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Enter the Sparrowhawk

It all began as a routine (if slightly frenetic) Land of Oz poker night. As routine as my regular Monday night poker games get, anyway. Not gonna lie, I fraternize with some fairly unsavory characters, and more than a few law enforcement-adjacent individuals (who can be worse than unsavory, believe me), so things sometimes go a little sideways. But this one was about par for the course: intense bouts of mental combat and poor financial decision-making interspersed with drunken revelry and shit-talking.

In fact, right before everything went haywire, I distinctly remember CC regaling the crowd with one of his outrageous tales — one of those stories that seems entirely fictitious but, as it was coming from CC, was generally accepted to be true. I’ve challenged his ludicrous yarns on more than one occasion and, to my extreme consternation, found them able to withstand the most rigorous of fact-checking.

This particular anecdote involved a romantic romp gone awry, which was CC’s most frequent — and popular — subgenre. It remains a huge mystery to all who know him just how he gets so much action, considering he resembles a taller, marginally less ghoulish version of Riff Raff, the creepy caretaker from that flat-era cult flick Rocky Horror Picture Show, minus the hunchback. But he has a colossal personality and a certain offbeat charm that some people apparently find attractive, so it sort of makes sense. 

He also has one other thing going for him that’s incredibly rare these days — he’s HEX-positive, and has been for years, but is still thin as a rail. Like, literally fifteen percent body fat — basically a walking piece of beef jerky, with sinewy muscles wrapped around his skeleton like thick bungee cords beneath his pallid skin. He couldn’t avoid the thinning-hair side effect or the mildly rounded cheeks, but other than that he basically reads as HEX-free: no swollen breast tissue or acne or any of the other telltale physical traits that typify the virus. He stands out, is what I’m saying — and apparently that’s enough to get him laid with improbable frequency.

“So we’re trying to keep things fresh, right? Spice things up a little — make it interesting.” CC was leaning back, skinny fingers laced behind his cornsilk hair, deciding how much he was willing to share. “So you know, I snort some Bremy, pull out the PlayPlex, and we get ready to blow the needle off the freak meter. And then she looks me right in the eye and says wanna switch?

“At first I don’t get it. I’m like, switch what? But then I look up, and she’s dangling her goggles on one finger, this wicked smile on her face. And then it hits me that she wants to switch porn, which is fucked up, right?”

He scanned the table, gauging the skeptical reaction. “Exactly! But what was I gonna do? Luckily I’d loaded up some pretty vanilla scenarios, so I wasn’t worried she’d be completely disgusted. And truth be told, I was curious. I mean, I thought I knew this gal pretty well, but did I really? You have to admit that’s some boundary-breaking shit right there. And anyway, how bad could it be? I’m assuming that it’s going to be all soft-focus writhing bodies, maybe some classic R&B playing in the background, right?”

I glanced around and saw that every single fem at the table was wearing a look of unmitigated glee.

“So what the hell, I did it. I strapped on her headset and went to work. And look, I’m an open-minded fella! Y’all know that about me.”

Some at the table nodded. Most didn’t.

“But this I was not expecting. I mean, good god, we’re talking straight-up first-person jackhammer work from a superjuiced Testosteroid case who looks like Wolverine. You know — furry sideburns, oiled pecs, the whole kit. And he keeps staring me right in the eye while he pumps away, with this look like maybe he wants to murder me? What am I supposed to do with that?”

The room remained respectfully silent, waiting for the punchline.

“I mean, I still got off, but I really had to work for it.”

The groans outweighed the laughs, and someone yelled, “How’d she do?”

“You’ll have to ask her.” CC grinned, clacking his chair back to the table. “Queen still has my goggles, in fact — we’re negotiating their safe return.”

It was during the ensuing crosstalk that CC’s entire demeanor abruptly changed. I wouldn’t have caught it if I hadn’t been studying his face at that exact moment. There was no particular reason I was watching him, it’s just something I do — I study people, read their faces like some folks read street signs: constantly, without purpose or benefit. But with this particular glance I hit the jackpot, because as I watched, CC froze mid-merriment and focused on the air in front of him as if a hummingbird were hovering directly in front of his nose. It was then that I noticed that his normal silver hoop earring had been replaced with a chunky black stud that was decidedly not his style.

Two competing thoughts immediately flooded my brainpan, both so revelatory that for a moment I couldn’t figure out which one I should prioritize. The first was fucking Cherubini’s wearing lenses! He knew lenses were absolutely forbidden at poker night, for obvious reasons, and the fact that he used our friendship to bypass the eye check and wore them all night without telling me was a betrayal beyond measure. If the other players found out it could spell the end of my weekly game, taking with it a sizable chunk of my income.

The second and equally powerful thought was Fuck! Cherubini’s wearing lenses! That realization suggested all sorts of mind-blowing scenarios. CC and I have been acquainted forever, and I was certain that the only way he’d accept lenses was if he was working for the Feds again. And so the fact that he was not only willing to sneak them into the bar but had actually received a transmission mid-game told me that something momentous was at hand.

So I was sitting there both infuriated and intensely intrigued, trying to figure out if I should immediately throw his ass out or cover for him by doing something flamboyant while hoping that nobody else had noticed his obvious lens trance. But CC, being a consummate professional, saved me from having to make a decision. He exited his trance so quickly and completely that I barely believed I’d seen it myself, and then swiveled his head towards me with a look that said I know you know, and I need your help.

“Yo, Oz!” His unexpected outburst caused all eyes to flick to me. “You got any more of that Hudson Rye hiding back there? I’m giving you enough of my fucking money at this table.”

Before I could even muster a pained smile, he was on his feet and stumbling towards the yellow brick bar, playing up his alcohol intake just enough to sell it. I jumped to my feet and met him at the head of the table, where he threw his arm around me and leaned in close as we maneuvered behind the bar.

“You got your Hub here?” His whiskey breath was hot in my ear, his hand squeezing my upper arm like a stress toy.

“It’s at the office. You need it now?” I already knew the answer. High alert was sparking off his skin like metal in a microwave.

“Yes. Can you get it to 106th and Central Park West in under thirty minutes? We’re racing the consulate cops here.”

I gauged my state of inebriation, evaluated my responsibilities, and decided that this was a doable request. I gave him a nod and spun back towards the packed table.

“You want to fucking cash out then?” I whipped off my glasses dramatically, waving them at Luis, who was watching the entire pantomime wearily from the dealer’s chair. “Luis, kindly handle the table for me. I’m gonna settle up with Detective Cherubini and show him the door — he’s had more than enough.”

The funny thing is that I’m sure nobody in the room believed me, or CC, for a single second — but they didn’t much care what our deal was. They were there for the game and the drinks and the chitchat, and hopefully some extra scratch, and other than that had zero interest in anybody’s business. Which is exactly how I liked it. 

As soon as we exited the bar onto Saint Marks, CC jumped into an autonomous (which he could effectively convert into a patrol car with his NYPD credentials), and I took off running towards my office































































































































































Election Day

I’m stirred awake by the gradually increasing chirps of the hotel’s tropical-themed alarm clock, so groggy that I can’t even remember exactly where I am. I’m disoriented by the echoey birdsong and distant jabbering gibbons, while the leafy shadows on the bedspread — created by the morning sun peeping through the aluminum foliage window treatment — appear disturbingly alive, a writhing horde of sleep demons swarming across the surface of my bed.

