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			Prologue 



 

			“There’s a fine line between genius and insanity. I have erased this line.”

			Oscar Levant

			“There are only nine meals between mankind and anarchy”

			Alfred Henry Lewis

			The patterns on the screen were mesmerizing. Beautiful, even magical.

			Squares silently appeared out of nowhere, multiplied, formed fractal shapes, and drifted away. Each square represented a new block of transactions. On a thousand computer systems, each block took its place atop thousands of others that had come before.

			It was like watching life itself evolve before his very eyes. And it was his creation.

			Our creation! the voice objected.

			Yes, our creation, he agreed. It was best not to argue.

			Ten years. Ten years ago, to the day, since he first proposed a new technology he called a blockchain, promising it would provide the foundation for a new financial world order. At first, only his fellow anarchists and a few libertarians knew of his discovery. When others learned of it, most laughed.

			They aren’t laughing now! the voice added.

			Indeed not. But with time, recognition of his genius had dawned here and then there. As well it should have; his invention was elegant and self-reinforcing, disruptive and revolutionary. Soon, scores of companies adopted it to produce what the markets now called “cryptocurrencies.” And then hundreds. Now more than two thousand. Multinational companies and governments everywhere were scrambling to adopt blockchains, casting their old ways aside and embracing the new.

			And yet the secret of his identity remained secure. In all the world, only he knew from whose fertile brain this new technology had sprung.

			And us! You must not forget us! a deeper voice boomed.

			Yes, all of us, he conceded.

			Everyone wanted to learn who was behind the blockchain. For all they knew, it was some sort of cyber wizard able to create unimaginable crypto-wealth out of thin air.

			A Cryptomancer!

			Why, yes! He smiled at that. A Cryptomancer. Perhaps that’s what he was. But that sounded too theatrical, too formal. Crypto, though – yes, that might do.

			Yes! Crypto! We approve.

			But back to the business at hand. Ten years he had waited. It was time for “Crypto” to act.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1 



Mr. Cronin Will See You Now

			Frank was fidgeting.

			That was hardly remarkable. He was almost always fidgeting. Especially when he was in public. The mere presence of another human being invariably left him struggling to control whatever tic his mind had most recently devised to make his life miserable.

			The human being setting him a-tremble at the moment was a well-dressed and strikingly attractive receptionist. Through the floor-to-ceiling windows behind her, Frank had a breathtaking view of Manhattan far below. Perched on the edge of a couch, he struggled to hold himself still while wondering why he was there. He was a well-recognized cybersecurity expert, so it must relate to those skills. But after that, what?

			Just yesterday, life had seemed simple and neat. His most recent project had ended, and he was treating himself to a rare vacation.

			For a few days, he’d even relaxed.

			“Mr. Adversego?”

			He looked up. “Yes?”

			An austere woman in a conservative suit and dark-rimmed glasses faced him, her hair pulled back in a bun. Frank guessed she was thirty-five and wondered why she wanted to look fifteen years older. Something about her reminded him of a librarian he’d been terrified of in third grade.

			“I’m Audrey Addams,” she said. “Mr. Cronin will see you now.”

			Frank jerked to his feet and followed her past a dozen sumptuous, glass-walled offices. At the end of the hall, they paused outside an even grander corner office. A nameplate beside the door read Benson Cronin, CEO. Inside, a sixty-ish-year-old man sat behind a glass-topped desk the size of Frank’s living room rug. His suit was obviously tailor-made; Frank wondered how much more than a thousand bucks it had set its owner back.

			Addams tapped on the door. Cronin glanced in their direction, sizing Frank up. Frank could imagine what he might be thinking: If this guy even owns a suit, I bet it cost less than my haircut.

			“Welcome!” Cronin said, sliding into sales mode as he walked around his desk, a broad smile on his face and his hand extended.

			“I’m Benson Cronin – call me Ben. Mind if I call you Frank?”

			“Sure,” Frank said, waiting to retrieve his fingers from a thorough handshake.

			“Great. Let’s sit over here.” Cronin gestured toward a couch and chairs. “Would you like something to drink? A cup of coffee?”

			“No, I’m fine.”

