ve been read in?’ Eldon asked him.


  Chenko answered, with a smirk, ‘Everyone’s real twitchy over this. What is he? One of ours who spent too much time with the rag heads and loves Allah?’


  Eldon sipped his beer. It was ice cold and flavorless but it went down easy. ‘What you have?’


  ‘He had a run-in with two LVPD cops,’ said Chenko, getting out his smartphone. He swiped the screen, pulling up a picture of a cop with a face like an inverted Panda, two purple-black eyes and a nose that had been taped back into place.


  Eldon studied the damage. Whatever was going on in Tibor’s head, he was getting soft. The Tibor he’d known would have killed both cops, ripped out the dash cam, and taken out any witnesses, civilian or not.


  Chenko continued with the slide show: ‘These are the two guys who helped him. Street names are Repo and Chauncey. They live down in the tunnels. Repo has a jacket, mostly drug-related. Burglary, theft, couple of assaults, soliciting. At weekends, he calls himself Sheryl.’ Chenko swiped to a mugshot of Repo in a blond wig, lips pursed like Marilyn Monroe.


  He moved onto the other man, Chauncey. Eldon studied the man’s face. He looked like a truck driver from Indiana who’d just discovered the joys of meth.


  ‘Chauncey’s more your regular loser type. From what one of the patrol guys in that division told me, him and Sheryl have a thing. Different strokes, right?’


  Eldon shrugged. He wasn’t about to share that he also followed Repo’s lifestyle in his down time.‘You know where I can find them?’


  Chenko dug out a hotel tourist map. There were three locations circled. He flattened it out on the table. ‘Here, here and here.’ He jabbed a meaty finger at the Welcome to Las Vegas sign across from McCarran airport. ‘This was where the two cops got jumped and where those two losers had set camp. They’re lying low but I’d say they’ll be back there before someone else stakes it out. Our boy will be long gone but guys like these are creatures of habit. They only move if the tunnels flood or they go to jail.’


  


  FORTY-THREE


  The first tunnel Eldon checked was empty. In the second he came across a couple of tweakers hunched over a pipe. They’d seen Chauncey, Repo and Tibor together but they were hazy on the when part. Heavy-duty narcotics did that to people. A year ago, last week, five minutes before? They were all much of a muchness. Eldon left them to it and moved back to his ride.


  Twenty minutes later he parked up next to the Welcome to Las Vegas sign. A couple of Elvis impersonators were having their picture taken with tourists. Across the street a Wynn Casino plane was rolling up, ready to go get the next whale with a couple of million and bring him back to Vegas.


  Eldon waited for a break in the traffic and strolled across the street in the direction of the golf course. Ahead of him was a concrete ramp with high walls that shielded it from view. At the bottom it split into two tunnels. Chenko had already told him that Repo and Chauncey were usually camped out on the one closest to the road. Eldon hugged the opposite wall. He could already hear the echo of someone moving around in the right-hand tunnel. He drew his weapon.


  He ran straight into the mouth of the tunnel, coming on Chauncey within seconds. He faced him and barked orders: ‘Police. Hands behind your head, asshole.’


  Chauncey looked at him with tired, yellow eyes. ‘You got ID?’


  Eldon advanced on him, grabbed his shoulder and spun him round so that he was facing the tunnel wall. He brought a knee up hard between Chauncey’s legs. Chauncey groaned, slumping forward. Eldon grabbed his hands and used Plasticuffs to tie them behind his back, cinching them tight enough to cut off the flow of blood.


  There was a banshee scream from further down the tunnel. Eldon pivoted round in time to see Sheryl/Repo rushing toward him with a curved samurai sword. Eldon shot him in the face, figuring that Chauncey would have the same information as his boyfriend. Red-tipped fingers flew to what was left of Repo’s face as blood spattered the blond fringe of the wig he was wearing. Eldon finished him with a shot to the chest. That was a shame: Repo’s outfit, an off-the-shoulder cocktail dress with diamanté edging around the neckline, was pretty damn cute.


  Chauncey was crying now. Eldon crossed to the body, and checked for a pulse. He didn’t have much time. Even with a suppressor, the tunnel was like a concrete amplifier complete with reverb pedal. He would take Chauncey with him, and find somewhere quiet they could talk.


  Squatting down, he didn’t see who rushed at him from the darkness. One second he was hunched over a dead transvestite, the next he was kissing the blood-spattered concrete, his weapon prised from his fingers.


  Eldon was wiry, and a hell of a lot stronger than people assumed. He was good at wriggling out of situations. Not this time. He was pinned good. A thumb jammed into his vagus nerve, which lay next to the hyoid bone at the triangle of his jaw and neck, the jolt of pain making sure he couldn’t struggle. A hand fished in his pocket. One of his own Plasticuff bands was used to secure his hands.


  He could taste blood on his lips from the man he’d just executed. Straining his neck muscles, he twisted his head round, scraping the skin away from the point of his chin as he stared into the eyes of the man he’d come to find.


  


  FORTY-FOUR


  Byron


   


  I pressed the Springfield into the back of Eldon’s neck. ‘How you been, Eldon?’


  ‘Y’know, living the dream, same as you. Thought you’d have left already.’


  ‘Change of plan,’ I told him. ‘I saw you checking in at the Grand. Decided I’d stick around. Graves send you?’


  ‘Name, rank and serial number. That’s all you’re getting. Anyway, you don’t want to hang around here for too long, and I’m going to be too much trouble to take with you. Just do this and be done.’


  Something approaching grudging admiration welled in me. A man like Eldon didn’t need an implant or any help in doing what he did. He was a stone-cold psychopath. The guy didn’t have nightmares about the people he’d killed: he had wet dreams. In fact, I’d heard he kept a tally of his kills. The last two before prison had been a couple of car-jackers in Texas who’d rolled up on him while he was taking a nap in his car.


  ‘What was your final number, Eldon?’


  ‘One ninety-seven. Want the breakdown?’


  ‘Not really,’ I said.


  ‘I’m gonna give it to you anyway, case you live long enough to write your memoirs. One hundred seventy men. Twenty-one women. And seven kids. Best one was a baby out in ’Stan. Boom! What a shot. Momma was holding him, thinking that I wouldn’t shoot a newborn, then pop! Right through the little fucker’s head and straight into her heart. Hearts and minds, Byron, that’s what it’s all about over there. Am I correct?’


  I said nothing. I wasn’t going to get drawn in.


  ‘What you waiting for, Robo Cop?’ Eldon taunted.


  I pressed a knee into the base of Eldon’s spine. I could see straight into the back of his head as the flow of blood pulsed and flashed a magic lantern of color. The only thing missing was yellow. Eldon wasn’t scared of death, not even deep in the center of his mind at his amygdala, the emotional nerve control that filtered our deepest fears.


  A police siren whooped close by. I listened hard. I heard a car stop and two doors open, closely followed by the crackle of radios and a request for more units.


  Eldon looked at me. ‘What now?’


  I drove the butt of the Springfield into Eldon’s skull, catching him on the temple. I would have shot him but that would have meant losing the few seconds I had to get out of there before the cops arrived. I turned and headed back into the darkness of the tunnel.


  


  FORTY-FIVE


  Julia


   


  Julia started as she walked into the apartment and flicked on the lights. Graves was sitting in the leather club chair next to the fireplace. It was where Byron used to sit in the evening and read.


  ‘We need to talk, Mrs Tibor,’ he said. ‘And this time you need to tell me the truth.’


  ‘What is this? You break into my home and now you want to interrogate me. Who the hell do you think you are?’


  Graves’s fingers tapped the arm of the chair. ‘I’m the government, Mrs Tibor, and this is a matter of national security, which means that I can go where I want, and do what I like when I get there.’


  Julia couldn’t believe the nerve of the guy. ‘The hell with you.’ She about-faced and headed for the door, half expecting it to open and reveal another heavy standing there. When she opened it there was only the empty corridor and the stairs she had just climbed.


  Graves called after her: ‘You want to know the truth about your husband?’


  Stepping back into the apartment, she pulled the door closed behind her. She stood with her back to it. ‘You told me Byron was MIA. Have you found him? Is he alive?’


  ‘Tell you what, why don’t we both try something new with each other? I’ll tell you the truth, but you have to do the same for me.’ He waited for her response.


  ‘Where’s my husband?’


  ‘You have any coffee?’ Graves asked her.


  ‘I can make some.’


  ‘I’d appreciate that.’


  ‘Is he alive?’


  Graves nodded. ‘As far as we know, yes.’


  Julia went into the small galley kitchen and made coffee, her hands trembling as she measured the coffee beans into the grinder and poured in the water. She was scared. Scared because of who Graves was, and what he represented, and the fact that he knew she’d lied. How he knew bothered her too. She knew that the National Security Agency monitored everything that went on, every phone call, every email, but, like most people, she didn’t dwell on it any more than she was conscious of being captured on security cameras whenever she took the subway or walked into a store. Part of that came from the feeling that you need worry only if you were doing something wrong. But what was wrong and who decided? Someone could tell you something, and the act of knowing, of listening to them, as much as the act of them telling you, somehow made you complicit in the eyes of the government.


  She called through to Graves, ‘How do you take it?’


  ‘Black, sugar, if you have it.’


  She dug around in the cupboards and managed to find some vanilla-scented sugar. She carried two mugs into the living room and handed one to Graves.


  ‘Thank you. Perhaps I should begin and that will make your part easier.’


  She nodded for him to go ahead, blowing over the lip of the mug to cool her coffee. Her eyes flitted to a framed picture of her with Byron that stood on the mantel over the fireplace. It had been taken on their wedding day. Her brother had been Byron’s best man. Apart from a few of Byron’s work colleagues and their wives, the guests had been her family, her friends, or people they knew as a couple.


  ‘When Byron left you ten days ago,’ Graves started, ‘he traveled to Nevada to the research facility that had helped him previously. He told you about that?’


  It felt so strange to be discussing this. Even when Byron had told her about the program, it had seemed surreal. It still did. Apart from anything else, he appeared completely normal. The only way anyone could guess was from the heart monitor he sometimes wore. Even then most people would have put down the reading to his special-forces training or his sheer athleticism.


  ‘Yes, he did,’ Julia said.


  ‘Mrs Tibor, I have to be careful what I say. I can’t afford to let something slip that you don’t already know about. It wouldn’t be good for either of us. You understand?’


  She did, only too well. ‘The facility was where they gave him the neural implants, which allow him to perform at levels that normal people can’t. And they stopped the PTSD – or, at least, they stopped the symptoms.’


  ‘What did he tell you about that, Mrs Tibor? You’ll understand why it’s important in a second.’


  ‘He told me he saw a young girl being killed when he was on a mission in Afghanistan. He had some kind of a breakdown, nightmares, flashbacks. Someone told him about the program. He still wanted to serve his country. The program would allow him to do that. There was a risk but he couldn’t go on the way he was.’


  ‘That’s correct,’ said Graves. ‘He say anything else about the program? About other technology?’


  She gave a nervous laugh. It would sound crazy. The technology and what it allowed Byron to do seemed far-fetched yet frighteningly real.


  ‘The implants also gave him … I don’t know the word. It sounds stupid.’


  ‘Go on,’ Graves prompted.


  ‘It was like superpowers.’ She scrambled to correct herself. ‘Not like flying or climbing walls, but his senses were heightened. He had night vision, he could separate out sounds, pick out two people whispering to each other in a crowded room.’


  ‘Anything else?’


  She took a sip of coffee. ‘He could read minds. Not literally. But he could look at someone and tell if they were happy, or nervous, or scared. He said it was called sensory substitution. He showed me the tiny magnets in his fingertips. He could stick his hand around a corner and read the temperature of a room. I sound like a crazy person …’


  ‘The subcutaneous armor? He mention that?’


  ‘Yes.’ She shook her head at the thought of it. Now she had started talking she wasn’t sure she could stop. It was such a relief to share this with someone, even if that someone was a person she didn’t trust. ‘It wasn’t something I thought much about. He told me he didn’t use it unless he was on active duty. He was just my husband. I mean, is … unless you have something to tell me.’


  ‘No, and he is missing. That part was true. But not overseas.’


  She wasn’t sure what to make of this. He must have read her puzzlement because he went on, ‘There was a problem with one of the implants. Another operative who had undergone the same procedure started to act in a volatile manner. The medical team and the neuroscientists were about to run an update on Byron, take it out, repair it and put it back in, but Byron went haywire. Mrs Tibor, I’m not sure how to tell you say this exactly, but Byron killed four of the team and fled the facility.’


  At first she didn’t know how to respond. ‘That’s not possible.’


  ‘We have a recording of what happened from the security camera. He killed them and then he fled. We lost contact with him in the desert to the south of the facility. Last we heard he was seen in Las Vegas where he almost killed a cop. He’s still at large.’


  ‘I don’t believe it.’ She said it with all sincerity. The defining characteristic of Byron was how gentle he was. ‘He’s not a violent person. I mean I know that when he was a Ranger he had to do things as part of his service. That was different, though. He wouldn’t harm an innocent person.’


  Graves put his mug of coffee on a side table. ‘Perhaps he didn’t see them as innocent. What was he like before he left? Had you noticed any change in his behavior?’


  This was the question she had been dreading. The news Graves had just given her didn’t help her answer it either. They were already convinced that Byron was dangerous, a superhuman madman on the loose. She didn’t want to say anything to reinforce that impression.


  ‘He seemed a little on edge, but he always did before he left home. It was nothing unusual.’


  She hated herself for the lie. The truth was that she had seen a side to Byron before he left that had scared her. He had seemed distracted and forgetful, more so than usual. The first real sign had come about three weeks before he left. She had woken in the middle of the night to find the sheets drenched with his sweat. His body had been completely rigid, his eyes open. She had got up and called to him from across the room. He had woken up rubbing his face and seemed completely normal. ‘Just a nightmare, sweetie,’ he’d told her. He’d helped her change the sheets and they had gone back to bed. In the morning he was up and out before she woke. He used to go running in the early morning. When he’d come back, he’d been the sweet, normal man who loved life that she knew. She had passed it off as an aberration. People had nightmares. Why should her perfect husband be the exception? But she’d already known the answer.


  Byron had told her that after the surgery, which had taken place over six months, his memory was fine. He could remember everything that had gone before. It was simply that it didn’t carry the emotional weight it once had. Over time he didn’t think of the girl anymore, or any of the horrific things he had witnessed. Beyond the things he could do, it was this that had made him happy to offer himself as a volunteer. They had something that could free tens of thousands of veterans, and victims of violent crime and other traumatic events, from the cages their minds had created. They wouldn’t have to walk round like zombies or take pills: they could get their old lives back.


  ‘Would you mind if I used the bathroom?’ Graves asked.


  ‘No, go right ahead.’


  Graves excused himself. She was left alone with this new knowledge. She wondered whether or not to tell Graves about the other incidents that had taken place before Byron had left. She had come home one evening to find him at the window with a gun. He had pulled her inside and told her to take cover. This had gone on for an hour before she had persuaded him that everything was fine. It was only later that she’d realized he was in the midst of a full-blown flashback. There were more nightmares, more night sweats. He grew snappy and irritable. By the time he had left, for the first time in their marriage she had been glad to see him go. Then had come Graves’s first visit and with it the guilt. Byron had needed her, and she hadn’t known what to do. Now he was a wanted man.


   


  Graves took a leak, and while the toilet was refilling, slid back the mirrored door of the medicine cabinet that hung over the sink. Behind a bottle of multi-vitamins, he found what he was looking for. Propranolol was a beta-blocker, used to calm nerves and free patients from anxiety. It was also believed to damp down traumatic memories. You didn’t forget, you just didn’t care so much. There had been a lot of disagreement among the team at the facility about its use. In the end it had been agreed to give people in the program a low dose.


  Graves opened the white plastic bottle and counted out the tablets. He checked the date of issue against the number. It was as they had suspected. Tibor had stopped taking the drug weeks ago. In itself that didn’t prove anything, but it didn’t look like coincidence either. The question that remained was why he had stopped taking it. Graves put the container back, washed his hands and walked out.


  Julia Tibor got up as he came back into the living room. ‘You want some more coffee?’


  He motioned for her to sit down. She did. She seemed fidgety. She was holding out on him. He didn’t need sensory substitution to get that. He didn’t blame her. She was protective of her husband. That was something he could use if he had to. He sat down, leaving it to her to fill the silence.


  ‘I just feel so helpless,’ she said. ‘If I could talk to him maybe I could … I don’t know.’


  ‘Mrs Tibor. Julia. Is it okay if I call you Julia?’