And then everything comes rushing back and my eyes snap open, the spidery apparitions scampering and dissolving as I careen upright. I’m in a luxurious, teal-tinted suite at the Mayfair House Hotel in Coconut Grove, and in less than an hour I’ll be on Miami Island talking to the governor of Virginia, informing him that his running mate’s top aide is at the center of a global HEX conspiracy.

I swing my feet off the bed and plant them on the saffron-colored carpet, trying to calm my frayed nerves as I survey the swanky room. It’s about the size of my entire Manhattan office and living space combined and features a balcony overlooking the hotel’s fabled garden atrium. Right outside the clear resin door I can see the swaying crowns of two waxy green palms, their leaves framing a bright orange bird of paradise placed artfully against the balcony railing.

The trip here had been uneventful, albeit mildly disquieting. Both of my airport rides — to JFK in New York, and from NMI to the hotel once I arrived — were autonomous, with all the ticketing and check-ins handled remotely by Madison White’s hyper-efficient counselor, Selamawit. Unfortunately, I was so tense that I could barely enjoy the fact that I was flying twice in one week. 

By the time I arrived at the hotel, I was so worn out that, even though it was still relatively early, I’d enjoyed a single old-fashioned at the rooftop bar, watched the fiery sunset light up the North Atlantic, then retreated to my room to read in bed like the aging queen that I am.

Unfortunately, despite retiring early, my sleep had been fitful at best, as I couldn’t stop thinking about my upcoming audience with the governor. So I’m in pretty rough shape as I get ready to meet the car scheduled to arrive at 8:00 sharp. I’d spent an embarrassing amount of time the day before debating exactly what to wear and had ultimately chosen to bring a sable black Italian wool docked mourning suit — mostly because it was still in its dry-cleaning bag and seemed appropriate for what I couldn’t help but think of as a funereal occasion.

Once I get dressed, buff my shoes, and check the knot of my dusty pink shantung silk tie for the umpteenth time, I finally decide that my fit is as good as it’s ever going to get, so I steel myself and head down to the lobby. I’d been instructed to leave my luggage in the room, which tells me they expect me to be back before the 11:00 checkout time — although I suppose it’s possible they’d booked the room for an extra day. 

After strolling through the soaring, flora-filled atrium — which is even more impressive bathed in luminous early-morning light — I enter the hotel lobby and immediately spot a fem who has to be Selamawit Abebe.

She’s not excessively tall, but with her rose-colored platform mules and an impressive tangle of coily dark curls spilling from the top of her head, she cuts an imposing figure. She’s reading her screen as I approach, so I get a moment to study her aristocratic profile — strong-yet-elegant jawline, slightly upturned round nose, milk chocolate skin to die for — before she looks up and spots me.

“Mr. Pagano! So good to see you in person.”

I smile gamely and step forward to shake hands. She’s wearing a pearlescent spiral sheath with a pale lavender jacket and looks positively angelic framed by the light streaming through the front window.

“A pleasure to meet you as well, Ms. Abebe.”

“Please, call me Selama — I despise formality.” She wrinkles her nose and holds up one finger as she turns her head and touches a lightning-shaped gold adornment that stretches from the lobe to the delicately fluted top of her right ear. “Yes, he’s here now. We’ll be there in fifteen minutes.”

She grimaces apologetically and beckons me forward. “Sorry, I don’t usually leave this thing on, but it’s Election Day, so…”

“I understand,” I reassure her. “Must be quite a whirlwind.”

“Actually, today is the calm after the storm. Last night’s rally in Orlando, though? That was a complete madhouse.”

“Yes, I watched some of it on the flight — looks like you had quite a turnout.”

“Much larger than expected,” she confides, “which was a pleasant surprise — especially for Florida. I mean, we’re not likely to win it, but the fact that it’s within the margin of error is a heartening sign. Oh, look, here’s our ride.”

I peer through the hotel’s glass front doors and see an autonomous sedan rolling around the brick cul-de-sac, the passenger-side display flashing PAGANO over and over.

“After you,” Selama says, sweeping her hand out to trigger the hotel’s sliding doors. I step outside, savoring the rush of warm, salty air swirling in, a gift from the ocean lapping against the nearby seawall.

Once we’re safely ensconced in the car’s back seat, Selama taps a few things into her screen and turns towards me, an amiable look on her face. “So, Mr. Pagano —”

“Please, call me Oz,” I insist. “I loathe formality.” 

“Very good,” she replies, eyes twinkling. “Oz, the first thing I want to make clear is that I don’t want you to divulge anything that you’re planning to share with Governor White today. I’m not privy to your group’s work product, and I don’t want to learn anything that I might be legally compelled to disclose.”

“Got it.”

“But having said that, there are a few more questions I’d like to ask, if that’s all right with you.”

“Certainly,” I reply affably, swallowing my anxiety. “Fire away.”

“First, have you shared any of the new information you’ve uncovered with any other members of the working group?”

“No, I have not.” I’m praying that she doesn’t ask me if I’ve shared it with anyone else, because if I have to lie about talking to Sabine I might throw up.

“So the particulars of what you’re going to discuss with the governor are unknown to anyone but yourself?”

“Yes, that is correct,” I confirm truthfully, mentally adding as of now. I’m fully aware that, if they are planning to shoot me with a poison dart and dump my body into the ocean, this would be the perfect time to do it.

“Excellent.” Selama taps a few more notes into her screen, acting reassuringly un-murdery. “I want you to know that Madison White appreciates your extraordinary work on this matter and eagerly awaits your report. I also understand that you fell into a spot of trouble towards the end of your assignment?”

“Yes,” I say guardedly. “To put it mildly.”

“Well, I want to reassure you that there won’t be any further repercussions for actions you took in furtherance of the working group’s objectives. As far as the campaign is concerned, your investigative efforts were undertaken in good faith and have obviously proved fruitful.”

“Well, that’s a relief,” I respond appreciatively. “I was worried that Ian was going to have my guts for garters, as my dad used to say.”

Selama laughs, a pleasantly throaty hiccup. “He can give that impression, but he’s really a big softie at heart — he’ll cool down eventually. And besides, it appears that any serious negative fallout from your adventure has been contained, so all’s well that ends well.”

“So far,” I mutter superstitiously.

“Yes, definitely shouldn’t count our chickens,” Selama agrees. “We still have sixteen hours until polls close in California — but it does seem a little late for an October surprise.”

“I certainly hope so.” 

I look out the window and see that we’re currently driving over the southern stretch of the Miami Canal. It’s wider than I’d imagined, with the rippling blue-black water stretching for hundreds of meters between the algae-slicked concrete banks.

“First time in Miami?”

“Actually, yes. I’ve visited Orlando a bunch, because my ex-husband was a theme park freak, but never made it this far south.”

“It’s nice here,” Selama assures me, gazing out her window as the jagged geometry of the Downtown Miami skyline draws near. “Especially now that everything’s stabilized. I do miss South Beach, though.”

“Oh, did you grow up here?”

“Yes, in Coral Gables. I even knew Lauren Weber back then, believe it or not — we met at a state high school debate, during the congressional debate championship event. She won best speaker, of course.”

“Huh,” I respond, confused. “Is that how you came to be involved in the campaign?”

“Oh no,” she clarifies quickly. “My father was hired by the University of Virginia as a professor of economics, and we lost touch after I moved to Charlottesville. But she still remembered me when we reconnected during the VP selection process. She’s a remarkable being — never forgets a thing.”