			“Good, good,” Cronin said. “So, I appreciate your making time to meet with me today. Audrey tells me you were on vacation. And pretty hard to reach, too.”

			* * *

			Not intentionally. But if Frank hadn’t been having breakfast that morning at one of the few places on the island with cell phone service, he wouldn’t have ended up in Manhattan at all. Halfway through his fish hash and eggs, his phone had vibrated.

			“Hello?”

			“Mr. Adversego?”

			“Yes?”

			“Did you get Mr. Cronin’s letter?”

			Letter? Who sent letters anymore? Frank paid all his bills online and only opened his mailbox when the postman couldn’t jam any more junk mail through the slot.

			“Uh, no. I’ve been away for a while.”

			“I’ve also been trying to reach you by phone. You’ve already missed two appointments I set up for you. Mr. Cronin is a very busy man.”

			“I’m sure he is, Ms. …”

			“Addams. Audrey Addams. Mr. Cronin’s chief of staff.”

			“Well, the wireless coverage is spotty up here. Anyway, can you tell me what this is all about?”

			“I’d like you to meet with Mr. Cronin at four this afternoon to discuss blockchains.”

			“Meet where?”

			“In New York, of course.” There was a long pause during which Frank imagined Ms. Addams grappling with the astonishing concept that someone might not know where Benson Cronin worked. “At the main office of First Manhattan Bank,” she added.

			Frank looked at his watch. “I’m afraid I can’t. You see, I’m on an island off the coast of Maine. At this time of year, the ferry only runs every other day, and the next one isn’t until tomorrow.”

			“What’s the name of the island?”

			“Matinahaven.”

			“Where are you staying? And where are you right now?”

			Frank looked at his phone in astonishment. “The Slackwater Motel. And I’m having breakfast at a place called the Harborside. Why?”

			“I’ll get back to you. Stay by your phone.”

			And she was gone.

			Frank shook his head as he set down his phone. Now, there was a chief of staff who didn’t take no for an answer. She’d need to this time, though, unless she owned a lobster boat. And a fast one at that.

			He was settling his tab when his phone vibrated again.

			“Addams here. There’s a car waiting for you outside.”

			“Excuse me?”

			“There’s a car waiting to take you to the airstrip. If you leave right now, you can catch the mail plane.”

			Frank frowned. “All the way to New York?”

			“Of course not. The mail plane will take you across the bay to Fowlshead Airport. Mr. Cronin’s private jet will pick you up there.”

			Seriously? “Okay … but I’ll need to stop back at the motel to –”

			“No, you won’t. I’ve already spoken to Mr. Gladman, the owner, and settled your bill. Your suitcase and laptop are in the car outside.”

			And once again, she was gone.

			Ten minutes later, Frank was driving along the edge of a grass airstrip toward a ridiculously small airplane, its propeller already spinning. As he climbed in, the plane rocked side to side in a nasty crosswind. He started to feel queasy.

			“Are you sure it’s safe to take off?” he asked.

			“Landin’ were a bit interestin’,” the pilot said in a thick Maine accent. “Takeoff’s gen’rally easyah.” He shoved the throttle all the way forward.

			The plane lurched ahead, gathering speed as it bounced down the narrow lane carved out of the dense forest crowding the airstrip on either side. Frank clutched the arms of his seat as the light plane lifted off. Immediately, it drifted to one side, one wing dipping alarmingly toward the ground as the pilot compensated at the controls. Goggle-eyed, Frank watched as the trees reached out to grab them.

			And then they were free and rising, the broad, shining bay spreading out before them, speckled with islands and dotted with fishing boats.

			“Piece a cake,” the pilot said. “You should come along when it’s thick o’ fog.”

			* * *

			Now here Frank was – still in the same jeans and flannel shirt he’d been wearing while eating fish hash just six hours ago – anxious to learn why he’d been summoned from the wilds of Maine into the presence of the CEO of one of the most powerful banks in the world.

			“So,” Cronin began, “how much did Audrey tell you about what I’d like to discuss?”

			“Nothing, actually, except that it has something to do with the blockchain.”