  She was glancing back at the wedding picture above the mantel. Maybe she was wishing herself back to that day.


  ‘Julia, I want you to know that we are doing everything we can to locate Byron and to bring him home safely. This might sound impersonal but we have a lot invested in him. Not just money but hope. I think at some point he will try to contact you. When he does it’s important you let us know.’


  She seemed to bristle. ‘I thought you’d know anyway.’


  ‘We will, but it would be better coming from you. You don’t have to cooperate with us.’


  ‘You make it sound like a threat.’


  Harry sighed. ‘I guess it is. There’s also your own safety to consider. The people Byron killed were trying to help him. They were people he knew.’


  ‘Byron wouldn’t hurt me,’ she said. ‘He loves me.’


  ‘The man in that picture up there, he loved you. The one we’re trying to find? It’s not the same guy. Not even close.’ He saw the seed of doubt take. That was all they needed. He crossed to the hallway. ‘I’ll see myself out.’


  


  FORTY-SIX


  Byron


   


  I had no good way to get home. Whatever method I chose would involve a trade-off between journey time and risk. Hopping a flight straight from McCarran to JFK, Newark or LaGuardia would minimize the time I was exposed to a few hours but it was ultra-high risk. Those would be the airports they’d be watching, McCarran in particular. I doubted I’d make it onto the plane. My other options, driving or taking the bus, were lower risk but I’d be out there for longer. People would see me on the bus, and driving I’d have to stop for gas. There was another factor too. On a bus or plane I would be ceding control. If I encountered trouble while driving, I could at least try to take evasive action straight away. So, car it was.


  I stood across the street from the Silver Dollar Casino. The valet was a young Hispanic guy called Victor. I had never met Victor. I’d left that to Repo. Chauncey had been too jumpy. Repo had had the chip of ice that delineated a real hustler from someone who had to hustle to survive.


  When the other valet, an older guy, collected someone’s car, I made my move. I palmed the ticket and the balance of the money to Victor. He plucked the keys from the valet stand and handed them to me.


  ‘Cherry red.’


  That was all it took. The car had been left behind as collateral by someone chasing a losing streak all the way to the very bottom of the deck. Victor had picked it up from a pit boss for a couple of hundred bucks. Chauncey and Repo had been skimming the slots when they’d heard about it. The Silver Dollar tolerated skimming as long as they didn’t upset any guests, left when they were asked without making a fuss, and acted as low-level intelligence-gatherers for security. It was all part of the rich ecosystem of Vegas.


  I walked round the corner, hit the clicker and opened the driver’s door. The interior reeked of cigarette smoke and stale fast food. The engine turned over at the second attempt. I lowered all the windows and checked the fuel gauge. Half a tank. Enough to get me clear of the city.


  I pulled out into the traffic, and headed for the western edge of the beltway. I used my rearview and side mirrors to watch the vehicles around me as I made my way up to the 95. I took it north-west, retracing my earlier journey. Before I struck for home there was someone I needed to talk to.


  


  FORTY-SEVEN


  Julia


   


  Julia woke to the blinking red light of her smartphone announcing unread email on the table next to her bed. It had taken her until four in the morning to get to sleep. Her mind was caught in a loop. Graves’s visit had shattered her image of the man she had married. She rolled over and grabbed her phone. No sooner had she started opening and deleting emails than the phone vibrated in her hand to signal an incoming call. It dropped onto the bed and she had to scramble to retrieve it before it defaulted to voicemail. The number was unknown. As she clicked to answer it, she closed her eyes, praying to hear Byron’s voice.


  ‘Mrs Tibor.’


  It was Graves.


  ‘Hope I didn’t wake you,’ he said. ‘I wanted to check in, make sure you’re okay.’


  Making sure she was okay meant checking whether she’d heard from Byron. Her apartment had been under surveillance since the incident, she was sure: it would have been standard operating procedure. She doubted that the timing of Graves’s call was coincidental. As soon as she had begun opening emails it would have pinged, alerting Graves not only to the location of the phone she was holding but to the fact that someone was using it to open emails, and was therefore awake. She had reminded herself last night about something Byron had told her a long time ago. There’s no such thing as a coincidence in my world. And even if they do happen, you can’t assume that’s what it is. Not if you want to stay alive. Everything is cause and effect, even when it’s not.


  She swept a tangle of hair from her face and sat up. Her left leg inched over, and she felt the coldness on Byron’s side of the bed. ‘I’m fine, thank you.’


  ‘I doubt that,’ said Graves. ‘You sleep any?’


  ‘Some.’ She was starting to resent the man’s faux-intimacy. No matter who her husband was (who he had been all along?), or what he had done, it was still her life. She hadn’t signed up to this. She hadn’t traded off her right to privacy in order to serve her country. ‘Do you have any news?’


  ‘Not yet,’ said Graves.


  ‘Would you tell me if you did?’


  She could hear him take a puff on a cigarette and exhale. It sounded like the rattle of a skeleton that had been hung in the wind.


  ‘No,’ he said. ‘Probably not. This is kind of a one-way street. Sure it’s frustrating for you. It’s the way it works.’


  There was a silence. She was waiting for Graves to ask if she’d heard anything before she reminded herself that the question was redundant. Graves would either know or he would be relying on her to tell him.


  ‘I know that yesterday left you with a lot to take in,’ he said. ‘I’ve emailed you a secure link to something that I hope will clarify things. I warn you now, it’s unpleasant, and you’re not required to watch it if you don’t want to.’


  Julia shivered. ‘What it is?’


  ‘Video footage from the facility. Like I said, you don’t have to watch it but if you do, and you find that you can’t get what you’ve seen out of your head, there’s something in the medicine cabinet that might help. About a month’s supply.’


  The propranolol. Graves must have checked it when he used the bathroom. No such thing as a coincidence, Julia. She had meant to throw the pills away but hadn’t got round to it.


  ‘Were you going to mention it, Julia?’ he asked her.


  ‘He had been acting strangely for a while,’ As soon as she’d spoken the words, she regretted it. She had crossed a line. She had shared the sanctity of her relationship with Byron, and not just with anyone, a girlfriend or her mom, but with Graves.


  ‘We’d guessed that, but I’m glad you told me yourself. It’s better that it comes from you.’


  Her throat tightened. She had always prided herself on her ability to keep her emotions in check, at least outwardly. ‘He never threatened me. Never. He wasn’t that kind of man. He would never hurt a woman.’


  ‘Watch the link,’ said Graves, and hung up.


   


  It had taken an hour of pacing the apartment before she had worked herself up to click on the blue underlined text of the link. Graves had used cheap car-wreck psychology knowing that it would work. Even though she knew it was better not to watch, the not-knowing would gnaw away at her until she did. With the email also came a message that for security reasons the link would only remain live until midday. The email could not be forwarded; the link had to be accessed from her IP address and could only be watched once. Blink, and you’d miss it.


  She sat down on the couch and full-screened the image on her laptop. She clicked the play triangle.


  It was security-camera footage. That part didn’t come as a surprise. Everything else about it did, starting with the date and time stamped in white lettering at the bottom right-hand corner of the screen. She recognized the date immediately – after all, who forgot the evening they’d met the man they were about to marry?


  Two young men sauntered down Sixth Avenue. One was carrying the bag they had taken from Julia. He was rifling through it like it was the most natural thing in the world. He came up with Julia’s cell phone and tossed it to his buddy, who slid off the back, removed the SIM chip, tossed it and put the rear casing back in place.


  They turned a corner. Another camera picked them up, its framing a little tighter. They stopped suddenly. They were wary now but the cockiness was still there.


  Byron entered frame left. He had his arms raised, palms up in a ‘take it easy’ gesture. After that everything happened really fast.


   


  She hugged the toilet bowl and vomited until there was nothing left to come up. A yellow stalactite of bile hung from her bottom lip. Legs shaking, she got back to her feet, holding on to the edge of the porcelain sink for support. She flushed the toilet, then filled a glass tumbler with water and rinsed her mouth. She brushed her teeth and swirled some mouthwash.


  She tore open the medicine cabinet, grabbed the pill bottle, and emptied one into the palm of her hand. She washed it down with the last of the water and closed the cabinet. Her head was pounding.


  She cursed Graves. She cursed Byron. Most of all, she cursed herself. She had known nothing good could come from watching what he’d sent her.


  Opening the link, she’d expected to see what Byron had done at the research facility. In the process, she had already rationalized what he’d done. He was sick. He hadn’t been in control of himself. The body, the vessel, had done it, but the actual person wasn’t present.


  What Byron had done to the two muggers was different, though. He had turned up at her apartment, a fairytale figure, the proverbial knight in shining armor. He had downplayed the risk he’d taken, made a joke of the whole thing when all the while he’d just killed two men in cold blood, showing them no mercy as they had pleaded for their lives. It was one thing to discount what had happened over the past few weeks. It was something else to know that the man she had fallen in love with was a cold-blooded executioner who had deceived her.


  Her cell rang. No doubt it was Graves checking up on her. She clicked the green call button.


  ‘Julia, listen carefully. I don’t have long,’ said Byron.


  


  FORTY-EIGHT


  Graves


   


  ‘We get a location?’ Graves asked. He was in the business lounge at JFK, getting ready to board a flight back to Vegas and work out what the hell had happened to Eldon James.


  ‘Convenience store in north Vegas. He was gone by the time we got someone there. No one saw him make the call. The pay phone was outside.’


  Of course they didn’t, thought Graves. ‘Okay, send me the audio.’ He killed the call. His flight was boarding. He grabbed his bag and headed for the gate. He handed his boarding pass as the email pinged into his inbox. Along with the audio was a location on Googlemaps. It showed the store, right next to the smaller of the Vegas airports. They could cross that off the list. Whatever enhancements Byron had, they were having to deal with something far more fundamental. Before he’d entered the program, he’d been trained to the highest level. They were up against someone who knew their play book as well as anyone, and who wasn’t constrained by the same rules, no matter how elastic they’d become in recent years. Add in all the things that had made Muir and the head-scoopers cream their pants – Byron’s genetic profile, which included the warrior gene, his range of intelligence and existing cognitive abilities, and physical profile. It was all now working against them.


  Graves started down the gangway to the plane. He popped in his earphones and listened to the audio of the call between Byron and Julia as he walked. As so often in life, the meaning lay in the pauses and hesitations. It was what Julia hadn’t said that mattered. By the time he was settled in his seat, he was happier. Now they had the wife on board, it was time for a new strategy. The start of the end game was in sight.


  


  FORTY-NINE


  Byron


   


  Muir pulled his car into the parking space outside his ground-floor apartment. The security detail that had trailed him home pulled up alongside and the two private security guards escorting the scientists got out. I retreated to the bathroom, which lay at the back of Muir’s small two-bed apartment.


  By concentrating my hearing I could come close to being able to visualize every movement just from the audio waves that pulsed against my cochlear implants. I could break down the scrape of the key against every part of the lock, and every single step. The guards left Muir at the door. They would wait outside in their vehicle until they were relieved by a fresh two-man detail.


  As I’d waited for Muir I had been struck by how bare the apartment was, how impersonal. I had wondered why Muir put in such long hours at the facility, often sleeping in a spare bed in the medical wing, and now I had my answer. Muir and his work were indivisible. He had no partner, no children. The closest he’d come to kids was the team of young scientists he had culled from the best schools in the world – and guys like me and Lewis. We were, at least in part, creatures of his imagination, his creations.


  During one of our long informal chats when I had first joined the program, Muir had shared his moment of epiphany with me. He had been at home watching the South African athlete Oscar Pistorius before the athlete’s fall from grace. Pistorius, whose legs had been amputated below the knee as a child, used carbon-fiber blades to run. It was argued that, rather than being at a disadvantage, technology gave him an unfair advantage. People openly speculated that in time the Olympics and the Paralympics would swap places. Regular humans would compete in the Olympics while the Paralympics would be for people who were faster, stronger and fitter.


  ‘That was when I realized that my whole career I had been looking through the wrong end of the telescope,’ Muir had told me.


  I had asked him what he meant.


  ‘It was so blindingly obvious, Byron. It had been right there in front of us all along. We didn’t need to build a robot or a computer that was smarter than we were. We already had all that. It was God’s gift.’


  That was when I discovered that Muir was religious. As we had walked around the outside of the facility, he had continued to explain his new philosophy. ‘The human body, the human mind, is an unbelievable feat of engineering, Byron. Of course, it has to be, it’s been honed by tens of thousands of years of the beta-testing we call evolution. The building blocks were there. All I needed to do was to take what human beings had developed in terms of all the technology and merge them. We were part of evolution. Our consciousness was God’s blessing. He’d made us capable of changing what we were.’


  I’d guessed that Muir’s epiphany was like that of many who had gone before him. Once he’d explained it, it seemed completely obvious, like gravity, or the Earth being round. Man could re-engineer man and in doing so would create a new species, what Muir and his researchers called a post-sapiens. That was what I was, only I didn’t feel any less human. If anything I felt more human, more alive, more truly in touch with the world and everything that went on around me. I wasn’t religious. I had seen too many tragedies caused by religious fundamentalism to embrace any kind of church. But in the weeks and months of surgery and rehabilitation, I had come to understand what Muir had meant when he’d said he was taking me closer to God.


  Through the crack in the bathroom door, I watched Muir walk into the tiny kitchen. He was hunched over, a man with a lot on his mind. I dug out the gun, slowly opened the bathroom door, and crept silently down the short stub of corridor. I flattened myself against the wall. Muir walked back out of the kitchen. I clamped my hand over his mouth and brought up the gun.


  ‘I’m not going to hurt you. I want to talk. The panic alarm has been disabled. If you make any kind of a move I don’t like, I’ll kill you. Do you understand me?’


  Muir nodded his yellow head. Most of the brain activity was in the center, near his amygdala, the trace of yellow running down from there. His frontal cortex, the rational, thinking part of the brain, remained normal. The pattern told me that Muir had been more startled than terrified by my sudden appearance.


  I took my hand away. ‘Talk quietly. I’ll kill the two men outside as well if I have to.’


  Muir turned. ‘I’m glad you’re alive, Byron. I had a feeling you’d come back. There are a lot of things I didn’t get the chance to explain.’


  ‘I’m sorry about how it went down,’ I said. ‘I didn’t mean to hurt anyone.’


  ‘I know. It would be good if you’d come back to the facility with me so I could check you over properly.’ He sounded sincere.


  ‘That’s not going to happen.’


  ‘I understand. So what do you want to know?’


  ‘There are things I was never told.’


  ‘It wasn’t my decision to withhold information from you,’ said Muir.


  As he said it, I noticed the flash of color in his frontal lobe. ‘I know when you’re lying, remember.’


  ‘Apart from what happened at the facility, how has everything been working?’


  ‘That’s what I wanted to talk to you about. The facility stuff.’


  ‘You remember it?’ Muir asked me.


  ‘I was back in Afghanistan for a while. That’s who I thought the medical team were. Jihadis. I regret what happened. If there was a way I could bring them back, I would. I’d like to be able to speak to their families too, but that’s not feasible right now. Could you let them know from me that I’m sorry, that I wasn’t in my right mind when I took their lives?’


  Muir sighed. ‘At the start of the project, one of the things we had to decide was what to do about memory formation and retention. Obviously, in order to function you had to be able to remember certain things. The question for us was how much of your long-term memory we allowed you to retain.’


  ‘And?’ I said. ‘You about to tell me that I’m someone else entirely?’


  ‘No, Byron, I’m not. It was my view and that of the team that childhood and other memories, your experiences and how you relate to them over a lifetime, are what makes you human.’


  ‘But I’m not, am I? I’m not human. I’m one step beyond human. I’m post-sapiens.’


  Muir nodded. ‘True. But think about what word means. We wanted this to allow for evolution, not revolution. If we had wanted to create a pure killing machine that would have been a lot easier, believe me. But we didn’t. We wanted someone who was a human being plus. Faster, fitter, stronger, more perceptive in all kinds of ways, but also someone who retained grace under extreme pressure.’


  ‘So what happened?’


  ‘There was a problem with the original amygdala implant. It was designed to filter out certain things. We think it degraded after a time and allowed your most traumatic memory to push out everything else. For you it was what happened on that mission in Afghanistan when the young girl died. For Lewis it was something else. We hoped by updating the implant that we could take you back to where you were.’


  ‘But you never got the chance.’


  ‘It’s not too late, Byron. You could come back with me.’


  ‘I killed four people.’


  ‘A version of you did. Byron 1.0 did. I’m not sure you can be held responsible any more than Lewis could be blamed for taking his own life.’