“So I’ve heard.” At this point I’m eager for someone to start dishing on Lauren Weber’s flaws, honestly.

“Okay, here we are.” Selama looks up as the car rolls to a stop in front of a tall glass tower and then pops the door open. “State campaign headquarters are on the top floor, so hopefully you’re not acrophobic.”

“I’ll be fine,” I sigh, resigned to my fate by now.

As I exit the car, I see that the building we’re entering is named Seaside Center and appears to be recently completed, judging by the immaculate white stone cladding and freshly poured concrete pavilion. Staring up, I gloomily note that it appears to be the tallest tower in the immediate vicinity.

“We’ll take the freight lift,” Selama explains as she leads me across the vast marble lobby, waving cheerfully at the clerks lined up behind the reception desk. “You definitely don’t want to mingle with the campaign staff right now — talk about a tense atmosphere!”

“I can only imagine.” I follow her to the farthest elevator bank, where she stops and digs into her front jacket pocket.

“Here you go — just keep this visible and nobody will bother you.” She hands me a self-adhering building pass reading WEBER/WHITE CAMPAIGN GUEST, and I make sure that it’s perfectly level before applying it to my jacket breast pocket. She swipes us through the turnstile and summons the elevator. 

“Next stop, sixth heaven,” she proclaims merrily as we step into the cab.

I don’t really get the joke, but the elevator is so speedy I don’t have time to ponder it. Within seconds of the doors closing, and with only the slightest sense that we’ve rocketed upwards, the arrival tone sounds, and the doors split open to reveal a geometrically patterned gray carpet running the length of a long white hallway. The hall is capped by a luminous, sky-filled window that spans the threshold, flooding the hallway with light.

As we exit, I see that we’re at the intersection of two hallways, with the one we’re in stretching away in both directions from the recessed freight elevator. I hear a muffled commotion drifting down from my left — the sounds of blaring news channels and feverish conversation leaking through a set of closed glass doors. Selama taps me on the shoulder and tips her head towards a shorter hallway to our right. This hallway ends in a pair of polished graphite doors, which are currently being guarded by a heavyset fellow in an off-the-rack dark suit and a pair of don’t-fuck-with-me tinted shades.

“Oz, this is Lenny,” Selama says, guiding me towards the doors. “He’s been assigned to the campaign by the Secret Service and will be your liaison from this point forward.”

“Oh,” I say, a bit taken aback. “You’re not staying for the meeting?”

“Unfortunately not. There are so many moving parts today — I can’t abandon my post for long.” She gives me a calming smile, lightly patting my back as I walk past. “But Lenny has been briefed on the arrangements and will help facilitate your return to New York after the meeting.”

Lenny glowers at me as I approach, and I can’t help but think that he’d just as well facilitate my voyage out of a top-floor window.

“I wish you all the best, Mr. Pagano,” Selama calls out, heading back towards the elevator. “And again, congratulations on everything you’ve accomplished — it really is quite extraordinary.”

I’m thrown by her comments, since she can’t possibly know exactly what I’ve accomplished, but I’m so agitated and unsettled at the moment that I let it go. 

“Thanks, Selama — it’s been a real pleasure meeting you.”

As she disappears into the elevator bay, I turn back to Lenny, who’s staring at me impassively as he holds one of the burnished gray doors open. I nod at him and slip inside the room, trying to keep my composure as he shuts the door firmly behind me.

The conference room I’ve been sequestered in isn’t large, but feels infinite because two of the four walls are made of glass, offering a sweeping corner-office view that’s half-ocean, half-land, with the top half of Miami Island arranged beneath me like a model-train panorama. From this height, the northern border of the canal resembles a thick indigo line drawn by a child to encircle the thicket of downtown skyscrapers, using the Atlantic Ocean as ink.

I approach the medium-sized oval table in the middle of the room, which is unremarkable save for one mystifying feature: a museum-quality desk phone, like something out of an Automation Age film noir. It’s squat and black, with a solid-looking receiver cradled on top of a rounded rectangular base. It even has a pigtail-curly fabric cord connecting the receiver to the base, although there’s no dial or keypad that would indicate actual functionality.

As I stare at it, contemplating whether or not to pick up the receiver, my reverie is rattled by a burst of static from outside the room. I hear a faint voice leaking through the crack in the double doors and lean in close to see if I can figure out what’s going on.

“Grzybowski, is the zone secure?”

Lenny triggers his two-way, grunting a brusque reply. 

“Affirmative.”

“Good. Shrike is entering the nest. Estimated arrival at your location thirty seconds.”

I solidify into a meat statue, barely able to process what I’ve heard. Outside the doors I hear the elevator arrive, and my body finally jerks to life and stumbles back in a blind panic, banging up against the table as the conference room doors swing open.

And there, gazing at me inquisitively, a knowing half-smile on her lips, stands Lauren Weber.

 

I find myself unable to make my vocal cords work properly. I stand there staring at one of the most famous people in the world as the doors swing closed behind her, leaving us alone in a room no larger than my bedroom.

“Surprised to see me, I gather?” She looks exactly like she does onscreen, only taller. It occurs to me that’s because I usually see her standing next to her freakishly tall male opponents. In reality she’s taller than I am by a few centimeters, at least. Her glossy chestnut hair is styled in its trademark tousled bob, with that wild-yet-somehow-composed profusion of curly brown tendrils framing her face. She raises her striking black eyebrows — subject of endless commentary regarding her refusal to tame them — and moves gracefully into the room. “You’re not going to faint, are you?”

I finally regain my power of speech, releasing the chair I’d been gripping behind my back and self-consciously straightening my terrible posture.

“No, I just, I, I was just…” I take a deep breath and start over. “I was expecting Governor White, that’s all.”

“Yes, apologies for that. He had to return to Virginia sooner than expected.”

I’m almost certain that this is a lie, as it seems like something Selamawit would have known before she dropped me off, but it’s delivered with such casual confidence that I can’t be sure.

“So you’re” — I struggle to find the right phrase — “pinch-hitting?”

“Something like that.” Weber walks past me and leans over the table, picking up the receiver of the mystery phone. “Quiet,” she commands curtly.

At first I think that she’s rudely shushing me, but then I feel the air abruptly thicken, bringing with it a barely audible hum that fills both my ears, and I realize she was delivering instructions to whomever, or whatever, was on the other end of the line.

“Localized noise canceling,” she explains helpfully as she hangs up the receiver. “If you were standing one meter that way, you wouldn’t be able to hear me right now. So helpful.”

I glance over my shoulder, as if I might be able to perceive this invisible sonic barrier. “So that’s what the phone’s for?”

“One of many things,” Weber confirms elliptically. “I love these old phones — my family had one growing up, handed down from my great-great-grandmother, and my dad kept it working until I went to college. I mean, it was basically a quantum processor by the end of its life, but the man refused to let it die.”

“So you always bring one with you?” I’m so bewildered by this entire situation that I've collapsed into imbecilic small talk.

“They’re made and installed for me,” she confides, sounding slightly guilty about it. “One of the perks of power, I suppose. But you’d be surprised what a difference it makes — picking up a hefty, solid object every time you need something. It really forces you to consider your every action.”

“Well, I’m a huge fan of vintage style, so aside from function, I’ll give you extra points for form.”