			Which had not surprised him. All you heard about these days was the blockchain. The concept was simple although the technology was not. Traditionally, banks controlled the global financial system, acting like hubs with thousands of spokes, each spoke connecting one bank with another. Everyone trusted banks to hold assets, keep proper records, and otherwise act on behalf of their customers.

			With a blockchain-based network, banks weren’t necessary. Anyone could send funds to anyone else in digital form using software they could download for free. That software would combine their individual transaction with a bunch of other ones to form a “block” of records. The software would link each package of data to the previous one, creating an ever-growing “chain” of transaction record blocks. But what if someone hacked that software and stole those digital funds before they reached their destination? How could you prove you’d sent them at all?

			That’s where the clever part came in: when someone set up a successful blockchain system, others created tens, hundreds, or even thousands of identical copies of the same chain of transactions. Each chain would live on a different computer in as many different locations. With so many duplicates of the same data, everything was supposed to be much more secure. Frank wasn’t so sure about that.

			“Ah – well,” Cronin continue, “Audrey tends to focus on the immediate objective, which in this case meant tracking you down and getting you here. May I ask how available you are right now?”

			The honest answer was “totally.” Frank was currently – and, he hoped, temporarily – persona non grata with the government, because his last project for the CIA hadn’t ended well. Not through any fault of his own, but it seemed everyone involved was guilty until proven innocent in the eyes of the CIA’s congressional oversight committee. Anyone at the CIA, or the FBI, for that matter, would be crazy to hire him until the inevitable hearings were over and the blame assigned somewhere else. Thankfully, his name hadn’t made the news. Otherwise, he was sure he wouldn’t be having this conversation.

			“I think it depends,” Frank hedged. “What do you have in mind?”

			“Well, I guess I’ll just put my cards on the table,” Cronin said. “How would you like to be First Manhattan’s new Chief Risk Officer for Blockchain Technologies? Starting immediately?”

			Frank stared blankly in response. “Me?”

			Cronin smiled. “I guess that was a bit abrupt. As I expect you’re aware, like every other bank, we’re adopting blockchain technology. Specifically, we’re moving all our financial processes onto something we call the Global Financial Blockchain System. For marketing purposes, we refer to it as ‘BankCoin.’”

			Frank nodded. “Yes, I’d be surprised if you weren’t making a move like that. But I’d be lying if I said I was a blockchain expert.”

			“Understood,” Cronin said. “But who is? It’s all too new – as far as I can tell, everybody’s making it up as they go along. Anyway, you needn’t worry on that score; we’ve got plenty of bright people doing code development. What we don’t have is someone with your ability to step back, take a hard look at complex technology, and figure out where the cybersecurity gremlins might be hiding. Are you game?”

			I certainly should be, Frank thought. I’ve been complaining for years how I never get any interesting private sector work. Now, this guy’s offering me a fancy title at a huge bank. But the same thought put him in a panic. Would he have to show up here every day in a suit and tie? They might even expect him to have an administrative assistant!

			“I don’t know,” he said, trying to squelch the mad spasm of tapping his right foot had just embarked upon.

			“If it’s the compensation, don’t worry. We’ve budgeted five hundred thousand dollars a year for base salary and up to a hundred seventy-five thousand dollars in bonus. On the equity side, we’ve allocated options to buy two hundred thousand shares of First Manhattan stock vesting over three years. By ‘vesting,’ I mean that the longer you stay, the more of those shares you’d be able to purchase at today’s low price per share.”

			Frank’s left foot had now joined the dance. “Well, that sounds great, but –”

			Cronin leaned closer. “Okay, I can see you’re a good negotiator. You’re right, the position might not last three years. How about we say you can exercise all those stock options after just six months?”

			Frank felt the walls closing in around him. “Gee, I don’t know. I live in Washington, DC. That’s too far to commute. And I don’t think I want to move.”

			Cronin frowned. “Okay. So, I guess we could deal with that. Let’s say you work remotely half the time and the other half here. We can provide a suitable place for you to stay when you’re in town.”

			Frank stared back and opened his mouth, but no words came out.