  ‘There’s something else. What is it?’


  Muir sighed. ‘Byron, if I lied to you, you’d know. We’ve already established that.’


  ‘I didn’t say you were lying, but you’re holding something back.’


  I lasered in on Muir’s skull as his brain lit up.


  ‘There are some things, more than some, I can’t tell you,’ he said. ‘Not because I don’t want to but because to tell you would be to place everyone involved, including myself, in danger. You only know the surface, Byron.’


  Without saying anything else, Muir crossed to a small table, pulled a sheet from a pad of paper, scrawled something on it and handed it over. Of course, Muir’s apartment would be rigged, at least for sound if not with video surveillance equipment. I took the paper without looking at it, folded it in two and placed it in my pocket.


  Outside the apartment, I heard a car door being carefully closed. I held up my hand to silence Muir. There were two sets of footsteps outside. They were moving slowly and methodically. I could even pick out the faintest rustle of material as one man raised his arm from his side.


  I got up, walked across the room and killed the light. With six long strides I was in the hallway, my body pressed flat against the wall behind the front door. Less than a second later, a key was pressed into the lock and the door began to open.


  There was a rush of movement as the two guards ran through, going straight past me. Without thinking, I stepped around the door and started to run.


  The apartment light snapped back on. From inside I heard Muir shout, ‘No!’ There was a single shot and the sound of a body hitting the floor.


  I was torn. I wanted to go back and confirm that it was Muir who had been shot. The light had gone on first. That meant whoever had pulled the trigger had known what they were doing.


  I ran to the end of the block, and waited. The car was less than twenty meters away. If anyone came out of the apartment I could reach it before they could get a shot off. And I still had the Springfield.


  I peeked round the corner for a split second. There was no one in the guards’ vehicle and no one outside. With the Springfield punched out, I moved toward the door, hugging the wall, and ducking under windows.


  The apartment door was open. I could hear the crackle of radio transmissions. The two guards were inside. Muir wasn’t making any kind of noise. They had called for an ambulance. There was no way of knowing if Muir was clinging on or whether he was already gone. I was already cursing the decisions I’d made. In a standard situation on foreign soil I would have killed the two guards and taken Muir with me so that I could extract the information I needed in a more stable environment without fear of interruption. My weakness had likely cost Muir his life. The morality of killing the two guards shouldn’t have been a factor. They were in the way. Was Muir dead or alive? I had to know.


  I stepped into the hallway. One guard was hunched over the scientist. The other was standing behind, relaying information on his radio. The guard standing over Muir had his weapon, a Glock 9mm, in his right hand.


  I shot him first, firing a single round into the top of his neck. As his partner went to draw his weapon, I shot him in the head, and followed up with a second shot to the throat, which caught him as he fell. The first guard had slumped forward. I grabbed his shoulder, and pulled him back. I shot him one more time in the head for good measure.


  I looked at Muir, bent down and checked his pulse. He was dead. My fingertips began to tingle. Muir must have had an RDF tracker chip too. It was no surprise. Many of the scientists at the facility had hacked their own bodies to test their emerging technologies.


  I ran my hand up to the side of Muir’s skull, working a hunch. Something that Muir had said hadn’t gelled with what I’d seen of the scientist’s brain activity. Not that my ability to interpret brain activity was in any way honed.


  As my fingertips reached Muir’s temple the pulsing increased. There was something inside Muir’s skull. If he’d had a metal plate – say, from an accident – my fingertips would have gone haywire. This was something more delicate. It told me that whatever I was picking up was small and likely in the middle of Muir’s brain.


  Reaching into my pants pocket, I took out my Gerber. Removing the RDF tracker from a dead man was a hell of a lot than easier than taking out my own. I made the incision, blood oozing over my fingers, dug a nail inside the flap of skin and popped it out. I left it where it fell, ran to the bathroom, grabbed a large bath towel and ran back to Muir.


  I crossed to the two dead guards, took their weapons and punched out the clips. The first was full, the second was down a round. Assuming it had been full before, the second guard’s clip looked to have a round missing. He had shot Muir, and meant it.


  Blood was already soaking through the towel as I lifted Muir’s body. With the dead man slung over my shoulder, I jogged back to the car. Lights were on in the other apartments. Faces peeked through curtains, disappearing as soon as they saw me. I felt sure I recognized at least one, a young robotics specialist who worked at the facility. The apartment must have been used as accommodation for more than Muir.


  The trunk popped open. I lowered Muir’s corpse into it. It was a tight fit. I had to adjust his limbs so that he was in a fetal position. I slammed the trunk shut, got into the driver’s seat, making sure to kill the headlights, and gunned the engine.


  


  FIFTY


  Apart from a green tinge, I could see well enough without headlights. Five miles out from the apartment complex I crested a hill. Half a dozen red rollers were heading toward me. I slowed, spun the wheel and pulled the car off the highway, careful not to tap the brakes and risk being seen. The car bumped along the rough scrub desert, and came to a stop. I killed the engine, waited until the State Police vehicles had sped past, then turned and headed back onto the highway.


  I drove through the night, heading south-west, skirting the Special Activities Program testing area that housed the facility. There were two more close calls. The first was at a roadblock, the second when I passed a military convoy heading north. If they were going to kill me it would be here in this desolate landscape.


  As soon as she had answered, I knew I had made a mistake in calling Julia. The Julia I had spoken to wasn’t the same woman I had left at home. On the surface she had seemed relieved, and happy to hear my voice. The words were there, and arranged in the right order. Everything else, though, from the hesitation, to her tone, the way her voice rose and fell, told a different story. She was scared. Scared of me.


  What should have been sixty seconds that I could use to spur me on had done the opposite. If I wasn’t going home to the woman I loved, someone who would understand the choices I had made and why I had made them, what was I going home for?


  As I drove, I tried to push the negativity from my mind. I did my best to reframe my thoughts. If I could make it back to New York and speak to her alone, I could make her understand.


  You’ve lost her. She’s on their side now.


  As fast as I pushed them out, the bad thoughts returned. Traffic was picking up as I drove across the state border into California. I flicked on the radio and began to search for stations. The numbers on the digital display spun round until I found a news channel.


  ‘Tibor is believed to be armed and extremely dangerous. People are cautioned not to approach him under any circumstances. If they do see him they should contact local law enforcement.’


  So much for the news blackout. The report moved on. I kept punching the button, searching for more news as the cars on the highway driving toward Los Angeles took on a more sinister hue as each second passed. What had been a stream of metal camouflage a few moments ago now seemed more akin to a river of spy drones, each truck, each SUV with the capability to pick me out from the herd. It didn’t take me long to find a talk radio station where I seemed to be the main topic of conversation. They had some supposed military expert in the studio, no doubt a wire-hugger who had last seen action twenty years ago before semi-retiring to push paper around the C-ring of the Pentagon.


  Listening to them discuss me, I began to piece together the spin the agency, and whoever else was involved, had put on recent events. They mentioned a DARPA-funded program based in Nevada, which was aimed at helping veterans and active military personnel overcome combat fatigue and PTSD. Neuroscience featured in the report but it was referenced in the vaguest way. The report moved on to the incident at the facility five days previously in which a participant in the program, a former Army Ranger working for the State Department had launched a pre-planned attack killing four members of staff. He had fled the facility, using his Ranger training to evade capture, before returning several days later to kill the head of the program, whom, the government was claiming, he held responsible for difficulties I continued to have in his personal life.


  The script they were running was standard operating procedure. Other information that might be uncovered, such as the existence of the facility, hinted broadly at the nature of the work, thus explaining the presence of Muir and his team, but airbrushed the specifics out. If pressed to give more details they would cite national security concerns and point to just how open they had already been. Finally, they played the card that I had seen played numerous times before when the government wanted to silence or discredit someone: they told the world the target was crazy. Once that was firmly planted in the public consciousness it wouldn’t matter what I said. I was tagged as a lunatic.


  My mind drifted back to Julia. At least she knew the truth. I hadn’t taken the decision to confide in her lightly. For a long time afterwards, I had wondered if I had done the right thing in telling her why I was the way I was. I hadn’t wanted to start our life together with a lie. That had been my reasoning. But I knew that, in telling her, I had not only breached the sacred covenant of my work, I had potentially placed her in danger. Now, though, in a set of circumstances I had never foreseen, it looked like a good decision. She would be able to corroborate my story.


  I also had Muir’s body, complete with some kind of implant. And I had the piece of paper he had given me before he died. On the paper there had been a name and a location. It might be a trap, of course. It might just as easily lead me to my death as to my salvation. I guessed there was only one way of finding out. I pushed down the indicator and took the exit for Bakersfield.


  


  FIFTY-ONE


  Graves


   


  Half an hour to showtime. Graves paced the length of the hotel suite. Down below, on Central Park West, under a low grey sky, yellow cabs and Town Cars swarmed outside the entrance to the Plaza. He grabbed his jacket from the back of the chair, and walked out into the corridor. The two agents there swiveled to check him out as he let the door close behind him. He walked to the next-door room and knocked. Another agent opened it, hand on his service weapon. He recognized Graves and nodded for him to come in.


  Julia Tibor was at the window. She seemed lost in thought.


  ‘Julia, it’s time,’ said Graves. ‘They’re waiting.’


  Finally, she turned to him. ‘You’re sure I’m doing the right thing?’ she asked.


  ‘It’s not just the right thing. It’s the only thing. We have three more people dead, including Muir, the man who was trying to help him. We’re out of options, Julia. We have to find Byron, for everyone’s sake.’


  The footage of Byron and the two muggers had sown the seeds of doubt. The incident at Muir’s apartment complex had sealed the deal. Whatever resistance Julia had had was gone. She would do what they needed her to do.


  Graves reached into his jacket and pulled out a single sheet of paper. He handed it to Julia. ‘Read it again if you need to. Make sure you’re happy with it.’


  She scanned the statement, her hands trembling a little. It had taken a lot of persuasion and arm-twisting back in Washington before Graves had got agreement on this tactical shift. In the end, Lewis and the envelope had been his trump card. In a closed session, he’d asked the chairs of the relevant congressional committees, and the President, if they would have been happy with that material being released into the public domain. That one question was all it had taken. Of course, Byron might already have put measures in place to get whatever information he had into the public domain. It could still happen. But material was judged by the source. Discredit the source, and you discredited the material. If the New York Times or a major network ran a story, most people assumed there was something to it. If a guy living in his parents’ basement ran the same story on his YouTube channel, it was dismissed as the rant of a crank. The story could be identical, but it was the public’s view of the source that counted. It was all a matter of news management.


   


  Flashguns exploded as Julia walked out onto the stage and took a seat, flanked on one side by Graves and on the other by a spokesperson provided by the State Department. Julia stared at the ranks of media assembled in the conference room, TV cameras capturing her every movement. She would look down at the statement, printed in sixteen point font on two pages, and there would be a fresh explosion of light.


  The spokesperson, a take-no-prisoners middle-aged woman, with a sharply coiffed blond bob, wearing an Ann Taylor pant suit, spoke first. Julia would read a statement and then they would take questions. Julia had already been thoroughly briefed on what to say. Any curveballs the media threw would be handled by Graves or the spokesperson.


  Julia cleared her throat, and leaned forward, getting too close to the microphone as she began, so that her voice boomed out from the speakers mounted either side of the table they were sitting at.


  ‘My name is Julia Tibor. I am here today to make an appeal to my husband, Byron, whom I love very much, to please contact the authorities and bring an end to this.’


  She found herself tearing up as she spoke. The emotion was something she didn’t have to fake. Every word was heartfelt. She did love Byron. She did want him to hand himself in rather than be killed.


  ‘Byron served his country proudly. He’s not a bad person. But he has problems. I’ve been reassured that if he surrenders of his own volition he will be given the help he so desperately needs.’


  As she came to the end of her statement, a volley of questions tangled in the air. The spokesperson silenced them. ‘Yes, Rick.’


  Rick, a lantern-jawed news anchor Julia recognized from one of the main cable networks, got to his feet. ‘Rick Santos, FNN. Mrs Tibor, had your husband ever given you any hint that he was capable of this kind of extremely violent behavior?’


  Graves tried to jump in but Julia got there ahead of him. ‘No, he hadn’t. I’ve rarely seen him lose his temper.’


  As she spoke, her mind flashed back to the tape of Byron attacking the two muggers. It had been so ruthless, so efficient. It hadn’t been like watching a human being. It had been more like watching a machine dismantling something piece by piece.


  The questions continued to come at her thick and fast. Most were batted away by the PR handler or Graves. They let her take one or two, the ones where she could offer ‘a wife’s insight’, and ‘personalize the situation’. Those has been the phrases Graves had used.


  ‘You say that you had noticed a change in your husband’s behavior prior to his going missing and these incidents?’ was one question. ‘Can you be more specific, Julia?’


  Julia bristled at the reporter’s over-familiarity as Graves gave her the nod to answer. ‘My husband was showing signs of what I realize now was post-traumatic stress disorder.’


  ‘Could you be more specific?’ another reporter pressed.


  This was proving harder than she had thought it would be, and she had known it would be tough. ‘He seemed to be having flashbacks. He was on edge.’ Every word she uttered seemed like a greater betrayal than the one that had come before. She imagined Byron watching her tell a bunch of strangers about things that should remain private between husband and wife. ‘It wasn’t like him. He was such a gentle, even-tempered person. A gentleman.’


  A gentleman who killed people in cold blood. But then, even before he had confided in her, she had known that during his military career he would almost certainly have killed. He had been a Ranger, deployed in places where war raged. Anyone who married someone in the military during a time of war would have to accept that they would go to bed at night with someone who had taken life.


  She was beginning to lose her composure now. As her voice cracked and tears welled in her eyes, she sensed the reporters leaning forward, the creeping zoom of the cameras as they tightened their frame so that there was only the face of a woman in distress.


  Graves intervened, tapping his watch and letting them know that there was time for one more question. Almost before he had finished he was pointing at a male reporter in the front row. Something about their body language and the eye contact between the two men told Julia that this part had been carefully choreographed. When the question came she knew she was right.


  ‘Mrs Tibor, Julia, if Byron’s watching this right now, what do you want to say to him?’


  Now the tears came. The PR woman handed her a tissue. Julia looked from the pack of reporters to Graves. This was wrong. The mock-concern. The idea that all these people wanted to do was help Byron. It was a lie. Whatever Byron had done, whatever he had become, Graves, Muir, DARPA, the Special Operations Group, the politicians in Washington had made him like this. If he was a monster, he was a monster of their creation, not his own.


  She took her time, dabbing at the tears, and taking a sip of water. The chatter at the edge of the room fell away to silence.


  ‘Byron, if you’re listening, if you can hear me, I want you to know that whatever you’ve done I love you and I don’t blame you. If you can hear me, my message is simple. Keep on running. These people don’t want to help you, they want you dead.’


  


  FIFTY-TWO


  ‘Do you know what you just did? Do you realize how much shit you’re in?’


  Julia sat on the end of the hotel-room bed as Graves paced the length of the room, screaming at her. The sense of unreality she had felt as her final words to the media had tumbled forth hadn’t left her. She was in the present, in a hotel room in the middle of Manhattan, with the media setting up a permanent camp on the sidewalk outside, yet she was thousands of miles away. As she had told Byron to run, and not to look back, she had felt him with her, the good Byron, the human Byron, the man she had fallen in love with and married.


  Graves continued to rant, spittle flying from the corners of his mouth. ‘You’re in a world of shit. A universe of shit!’ He stopped in front of her, and jammed a chubby finger at her face. ‘This is national security. You could go to prison for this.’


  She looked up at Graves’s bloodhound face. Byron was a murderer but Graves was ten times worse. He and his kind were just as culpable. The only difference was that Graves let someone else do his dirty work. ‘Am I under arrest, Mr Graves?’ she asked.


  He stared at her with piggy eyes. She could hear the rattle of his breathing.


  ‘Because if I’m not, then I’d like to go home,’ she said, getting to her feet, putting an arm out in front of her to establish a distance between them.


  He took a step back. ‘You walk out, and you’re on your own. We won’t protect you.’


  It was as much as Julia could do not to laugh. ‘I’ll take my chances.’


  She walked past him to the door. She was still torn. Without Graves, without the government, she would have to face all of it by herself. The media wouldn’t give her a moment’s peace. They, Graves, the Agency and a dozen other federal agencies would scrutinize her every move. At least she’d had the good sense to stop speaking when she had. She had said nothing of who (what?) Byron was, or the facility, or the work that had taken place there.