The idea of me giving her anything is absurd, of course, but she doesn’t seem offended by my impudence.

“Anyway, let’s have a seat.” She pulls out one of the rattan office chairs and lowers herself elegantly into it, and I awkwardly follow suit. She’s wearing a slim, alabaster-white trenchcoat dress with a woven black paracord belt and a pair of patterned canvas espadrilles. The overall look is impressively eclectic — one of those statement ensembles where pulling it off is half the point. 

“Quite a stunning vista, isn’t it?”

I turn my head to look through the windows, marveling anew at the sweep of the engineered island, with the limitless expanse of the ocean unfurling behind it like a cobalt blue carpet running from the beach to the horizon.

“Purportedly the best view in Miami,” she says, sounding skeptical. “Or so the developer keeps telling us. Of course, the Panorama Tower was taller, but then it collapsed into the ocean.”

I look back, surprised by the impolitic characterization.

“Yes, I remember that,” I respond cautiously. “That was quite a tragedy.”

“Eh.” She shrugs, eyeballing the section of the skyline where the building once stood. “Nobody died. Plus, the federal government made the owners whole, and all the tenants got insurance payouts. In the end, the only real catastrophe was suffered by the environment. And let’s be honest — the developers had more than ample warning. They dragged their feet on deconstruction because it benefited them financially to do so.”

I stay silent, unsure exactly how to react.

“I do love that you can see the entirety of Miami Island from up here,” she notes brightly, changing the subject. “The panoramic view from the observation deck is simply spectacular.”

“I can only imagine,” I reply inanely. I’m definitely not covering myself in linguistic glory here.

She rises fluidly from her chair and walks over to stare down at the distant city. I feel like I should rise as well, like a royal courtier in the presence of the queen, but force myself to remain seated. 

“Tell me, Mr. Pagano, do you know how they mapped the perimeter of Miami Island? How they decided exactly which parts of the old city to destroy in order to create this architectural marvel?”

“Um…” It feels like I’m in a terrible nightmare, facing a pop quiz with zero warning while sitting pantsless in the proctor’s office. “If I remember correctly, part of the canal was created by widening the Miami River?”

“Yes, that was the straightforward part,” Weber confirms. “The difficult decisions were made using an assortment of rigorous geological studies, construction considerations, and lengthy political negotiations. And do you know what the results were?”

I wait, assuming that the question is rhetorical. She continues to eyeball me expectantly, however, so I respond. 

“No, what?”

“They dug the canal through the exact same disadvantaged neighborhoods that were walled off in the 1930s, redlined in the 1950s, torn up to accommodate 1-95 in the 1960s, and generally subjugated and mistreated throughout Florida’s ignoble history. In other words, after a lengthy and expensive study, they screwed over the exact same powerless folks they’ve been screwing over forever. Quite a coincidence, don’t you think?”

I nod slowly, trying to reconcile the freewheeling monologist in front of me with the composed, notoriously circumspect political figure I’ve observed throughout my adult life.

“On the other hand,” she continues pensively, “it did save the city, and at least this time around the displaced homeowners received semi-adequate compensation, so I suppose that’s progress, of a sort.”

She pauses, cocking her head like a curious dog hoping for a treat. I decide to seize the opportunity to try to steer the conversation back to more relevant matters.

“Well, Madam Vice President, as much as I appreciate the fascinating history, I also realize that you must be incredibly busy today…”

“Oh, so formal,” she reprimands playfully, returning to her chair. “You know, I haven’t been vice president for years now.”

“Yes, of course,” I reply, beginning to get frustrated. “I suppose I could be the first to start referring to you as President Weber —”

“Don’t you dare!” She seems genuinely horrified, and for a second I’m afraid I’ve gone too far. “You’re lucky I’m not a superstitious person, or I might have you sacrificed on a pyre to appease the political gods.”

I know she’s joking, but I experience a slight shiver of fear nonetheless. 

“My apologies,” I reply hastily, “it’s just that all the news I consumed on my flight here seemed to agree that your electoral lead was widening considerably, mostly due to the current administration’s poor response to Hurricane Ronin, and of course the continuing fallout from the Chinese Sparrowhawk incident.”

I’m hoping that mentioning the Sparrowhawk extraction might finally goad her into addressing the purpose of my visit.

“Don’t believe a word of it,” she instructs, waving one well-manicured hand in the air. “If there’s one thing I’ve learned from a lifetime in politics, it’s that nobody knows anything. For instance, twenty years ago who would’ve guessed that the residents of the Philippines and Mariana Archipelago would achieve U.S. statehood before Washington, D.C.?”

“Not me,” I admit.

“Now they all live in East Wyoming and voted for Curnow.” Weber gives a sarcastic laugh and smacks the table, clearly on a roll. “I mean, you’d think that a political party that engineered two large-scale depressions, purposefully exacerbated an ongoing climate disaster, moronically weaponized AI, and, in the process, shrank us from the first to the third-largest economy in the world — fifth if you count the European and African Unions — would never be able to win an election again. I mean, they produced a president who died in prison, for Gaia’s sake. But hey! Look who’s in the White House.”

“Well,” I respond cautiously, “there were extenuating circumstances the last time around.”

“Yes, there were,” she admits. “Which, I suppose, brings us to why you’re here in the first place.”

My initial rush of relief at finally being able to disclose my findings is followed by a paroxysm of dread, as I consider who I’m disclosing those findings to.

“So,” she begins, leaning in with her elbows on the table and her hands firmly clasped, “Molly tells me that you proved to be an invaluable addition to the working group. A bit sloppy, perhaps, and more than a bit reckless, but overall she says that you did stellar work. And she doesn’t say that about many people, believe me.” 

“She said that?” I can’t quite hide my surprise. “My most recent interaction with Ian Mercado led me to believe that I was persona non grata.”

“Well, let’s just say that Ian has his view, and Molly has hers. I’m more inclined to listen to Molly.”

Of course you are, I think miserably. This is just getting worse and worse. I decide to do what I always do in these situations: rip the bandage off and deal with the consequences later.

“Vice President Weber, before this goes any further, I really think that I should reveal the crux of my findings,” I blurt out in a rush. “While also warning you that I don’t think you’ll like them very much.”

“Intriguing,” she responds coolly, raising her dark brows. “I’m all ears, Mr. Pagano.”

I take a deep breath to keep from hyperventilating, and then let it out. “I believe that I have fairly incontrovertible evidence that Molly Molinari was, and almost certainly remains, deeply involved in a decades-old conspiracy to create and spread HEX across the globe.”

Lauren Weber rests her sharp oval chin on her coupled hands and wrinkles that famous nose. “Oh, she definitely remains.”

I give my head a comical shake, certain that I must have misheard. 

“Excuse me?”

“She remains very much inside the fold. Believe me, I couldn’t possibly manage everything without her.”

“You… you…”

“Oh come on, detective — surely you suspected this?”

“I’m not a detective,” I correct feebly. “And yes, of course I did, but… but…”

“But what?”

“I wasn’t expecting you to be so joyful about it.”

“Am I?” She sits up straight and sets her face into its customary pugnacious debate-night poise — the effect is so sudden and complete that it seems like a digital trick. “I’m as serious as a broken neck, Mr. Pagano. Always have been.”

I can’t believe that any of this is happening. For the first time in my life, I’m so staggered that I feel physically ill.

“But why?” I finally croak.