			“All right,” Cronin said. “A two-year contract at six hundred thousand dollars a year, plus bonus, plus just six months to get all the stock options vested, and only two days a week here at the bank, but honestly, that’s as far as I can go.” He leaned back and crossed his arms, straining to keep the smile on his face. Who’d have thought the nerd would drive such a tough bargain? “So, what do you say?”

			What should he say? Frank pressed his hands down on his knees, trying to pin his hyperactive feet to the floor. Just the first year’s salary was more than he’d earned in the last five years combined.

			“Well, I –”

			Cronin could see Frank wasn’t there yet. “Okay, I didn’t mean to be pushy. Why don’t you think about it and get back to me in the next day or so?”

			“Sure,” Frank said, eyeing his escape route to the CEO’s office door. “Why don’t I do that.”

			“Good!” Cronin said, standing up and clapping Frank on the back. “Here.” He picked a business card out of a holder on his desk. “This is my direct dial number. Give me a holler any time if you have any questions at all.”

			“Great – thanks.”

			Cronin walked Frank to the door of his office. As if by magic, the receptionist materialized to escort him to the elevators. Before he knew it, Frank was walking up Lexington Avenue in a mental fog. Only after several blocks did he realize the Amtrak station was in the opposite direction.

			* * *

			Audrey Addams found Cronin sitting at his desk, staring out the window.

			“Did he take it?” she said.

			“Not yet.”

			“Do you think he will?”

			“Dunno. He’s a hard guy to read. Who else do we have on the list?”

			“I’m afraid he’s the last one. If he says no, we’ll have to start the search all over again.”

			“Then this guy Adversego better accept,” Cronin said with the tone of someone not used to being disappointed. “Our stock price still hasn’t fully recovered from that big data breach last summer. I don’t care who we get so long as next time the board has somebody else’s neck to choke instead of mine.”

			He waved Addams out of his office and swiveled back to stare out the window.

			Damn! he thought. I should have offered the geek another twenty-five thousand options.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2 



What Were You Expecting?

			“So, you’ll take it, right?”

			Marla, Frank’s daughter, was pushing him hard.

			“Well, I’m not sure. I don’t know much about blockchain design. And I’d have to travel back and forth to New York City every week.”

			“For six hundred thousand dollars, you can’t take a train or plane a couple times a week? And those options could end up being worth millions.”

			“Sure. But what would I use the money for? I don’t spend everything I make now.”

			He had her there. Other than a faster laptop, Marla couldn’t think of anything her father would want. It certainly wouldn’t be new clothes.

			“Well, you could travel.”

			“To where? I don’t like cities, and it doesn’t cost anything to camp in the backcountry.”

			Marla paused. What could make her dad realize a great opportunity was staring him in the face? “Well,” she said hesitantly, “it would take your mind off Shannon.”

			“What?”

			“I mean, you’ve been kind of mopey ever since she took that position with Boeing in Seattle.”

			“I have not been mopey!” Frank said. “And she did exactly what she should have – that was the dream job she’d always been hoping for. I couldn’t be happier for her!”

			“But you haven’t seen her once since she moved.”

			“We both agreed we weren’t long-distance-relationship types. And I’ve never liked talking on the phone.”

			Time to switch her line of attack, Marla thought. Truly, her father was impossible. Whether he admitted it or not, she thought he was lonely. Plus, he’d been whining that he might never get a good project again. Yet here he was, trying to come up with an excuse not to accept the golden egg laid in his lap. Then, she had a thought.

			“Still there?” her father said.

			“Well … so, I guess you might think about setting up a college fund.”

			Frank’s eyebrows shot up. “Is there something you want to tell me?”

			“Maybe.”

			“Are you pregnant?”

			“I wasn’t going to tell you until after my first trimester, but that ends next week. So, yes.”

			Frank had been looking out the window. Now he plopped into a chair. Wow.

			“So, Dad – are you still there?”

			“Yes – you just took me by surprise. But that’s wonderful! Do you know if it’s a girl? No, scratch that. I don’t want to know.”

			Marla smiled. She was looking forward to watching her father play with a grandchild.

			“Anyway,” Frank continued, talking faster. “That’s great! I mean, that’s really tremendous!” Then he frowned. “Are you okay? Is everything going well?”