  For a start, it was all too out there. The public weren’t ready for it. She’d come off like a crazy person. More importantly, though, it would place not just her but Byron in even greater danger. It was one thing for a mentally unstable special-forces operative to be on the run, but quite another for some kind of half man/half machine to be out there. Every weekend warrior between here and California would be on the lookout for him, and they’d be firing first and asking questions later.


  ‘You’ll take your chances?’ Graves screamed back at her. He moved toward her, got right up in her face. She could smell the stale cigarette smoke on him. It made her want to gag. ‘I’m not just some guy here, Mrs Tibor. This is the government. We run the country. Think about what that actually means. The name Bradley Manning mean anything to you?’


  She did her best to keep cool. She wasn’t unfamiliar with men like Graves. ‘I’d remind you that I’m a private citizen, Mr Tibor, protected by the Constitution. I don’t work for you or the United States government.’


  At the mention of the Constitution, Graves’s lip rolled up into a sneer. ‘You’re quite correct, Mrs Tibor. And I apologize for losing my temper. So, as a private citizen, why don’t you exercise your constitutional right to get the fuck out of here? You’re on the outside now, same as your husband. Don’t expect any more help from us.’


  She wasn’t going to be bullied by someone like Graves. She grabbed her coat and put it on. ‘There’s a lot more I could have said downstairs. A lot more. You might want to keep that in mind. Helping veterans sounds very noble. I doubt the public would feel the same if they knew what this has really been about.’


  She walked out into the corridor and headed for the elevator. As the adrenalin buzz wore off, she was starting to have second thoughts. More than anything now, she wanted her husband. To speak to him. To hear his voice. To be able to tell him that, even if no one else was, she was on his side. That she loved him, more than she had ever loved anyone or anything in her life.


  


  FIFTY-THREE


  Eldon


   


  Eldon lay on the bed, his head propped up on the pillows, watching the giant flat-screen TV as the hooker he had picked up on the casino floor the night before went to work between his legs. He should have been happy right now. The suite was sweet. Graves had said he could have it for the remainder of the week. His kill tally was up by two – Chauncey, the homeless guy who had helped Tibor, and Chenko, the retired cop. He was out of prison. Graves had assured him that there would be more work – as long as he stayed out of trouble. No shooting car-jackers or assholes or civilians just because he could.


  He grabbed the hooker’s hair, and pulled her off his dick. Her noisy slurp was distracting him from the TV, where footage of Byron’s wife at the press conference played on an endless loop between pictures of Byron Tibor, Public Enemy Number One, and a bunch of other shit about his military service and PTSD sending vets over the edge. Blah blah blah. Yada yada yada. Booooring.


  ‘You see this guy?’ he said to the hooker, whose name was Giselle.


  Giselle rubbed her chin. ‘Think my jaw’s locking up. You want to try something else, sweetie?’


  ‘That guy. You see that guy?’ he said, ignoring the question and jabbing a finger at the TV set.


  She pushed herself up so that she was on her knees and glanced over her shoulder at the TV. The picture right now was of Tibor in dress uniform.


  ‘Yeah,’ said Giselle. ‘Looks like a young Denzel only, I dunno, maybe a little bit lighter.’


  ‘Me and him used to be like best friends.’


  Giselle stared at him, glassy-eyed. She probably figured he was bullshitting her. In her profession she’d spend hours on end listening to all kinds of crazy stuff. ‘Uh-huh,’ she said.


  Eldon pushed off the bed and headed for the can. ‘We’re done. You can leave.’


  ‘You still got me on the clock for another hour, honey.’


  Eldon crossed to the closet, opened it and took a long look at his gun. One short of the two hundred mark. Giselle could make it up. He was itchy for a kill, itchy to round things off: 199 seemed so wrong, and it was driving him crazy.


  He glanced back at the woman as she dressed, pulling on her panties with all the grace of an offensive linesman. Nah, thought Eldon. He wanted two hundred to be special, to count for something, to be worthy of him, and Giselle wasn’t that.


  He shut the closet door. She put on her dress and slid past him. She would never know how close she had just come to death. The thought cheered him a little. He turned back to the TV screen. Number two hundred was right there on screen. He could wait to round up his number. It would make it all the sweeter when the time came.


  


  FIFTY-FOUR


  Byron


   


  I rolled out of Bakersfield in a two-year-old silver Ford Escape with tinted glass. Muir’s body was in back, covered with a plaid blanket. I’d left the red Honda in a parking lot. I’d also jacked and then hidden two other vehicles before I left. They had been carefully chosen to ensure that they were different in make, model and color from the others.


  Requesting that the public and law enforcement look out for one vehicle was a big enough ask, but alerting them to three would be a cluster-fuck guaranteed to generate thousands of false leads that would need to be chased down. The Ford I’d taken from a different location. It was the very definition of a cheap trick. But when it came to counter-surveillance and tracking, those were often the best kinds: simple, efficient and designed to cause maximum confusion.


  I took the 58 east, heading for the Pacific coast. The journey would take me a little under five hours. Near Santa Margarita I picked up the 101 north. I was inching toward the ocean, closer to the edge of the continent, hoping that I would have answers when I got there.


  The fuel gauge was low. I would have to stop for gas sooner rather than later. It would be risky. It was daylight. I had no credit card, which meant I couldn’t just pay at the pump, shielded from prying eyes by the bulk of the SUV.


  I got off the freeway and found a gas station. The place wasn’t busy: a couple of cars filling up, and one truck easing round the back of the gas station to take on diesel. I was sporting sunglasses I’d found in a compartment of the Escape.


  I strode into the gas station, grabbed a couple of bottles of water, and put them on the counter along with four twenty-dollar bills. The woman behind the till was middle-aged, Hispanic, with reading glasses on a silver chain. She had watched me the whole way, and was doing a bad job of trying to appear like was she engrossed in the book she was reading. The idle curiosity of someone bored at work or something else?


  I stared at her skull, lasering in on the center of her mind. Her amygdala was going crazy.


  There were other, far more obvious, signs, in her body language. Either she was in the early stages of Parkinson’s or her hand was trembling with nerves as she opened the till. I glanced back outside. The two cars that had been out front were likely using cards. Unless they came in for something else, they wouldn’t be a problem.


  I looked at the woman. ‘You recognize me?’


  She shrugged, trying to come off like she didn’t have a clue what I was talking about.


  ‘It’s okay. All I want is to get gas and get out of here. That’s it. But if you do anything stupid, I’ll have no choice but to hurt you. Do you understand me?’ I told her.


  She met my gaze and nodded.


  ‘You have a phone behind that counter.’ I had already seen it. It was cordless with a single handset. ‘Give it to me.’


  Almost dropping it as she lifted it from the charger, she did so. ‘Are you the only employee here now?’


  She nodded again. She was going to be compliant. Hell, what was I to her? Either the last person she saw on earth or a story she could dine out on for days if she played along.


  ‘You have a cell phone?’ I asked her.


  I tensed as she bent down, praying that she wasn’t going for a gun. I had the reaction time for it not to be an issue but I really didn’t want to kill some random lady just because our paths had crossed. She came up with a cell phone and handed it to me.


  ‘Okay,’ I said. ‘I’m going to put gas in my car. Stay next to the window where I can see you. When I’m done, I’ll leave. If someone arrives while I’m still here, just be normal. I’ll be out of your life in under five. If you tell anyone about this in the first hour after I leave, I will come back and I will kill you. Do you understand me?’


  She nodded. As soon as I left she would tell the next person she saw. That was human nature. Humans had restricted impulse control – especially in stressful situations when their emotions overwhelmed them.


  Clutching the two phones, I walked back out, jammed the pump into the gas tank and waited for it to fill. The woman was staring at me, doing her best to make sure I could see her and what she was doing.


  The numbers clicked over. I stilled my breathing, allowing my mind to flatten out and the implant to do its work. Its job was to dampen my emotional response, and allow my frontal cortex to dictate the play. Fear, elation, guilt, joy: none had a part to play anymore.


  No one else pulled in. The pump clicked to a stop. I had a full tank of gas.


  I didn’t get back into the Escape. Instead I strode back into the gas station. The woman hadn’t moved. Her eyes followed me as I walked to the counter. I took out the phones and placed them in front of her.


  ‘I took the batteries out,’ I lied. ‘Where’s the hard drive for the security system?’ I had already scoped out the cameras. It wasn’t a system that hooked up to an ISDN or broadband line to send footage to a remote server. I doubted internet service was up to much out here – ridiculous in this day and age, but it was a poor community.


  She pointed.


  ‘Show me.’


  I followed her into a back room. We walked past crates of beer and soda and into a small cupboard. I pulled out my Gerber and used it to unscrew the hard drive from its casing.


  ‘I’m going to lock you in here, okay?’ I said. ‘Don’t worry, someone will find you eventually. Give me the key.’


  She fumbled in her slacks, dug out the key to the store cupboard. I took it. ‘Turn round for me.’ She seemed confused by this latest instruction. I placed a hand on her shoulder and guided her round, like a parent spinning a blindfolded child before a game of pin the tail on the donkey.


   


  Five minutes later, I opened the door and walked out. There was no one outside. I started up the Escape and drove away, heading back to the freeway.


  


  FIFTY-FIVE


  Julia


   


  Julia’s cell phone lay on Byron’s pillow. Through the day it would ring every few minutes, and every few minutes she would answer it in case it was her husband. It never was, and she had begun to doubt it ever would be. After she had left the hotel, hunted like an animal by a baying mob of reporters all the way back to the apartment, she had been drawn to the television news, which she had always deliberately avoided when she’d thought Byron was out in the field. Finally, the not knowing had become worse than the knowing.


  There was nothing to know. That didn’t stop the endless cycling of the news networks. Reports were coming in from all over the country that Byron had been spotted working at a rodeo in Texas, holding up a bank in Missouri or with a young child in a car at a drive-thru fast-food joint in New Hampshire. The authorities were actively seeking three separate vehicles, which blended inexorably into one, as the news channels churned their details with those of the sightings.


  Other things started to appear alongside in the bulletins. Old photographs of Byron excavated from who knew where. Byron as a child. A photograph from his high-school yearbook. Pictures from his time in the infantry and then the Rangers. People who had known him appeared on camera. All the while it drove home to Julia how little we knew of anyone and how, while some things appeared constant (his intellect, his physical prowess, his loyalty and courage), others changed (friends who spoke of him as cold, aloof, a ruthlessly efficient soldier). Like everyone, Byron was, and had been, a different person to different people at different times. It seemed that only she had seen the vulnerable side of her husband, the human side. The irony wasn’t lost on her. After all, she had met him after his enrollment in the PSS Program when the implants and other technology had already been seeded. It begged a question. Had she seen the last dying embers of the human being, the hybrid reality, or a soul with machine-like capabilities that could be switched on and off as the situation and his environment demanded?


  None of the reports talked about any of that. Even if some were aware of the reality of the program, it would be heavily embargoed with unspeakable penalties for a breach. The briefest of internet searches revealed the parallel world where those dismissed as cranks talked openly about the evidence that was in the public domain: the incident with the cop in Vegas; the trail of dead bodies; the program and the significance of its location near Area 51. Various theories were put forward. Some of the speculation was awkwardly close to the reality. There was talk of the MK Ultra program, of brainwashing, of robotics, of the money that DARPA had poured into neuroscience. If only they knew, she thought. If only the crackpots actually realized that the truth was almost more incredible than some of their wildest fantasies.


  The phone rang again. A 212 number. New York. Not likely to be Byron. She answered. A woman’s voice. Another reporter. Young, tentative, a person not used to having to make this kind of call, someone for whom the intrusion into another person’s life at the most heightened of times still seemed the splintering of human decency it was.


  She began with an apology, ‘Mrs Tibor, I am so sorry to bother you like this.’


  At first Julia didn’t say anything. She had taken to hanging up but this time she didn’t. She didn’t answer either. The voice filled the void.


  ‘My name’s Meredith Harris. I’m a researcher for …’ She named a popular syndicated talk show, the kind that Julia would watch as a guilty pleasure if she was sick. ‘Mrs Tibor, are you there?’


  Something about Meredith’s tone allowed Julia to answer, ‘Yes, I’m listening.’


  ‘Oh, God, I was kind of hoping you’d just hang up or, I dunno, shout at me. My boss told me that if I don’t at least speak to you then I’m fired, and I really need this job, and I’ve only been here like two weeks, and if I get fired I’ll won’t get another chance, and I have loans to pay. Sorry, none of this is your problem, and I’m really sorry about your husband, and for what it’s worth I believe he’s a good man.’


  If this was some elaborate manipulation, she was more accomplished than anyone else who had called.


  ‘You realize this call is being monitored, don’t you?’ Julia said.


  Silence. ‘Oh, yes, I guess that with your husband …’ Meredith trailed off.


  It was late, or early, depending on how you looked at it. Julia wasn’t asleep, and wouldn’t be able to sleep. She gave Meredith the name of a twenty-four-hour deli and told her to meet her there in a half-hour.


  


  FIFTY-SIX


  Eldon


   


  Eldon took the cell from her and killed the call as rain splattered the awning of the bodega on East 24th Street.


  ‘It worked,’ she said. ‘How’d you know it would?’ She brushed a strand of long blond hair from her face.


  ‘I didn’t. I played the percentages. You were pretty good.’


  ‘Who was it you said you worked for again?’ she asked.


  ‘CNBC,’ said Eldon.


  ‘Okay, I guess that makes sense with the whole guilt-trip deal.’


  He dug into his pocket for the money, handed it to ‘Meredith’, and watched as she disappeared into the glistening Manhattan night. He looked down at his cell: she had keyed in the address of the diner that Julia Tibor had suggested. It was always better when the location was the other person’s idea. It lowered their guard.


  The young woman who had played the part of the TV researcher had been a chance encounter. When she had mentioned to him that she was an actress, Eldon had done a little improvisation of his own. He had seen her crossing the street, dodging traffic. She was back in her own little bubble, happy to have cleared four hundred bucks for a few minutes’ work.


  He turned up his collar, and stepped out from under the awning. As she turned the corner onto Seventh Avenue, he followed her. He needed her to keep her mouth shut, and he needed that money back for other things. All he needed now, though, was an alleyway. The only snag was that Eldon didn’t want some random chick as his two-hundredth kill. It would ruin the moment. It was a milestone, a carefully crafted temple of death. It deserved someone worthy at the apex. There lay the crux of it too. The person worthy of the honor would have to carry a threat to Eldon. Most of the people whose lives Eldon had taken hadn’t even seen it coming, never mind had the chance to harm him. This would be different. But between now and that moment lay some work.


   


  He was small enough that even on a deserted New York side-street he could slip along unseen. ‘Meredith’s’ heels clacked along. She didn’t hear him until he was directly behind her, his hand slipping over her mouth, his leg sweeping away hers as he dragged her kicking and trying to scream into the gap between two buildings.


  He choked her out, her eyes rolling back in her head, her face set fierce with horror. He set to work, getting off on it in a way that he never could by pulling a trigger. The intimacy of the work let his spirit soar through the canyon of buildings that pressed in on them. He pulled her to her feet, supporting her as they danced, his fingers and thumbs busy working the pressure points, taking her close to death but stopping just short.


  There was a moment when his fingers brushed one of her nipples and he felt his dick harden. He stopped what he was doing, troubled by his own reaction. Then he realized that the sexual charge had not been from his flesh on hers but from his flesh against the silky fabric of her bra. Reassured, he went back to work.


  Ten minutes later, the money he had given her back in his possession, along with her underwear, he emerged back onto the street. He had a date with Mrs Julia Tibor, and it wouldn’t do to be late.


  


  FIFTY-SEVEN


  Byron


   


  The Ford’s headlights carved through the darkness, the highway switching back on itself. I lowered the windows and savored the sea-salt freshness of the Pacific, slowing as I approached the turn for Big Sur National Park. It was little more than a fire road, the ground broken and rutted. I killed the headlights. My retinal implants took over as the trees closed in on either side, and the road narrowed.


  I estimated that the cabin I was looking for lay about two miles north-east. I found a gap in the trees, pulled the Ford off the road and drove into the forest. I switched off the engine, and got out. I walked back to the road, staying just inside the tree line.


  As I walked I tuned into the sounds of the forest, separating out the sounds of birds and animals, adjusting my steps to minimize the noise I made as I moved. Every fifty yards or so, I would stop, allowing my senses to gather data. Between the transcranial implant and the other enhancements, I could build a three-dimensional picture of the territory.