“Oh, I don’t know,” she replies, winding a dangling lock of hair around one finger, “I figured that since I’m stuck being the second Jewish and third fem American president, I really wanted to be first at something.”

“That’s not funny,” I sputter, surprised that I can even make the words come out.

“Oh, come on,” she mocks. “It’s a tiny bit funny.”

“But seriously, why?” I’m determined not to let her quip her way out of this.

She leans back and relaxes, almost enough to appear human again. “Tell me, Mr. Pagano — what’s your opinion of humanity?”

I consider it briefly. “I guess I’m a little hot and cold on it, to tell the truth. But then again, it’s the only one we’ve got.”

“Indeed.” She swivels her chair and crosses her legs, getting comfortable. “Personally, I think we’re just a bunch of monkeys with goals. A collection of overdeveloped single-cell organisms who’ve somehow managed to remain atop the food chain, despite our best efforts to immolate our considerable advantages.”

I’m still grasping at the ramifications of this insanity, my head spinning like a crystal oscillator. Not knowing what else to do, I reflexively enter interrogation mode.

“Was Noah Gunn involved?”

“Oh god no.” She rolls her eyes and sighs like an exasperated tween. “He would never.”

“And Madison White?”

“Ah, Madison White.” She savors his name as if it’s a particularly delicious candy in her mouth. “Probably the smartest decision I’ve made yet. And I’ll tell you this: if and when he makes it to the White House — and it’s really more a matter of when than if — he’s going to be the best president this nation has ever seen.”

“But does he know?”

“What do you think?”

I study her closely, grateful that at least this illusion isn’t going to be shattered. “No, he doesn’t,” I surmise, “but Selamawit Abebe does.”

“Exactly. Now you’re getting it.”

“What about Ian?”

“Ian Mercado?” She chuckles mirthlessly. “If Ian knew, we’d all be in jail tomorrow.”

“But how did you…” I trail off again, unable to formulate a coherent question.

“Look, I know it’s a lot.” Weber reaches out and pats my hand, her eyes locking onto mine. “Why don’t I just tell you the story, save you from the unnecessary effort?”

I nod with relief, leaning back into my springy woven chair, exceedingly lightheaded.

“I mean, it’s exactly what you’d think, to be honest,” she begins matter-of-factly. “I got an idea at college, like ambitious first-year chemical engineering majors often do, but I never considered it an actionable project. I turned it over lazily in my mind, and I studied it carefully, and I came to think of it as this perfect, elegant little thing that was like my pet — a cute thermonuclear warhead I kept inside my head.

“And there it would have stayed, I’m quite certain, if I hadn’t met a graduate student who took my brainchild and helped birth it into the world.”

“Molly Molinari?”

“No, but close. He was dating Molly at the time, actually — and I won’t tell you his name, so don’t ask.”

I stop mid-word, scowling.

“Anyway, you could figure it out if you feel like digging. He’s dead now, though.”

“Dead?” It comes out sounding far more accusatory than intended.

“Don’t look at me like that, Mr. Pagano — it’s very hurtful.”

“I’m sorry,” I stammer, “I didn’t mean to imply…”

“I’m kidding!” She lets loose a peal of laughter so loud that I can hear the edges being clipped off in the air above us. She eventually composes herself, brushing a tear of merriment from her eye.

“Anyway, it’s actually a sad story — he had pancreatic cancer, stage two. He was afflicted when I met him — one of those mystery cases that occasionally strikes a perfectly healthy, privileged white male. To say that it humbled him would be severely understating the case. From the moment we met, I could tell that what he wanted more than anything was to leave his mark upon the world before he departed. And then one night I got drunk enough to explain my idea, and he latched onto it like a deer tick — it was like it formed a covalent bond with his brain. And before I knew it Molly was involved, helping him to recruit other sympathetic scientists —”

“Fellow students?” I’m getting my investigative impulses back, a tick at a time.

“No, too risky. Luckily, he was fairly renowned in academic circles, even at his young age, because of some well-received theoretical papers he’d written as an undergrad. But his masterstroke was to focus on the slice of the scientific community that had cancer or other life-threatening conditions. He knew many of them well and was always meeting more at conferences and symposiums. 

“They were a special breed — it was as if facing mortality both sharpened their minds and dulled their misgivings. And finally, the thing that fully shifted my outlandish idea from fever dream to reality was when he connected with a principal scientist from Armatage Genetics who’d recently been diagnosed with breast cancer. From there, Phase One just exploded. It was like I didn’t even have control over it anymore. And honestly, that didn’t bother me one bit — political activism was becoming my primary focus, and I’d switched from engineering to social policy, with an eye already trained on an Evanston city council seat.”

“Phase One?”

“The development of HEX,” she clarifies. “God, it took forever. My original collaborator died a few years in, sadly, but our Armatage champion soldiered on, more determined than ever. She beat her cancer, yet it didn’t vanquish her fervor. She continued to recruit and develop our little project for years on end. By the time it was finally ready to deploy, I was the youngest senator in Illinois history, and perfectly placed to effect the second phase of our plan.”

“And that’s where Molly came in.”

“Bingo,” Weber says, grinning mischievously. “Say what you will about her methods, but lord does that girl get things done. She single-handedly scouted and recruited all seven of our global managers, who in turn found our magnificent Seven Wonders.”

“You mean seven super-spreaders,” I reply acidly.

“You say tomato…” She gives a sly wink, enjoying herself immensely.

“But why?” I’m basically pleading now. “I mean, where’s the sense in any of it? Weren’t you already on the vice presidential shortlist when you began spreading this plague? Weren’t you destroying your own political career?”

“Politics is fine, as far as it goes,” she says dismissively, “but even a president can only accomplish so much — and the next president invariably claws most of that back.”

“So instead you decided to destroy humanity?”

“Oh, Mr. Pagano, you set me up so well.” She smiles wryly, turning her face to the sunlight for maximum effect. “I’m not destroying humanity, I’m saving it.”

“You can’t seriously believe that,” I shoot back fiercely.

She regards me coolly, her inquisitive eyes searching my face. “Tell me, Mr. Pagano, are you of the opinion that sentient life exists on other planets?”

I fume at her jarring conversational swerve but feel compelled to answer. “There’s not enough reliable data for me to form a coherent opinion, but yes, I’d like to believe there is.”

“Excellent answer.” She nods approvingly. “I myself, having seen most of the classified material on the matter, am fairly sure that abiogenesis, much less sentient life, is so rare as to be virtually nonexistent. But for the sake of argument, let’s assume there is.

“Do you ever wonder why, in over a hundred years of attempting to contact life on other planets, we’ve failed so miserably? Our technology has improved exponentially year after year, we continue to probe deeper and deeper into the surrounding cosmos searching for signs of intelligent life, and bupkis.”

“My guess would be that they want nothing to do with us,” I grumble irritably.

“Very possible,” Weber admits. “But you know what I think? I think that even if there are alien civilizations out there, our chances of contacting them are beyond infinitesimal, because the period that any advanced species can thrive before it destroys itself is so vanishingly small. On a universal scale, if civilizations lasted millions or even tens of thousands of years, we would’ve found one by now. But they don’t, and so we haven’t and probably never will.

“And do you want to know why? Because evolution cultivates creatures that are aggressive, territorial, and fundamentally destructive, who, as a whole, prioritize short-term gain over long-term survival. Creatures hardwired to exploit their planet’s resources until the resources are gone and then expire. In fact, it’s my strongly held belief that the odds of any advanced civilization overcoming its own rapacity are so lousy, the chances of two of them making contact is functionally zero.”