			“Yes, don’t worry, everything’s great. I like my obstetrician a lot. She says the baby and I are both doing fine. Except I’m gaining a lot of weight.”

			“As you should! That’s normal. Don’t forget, you’re eating for two now!”

			Marla smiled again. Her father had already switched allegiance to a grandchild he’d first learned of only a few seconds before.

			“Anyway,” she said, “I’m glad you know now. I don’t like keeping things from you. And I’ve really wanted to share the news.”

			“I’m delighted you did! This is exciting.”

			“Absolutely.” Marla pursed her lips and then continued. “So, we plan to have at least two or three kids. I can’t imagine how we’re going to put them through college, and maybe grad school besides. If you wanted to help out, it would be a huge load off our minds.”

			Indeed, it would, Frank thought. Marla’s husband, Tim, still hadn’t found his long-term niche in the world. Marla wasn’t making much, either, working for a nonprofit. They had a small apartment and a used car. Things would have to be tight for them after adding a child into the mix.

			That put things in an entirely different light. He made his decision instantly. “I’d love to. I’ll take the job.”

			Marla felt simultaneously guilty, relieved, and concerned. “But only if you really want it!”

			“Don’t you worry about that. I don’t have anything else to do right now except sit around and fret. This should be a really interesting project. I should grab it even without your news.”

			“Are you sure?”

			“Completely. You’ve just helped me be realistic. Now, why don’t you go lie down for a while? You’re probably tired.”

			Marla grinned and said goodbye. It looked like she’d be enduring a lot of parental fussing over the next six months. Shipping her father off to New York City a few days a week might be as welcome as his help with tuition.

			* * *

			Frank’s alarm went off. He squelched the annoying buzz and woke his phone to see what had washed up on his digital shores overnight. Uh-oh. Rather a lot. Then the phone rang.

			“Hey, Dad – I see you’re famous again!”

			“Not so far as I know. What are you talking about?”

			“Don’t you have a Google alert set up for your name?”

			“Of course not. Why on earth would I do that?”

			“So, you’d know it when a big bank issues a press release announcing your appointment as Chief Risk Officer for Blockchain Technologies.”

			Frank groaned. “Really?”

			“Really. Here’s the quote from First Manhattan’s CEO: ‘With the bank’s hire of the world’s foremost expert on cybersecurity –’”

			Frank sat up straight. “What? What did you just say?”

			“Didn’t you see the press release before they issued it?”

			“No!”

			“So, why did you give them a quote for it?”

			“What quote? I didn’t give them any quote for a press release. What does it say?”

			“Let me scroll down … okay, here we go: ‘I’m delighted to join First Manhattan’s world-class cybersecurity team,’ Adversego said, –”

			“I haven’t even met them yet!” Frank said.

			“Hold on, there’s more,” Marla said. “Your quote continues, ‘Together, we’ll personally guarantee that First Manhattan’s customers will be protected against whatever criminals send our way.’”

			“I’d never say that,” Frank protested.

			“That’s probably why they didn’t ask you for a quote.”

			“I’m sure. Look, I gotta go. I want to see what else they put in there.”

			Frank slumped back against the pillow and stared at his phone. It was crammed with new text, voice, and email messages. He opened the first text. It was from a coworker from his Library of Congress days: “So – I once shared a cube wall with ‘The World’s Foremost Expert on Cybersecurity.’ If only I’d known!”

			Frank groaned again. Just five minutes ago, he’d been blissfully unconscious.

			* * *

			“Next, I want to introduce you to your administrative assistant,” Audrey Addams said. Frank had to hustle to keep up as she strode down the hallway on the sixty-fifth floor of First Manhattan’s headquarters.

			As he did, he glanced nervously to one side. Each admin he passed was more attractive and self-assured than the last. He wondered whether appearance outranked ability on the management floor list of qualifications when it came to female employees. That wasn’t a good sign.

			On the other side of the hallway, every office held an executive – almost always male – each expensively dressed in a suit and tie. He didn’t even own a suit. He was wearing the only sports jacket to his name, and the last time his shoes had seen polish was a decade ago, before they left the factory. Frank began to perspire. He’d trade his first week’s salary for an invisibility cloak right now.