  In the distance the ocean pulsed. A breeze picked up and shook its way through the redwoods. The cabin couldn’t be too far. If I had the location right, it was well screened by the trees. Grass grew in the middle of the track leading up to it. I stepped from the edge of the forest, and took a closer look at the track, searching for fresh tire marks. If someone was up ahead waiting for me, there would be more than one set – I doubted they would have approached on foot. The track was clear. It was in light use, maybe a vehicle or two traveling up or down it every few days.


  Now I could see a single light ahead. A dog barked. Then another. The one thing I had forgotten: their senses were as finely tuned as mine. Judging by the timbre of the barking, one was a large animal, the other small.


  I took the barking as a good sign. Any ambush party would have cleared them out or placed them in vehicles, wary that they would act as an alarm.


  Staying within the tree line, I moved forwards. The trees thinned to reveal a clearing, and a single-story cabin constructed from the same redwoods that hemmed it in. The two dogs raced from the porch to me, both mutts. The larger one’s eyes indicated some wolf; the other was more terrier.


  I stood my ground, and avoided eye contact, allowing them to bark and draw closer. They sniffed the air. The larger dog growled. The cabin door opened. Whoever was inside had already killed the lights to avoid being silhouetted in the doorway and easier for an intruder watching from the darkness to pick out. I could see her clearly.


  She was in her fifties. Her long dark hair was pulled back into a thick ropy braid. She was slim with strong, angular features and brown eyes to go with her coffee-colored skin. For some reason, my inherent sexism perhaps, I had assumed Shakti was a man.


  When Muir had scrawled the name for me, I had recognized it: the people I had met at the facility had mentioned her. Shakti, as far as I could recall, was regarded as a pioneer in the area of neural implants, sensory substitution and human augmentation. Like many top research scientists she was Indian, and had been attracted to the United States after early pioneering work had drawn the attention of the academic-military-industrial complex whose members trawled the world’s universities. But she had turned her back on the work, citing ethical objections. Muir and the others had taken on what she had achieved, driving through practical applications of her work. Then, at some point, she had disappeared off the radar.


  Barefoot and dressed in loose, bright clothing, she stepped forward. She was looking straight at me, and I had a feeling that her picking me out in the darkness wasn’t just down to the dogs. She called them to her. They responded instantly, darting back and sitting in front of her, quivering canine sentinels.


  I stepped out from the tree line, hands loose at my sides. She watched me all the way, apparently more curious than fearful. It was a strange reaction from a lone woman to a man of my size stepping from the woods around her house after dark.


  ‘Muir sent me,’ I said.


  ‘I take it you’re the man everyone’s looking for,’ she said. Her accent held that curiously clipped British tone, a remnant of old empire that I had noticed before in Indians of a certain class.


  ‘You’d better come in,’ she said. ‘Don’t mind the dogs. It’s nothing personal. Any kind of machine sets them off.’


  I was a machine to her? At least I knew where I stood. I walked up to the porch. The larger dog growled at me but stayed put. I was relieved. I wouldn’t harm an animal, regardless of what else the implant allowed me to do without my conscience troubling me.


  Inside, a narrow hallway opened up into a large open-plan living room and kitchen. Off to one side a door seemed to lead into a bedroom. In one corner of the living room there was a shrine to a Hindu goddess. She was riding a lion, her many arms holding a plethora of weapons.


  ‘Durga?’ I said, with a nod to the shrine.


  ‘Not many people would know who it was.’


  ‘I’ve traveled a lot.’


  ‘So I’ve heard. Please, take a seat,’ Shakti said, ushering me to sit on one of a half-dozen large cushions that lay on the floor. There was no television, no couch, only the kitchen counter and units and a solitary wooden table with four seats.


  I sat cross-legged. Shakti sat opposite, the dogs arranging themselves either side of her, their eyes never leaving me.


  ‘So they killed Muir?’ she asked.


  ‘Everyone thinks I did it,’ I said. ‘Why don’t you?’


  She smiled, completely serene. I wondered if it was connected to the spirituality evidenced by the shrine, or whether it came from living here. Big Sur had been a magnet for those seeking enlightenment since before the hippie trail of the sixties. For those interested in how the human mind functioned it wasn’t an altogether unnatural place to gravitate to. Julia would like it, I thought.


  ‘Muir was Scottish,’ she said. ‘They have an expression about what happens to you if you drink with the devil. Muir drank with the devil.’


  ‘And you wouldn’t?’ I asked.


  ‘What they’ve been saying on the radio and television about the program isn’t without a grain of truth. Originally we were looking for a way of dealing with PTSD and combat fatigue, especially for the most extreme cases. That was what the work on the neural implants was about. Then, of course, the Pentagon, the CIA and the others started to take an interest.’


  ‘Because you could use the technology for something else?’ I asked.


  ‘Yes and no,’ said Shakti. ‘If you can control the amygdala and how it interacts with the rest of the brain then you can cure someone of PTSD but you can also dampen their response to real-time situations. You know how powerful that is more than almost anyone, Byron.’


  ‘And the other stuff? It’s not just that I’m calmer in the middle of a firefight, I’m more of everything. All my senses, my strength, my physical abilities.’


  ‘A lot of that was old technology. Cochlear and retinal implants have been around for a while. All we did was some superfine-tuning. The big breakthrough was the transcranial work, putting it all together. I was gone by then because I saw what they were going to use it for but Muir took it on, and made it a spectacular success.’


  It was my turn to smile. ‘This is what you call a success?’


  ‘You must be hungry,’ she said. ‘Tired? I can offer you food, shelter, somewhere to sleep. It’s late. We can talk more in the morning.’


  She must have noticed me staring at her because the next thing she said me was ‘Having your own portable fMRI scanner must come in pretty handy. Doesn’t it complicate your personal life?’


  ‘I don’t use it with my wife.’


  Shakti leaned forward, intellectual curiosity getting the better of her. ‘You can switch it on and off?’


  I had never been sure how to explain it. The ability to lift a car, or see in the dark, or pick out a conversation across a crowded room or, for that matter, be able to see the blood and neural function in someone’s mind by looking at them: none was a constant. It wasn’t something I was conscious of, any more than anyone is conscious of what they can do. If you can pull out a chair for someone or lift a baby, you don’t think about it: the capability is just there when you need it. I did my best to articulate it to Shakti.


  She listened patiently. When I had finished, she said, ‘Thank you. I’ve waited a long time to have this talk with someone. That’s the only thing I really missed when I left, being able to talk to someone like you about how it felt to be as you are.’


  ‘Maybe you should have called Muir.’


  I didn’t have to gauge her neural response to what I’d said. Her facial expression told me that she was shocked. ‘Muir?’


  ‘After they shot him, and I was trying to see if he was still alive.’ I waved my fingers in the air. ‘I picked up what I think is an implant in his brain. That was part of the reason I wanted to find you. So you could take a look.’


  ‘You have him with you?’ she said.


  ‘In my vehicle,’ I told her.


  She sprang to her feet, crossed to the kitchen and plucked a knife from a block on the counter. ‘Show me,’ she said.


  


  FIFTY-EIGHT


  Julia


   


  Julia Tibor sat in a corner booth facing the door, a habit she had acquired from her husband. Always have a clear view of the main entrance and know where all the exits are. At first his fussiness about seating on planes and in restaurants had driven her slightly mad. Then one day he had told her a few stories. Even though there was little risk of a terrorist attack on the Upper West Side, Byron had explained that it was simply a matter of good habits becoming engrained.


  So far, there was no sign of Meredith, and no phone call to explain her absence. Julia sipped at her coffee. The place was busier than she would have suspected. It was a young post-club crowd, or perhaps a post-bar, early-club crowd, of students and hipsters, along with a few shift workers having dinner at four in the morning before they headed for the bridges and tunnels to take them out of the city and home. The city shifted from hour to hour, all the while becoming something different, depending on who you were. Right now, she was ravaged with nerves and lack of sleep and beginning to get irritated at the no-show.


  She dug out her cell phone and called the number. The first time it had gone to a generic computerized voicemail message. This time someone picked up. A man.


  


  FIFTY-NINE


  Graves


   


  Graves was shaken awake. He opened his eyes to see his desk, covered with papers. He felt like shit. The manhunt for Tibor was nationwide, the resources devoted to it unprecedented, and with every minute that passed they seemed to be getting further away from him rather than closer. They could have had him in Vegas if they’d gone public. But they had waited, which had cost them dear. Now they had the worst of both worlds – rampant public speculation and panic, no clear idea of where he was and, worse, no idea of what he was thinking or even what he wanted. Was he already dead in a ditch somewhere, having pulled the same trick Lewis had but without them being able to do the clean-up? Was he running? Or was he out there, plotting some kind of revenge spurred on by his wife?


  Graves looked up from the hand on his shoulder to the face of a young agency tech analyst from the NSA. They had been tasked with using the direct electronic surveillance and the powerful algorithms that filtered every email and phone call in the country to gather intelligence. The more mundane task of racing the three possible escape vehicles had been kicked down to state and local law enforcement, guaranteeing, as Graves had known it would, a complete cluster-fuck.


  ‘You have something for me?’ asked the analyst.


  ‘Call on the wife’s cell phone.’


  ‘Incoming or outgoing?’


  ‘Out,’ said the analyst.


  Now Graves was wide awake. That meant they had a number they could trace, either by triangulating the position of the device receiving or doing it more directly if it was a landline. They also had a protocol in place if it was to a computer device using, say, a Skype account. Even if Byron was gone by the time they got there, they had a definite point to start from. They could establish a cordon around it and work their way in.


  ‘She must have had a number for him,’ said Graves. ‘How come we didn’t know about that?’


  ‘It’s not Tibor,’ said the analyst. ‘We didn’t have a name for the cell phone but we ran a voice analysis and it came up with a match. It’s an individual by the name of Eldon James.’


  Fuck. What the hell was she calling Eldon James for? He wasn’t even involved anymore. He’d been stood down after the Vegas fiasco, a boy sent to do a man’s job. ‘You have a recording I can listen to?’


  ‘Right here,’ said the analyst.


  The more he thought about Eldon, the more he was freaking. ‘Where’d she call him from? We have a team on her, right?’


  ‘They lost her, but we do have a location. A diner on 34th Street. They’re on the way there now.’


  Graves was going to ask how they’d lost her but there would be time for that later, and a partial answer would be that a bright woman, such as Julia Tibor, married to someone like Byron, would have acquired a few skills of her own, as much by osmosis and close proximity to her husband as anything else. Surveillance took manpower and expertise; counter-surveillance was a good deal more straightforward, especially if the person knew they were being watched. They had much smaller RDF tracking devices now that could be injected on a crowded subway platform, but the White House lawyers would have had a shit fit if Graves had suggested using one on a civilian who hadn’t yet been charged with any crime. That was something else to figure in. The President was now taking a personal interest, never a good thing for someone in Graves’s position. The White House position seemed to be that they wanted this whole deal closed down as quickly as possible. They were then counting on the American public’s limited attention span and the media’s quick-moving news cycle to fill the grave. It would be spun as a tragedy, an American hero for whom the government had done its best but who had cracked up. Of course, Julia Tibor could blow that whole narrative to pieces and, contrary to what the internet conspiracy theorists believed, her civilian status meant they couldn’t just take her out without risking major blowback.


  Graves grabbed his suit jacket from the back of his chair, and jogged for the door. If he survived this he really would have to make some lifestyle changes. Two minutes later he was in a car and heading for the diner. If Eldon James got to her first, they were all screwed.


  


  SIXTY


  Julia


   


  The man at the other end of the line had asked her to meet him outside. He had also said that he didn’t have much time, that he was a friend of Byron’s from way back. The clock would already be ticking, he said. Their window was limited. He apologized for the initial subterfuge. He would explain his reasons in person because they might be listening. He didn’t have to explain who they were to Julia. Not anymore.


  He ended the call before she could ask any more questions. She paid the check, grabbed her jacket and walked outside. She could see him standing across the street. He was short, slim, with a shaved head. His hands dug into the pockets of his long overcoat. He looked like a strong breeze would carry him away. He certainly didn’t look threatening. She waited for the Don’t Walk sign to flip over, and started toward him.


  He smiled at her, then turned and beckoned for her to follow him. She did, then stopped. Something wasn’t right. She had rushed into this. He had used time as a pressure. She had no idea whether he was or wasn’t a friend of Byron’s. He could be anyone. She had created a lot of enemies at the press conference. That was one thing she could be sure of.


  They had walked a half-block. He stared at her as she stood there.


  ‘Up to you what you want to do,’ he said. ‘But I can take you to Byron. Or …’


  She followed his gaze to the dark sedan pulling up outside the diner. It was followed by a second. She recognized the man getting out. It was Graves. He looked pissed. His hands were clenched into fists as he barged through the other men spilling from the two sedans.


  ‘Up to you,’ the man repeated.


  


  SIXTY-ONE


  Byron


   


  The Ford Escape rattled its way toward the cabin, Shakti in the passenger seat next to me. Even with all the windows open, the smell of death had settled into every corner of the vehicle.


  ‘There’s an old barn out back. We can do it there,’ Shakti suggested.


  I moved Muir into the center of the barn. Because the tools we had at our disposal were fairly primitive, and because we were looking to establish something other than cause of death, Shakti had proposed a more direct method. We would first separate Muir’s head from his torso, then take the head into the kitchen.


  Removing someone’s head was trickier than it might have seemed. I had seen enough jihadi executions to know that. At least we had the advantage that the person was already dead, and less likely to squirm. I took an axe from a wooden workbench that ran along the side of the barn. ‘You might want to step back,’ I said to Shakti.


  I lifted the axe high over Muir’s head. Once I had inflicted the major trauma, Shakti would set to work with the knives to cut through the spinal column. She seemed very calm about the whole procedure. It occurred to me, not for the first time, that soldiers and scientists had more in common than others might have thought. For a start, neither could afford to be squeamish or overly sentimental when there was a job to do.


   


  Two hours later, her kitchen sink full of blood, Shakti had located two devices. ‘From what I can tell they’re probably prototypes. It’s fairly usual for people working in this field to use themselves as guinea pigs,’ she told me.


  ‘You think more of the research team would have had implants?’ I asked her.


  She shrugged. ‘No way of knowing, and in any case I’m not sure what it changes if they did.’


  At least I had been right about Muir. But, as Shakti had said, what did it matter? Muir hadn’t demonstrated any strange behavior or the kind of problems that had affected Lewis or me. I said as much to Shakti.


  ‘Why would he have?’ she said. ‘Both you and Lewis had suffered some form of emotional trauma.’


  ‘So the technology would work fine with people who hadn’t?’


  ‘Too many factors, Byron. And Muir didn’t seem to demonstrate any of the enhanced abilities that you have and Lewis had.’


  ‘That we knew of,’ I said.


  I stared at the remnants of the part of Muir’s skull that held his face. The mask of flesh stared back at me. She was right. What did any of it matter if Muir had had an implant too?


  


  SIXTY-TWO


  Graves


   


  There was no sign of Julia Tibor. And they couldn’t issue a general alert for Eldon, not without it seeming that the whole situation was spinning out of control. They had found something, though. In an alleyway less than two blocks away, they had found a young woman beaten so badly that she was in a coma at Mount Sinai, having suffered severe brain trauma. The prognosis was that she would likely survive but that her brain had been deprived of oxygen for such a length of time that she was as good as dead. She lay in the grey zone between life and death. Graves knew it had to have been Eldon’s work but he didn’t know why he hadn’t just killed her. Why leave her alive?


  It was a question for later. Right now they had to find Eldon and, more importantly, Julia Tibor before she suffered the same fate. If she turned up dumped in an alleyway, alive or dead, Graves and the White House would face some tough questions after how she had reacted at the press conference. A situation they were aiming to contain was only getting larger.


  They left it to the NYPD to talk to potential witnesses. They were focusing on the girl found in the alleyway. No mention was being made of either Julia Tibor’s proximity or even the fact that she was missing. They would leave Eldon’s name out of it for now too. There was already enough in the mix. With any luck, if Julia didn’t surface, the media would assume she had been forced underground by their spotlight. The situation was best served by Graves saying nothing. If it came out later, they would distance themselves from Eldon, and Julia’s disappearance. They wouldn’t even have to lie. They had tried to help Julia Tibor. But some people just didn’t want to be helped. If she had stayed on their side, she would have been safe.


  


  SIXTY-THREE


  Byron


   


  After Shakti and I had cleaned the kitchen, we sat down to talk, both of us too hyped to sleep. Shakti sat opposite me, the dogs at her feet. Even now the two animals retained a certain wariness. Outside, the wind had picked up. I could hear the groan and creak of trees that had been there long before either of us, and would likely remain long after we were both gone.