“So what’s your point?” I know I’m being extremely rude to the probable next President of the United States, but I can’t help myself.

“My point is this,” she explains patiently. “People wrongly assume that evolution is an unalloyed good — that the results it produces must be the de facto correct ones, because the strongest traits always prevail. But in reality, the exact opposite is true. When the key criterion for a trait’s survival is how many offspring it will help produce, being a sociopath actually provides far more benefit than being an empath. Selfishness is its own reward, because it allows one to ignore the needs and desires of the many and to pursue only what benefits the self. And once the sad collection of genetic traits that constitutes a sociopath becomes the dominant form of life on a planet, that planet’s run as a life-sustaining world is functionally over. 

“My point is that, unless some sort of intervention is made, any sufficiently advanced civilization is ultimately destined to destroy itself, and in fairly short order.”

“An intervention? Is that what you’re calling it?” I barely know where to begin. “Look, you can’t just, just alter natural evolution like that,” I argue heatedly. “There’s a reason private-sector genetic manipulation was universally outlawed — the chances of unintended consequences are incredibly high.”

“That’s where you’re wrong,” she replies calmly. “I’m not altering anything. This is evolution, Mr. Pagano. It’s the next, incredibly important step that’s going to help us become the one global civilization in a million that breaks the ten-thousand-year mark — or whatever the time equivalent is on these imaginary other worlds.”

“So what are you saying?” I feel like I’m debating a random college freshman who’s high on mushrooms. “That a genetic free-for-all is bound to happen, regardless? That every advanced society will eventually overcome its moral objections and begin to meddle freely with its own genetic code?”

“Basically, yes — although the particulars would obviously depend on their biochemistry of information transfer. Who knows what genetic code looks like on other planets? But I’m quite convinced that — no matter what the life form — once the alterations begin, the forces of eugenics invariably win out, and that every attempt is made to try to homogenize the species at the strongest, most conventionally attractive end of the spectrum. This, I believe, inevitably results in a hypercompetitive and violent genetic arms race that, combined with resource depletion, eventually dooms every advanced species to unending conflict and certain death.” 

“So what’s the difference?” I’m mystified by her logic. “You’ve now shown that it can be accomplished by a rogue group operating outside of all ethical limits, so it’s only a matter of time before somebody else does the same thing, right? At best, you’ve only delayed the inevitable.”

“Perhaps,” she allows. “But it has been over ten years, and it hasn’t happened yet. And by acting first, with such a powerful targeted strike, we’ve greatly increased the scientific and moral opprobrium and caused the safeguards surrounding genetic research to be vastly expanded. In many ways, we’ve made the ability to unleash additional genetic viruses exponentially more difficult. I mean, think about it — how many strategic nuclear weapons have been dropped on cities since we annihilated the citizens of Hiroshima and Nagasaki?”

“That’s not the same thing,” I insist, even though I have to admit it sort of is. “And besides, that’s not even true. What about WWAI?”

“That doesn’t count,” she says dismissively. “No humans were involved in those decisions, and the tactical warheads were intercepted before they reached their targets.”

“Well, it mattered to the people of St. Johns,” I shoot back. “That entire coast was uninhabitable for decades. And it mattered to the millions of people killed in the ensuing conflict.”

“I feel like you’re making my point for me here, Mr. Pagano.” Weber swivels slightly in her chair, that wry smile touching her lips again. “The whole point of my project is to make sure that nothing like that ever happens again.”

I stare at her, fuming. “And will you be as smugly satisfied when your genetic nuclear weapon ends up destroying the very people you claim you want to save?”

 “Look, it certainly could happen,” she admits, swiveling back to face me again. “I’m not delusional, believe me. But I still maintain that I’ve discovered the most plausible cheat code.” She peers into my eyes, trying to gauge my level of hostility. “I’m sure you’ve heard the statistics, but have you ever thought — really thought — about what they truly represent?”

“Which statistics?”

She smiles and launches into a recitation that she’s obviously memorized down to the letter. “In countries with trustworthy reporting and record-keeping, rapes are down an average of thirty-five percent worldwide over the past ten years. Violent crime, twenty-eight percent. Police and civilian shootings, twenty-four percent. Male prostate cancers an astounding forty-six percent, so you’re welcome for that. Politically, violent revolution has all but disappeared, although nonviolent protest on both sides of the political divide has increased dramatically. 

“Repressive political regimes now number in the single digits, and some form of parliamentary democracy is the standard in over eighty percent of governed countries. Nearly fifty percent of national parliamentary seats and almost as many ministerial positions are currently held by fems, and the sisterhood of fem heads of state has reached a record high — present company excluded, of course. For now.”

She smiles coyly and flicks her eyes towards the distant campaign command center, as if listening for the latest news, then returns in earnest to her litany of statistics.

 “There hasn’t been a significant civil war anywhere in the world for five years and counting. And incredibly, we haven’t suffered a single mass shooting in our trigger-happy homeland in over four — not even in the militia states. 

“Of course, those are just numbers — cold, hard data. But take a moment to consider the millions of real, living people — schoolchildren, villagers, child soldiers, young women — who haven’t been killed, or beaten senseless, or maimed, or raped because of that crazy idea I had in college.”

“Well, what about the surge in suicides?” I counter vehemently. “The declining birth rates? The growing testosterone imbalance between rich and poor nations? The fact that average life expectancy among males has dropped precipitously?”

“Well, precipitously is a bit of an exaggeration,” Weber says defensively. “And that’s really only in wealthy nations — the increased lifespan in developing countries more than offsets it. And yes, before you even ask, I absolutely believe that populations with T shortages are better off, even if the Y-chroms may feel less powerful and thus give sullen and angry responses to journalists and pollsters. 

“Besides, just like the suicide rate, it plateaued a few years into the HEX pandemic and has gradually improved over the past few years. And quite frankly, if disgruntled, bitter mascs want to kill themselves, or pump themselves so full of blackchain steroids that they drop dead of heart attacks, who am I to stop them?”

I stare at her, gripped with complete and utter disbelief that this person might be president by the end of the day.

“And the birth rate? How can we survive if there are no more babies to populate your new demasculated paradise?”

“Oh, please.” She gives me the same skeptical, cut-the-bullshit look I’ve seen her flash in multiple televised debates. I hate to admit it, but I’m thrilled to be on the receiving end of it. “Yes, the number of live births is down significantly worldwide, but the number of successful Exowomb births is doubling every year, and the technology is now inexpensive and stable enough to be used in the most rudimentary medical facilities. Sure, it’s going to be difficult, if not impossible, to get certain religious communities to embrace it, but that barely matters. There’s no barrier to parenthood now, and women are no longer required to mangle their bodies in order to have a biological child. I’m pretty confident that the birth rate will be just fine. And to be blunt, fewer people populating this sorely taxed planet is not such a terrible thing.”

I sit there fuming, knowing that I shouldn’t have instigated an argument with a fem who’s been winning political debates since I was in grade school. But I’m a glutton for punishment, so I pull out my ace card.

“So in your opinion, all of this possibly cataclysmic gene-tampering and societal disruption is worth it for a single generation of crime stat reductions?”

She regards me quizzically. “A single generation?”