			They turned a corner, and Addams approached a drop-dead gorgeous young woman sitting at a workstation. “Margaret, I’d like to introduce you to Frank Adversego. Frank, this is Margaret LaCeroix. She also works with Hank Trammel, a vice president in the credit card group. His office is next to yours.”

			LaCeroix stood up. “Very pleased to meet you, Mr. Adversego. I’m looking forward to working with you.” Frank wished his expression was as confident as hers. He gave her hand a quick shake.

			“Very happy to meet you as well, Ms. LaCeroix.”

			“Oh, please. Call me Margaret.”

			“Yes, well, please call me Frank.”

			“And this is your office,” Addams said, turning around to the glass wall on the other side of the hallway. It was furnished with expensive furniture, a computer, and a large, threatening plant he couldn’t identify. Behind his desk was half of Manhattan and New Jersey beyond.

			“Someone from IT will be by shortly to log you into our systems,” Addams said, turning to leave. “If you need anything, tell Margaret.”

			Frank stared out the window for a minute and then eased himself into his new office chair. He’d never seen one before with electronic adjustment controls. People passing by in the hallway glanced in with mild curiosity. He turned on the computer and gazed at a login screen that required a password he didn’t yet have. Tapping his fingers, he wondered what to do until the IT guy arrived. Margaret looked up from across the hallway and smiled. He gave a lopsided smile back. He was beginning to feel like a goldfish in a bowl surrounded by bored cats.

			After two minutes, he couldn’t take it anymore. He stood up and crossed the hall.

			“Margaret –”

			“Yes, Mr. Adversego? Oh – I’m sorry – Frank?”

			“Would you point me towards Ms. Addams’s office?”

			“Of course. Go this way and turn left at the end. Her office is right next to Mr. Cronin’s.”

			“Great, thanks.”

			He hurried down the corridor, turned the corner, and brought himself up short outside Addams’s office. She was sitting, erect and brow furrowed, at a desk bare of anything except a telephone, computer screen, keyboard, and mouse. Periodically, her fingers exploded into a flurry of percussive keystrokes.

			Frank bucked up his courage and tapped lightly on the glass wall next to her open door. Addams kept typing.

			He tapped harder, and this time, Addams’ head swiveled toward him, like an owl reacting to the sound of possible prey.

			“Ah, excuse me, Ms. Addams. But do you have a minute?”

			Addams looked at her watch, frowned, and grudgingly conceded she did.

			“Yes, Mr. Adversego?”

			Frank walked in and stood in front of her desk, feeling like a misbehaving student sent to the principal’s office.

			“Look,” he began, “I appreciate the great office. But it doesn’t make sense for me to be up here when the IT department is fifty floors downstairs. Most of what I’ll need to do will involve the people and the equipment down there. So, how about giving me a place to work on the IT floor instead?”

			Addams paused and considered his request. Frank certainly didn’t look the part of an executive, and that offended her sense of propriety. She’d already decided to tell visitors Frank was a second-career intern if she couldn’t avoid passing him in the hallway. Parking him downstairs with the rest of the disheveled IT mob would solve that problem most of the time.

			“Very well. You’ll still need the office up here, but let me see what I can do. I’ll get back to you.”

			Frank found himself staring at Addams’ ear as her head rotated back to the computer position.

			“Great – thanks,” he mumbled. He caught himself backing away and turned around to complete his retreat. Now what? Return to his office and fidget until someone arrived to unlock his computer? He took his time getting a cup of coffee on the way.

			When he returned, Margaret caught his eye. “Oh – Frank. I have Ms. Addams on hold for you.”

			“Thanks. I’ll take it here.” She handed him the phone.

			“Hi, Ms. Addams. Frank here.”

			“Someone from the IT department will be there momentarily to show you downstairs.”

			“Thanks. I appreciate the quick help.”

			“My pleasure,” she said brightly. For the first time, he detected a positive note in her voice.