  The smaller dog twitched in its sleep, and Shakti soothed it with a rub to the back of its neck. ‘You’re welcome to stay as long as you need, Byron. I rarely have visitors. I collect my mail in town. I doubt anyone would find you.’


  ‘That’s kind of you, but me hiding out here doesn’t solve anything.’


  ‘What does?’ she asked.


  ‘You ask good questions,’ I said.


  ‘It’s not always seen as a positive thing.’


  I still didn’t have a clue why Muir had sent me there. I had learned a little more about the origins of the program, how it had come into being, how it had quickly departed from its original aim, but Shakti hadn’t been able to offer anything that even approached a solution to my current predicament. I was a prototype gone awry, a mess to be cleaned up, which in itself would have been fine, if it hadn’t been for Julia.


  I watched the flicker of light from one of the candles. ‘Mind if I ask you a question?’


  ‘Go right ahead.’


  It was something I had dwelled upon for a long time, and yet I wasn’t sure if I had ever uttered the words to a single living soul. It was a question so basic as to seem absurd, not to mention self-obsessed.


  I met the Indian woman’s gaze. ‘What am I?’


  She clasped her hands together. She didn’t answer at first. Her eyes betrayed someone as devoid of an answer as I was. ‘I think, Byron, that it’s far too early to say what you are. That probably wasn’t a very helpful answer. I told you I was better at questions.’


  ‘You really think I’m going to be around long enough to find out?’ I ran my hands through my hair, feeling the pulse of my implants at the tips of my fingers. ‘I’m not sure I even deserve to live.’


  She stayed silent.


  I told her about my journey so far. I told her about the four people at the lab, and how I had executed them in cold blood. Shakti let me talk myself out. The more I talked, the worse I felt. It wasn’t proving cathartic, or therapeutic. If anything, it was leading me to the same conclusion that Lewis must have reached.


  When I next looked at Shakti she was smiling at me. It was a warm, beatific smile that pissed me off. It reminded me a little of Julia, which darkened my mood further.


  I would leave. Muir had sent me on a goddamn wild-goose chase. This woman, with her life in the woods, separated from society, had no more answers than anyone else did. She had already told me there was no going back, that any attempt to remove the technology inside my head would kill me. Meanwhile, there was an army out there, looking for me, and with good cause. I was a danger to society. I had killed in cold blood with no greater motive than my own survival. There was nothing noble in what I’d done. It had served no higher purpose.


  I started to get to my feet. ‘I’m talking in circles here. I appreciate your hospitality, but it would probably be best if I left.’


  She ushered me to sit down. ‘What you just told me about the people you killed. Those were hardly the words of a machine. A machine wouldn’t have those thoughts. Guilt’s a human trait, isn’t it, Byron?’


  ‘My feeling bad doesn’t change what I did.’


  ‘That’s true but I’m not sure you can be held entirely responsible either. Byron, the politicians may have got cold feet this time, but this research, this whole field, isn’t about to go away either. For one thing there’s way too much money at stake when you think of all the possible applications. And there’s something else, which the human part of you has to deal with.’


  I looked at Shakti.


  ‘If you die now, Byron, or somehow manage to disappear, you’re leaving your wife behind with no answers. Maybe that’s worthy of a little guilt too.’


  Perhaps Muir hadn’t sent me to Shakti for a grand answer, or a clue to unlock the situation I was in. She had given me something far more valuable. She had given me a reason to go on. Even if I couldn’t rid myself of the implant, perhaps I could find a way to allow the human part of me to reassert itself. The guilt I felt now was a sign of that. When I had killed the two muggers, I had felt nothing approaching guilt. The last guilt I had felt was over the death of Sasha, although my remorse and grief at that had stemmed from what I hadn’t done rather than what I had. But, however you cut it, it was still a human emotion, one that I could place alongside my love for my wife.


  I asked Shakti for a paper and a pen. There was a small wooden table near the window that I hadn’t noticed when I’d first walked in. I sat down and began to write. After years of pushing buttons, swiping screens and using keyboards, the physical act of writing, of making a mark on paper, seemed alien to me at first. Technology had changed humanity as much as humanity had pushed technology forward.


  As the night moved toward a fresh dawn and my hand cramped, I wrote a letter to my wife. I engaged my human side. I told her how much I loved her. I told her what she meant to me, how much better she had made my life, and how lucky I was to have found her.


  When I was done, I read it over, feeling closer to her as I turned the pages. Then I folded it, placed it in the envelope Shakti had given me and wrote Julia’s name on the front. I hoped I lived long enough to give it to her.


  My plan was a simple one: to stay alive long enough for the firestorm surrounding me to begin to die down. I would work my way slowly back across the country, traveling at night, walking if I had to, using all the evasion strategies and skills I had amassed, and drawing on only what I needed from the technology inside me. My hope was that by the time I had worked my way back, I would have achieved some kind of balance between the old and the new, the natural and the artificial parts of myself.


   


  My plan lasted as long as it took Shakti to return in the early afternoon. She had gone to pick up some provisions and her mail. She had also returned with a newspaper. She folded it out in front of me. ‘I’m sorry, Byron,’ she said. ‘I’m so sorry.’


  My eyes flitted from my letter to Julia, on the cleaned-up kitchen counter, to the picture of my wife on the front page of that morning’s LA Times.


  


  SIXTY-FOUR


  The first bomb blew out the cabin windows. Glass punched through the air. I dove for the ground as fragments flew over my head. A triangular tooth of glass spun over my head before finally embedding itself into the far wall. I looked around for Shakti, the dogs, but they were nowhere to be seen. I heard the low whistle of another bomb as it descended from the heavens. I hunkered down in a corner, bowed my head and held my hands up to my face.


  The ground shook as it hit. The walls of the cabin buzzed with vibration. The blast wave lifted the Indian goddess, Durga, from the lion and sent her hurtling across the room toward me, her weapon-laden arms scything through the air. The lion stayed where it was, noble and ever vigilant as Durga slammed into a wall, her head separating from her body. As fire lit the outside of the cabin, I opened my eyes. Durga’s head rolled slowly toward me and came to rest a few feet away, face up.


  I stared at the goddess as her features shifted, first taking on the appearance of Sasha. A few moments later, as another bomb whistled overhead, they morphed again. This time I found myself staring at Julia.


  That bomb hit further away. I tore my gaze away from the tiny painted wooden head to the blackened window frame. A torn strip of curtain fluttered with the breeze from the blast. The largest redwood near the house was split straight down the length of its trunk. Sap the color of blood oozed from it, flowing in a stream down into the stump as the two pieces parted company and fell to the ground.


  My heading pounding, I got to my feet. Lightning bolts danced through my skull, each one more painful than the last. I reached down and picked up the effigy’s decapitated head and stuffed it into my pocket. Staggering to the blown-out window, I looked out to a scene of chaos.


  Explosions raked their way up the compacted dirt driveway, reducing it to a deep trench. The trees keened with high-pitched screams as their branches were torn away from their trunks and the red sap flowed, pooling around their naked roots.


  One tree still stood, its branches ripped from it. Halfway up, I noticed Muir’s face, the bloodied mask that had lain on the kitchen counter, nailed to the trunk. Above that was Sasha’s face. Then came the face of the gas-station attendant. Her forehead was furrowed with deep lines, her eyes staring straight at me. There were other faces too. Some I could place easily, while others were more distant and had to be clawed from my memory.


  The death masks had held my attention so completely that it took me a moment to notice the silence. The air was still. The whine of incoming ordnance fell away. Instinctively, I waited, my head still splintered with pain. After the first storm of artillery came the calm. A calm almost inevitably followed by the next wave of chaos.


  I turned around, looking for the Springfield. I couldn’t see it. I wondered if Shakti had taken it with her as a precaution. After all, it was how Lewis had gone out.


  The cabin was as it had been before the barrage. There was still no sign of Shakti or the dogs, but apart from their absence, everything was neat and untouched. I turned back to the window. My nose bumped against the glass. The landscape lay still and perfect. The redwoods soared upwards to a cathedral ceiling of needles. The trench of the driveway had been filled back in and smoothed over.


  I glanced over to the shrine. The Hindu goddess stared serenely back at me, her legs astride the lion.


  The pounding in my head began to recede. The hammer blows of pain were replaced by jabs. I walked over to the kitchen counter. The copy of the LA Times was there. My wife’s face stared back at me, along with my own. That nightmare, the true nightmare, hadn’t disappeared. But Shakti had left me with something approaching hope.


  Next to the newspaper was a handwritten note. There was a cell-phone number on it and the words, Cal Tech. Underneath that was a set of instructions. The note was signed: Good luck! Shakti


  


  SIXTY-FIVE


  I dressed in the clothes Shakti had left for me. With a ball cap pulled down low and a pair of Aviator sunglasses, I grabbed the Springfield and headed out of the cabin. She had taken the Escape, and left me the keys to her rusty old pick-up truck for the drive to Cal Tech.


  I turned the key in the ignition, and set off down the driveway. I took Pacific Coast Highway North, riding the edge of the speed limit. It was still early. Traffic was light. After a time the redwoods of Big Sur fell away. The road hugged the ocean. Early-morning sunlight sparkled across the water. Out on some rocks two lone pelicans huddled, wings tucked in tight to their bodies, their necks on a swivel.


  Leaving the highway, I headed north-east in a big loop that would take me back west toward San Jose. I felt my shoulders tighten as I approached the outskirts of the city. I took the 85 through Edenvale and pulled up next to the Oakridge shopping mall. I had made the first part of the journey.


  I checked the time on a bank sign. I had been given a twenty-minute window. If I was delayed, even by a flat tire, I was screwed. Shakti had good friends, people willing to risk life and liberty not just for her but for me as well, but even they had limits. Both Shakti and the person I was meeting knew that the consequences of defying the federal government by helping me would be a life spent in prison. And that was a best-case scenario. Manning, Snowden – no one wanted to be next on that list.


  Keeping the sunglasses and the ball cap on, I got out of the pick-up and walked to a Mercedes SUV. I opened the front passenger door and got in. The driver was a trim, well-groomed white man in his late fifties. He didn’t say anything to me as I closed the door. I could see that he was gripping the wheel tight, presumably to stop his hands shaking. This type of meet was routine to someone like me but no doubt terrifying to him. The man’s index finger tapped against the wheel as he pulled out into traffic. Was he scared of me or of what he was doing? Would he bail out of the vehicle any second while I was surrounded? I had no way of knowing.


  We headed for the center of San Jose, passing a high school, stores and residential streets. An elderly Hispanic woman juggled two bags of groceries as she got into her car. A couple of high-school kids sloped along the street, either ducking out early or heading in late.


  A dark blue sedan pulled in behind us at a stop sign. I watched it in the side mirror until the middle-aged woman behind the wheel turned off again.


  Despite the German-engineered air-con working overtime, the man next to me was sweating. The show of nerves was starting to get to me. I decided to breach the silence. ‘How you holding up?’


  The man swallowed. His Adam’s apple bobbed. ‘Okay, I guess.’ He nodded ahead. ‘We’re almost there.’


   


  Like everything else in America, there was one set of rules for the unwashed masses, and another for those with the deepest of pockets, or those who worked for large corporations. Flying was no different. When it came to private and corporate aviation, security was fundamentally self-regulating. A law unto themselves for those who flew commercial, the TSA didn’t dare intrude into the lives of the truly wealthy.


  The Mercedes pulled up at a separate gatehouse from the main airport. The driver lowered the window. The security guard asked him for the plane’s tail number. He ticked something off on a clipboard, the barrier rose and we were on our way. We drove the short distance to a small enclosed parking lot where I would catch a private shuttle bus to the aircraft. Not being able to drive directly to the aircraft steps was one of the few concessions to security.


  ‘Oh, shit.’


  I followed the driver’s gaze to a black Town Car as we got out of the Mercedes, the shuttle bus already rounding the corner and heading for us. A man and a woman exited the Town Car. The woman, a platinum blond with tanned leathery skin, waved excitedly at my driver as her male companion strolled toward us.


  ‘People I know,’ said the driver. ‘Don’t worry, they’re not on our flight.’


  ‘John, why, imagine seeing you here.’ The woman greeted the driver with a southern accent and a pair of air kisses. ‘And who is this?’ she said, taking me in from head to toe with a look that left nothing to the imagination. Her husband joined us, shaking John’s hand.


  Before he could stumble, I stepped in, offering them each a handshake. ‘David Walker, nice to meet you.’


  The woman stared at me as she shook my hand. ‘Nice to meet you, Mr Walker.’ She hesitated. ‘Have we met?’


  John was finding his feet in the new world of subterfuge. ‘David lives on the east coast. He’s been out briefing me on a couple of issues with one of our suppliers.’


  The husband snapped his fingers. ‘Lemme guess! Chinese? Have to keep an eye on those guys. Am I right?’


  I smiled. ‘Hundred percent.’


  The shuttle bus had stopped next to us. The doors hissed open. ‘I swear I’ve met you before somewhere,’ the woman was saying.


  We let the couple board first. They sat near the front. I guessed this was about as regular as those people’s lives got. I had now placed John as John Gillhood, a west-coast-based tech wizard turned businessman – I’d seen him interviewed on cable TV. A piece clicked into place as I dredged up some vague memory of him having been involved in bmi or brain-machine interface technology. Few men are entirely without motive. Gillhood’s interest in the area of bmi tech not only explained Shakti knowing him, but also his willingness, despite his nerves, to help me in such high-stakes, and potentially deadly, circumstances.


  I guided John to a couple of seats at the back of the bus. I could feel the woman’s eyes on me. It was impossible to tell whether it was good old sexual curiosity or something that would prove more problematic.


  A few moments later the shuttle bus pulled up next to a light aircraft and the couple got off. The woman’s eyes never left me. I had noticed that the bus driver, a Hispanic man in his fifties, who smelled of cigarette smoke and cologne, performed his duties as if everyone around him was invisible. He didn’t speak; he didn’t look; he merely did.


   


  We settled ourselves into our seats on Gillhood’s plane. Gillhood had already dismissed the captain and a lone member of cabin crew. If either of them recognized me, they had shown no sign. I suspected they were like the bus driver, paid not to notice things.


  It was a short taxi to the runway, and we were off, barreling down the runway and into the air. Gillhood got up from his seat, headed for the tiny galley and returned a few moments later with an ice bucket, two Waterford crystal tumblers, a bottle of Johnnie Walker Blue Label, and a couple of bottles of mineral water. I waved away the whisky and watched as Gillhood poured himself a hefty measure.


  ‘I would’ve asked you how come you’re so freakin’ calm, but Shakti already explained that part to me,’ said Gillhood, as I unscrewed the plastic cap from a water bottle and took a sip. Now that we were in the air, he was chatty. He kept his voice low, his only concession to discretion, as he peppered me with questions. When my answers proved evasive, he gave me a flash of the man who had got to the point where he would be prepared to take such a risk, and have the money to do it. I wondered whether Muir had known of the connection between the wealthy entrepreneur and Shakti, and whether that explained why he had sent me in her direction.


  ‘Did you know about any of this before Shakti got in touch?’ I asked him.


  ‘Everyone knew that DARPA was working in this area. That’s hardly been a secret. I guess no one knew how far along it had come.’ From the way Gillhood was staring at me, I was starting to feel like a prized zoo exhibit. ‘They tend to release things into the public domain in small pieces. Their way of testing the waters of public opinion.’


  ‘This has gone beyond that,’ I said. ‘They want the whole thing to go away. Me included.’


  Gillhood shrugged. ‘Why do you think I agreed to help?’ He reached out a whisky-clumsy hand to touch my forearm. ‘Do you know how important you are?’


  I peered out of the window as we cleared the clouds. There really was no such thing as a free ride, and that went triple if it involved a private plane. ‘Important or valuable?’ I asked.


  ‘In the world we live in, they’re interchangeable.’


  ‘Not as far as the government’s concerned,’ I said.


  Gillhood smiled and had another sip of Scotch. ‘Of course not. Someone else is usually picking up the bill.’


  ‘You’re taking a big risk by helping me.’


  ‘I’m giving you a ride. If I’m asked I’ll tell them you didn’t give me an alternative. That’s hardly going to be much of a stretch, given what’s happened recently.’


  ‘That why you were sweating so much back there?’


  At first Gillhood didn’t answer. He followed my gaze to the window as the plane hit a patch of turbulence that buffeted it violently from side to side.