“Well, every child born HEX-positive has normal T levels, do they not? So perhaps it’s not as much of a permanent fix as you’d hoped.”

“Of course they do,” she responds, her skeptical resting face shifting to true bafflement at my lack of faith. “The virus has a spermatid-specific promoter, which is why it only activates in Y-chroms. The oldest HEX baby is about nine years old now. When they reach puberty — which should be any day now — the virus will express itself in the exact same way it does with every infected Y-chrom adult.”

“But it hasn’t happened yet,” I retort, grasping at straws. “You can’t possibly know for sure…”

She gives me a pitying stare. “Mr. Pagano, you obviously don’t know me well, but I promise you this: I don’t do things by half-measures.”

I don’t want to believe her, but I do, and that grim knowledge fills me with a sudden despondency, as if I’m watching humanity’s last escape route disappear beneath a rockslide.

“Which brings us to the most important factor,” Weber continues blithely, completely wrapped up in her narrative, “the icing on the cake that transformed our operation from a great idea to a brilliant necessity.”

I somehow muster a weary response. “And what would that be?”

“The final crucial step towards stabilizing, and eventually reducing, the average global temperature, which has resulted in us being able to sit in this very skyscraper, with the Atlantic Ocean a tamed leviathan at our feet.”

“Oh, you’re going to take credit for solving the climate crisis now, as well?”

She gives me an arch, scoffing look. “It’s funny that you think you can shame me into not taking credit where credit is due. In fact, that was central to my plan all along. Yes, the scramble to renewables once the flood years began, the vast reduction in farmed livestock, the carbon catchers, glacier generation, all of the other amazing technologies that countries developed and deployed to trap greenhouse gases — they all played their part. But prior to HEX, do you know the main periods that significantly moved the needle on emissions?”

“Well, obviously the Global Depression…”

“Yes, that was the big one. Without that, we’d probably all be goners regardless — so I suppose kudos to the loyal opposition for that one. But the other major dips were all during global pandemics: Covid, Avian Flu, Marburg. One of the major components of my original thesis was that HEX, once deployed, would cause such a worldwide panic that intercontinental travel would basically freeze for a number of years and take emission levels down with it. And did I turn out to be correct?”

“Yes,” I admit, deflated.

“Pardon my referencing more boring statistics, but it behooves me to point out that average sea levels have, for the first time in human history, decreased over the past five years.”

I let out a long, dispirited sigh, unable to muster another argument.

“I know this whole thing must come as a tremendous shock to you, and that you’re still processing it, but believe me when I tell you that my intentions were pure. By draining the substance that fuels humanity’s aggressiveness, I’ve tamed our desperate need to dominate and thus greatly decreased the multiplicity of destructive behaviors that ultimately dooms civilizations to failure. 

“Is there a possibility that I’m wrong about any or all of this? Of course there is. But if I am, we’re all dead anyway. On the other hand, if I’m right, I’ve saved human civilization. I’ll take those odds any day.”

I sit there gazing at her in a clouded stupor, feeling like my overstuffed brain might start leaking out of my ears like cold oatmeal. 

“So you’re willing to gamble with humanity’s future,” I accuse her bluntly, “survival of the fittest be damned.”

“Survival of the fittest?” She smirks roguishly. “Well, first off, I am the fittest. And secondly, you know who usually wins survival of the fittest? The big dumb brutes. Unfortunately, for the longest time, the prevailing theory was that we needed to outsmart the brutes, but somehow that never quite worked out, did it? So then we thought, well, maybe we should try to work with the brutes. And that option turned out even worse.

“That’s the big mistake that non-sociopaths always make, because the forces of good are ever loath to be bad. They think that they have to tolerate the brutes. But I discovered a secret third option: geld the brutes, which is really just a more efficient way of outsmarting them.”

I have nowhere left to go. It’s not that I don’t have more objections — I do. But I also know that any arguments or counterpoints I raise are going to be summarily dismissed. I’ve never met a sane person so fiercely convinced of her argument’s infallibility — although, to tell the truth, I’m far from certain that Weber is sane. I also realize that our time together is growing short, and I have absolutely no idea what’s going to happen when it’s over. So I decide to stop fighting the why and try to figure out the how.

“Well, can you at least tell me what happened to Zhu Feiyu?”

“Oh, dear Feiyu — my little bao bei. He was so prone to excess.”

“So he killed himself?”

“Yes, in the most ridiculous way possible.”

“Why in the world would he do that?”

“Well, you must understand that his one and only goal, always, was to further the project — it’s what gave his life meaning.”

“I can see that,” I admit begrudgingly. “Having seen him hard at work, I will say that I’ve rarely witnessed such enthusiasm.”

She gifts her magnesium flash of a smile, and I swoon despite myself.

“Anyway, his life following the Zhiruo Affair was quite difficult, as being constrained under house arrest chafed him horribly. And then, making things infinitely worse, he became convinced that President Liu had somehow learned of his role in our operation.”

“You don’t say. Why would he believe that?”

“Hard to say.” Weber shrugs. “He was very close to his government minder, Shoi-Ming, and would press him for any scrap of gossip he could ferret out. Poor Feiyu would put all those little shreds of information in his mental blender and whip up all sorts of Politburo conspiracies. It got so bad that I dispatched Molly to Arcadia to judge for herself if President Liu had any inkling of what was going on.”

“Wait, Molly was the one who contacted President Liu at Milo Hanson’s conference?”

“Sort of. She went undercover as a senior development specialist at UNAID and spoke with him in that capacity. But she came away fairly convinced that he wasn’t any closer to the truth than Curnow was.”

“Then why did the Ministry of Public Security want to see Feiyu?”

“Because apparently he was engaged in an ongoing sexual relationship with a coworker at the solar plant, during work hours.”

“Of course he was.”

“But Feiyu didn’t know that, and so he overreacted and fled, with Shoi-Ming’s help. And even before he escaped, he’d already decided that he wanted to end the game.”

“End the game?”

“Yes, that’s how he put it. He wanted us to help him commit suicide.”

I’m aghast. “And you were okay with that?”

“Of course.” She gives me an incredulous look. “He was an aging lothario stuck for life in a tiny house on his parents’ property in Changzhou — wouldn’t you consider taking the easy way out?”

“At the risk of stating the obvious, in no way did he take the easy way out.”

“No, he did not,” Weber agrees, looking vexed. “We supplied him with a top-quality assisted suicide apparatus and the quiet solitude of a Brooklyn residence in which to spend his final hours.”

“The last video,” I say, almost to myself. “And the fem he was visiting…?”

“I think you know.”

“Molly Molinari.”

“At his request,” Weber explains protectively. “You could call it a last wish, I suppose. It’s not the sort of thing Molly does regularly, as far as I know. But she adored Feiyu, as did I, and so was more than willing to play along.”

“So obviously things didn’t go to plan.”

“Unfortunately not. He told Molly at the conclusion of their evening that he wanted to be alone at the end, and that he loved her, and that he would think of her as he passed. She still can’t talk about it without crying. Apparently he’d had the whole thing planned since Changzhou — carried the tellurium with him the entire way. And so, after Molly left, he did the other thing instead.”

“But why?”

“He assumed it would help me, I imagine,” she sighs. “I’m guessing that he thought the whole thing with the poisoning, and the hidden message, and the string of Zhiruo-like sex videos would implicate China and focus the entire HEX investigation complex on President Liu for a while.”

“Well, I guess it sort of worked, right?”