			Before his backside reached his desk chair, Frank saw a portly, middle-aged man with a sparse salt and pepper beard arrive at his office door. In the pocket of his wrinkled shirt was a vinyl protector holding two pens and a mechanical pencil. Frank felt a rush of relief surge through his body. It was one of his own tribe.

			“Frank Adversego?”

			Frank stood up. “That’s right.”

			“Hi. I’m Herb Fishbone, from IT. If you’re ready, I’ll take you downstairs.”

			Frank was more than ready. “Great! Thanks. Maybe you can show me around the department, too?”

			“Sure. Happy to.”

			Frank heaved a sigh of relief as the elevator doors closed behind him, his cruel sentence of executive floor incarceration now largely commuted. They might be paying him a lot but not enough to live in a fishbowl.

			When the doors reopened, it was as if they had been transported to a different building. No expensive carpets or glass walls here. There were almost no interior walls at all. Just a sea of cubicles from side to side and end to end. It felt great to be home again.

			* * *

			Ryan Clancy set the report aside and stared thoughtfully at nothing in particular. So, First Manhattan had hired someone named Frank Adversego to keep an eye on the BankCoin software. The name sounded familiar.

			The special FBI investigations unit Clancy led was barely three months old, created in the wake of a growing number of cryptocurrency thefts. He’d been struggling to put a team together ever since. The technology was brand-new, so talent was scarce. And the private sector was paying triple what the government did. In most cases, the best he could do was establish liaison relationships with cryptocurrency projects and exchanges and hope they’d share what they should. It was not ideal.

			Last week, the Department of the Treasury had made it even less so. BankCoin, they informed him, was now on the list of “critical infrastructure” covered by a standing presidential directive. Would the FBI be willing to coordinate with Treasury in protecting it?

			The FBI would. More specifically, it was willing to add protecting BankCoin to Clancy’s already over-long list of responsibilities. The higher-ups left it to him to decide what that meant in an operational sense, and he was still working that out. Should he invite Adversego in for a chat? Better check the FBI’s records first to see what they had to say.

			Hmm. Adversego first showed up on the Bureau’s radar screen by pulling off a cybersecurity coup, thwarting a North Korean nuclear attack plot. All well and good. But then he co-wrote a best seller about it, and a lot of people at the FBI thought he could have made the Bureau look better.

			Hmm again. Then he headed off efforts to hack the last presidential election. When the news leaked out, his co-author wrote another book, and this time definitely made the FBI appear inept. He titled the new book The Lafayette Campaign and in it he chronicled how Adversego saved the day in spite of the clumsy efforts of government agents. According to the author, Frank refused to be interviewed. But how could you believe that?

			The file also said Adversego had a well-known independent streak. And there were unresolved questions concerning his son-in-law. Those related to a barely thwarted attack launched by an extremist group a few years back where once again Adversego played a key role. Clancy kept reading, shaking his head. This guy was like a Teflon-coated bad luck charm. Just a month ago, he was part of a CIA project that blew up. Once again, no one laid any blame at his door. But still.

			Clancy walked to the window of his office. Across Pennsylvania Avenue was the anonymous, neoclassical facade of the FBI’s old home in the RFK Building. He wished he’d had a chance to work there. It looked like every other federal triangle building of the same era, and in his business it was better to blend in.

			So, no, he decided, asking Adversego in wasn’t an option. Even if he wasn’t responsible for the botched-up CIA operation, it wouldn’t do for his visit to be memorialized in Clancy’s calendar. But on the other hand, the BankCoin platform was as big a target as a terrorist or foreign government could hope for. If someone hacked it, everyone would blame the Bureau for letting it happen, and he’d be the guy in the spotlight. If Adversego discovered anything, Clancy would want to know about it before it turned into something serious.

			He made up his mind. Adversego worked for the bank with primary responsibility for BankCoin’s security. The bank’s management should be happy to assign someone on Adversego’s team to communicate with Clancy. If he or she was like most people, they’d be a bit awed by the chance to work with the FBI. That usually made it easy to get them to agree to keep things quiet.

			He told his administrative assistant to find out who to contact at the bank, and she connected him with Audrey Addams.