  ‘To be honest with you, when Shakti asked me to help you, I wasn’t sure what to expect. You seem much more … I don’t what the word is …’


  ‘Much more human?’ I offered.


  Another shudder rattled the plane as the sky around us darkened.


  ‘Yes. Although that’s not perfect either. After all, the worst things that you’ve done, someone could say that’s the human part of you. We’re a strange species in that regard.’


  I couldn’t argue with him on that score.


  


  SIXTY-SIX


  Four hours later we dropped from the clouds toward the Manhattan skyline. Banking sharply south we headed for the small private airport near New Jersey’s Meadowlands. I borrowed Gillhood’s tablet computer and, using the onboard Wi-Fi, worked my way quickly through a couple of national and local news channels. Although I had slipped down the running order, following yet another college campus massacre, the outlook was bleak. I was still wanted for the deaths at the facility, I was being named as the only suspect in Muir’s murder, and, worst of all, Julia was still missing.


  For the first time in a long time, I was grateful for the implant. If I was to find her, assuming she wasn’t already dead, I would need every ounce of control I could muster. As the small plane shuddered to a halt, Gillhood unbuckled his seatbelt and stood up. ‘I have a car that can take you into the city. After that … there’s a limit to how much I can help you.’


  I stood up and shook his hand. ‘I understand.’


  


  SIXTY-SEVEN


  As night fell, the temperature plunged. I watched from across the street as two uniformed NYPD cops stood sentry at the entrance to my apartment building. In the lobby, I could see the doorman. The usual guy, a short Dominican man who traveled in every day from Queens was gone. The man standing there now was six feet two, two hundred pounds, white, and almost certainly military or connected in some way. Military personnel, at least those currently serving or with recent service, carried themselves differently from civilians.


  I kept walking, my face turned toward the steel-grey river. Two blocks north, I crossed the street. I walked for one more block before hanging another right. The route took me behind the apartment building.


  Without waiting, I ran to the wall. It was around twelve feet high. I climbed it easily, momentum taking me most of the way, brute strength doing the rest. My fingers dug into the stone, creating handholds from the previously smooth surface. My hands found the top and I pulled myself up and over. Further down the street there was an access gate for deliveries but doing things that way would leave clear evidence that I had been there.


  Beneath me was a small communal garden. I jumped down. I stayed close to the wall as I ran, heading for the fire escape. Taking another run up, I made the bottom of the ladder with ease and hauled myself toward the first metal platform.


  


  SIXTY-EIGHT


  Graves


   


  The car lurched violently as it took the corner onto Amsterdam Avenue. Graves grabbed the front passenger seat to steady himself. ‘It’s him?’ he asked, for the fourth time in as many minutes, and got the same answer as he had the previous three times.


  ‘Affirmative.’


  Storefronts whipped past in a blur as he glanced out of the window. Ahead and behind, Amsterdam was a carpet of flashing red rollers as they moved in convoy toward the apartment building on Riverside Drive. A three-block perimeter had already been established, NYPD working alongside the DHS and other federal agencies to make sure that Byron Tibor didn’t slip past them.


  They had already been tipped off a few hours ago that he had arrived at Teterboro on a private jet earlier in the day. It hadn’t surprised them that John Gillhood, a billionaire tech entrepreneur, had facilitated it, although how he had hooked up with Byron was still a mystery. Given that Gillhood had already lawyered up and was playing the victim card, claiming coercion, it would likely remain that way for some time to come. Not that it mattered too much. The important thing was that they finally had Byron – the last live ember of the PSS Program.


  Graves pressed his finger against his ear and listened in on the chatter. They had four specialist search teams moving into the apartment building. Any residents found were being evacuated on the pretext of safety. So far the story they had fed the media had stuck, and now they were close to the end, he wanted it to stay that way. There was even talk that if the situation could be resolved without public exposure, the program might possibly be reopened. Intelligence had surfaced of a parallel program being conducted by the Chinese – and they had the advantage of being a lot less considerate of public opinion than the US. There was nothing to settle a president’s conscience more quickly than the idea that someone else was about to gain an edge. First things first, though. They had to recover Tibor with a minimum of fuss.


  They hung another bone-juddering left onto Broadway. The comms chatter was that the evacuation was going smoothly. Most of the apartment building’s residents had been accounted for. Tibor hadn’t been located yet but they were picking up sound from the apartment. Teams were moving in from ground and roof level. He had nowhere to go. The decision had already been taken that even if he had taken a hostage or hostages they weren’t going to wait. As soon as the building was secured they were going in. If extracting him using normal procedures failed they had special clearance to call upon the services of a SEAL demolition team to take down the whole building if necessary.


  They slowed as they approached the NYPD sawhorses at the edge of the perimeter. The car nudged through the small crowd of residents huddled together in the freezing cold. Buses were on the way to take them to an evacuation center. Graves guessed that the one plus of this going down here was that the plans were in place, all ready to be deployed.


  The car stopped two blocks from the apartment building and he got out. He tapped the bottom of a fresh pack of cigarettes, ripped it open, took one out and lit it. The chatter of comms continued in his ear as he walked. The teams had reached the outside of the apartment. It had gone quiet inside. Harry could hear the tension in the voices of the team leaders as they coordinated final entry and clearance.


  Flashing his creds, Graves climbed the three steps into the Homeland Security Mobile Command Vehicle. He said hello to a couple of the guys and took a seat. A wall of screens relayed live feeds from the helmet cams of the various teams. Software linked to individual GPS units rearranged the images to provide a clearer overview of the live feeds.


  They were in place. A six-man team was in the corridor. Across the street, snipers covered the front window of the apartment from an elevated platform. The blinds were open but there were no lights on, as Graves would have expected with Byron’s night-vision capabilities.


  A small charge had been placed on the apartment door. As soon as it blew, they would go in. Graves doubted that the six men would all make it out alive. There were back-up teams in place to cover Tibor taking out all six. And the SEAL demolition team was en route.


  The team leader keyed his radio. ‘Ready.’


  Three seconds later, the charge detonated, the door flying backwards into the apartment, dust and smoke obscuring the view from the live feeds as the team moved in.


   


  Harry stalked out of the command post. The search was ongoing but he was certain that Byron Tibor was long gone. The only thing he could be certain of was that he had been there. An inventory had shown that nothing had been taken. The appearance raised more questions than answers. Had Tibor expected to find his wife? Did he even know she was missing? Surely Gillhood would have told him.


  Lighting another cigarette, Graves headed back to the car. He was dreading the next part, having to break the bad news. The last few hours had reignited fading media interest in the story, propelling it back to rolling coverage. Worse, there was a growing public sentiment of sympathy toward Tibor. All they needed now was for him to get in touch with the media, and share his side of the story, and they would be in a world of shit.


  With a sigh, he flicked his half-smoked cigarette away, ground it out under his heel, opened the door and climbed into the rear passenger seat.


  Beside him, Byron Tibor reached over and closed the door on them, trapping Graves inside as he pressed the muzzle of a gun into the back of his neck.


  


  SIXTY-NINE


  Byron


   


  I told the driver to get moving. He did as he was told. I took Graves’s cell phone and service weapon from him as the car rolled slowly toward the perimeter. He could only watch as we drifted past dozens of blue uniforms, none giving the car a second glance, the darkened windows ensuring our privacy.


  The car nudged through a gap. For a few seconds it was surrounded by a gaggle of press who had come to see the show. After a few moments we cleared it. I told the driver to head south on Riverside.


  ‘Where’s Julia?’ I asked.


  Graves turned to look at me. ‘I don’t know.’


  ‘Take this turn up here,’ I instructed the driver. We drove three more blocks. ‘Okay, pull in there.’


  The driver turned into an alleyway and stopped next to a couple of trash Dumpsters. I ordered him and Graves out. They gathered at the front of the car. Graves stood next to the driver. The driver’s hands were shaking. ‘Walk toward me,’ I told the driver.


  When the driver got within a few feet, I ordered him to turn around. I wrapped one arm around his neck. Realizing what was about to happen, he tried to wriggle his way out, but he was no match for me. With a sharp twist, I snapped his neck. There was a dull crack as the top of his spinal cord separated from his head.


  I lifted the man up with one arm and tossed him over the lip of the Dumpster. I turned back to Graves and tossed him the keys. ‘You’re driving,’ I told him. ‘You don’t know where my wife is, but you can find Eldon. He’s chipped. Just like I was.’


  ‘What the hell are you talking about? Chipped?’


  I stepped toward him. I raised my left hand. My fingertips wandered to Graves’s neck, stopping at a point on the right side. I holstered the gun and reached for something else.


  ‘Speaking of which,’ I said, bringing up the blade of the knife.


  ‘I’m not chipped,’ Graves protested. He jabbed a finger at his skull. ‘Look, I’m not lying.’


  I smiled at him. ‘You think those trackers were just for the little people like me, Harry?’


  Graves nodded dumbly as I pressed the blade against his skin. ‘We’re all the little people,’ I told him, pressing down.


  I reached my fingers into the pouch of skin and pinched the tiny device between his thumb and index finger. I handed it to him. He cupped it in his open palm.


  ‘Son of a bitch,’ he muttered.


  I tore a strip of fabric from his shirt and pressed it against the wound. ‘Don’t feel bad,’ I told him.


  


  SEVENTY


  We raced down Fourth Avenue, the street numbers falling away with each block. Graves was deathly pale. I suspected it was more to do with the realization that he wasn’t running the game any more than pain from the neck wound. On the screen of his smartphone I could see a red dot pulse over a map of Manhattan as it tracked Eldon’s movements.


  ‘Why’d you pick Eldon?’ I asked him. ‘There are dozens of trained operatives you could have used.’


  ‘I think I’m going to throw up,’ said Graves.


  We were coming up on a rack of red lights that stretched for blocks. I motioned for Graves to pull over to the curb. ‘Be quick, and don’t do anything stupid.’


  Graves opened the door, leaned out and vomited. He closed it again. ‘Why’d you think we used Eldon?’


  Even without an implant, I knew the look Graves had just given me. He’d used Eldon because he was a throwaway. Plus he was so out there he could have told everyone he met about the operation and no one would have believed him.


  ‘Listen’ said Graves, ‘I didn’t tell him to go near your wife.’


  The lights flipped to green. Graves jammed his foot on the gas pedal.


  ‘You didn’t stop him either,’ I said.


  Graves swiped a trail of yellow saliva from his mouth with the back of his hand. He held up the other in a mea culpa gesture. ‘True.’


  ‘If he hurts her, I’m killing all of you,’ I told him. ‘Every single person in your department will be a target. Same goes for all those asshole politicians back in DC. I’ll burn the goddamn place to the ground if she’s been hurt.’


  ‘She’s safe. I’m sure she is,’ he said.


  ‘That what you said about Muir?’


  Graves looked taken aback. ‘We didn’t kill Muir.’


  I shook my head. ‘You sorry sack of shit. They didn’t tell you that either. They say it was me? It wasn’t me, Harry. I’ve done lots of bad things recently, but Muir wasn’t one of them.’


  As each second passed, Graves seemed more and more confused. He must have thought he was running the show when all along someone above him was pulling the strings.


  The rain was growing more intense. Heavy drops exploded against the windshield. I barely had time to react as Sasha stepped off the sidewalk in front of the car. I reached over and grabbed the steering-wheel, the car fishtailing violently across two lanes of traffic. A yellow cab blasted its horn as it drove round them.


  ‘What the hell are you doing?’ Graves shouted at me.


  I ignored him. I looked out to see Sasha, her face covered with blood, walking toward us. I blinked, trying to clear my vision. I didn’t have time for flashbacks or ghosts from the past. I must have looked completely distracted because Graves chose that moment to open the door, and roll out of the car.


  I grabbed the wheel again, and scooted into the driver’s seat. The door still open, I raised the Springfield, capturing Graves’s hunched shoulders in the iron sights. Graves was running as hard as he could between the traffic as horns blared. Sasha stood perfectly still, blood pooling at her feet, as she stared at me. My index finger closed on the trigger. Graves looked back at me with that bloodhound face of his, and something passed between us. His life was mine.


  I threw the gun back on the passenger seat, and picked up his cell phone from where he had abandoned it. The blip of red flashed, its position changing fractionally. I glanced back at the retreating figure of Graves, then across to Sasha. She was smiling.


  I reached over, slammed the door and took off again, leaving the blood-soaked child from Anash Kapur to fade to a speck of red dust in the rearview mirror.


  


  SEVENTY-ONE


  The red dot tracked south along the FDR. It updated its position every ten seconds. It was hard to tell whether Eldon was on foot or stuck in slow-moving traffic. As I turned on to the expressway, which ran alongside the East River, I had my answer. Traffic was gridlocked. Up ahead, near the entrance to the Brooklyn Bridge that spanned the East River, linking Manhattan to Brooklyn, lay a tide pool of red roller bar lights from NYPD and other EMS vehicles.


  I grabbed the cell phone, the Springfield and Graves’s Glock, and bailed out of the Town Car, clambering over and exiting via the passenger door. Weaving my way through the vehicles, I broke into a run, Graves’s cell phone in one hand, his Glock in the other.


  The red dot was picking up speed. With each reappearance it ghosted further and further along the bridge. I looked up to see two NYPD cruisers parked side on across the top of the ramp that led to the bridge. A baby-faced cop leaning against the back of one of the cars was the first to spot me. He pushed off the car, shouting to another couple of patrol cops and drew his weapon. I kept the Glock by my side as I ran toward the ramp.


  The cop backed away as three more officers drew their guns and trained them on me. I slowed to a stop.


  ‘Stop right there,’ one of the other cops barked at me. ‘Now, put down your weapon on the ground.’


  I hunkered down. Behind me I could hear a couple of people getting out of their cars, no doubt hoping for a better look at the unfolding drama. Glancing over my shoulder, as I placed the Glock on the road, I saw the flicker of camera phones, red record lights flashing. One guy wearing a suit was holding up an iPad.


  ‘Okay, move forwards. Slowly,’ came the next instruction.


  I took six long slow strides.


  ‘Okay, stop there. Hands behind your head, lace your fingers. They move, you’re fucking dead, asshole. You hear me?’


  I complied. My eyes probed beyond the cops blocking my path. Up ahead I picked out the swooping curve of the steel cable that led to the first stone tower of the bridge. Halfway up I saw two distant figures picking their way slowly up the cable, using the auxiliary cables on either side as handrails. They had their backs to me but that didn’t stop me picking out Eldon and, in front of him, my wife.


  


  SEVENTY-TWO


  I lowered myself to my knees, eyes fixed on the two lone figures. I could make a plea to the cops arresting me, but it would do no good. They were on auto-pilot, following a procedure that allowed for no deviation. I keened my ears, picking up the chatter from inside the patrol cars that counseled extreme caution. Three cops were walking slowly toward me, two with guns drawn. I could hear more coming up from behind. From their whispers I gleaned that they were going to take me down hard. I picked out the squeak of leather as one picked his Taser out from his utility belt. The footsteps behind me stopped. I could hear the rustle of the cop’s jacket as he raised his arm.


  Don’t do it, I thought, as I heard the nitrogen propellant charges detonate in a puff and the Taser lines start to whip through the air, the two spikes embedding themselves in the back of my neck. My eyes locked on my wife as she stumbled, one foot slipping out from underneath her and under the steel auxiliary cable.


  Time slowed. I could feel the pulse of electricity moving along the wires to me. The first jolt hit, snapping hard into my neck and sending my muscles into spasm. It traveled through the tissue into the top of the spinal cord and pulsed its way along the nerve pathways into my brainstem, the part of the human mind known as the reptilian brain; the dark, base section that dragged us from the primordial swamp.


  Rather than falling forward, I felt my back straighten. One by one my fingers unmeshed. I rose to my feet, arms spreading wide. My face set like granite. I felt a rush of energy course through me. A spark of blue light flew between my fingertips as I reached back, and grabbed the two wires.


  The burly cop still holding the X26 Taser stared at me, his lips parting in shock as I yanked the wires hard to reel him in. Still mesmerized, his grip tightened around the Taser. By the time he let go it was too late. The Springfield drawn, I tucked the barrel under his chin. The other cops held their fire, unable to get off a clean shot without risking taking him out. I could see the flashes of yellow bubbling up inside their heads, signaling their fear.


  I ripped the two spikes from my back. I prised the Taser from the cop’s hand and tossed it away. He was mumbling a prayer to himself.


  ‘Tell your colleagues to lower their weapons,’ I told him.


  After a couple of stammered attempts, he managed to repeat the phrase. All but two of the cops lowered their guns. Overhead, I could hear the thump of rotor blades as a chopper flitted toward us.