“It’s ridiculous. He was ridiculous.” Her voice creaks a bit, and I look up to see her smearing a tear from the corner of one eye. “Anyway, that’s how that whole mess came to be.”

It’s quite a performance, and feels genuine. But at the same time it’s clearly designed to make me feel bad for her and thus less likely to mention Bryan Stillwell’s suicide. I suppose I already know what happened, anyway: he was a gorgeous naif in way over his head and decided to take his own life rather than face exposure and interrogation. 

But she put him there, I fume silently. She put him there, no matter how many crocodile tears she might shed over his death. I desperately want to grill her about it, but knowing that my time is limited, I decide to move on to the next pressing issue. 

“And Ji-won? I assume you sent her to mess with me? Throw me off the trail?”

“No!” Weber lets loose with another chiming laugh, seeming genuinely delighted. “The craziest thing is that really was a coincidence. Obviously we knew that Ji-won flew for Hanson — she even ferried Molly out to the financial summit — but we had no idea they were planning to fly you out to Arcadia to meet with Curnow.” She pauses, obviously still annoyed about it. “A glaring intelligence failure on our part, and an inexcusable one. After all, from Curnow’s perspective, it obviously made the most sense from a legal indemnity standpoint.”

“No offense, but I’m pretty sure that’s exactly what you’d say if you had planted Ji-won to tail me,” I counter.

“Can’t argue with that,” she responds breezily. “Unfortunately, there’s no way to prove a negative, so you’ll have to believe what you believe. Now, can I turn the tables for a moment and ask you a question?”

“Sure, why not.”

“How did you find your way to that specific tattoo parlor?”

“Oh, that?” Now it’s my turn to laugh. “After I left Brooklyn Heights and got on the subway, I happened to sit across from a hungover partygoer who had the seven-legged starfish tattoo.”

For the first time since entering the room, Lauren Weber seems at a loss for words.

desperately? She was just randomly sitting there?”

“God as my witness.”

Weber contemplates this for a long moment, her eyes drifting upward as if accessing half-obscured information. Finally, she slaps her hands on the table and pushes herself to her feet, smiling widely.

“Well, that clinches it — this was definitely meant to be. Congratulations, Mr. Pagano — you’re one of the few solo investigators to unravel the entire story.”

“Hold on,” I yelp, in complete disbelief. “Other people have figured it out before me?”

Weber’s thin, rose-colored lips form a sympathetic pout. “I hope you’re not too disappointed. I mean, it has been over a decade, you know — at least a few intelligent people were bound to figure it out eventually.”

“But, but…” I’m back to stuttering again. “What happened to them?”

“The same thing that’s going to happen to you,” she states coolly, and for a millisecond I’m terrified again. “They listened to my explanation, and then they walked out of the room and continued on with their lives, with one major difference: they’re now in the fold. They know the truth and are part of the community that is fully aware of what’s going on.”

“And nobody’s ever leaked a thing about it?” It seems impossible to me that this is true.

“Not so far,” Weber says gratefully. “But who knows? Perhaps you’ll be the first. And if not you, then someone else soon — especially now that they’ve positively identified all seven Armatage labs. Which is why I’m going to make you the same offer I’ve made to everyone who’s been through this with me.”

“And what offer is that?” I ask suspiciously.

“In a few seconds I’m going to turn off the sound dampener, and then I’m going to go greet my amazing Florida campaign staff, and after that I’m going to fly back to Chicago and vote. After I’ve left, you can pick up this phone and the staffer on the other end will connect you with whomever you’d like to talk to. The CIA, the FBI, the CDC — or, if you prefer, any prominent news outlet or high-profile journalist you can think of. Simply state your preference, and your chosen confidant will be on the line within seconds. And whomever you choose will also know that the call is coming directly from my personal line, so they will be more than eager to hear what you have to say.”

I gape at her, trying to figure out what the catch is. “I can call anyone?”

“Any person or organization that you wish,” she assures me. Then she reaches out, picks up the fat black receiver, and raises it to her lips.

“Noisy.”

The subaudible hum dissipates immediately, and the echoey room tone that remains seems overly bright and slightly alien to my ears.

“It’s been an absolute delight to meet you, Mr. Pagano.” Weber drops the receiver back into its cradle and extends her hand. I jump up and engage in the surreal theater of shaking her hand. Outside the doors, I hear Lenny activate his microphone and grunt, “Shrike is leaving the nest. Repeat. Shrike is leaving the nest.”

Lauren Weber takes a couple of strides towards the door, then turns back to examine me with those keen brown eyes and endlessly expressive brows, looking amused. “By the way, did CC ever tell you why my code name is Shrike?”

“Uh, I believe he said it had something to do with a pet bird you once had?”

“Not quite. The shrike is indeed a small bird — in fact, it resembles many species of defenseless songbirds native to North America. Just like them, it doesn’t possess any of the sinister features of larger predator birds — scary things like a sharp, hooked beak or vicious talons. But here’s the thing: unlike those other songbirds, which are herbivores, the shrike is actually a fearsome predator. In fact, its nickname is the butcher bird.”

“Delightful,” I remark, wondering where she’s going with this.

She ignores my snark. “Now, you would think that this tiny little thing, with no obvious way of killing its prey, wouldn’t be very good at the hunting part of its job. In fact, if you were taking bets on which species would be on the losing end of the evolutionary battle, you’d probably put the shrike pretty high on your list.”

“So how does it do it?”

“Well, that’s the fascinating thing. It’s not a pursuit predator, like a wolf, or an ambush predator, like a cat, or even a speed predator, like a hawk. It’s something entirely unique: a deceit predator.”

“A deceit predator?”

“Yes — quite a remarkable hunting strategy, actually. It uses the fact that it looks like a harmless wren or sparrow to fool its prey — mice, lizards, even other birds — into wandering close. Sometimes it even mimics other birds’ distress calls, so that they’ll hop right up to help.”

“And then?” I’m almost afraid to ask.

 “Bang!” Weber exclaims gleefully, making me jump. “A lightning beak strike to the head, and then a powerful bite and vicious shake to sever the victim’s neck.” She snaps her teeth at me, whipping her head back and forth as she gives the door a single rap to inform Lenny that she’s ready to leave. “They never see it coming.”

Lenny pulls the door open, and I see that there are now two other agents waiting patiently outside. She steps into the hallway and then turns around to address me one final time.

“Take all the time that you need, Mr. Pagano — there’s no rush at all. Agent Grzybowski is more than happy to wait. And Oz…”

I look up, shocked to hear her use my nickname. “Yes?”

“Please don’t worry about me as you’re making your decision — I’ll be fine either way. After all, no matter what happens with this election, in the grand scheme of things it doesn’t really matter — I’ve already won.”

I watch her turn and walk purposefully down the hall, two hefty agents in tow, and as Lenny slowly closes the door I hear a distant, cacophonous eruption of cheers as she enters the campaign headquarters.

I don’t know how much time passes after that. I stand there silently, the morning sun warming my face through the windows, the squat black phone taunting me from the middle of the table, Weber’s smeared fingerprints still visible on the inky receiver.

And then, after approximately forever, I surrender. I give the phone one final glance, pivot abruptly towards the door, and feel the overwhelming pressure that’s been compressing my chest all week subside completely. 

Fuck it, I grumble to myself, I’m too tired to deal with this right now. 

Besides, I need to go vote.
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