  The snap of a single shot punched through the night sky. The round smacked dead center between the cop’s eyes. His head snapped back, the top of his skull hitting my chin. Still holding him upright, my face and upper body covered with blood and brains, I looked up to see Eldon, one arm around Julia, with a gun in his hand.


  ‘Officer down!’


  A babble of expletives and panicked instructions filled the air around me. Weapons that had been lowered mere seconds ago were raised again. I held the dead cop upright to shield myself from their fire.


  Glancing down I saw a tear in my jacket near my right shoulder. Eldon’s bullet must have carried on through the cop’s skull to punch its way into my shoulder. Because I was already covered with the cop’s blood, I had no way of telling whether it had penetrated the subcutaneous armor covering my torso.


  Dragging the dead man backwards, his shoes scuffing the asphalt, I retreated toward the steel cable and the edge of the bridge. To my right came the crack of another shot. I spun, drew down on the officer who had fired, and shot him. It was as perfectly executed as Eldon’s had been, smacking directly through the man’s forehead as he had tried to duck behind the open door of his cruiser.


  I dumped the dead weight of the man’s body, spun and ran for the cabling as more live rounds poured in. A bullet pinged against the metal trellis that separated the road from the suspension cable. I swung a leg over, stopped for the briefest of seconds and fired again. This time, I caught the cop in the throat.


  I started the climb. The slope of the steel started gently enough that I could run. Incoming fire pinged off the steel latticework. In a few feet I would be away from its protection and the cops on the bridge would have a clear line of fire.


  I tilted my head back and stared up. I could see Eldon pushing Julia ahead of him, toward the first stone tower.


  I had come to a suicide guard, a ten-foot-high section of fencing aimed at stopping jumpers. As I clawed my way to the top a round slammed into the small of my back. My stomach lurched with the pain of the impact and for a second I felt like I was going to throw up. I pressed on, hauling myself over the fence, and jumping down onto the narrow foot-wide span of cable. I grabbed the auxiliary cables on either side to steady myself. Beneath my feet I could see the dark churn of the river, the faintest crest of waves lit by the NYPD helicopter as it flew around the bridge.


  Sheer force of will powered me forward. I kept climbing, my feet skidding out from under me as I reached the next suicide guard. The muzzle flashes below me had stopped. I glanced down to see the regular patrol officers falling back along the bridge toward the city. A black paramilitary phalanx of bodies swept forward in their wake. There was no turning back now. This wasn’t going to end well. There would be no final-reel miracle, no windswept lovers’ reconciliation. All I could do now was save the woman I loved, even if that meant sacrificing myself.


  What would I have sacrificed in the end anyway? I was no longer fully human, but I retained enough of my humanity to feel the kind of emotional pain that undermined the efficient operation of a machine. I was an outlier, a step on the evolutionary ladder that the world wasn’t ready for yet.


  The climb grew steeper with every step. Eldon and Julia were on the ladder that led up and over the cornice of the neo-Gothic stone tower. Eldon’s back was exposed. I had a clear shot at him. A shot that I was sure I could make easily. But I couldn’t risk spooking Julia. If she lost her balance, or Eldon grabbed her as he fell, she would fall to her death.


  I pushed forward. My back throbbed. Julia and Eldon were out of sight, gone over the edge and onto the top of the tower.


  Thirty seconds later, I reached the bottom of the ladder. Eldon would be waiting for me at the top. But so would Julia. The thought of her spurred me on as I grabbed the steel rung of the ladder and began the short climb.


  


  SEVENTY-THREE


  My fingertips pulsed as they touched the top rung of the ladder. The helicopter was directly overhead, bathing me in its light. I pushed off with my feet and grabbed the stone lip. I waited for the crush of Eldon’s boots or for Eldon’s face to appear over the edge. I listened as hard as I could, filtering out the rush of air from the rotor blades.


  Nothing.


  Palms flat on the rough stone, I pushed myself up, crawling on my belly before standing up. The stone tower ran the width of the bridge. In the center the Stars and Stripes snapped tight in the wind. Eldon stood next to it, one arm around a terrified Julia, her mind burning yellow with fear. In his hand, he held a SIG Sauer 229, the barrel aimed at Julia’s head.


  It was only then, in that moment, that I noticed Eldon was different. Whatever emotions he was experiencing, I couldn’t discern them. There was no aura, no colors that I could see. His face masked his mind. There was no fear, no terror, no anger, nothing. My mind clawed its way back to our last encounter in the tunnels, and I remembered that while he hadn’t shown fear, not even when I had held his life in my hands, I had been able to see some stab of anger. Now there was nothing.


  Eldon pressed the barrel of the SIG a little harder into Julia’s temple. She winced with pain. ‘Should have killed me back in Vegas, Tibor.’


  ‘She’s got nothing to do with this.’ I looked at my wife, shivering with cold and fear in the night air. She looked away, breaking eye contact.


  ‘Oh, I agree,’ said Eldon.


  ‘So let her go.’


  ‘Soon as you toss that gun and anything else you have,’ said Eldon.


  I looked back at Julia. I had thought about this moment for a long time. It was what had sustained me. It had allowed me to do the things I had, to endure. My love for her had proved as important as any amount of the chips or implants they had crammed inside me. Finally she looked at me, the yellow aura of fear burning so brightly in the center of her mind that I could barely make out her eyes.


  I lowered the gun, all the while holding Julia’s gaze. ‘Okay, count of three,’ I said. ‘I toss it, and you let her go.’


  ‘Agreed,’ said Eldon.


  I counted down. At two, I watched as Eldon eased the pressure of the barrel against Julia’s head, and began to lower the gun. On three, I threw the gun, like a Frisbee, over the edge of the tower.


  As good as his word, Eldon shoved Julia to one side. He pivoted slightly, raised the gun again, and fired a single shot. It caught me in the chest. The force threw me backwards with a lot more punch than the previous round I had taken. For a second my feet lifted off the ground. I landed on my back, winded, my mouth opening and closing as I gasped for air. I heard Julia scream. Her reaction to my being hurt gave me comfort. There was sweetness in the thought that she cared. I tried to lift my head to look at her, but I was still too winded to manage even that.


  I stayed where I was. I didn’t think the shot had penetrated the thin layer of armor under my skin, but I couldn’t be sure. Eldon had come prepared. Whatever ammunition he was using, it wasn’t standard.


  Close-quarters combat of any kind rests on the combatants’ perception. Right now, Eldon must have believed he had the edge. That was fine with me. I stayed where I was, and watched as he walked toward me.


  The helicopter had shifted position so that it was side on to us. The door was open, a dark figure leaning out. He held something in front of him. It took me a second to realize that what I had taken, at first glance, to be light reflecting from a rifle scope was the lens of a camera. The helicopter wasn’t there to take down either me or Eldon. Nor was it there to pluck my wife to safety. It was there to capture the moment for posterity. I thought I caught sight of Gillhood but I couldn’t be sure.


  I watched as Eldon stopped six feet from me. The pain rolled across my chest in waves. I felt sick. The nausea came with the growing suspicion that we’d all been played by some unseen person or persons.


  I rolled onto my side. I raised my arm, hand open, fingers spread wide. Eldon aimed the gun at my head. His finger was on the trigger. Beyond him, I could see Julia hunkered down next to the flag, her hair blown across her face by the wind.


  I shifted focus back to Eldon’s index finger as he squeezed the trigger.


  


  SEVENTY-FOUR


  I rolled to my left as the muzzle flashed. I swept out my left leg, catching Eldon’s ankles with my heel. He stumbled forward. I pushed onto my feet. Eldon recovered his balance, raised the gun again and took a step back.


  Julia was behind Eldon now. She clawed at his face with her nails. He threw an elbow. It caught her flush in the face. I heard her nose crack as she fell backwards. She sat down hard, her face bloodied. I had to fight the urge to go to her, and make sure she was okay. The only way to save her was to destroy Eldon.


  I threw myself toward him and took him down at the knees. Another shot rang out. I could feel the flash hot against my body. Eldon was wiry, far stronger than he looked. He caught me a stunning blow on the side of the mouth.


  I drew back my fist and punched. The blow caught the side of his head. I was on top of him now, pinning him down. I grabbed his gun arm and pushed it down by his side. One by one, I peeled his fingers from the butt of the gun. It was hard work.


  After what seemed like hours, but could only have been a minute at most, I had the gun. I held it like a stone, drew it back and slammed it into the side of Eldon’s head. His right eye socket caved with the force of the blow. I drew my hand back again and slammed the cold metal of the gun into his face again. A third blow, this one lower down, smashed into his mouth.


  I sat up, my knees pinning his arms to his sides. His eyes rolled back in his head. He sputtered a mix of blood, saliva and fragments of teeth from his mouth. I stared down at him, mesmerized by the damage I had done. Whatever fight Eldon had had was gone.


  


  SEVENTY-FIVE


  On either side of the tower came the sound of men climbing the ladders from the suspension cables. I sat back a little and angled the gun so that it was pointed at Eldon’s face.


  I glanced toward Julia. I had lost sight of her features. The lips, eyes and nose I had fallen in love with were burned away by the intense yellow glow that rose like an orb from the center of her skull. I pushed it away, my mind, the human part of it, battling with whatever they had placed inside it. It flared, then dimmed. I could see her face again.


  I got to my feet, and took a step toward her. There was only one way out for us, only one way off the bridge. It was risky. This time there would be no harness, and no cord to stop us hitting the water.


  The fingers of her right hand fell into mine. I stared into her eyes. She was even more beautiful than I had remembered. ‘Trust me. We’ll go together,’ I told her, the words echoing from our past.


  She pulled back from me, the tips of her fingers sliding through mine until we were no longer touching. An orb of yellow flared again. I reached up and touched her face, trying to brush it away.


  ‘Byron, you need help,’ she said.


  There was a scuffle of boots on metal. A helmeted head popped over the edge. Pivoting round, I aimed the Springfield and let off a warning shot. The head disappeared.


  ‘Here, take my hand.’ I reached out to her but she backed away.


  ‘Even if I wanted to,’ she said, ‘I’d never survive the drop.’


  ‘We could be together,’ I told her. ‘Isn’t that what you want?’


  ‘Put down the gun, Byron. Let them help you.’


  I shook my head as she stared at me. Her features began to fall away again, pushed out by the yellow. She took another step back. I could still see her eyes as they welled with tears. A second later they were gone, pushed out by the color of fear.


  It was then I knew for sure that the source of my wife’s terror wasn’t Eldon, or the drop from the top of the bridge to the black water, or even the dozens of weapons trained, unseen, below us. The source of her terror was me.


  The SWAT team were breaching the top of the ladders now. I looked down to see half a dozen red dots dancing across my body, forming a perfect kill pattern.


  The black-gloved hand of one of the SWAT team members clamped onto Julia’s shoulder. She glanced round, startled, but as she looked at them, the yellow faded at the edges as her fear receded. The message was simple. To her they were rescuers.


  She looked back at me, and mouthed two silent words of apology. ‘I’m sorry.’ Her eyes pleaded for my forgiveness. She was torn. I already knew the question she was struggling with. It was the same question I had confronted, with no answer. Am I a man, or something beyond a man?


  Our actions define us. I was no exception. I had killed, therefore I was a killer. It was binary in its simplicity. No amount of special pleading would change that. Julia was of another world and, I now knew, she always had been. It had been foolish for us to think we could be other than who we were. She was fully human, and I was not.


  I watched as a ballistic shield was thrown up in front of her, and more men swarmed between us. I fought the desire to go to her. Letting go was not part of my program. I was engineered to secure objectives, and Julia had been my objective. She had driven me on and sustained me through all of this.


  But what happened when you found that the rescued didn’t need rescuing? Did you forge ahead blindly, hoping to persuade them of the purity of your intent? Or did you give way to the painful realization that every drop of blood that had been spilled was for nothing? The human part of me already knew the answer.


  I could still see her face as I let the gun drop from my hand. Slowly I got to my feet. I waited for the salvo of bullets to erupt. My insides turned over. The implant began to whisper to me as the human part of my mind began to retreat, overwhelmed by the torment of Julia’s rejection.


  I raised my arms high above my head in surrender. Behind me the Stars and Stripes wilted as the wind died. Instructions were shouted, but I could no longer pick out the words.


  The Manhattan skyline glistened to my left. I took a deep breath, filling my lungs. Pushing off with my right foot, I ran for the edge of the tower. A shot caught me in the back. My torso lurched forward but I kept moving, clearing the edge of the tower, and falling, arms spread out into the cold night air.


  I tumbled in free-fall through the air toward the water below. Lights glittered all around me as I tumbled through the blue-black night. Seconds passed. I hit the surface, the force of the impact knocking the air from my chest. I surrendered, and let the water take me.


  


  SEVENTY-SIX


  Associated Press, New York


  The body of a man recovered from the East River yesterday, following what the Department of Homeland Security, the NYPD, and FBI have described as a domestic-terrorism-related incident, has been identified as Harold Graves, a federal liaison official working with the Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency. The cause of death is believed to be multiple gunshot wounds.


  Authorities are still seeking former special-forces veteran and State Department official Byron Tibor, following an incident on the Brooklyn Bridge on Monday night, which resulted in the deaths of three NYPD officers. A second man, whose name has not yet been released to the media, was taken into custody at the scene. Tibor’s wife, Julia Tibor, an associate professor at the Department of International Relations at Columbia University, is believed to be recovering at a private medical facility in New Jersey.


  Services for the slain NYPD officers are taking place today and tomorrow.


  


  SEVENTY-SEVEN


  I stand across the street from our old apartment, the exhaust fumes of the early-evening traffic and the burnished gold leaves of the late fall taking me back to the time before. It’s cold. I stamp my boots on the sidewalk, trying to force warmth into my feet. A woman walking a tiny dog swaddled in a fleece sweater skirts around me. In a city of perpetual motion, standing quietly, watching, is a suspect activity, especially when you look as I do.


  I scare people. They see something in my eyes. At first, I thought it was death, but it’s not. Death is a presence, and what they see in me isn’t a presence so much as an absence.


  I glance back to the apartment building. The light is failing. The last of the sunlight turns the building’s stone front to a rich honey-gold for a few precious minutes as I wait it out. I tell myself that I have come this far, and seen so much, that everything that has passed before me requires that I hold my position. I have to see her again.


  The traffic is building up on Riverside Drive. Beneath the car horns I can hear each engine, the individual whirr of a timing belt, the low hum of a hybrid’s batteries, I can trace a single bead of water as it falls from mud flap to road. I can shift my mind so that in the building behind I can hear conversations behind closed apartment doors all the way down to the scrape of a kitchen chair as a woman gets up, or the shift from sitcom babble to a news anchor’s earnest drone as her fifteen-year-old daughter changes the channel.


  My eyes roam the surface of the building to a point where I can see the stone fascia not as a flat plane but as a pitted moonscape of peaks and indentations. Flaws in the stone, flecks of brown or black where the rest is grey, are sharp and clear. Every sound is crisp and fierce. Everything is dialed up so that I exist in a permanent state of hyper-reality.


  Some noises take me back to a place I would rather forget. The rattle of a loose pipe as water runs through it sounds like a .50 machine gun being fired in the distance. It makes me shiver, not in fear but from a memory of my feet frozen near-solid in my boots.


  Suddenly I catch sight of her as she steps out from under the canopied entrance, the liveried doorman of the building sheltering her under his umbrella as a cab pulls up. He opens the door for her. She is about to get in. But in the moment before she ducks inside, she stops and notices the solitary man studying her from across the way. Her bright blue eyes fly wide open, then narrow again, as her conscious mind overrides what she is looking straight at and she judges what she is seeing as a cruel trick. She stands there for a moment, the doorman behind her, everyone and everything frozen in place. Although there is traffic, none of it breaks her gaze. The city is lost to us, momentarily still and silent.


  She ducks out of sight, the top of the umbrella shielding the space above the roof of the cab. It pulls away. The traffic begins to flow again. Pedestrians filter back into focus: a nanny pushing an old-style Silver Cross pram; an elderly couple, the man’s hand touching his wife’s sleeve – a vision of the life I had imagined for us.


  I will a picture into my mind of her still standing on the sidewalk, the cab uptown to her office at Columbia University abandoned. But she is gone.


  Did she recognize me? The flare of yellow in her mind before she ducked into the cab tells me that she did. It makes her getting into the cab all the more wrenching. I had hoped that the passage of time might have changed her view of me. It hasn’t. I have the answer I came for.


  I turn away from the home I had, and walk back toward the river.
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