			* * *

			Ryan Clancy wasn’t the only one who noticed the press release. So, the other side has recruited the great Frank Adversego, Crypto thought. The same guy who had played a key role in defeating some of the most potentially spectacular cybersecurity attacks of all time. So much the better. Without worthy opponents, victory couldn’t be as sweet.

			Still, having a skilled adversary increased the chance of failure. He’d need to give this new development some thought.

			Yes, a voice said. Yes, indeed you must.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3 



You Want Some Fries with Those Pies?

			There was a knock at Frank’s new office door on the IT floor. It was Hank Taylor, the BankCoin project manager.

			“So – you ready to see the fusion room?”

			“You bet!” Frank said. He’d been looking forward to this. “Fusion room” was a name borrowed from the military. It referred to a highly sophisticated command center set up to monitor and defend against attacks launched from anywhere against a global network. Every major bank and payment card system had one now.

			Frank followed Taylor down the hall to a steel door with a two-slot card reader and a keypad.

			“Okay,” Taylor said. “So, there’s no elevator stop for the fusion room, which is one floor down. It’s completely sealed off except for this single door and a couple of one-way fire exits to the floor below it. Your card is already coded for entry, but you’ll need to come up with a unique password for fusion room entry only. That takes two cards to set.”

			Taylor slid his security card into the top slot, entered his code, poked the hash key, added several more numbers, and pushed the hash key one more time. “Okay. Your turn.”

			Frank put his own card in the second slot, thought for a minute, and typed in a password. “All set,” he said.

			“Great.” Taylor pressed the hash key one last time and removed his card. “You’re all set. But we can only go through one at a time; an alarm will go off otherwise. You go first.”

			Frank did as instructed. The door clicked, and he stepped through into a cement-walled stairwell that only went down. When Taylor joined him, they clattered down a flight of steel steps and turned into a windowless room. Frank guessed it took up most of the floor. The entire space was filled with computer engineers sitting at terminals. Here and there, knots of them talked and pointed at wall-mounted whiteboards.

			“Welcome to BankCoin Security Central, aka the fusion room,” Taylor said. “From here, we have access to every system hosting a copy of BankCoin anywhere in the world. It’s our job to know it if one of those systems is successfully hacked. Needless to say, there’ll be hell to pay if we screw up.”

			“Focuses the mind, doesn’t it?” Frank said.

			“Indeed, it does. That’s why we hired most of our senior personnel away from fusion rooms run by Homeland Security and CYBERCOM, the US military’s central cybersecurity force. You’ll find that most of what goes on here has a kind of military flavor to it. That’s deliberate. We want people to feel like we’re the last line of defense against terrible threats, because that’s what we are. Based on past experience with financial networks, we expect we’ll be fielding over a quarter million attacks a day – that’s about one every three seconds.”

			Frank gave a low whistle. “That’s quite a pounding,” he said.

			“Not when you consider the value of the target,” Taylor said, “or the number of criminals in the business. Last year, cybercrooks made off with almost a half a billion dollars. And that’s before you count cryptocurrency thefts.”

			“There’s an awful lot of people here,” Frank said, scanning the room. “Are you fully staffed?”

			“Yup. Everything is in place for network-wide monitoring when we go live next week. We’re tracking over three hundred major banks, so everybody you see here is scurrying around doing final testing.”

			“What’s behind that door at the end?” Frank asked.

			“Our next stop. That’s where we have our simulated battle space.”

			“Cool!” Frank said.

			Taylor used his card to unlock the door and flipped on the lights inside. Large digital displays surrounded the room, mounted high up on the walls. Taylor sat down at a terminal, and soon the screens began flickering into life. Many displayed maps, each showing a separate continent or region. Others showed various types of data, all graphically presented.

			“Wow!” Frank said. “You’d think we were in the War Room in Washington.”

			“Yeah,” Taylor said. “That’s deliberate, too. Those big pew-pew maps are there to add realism when we run simulated attacks.”

			“‘Pew-pew?’” Frank asked, frowning.

			“Yeah. Like the sound laser guns used to make in old video games. You know: ‘Pew! Pew!’”

			Frank laughed. “That’s great. So, what do they show?”

			It was Taylor’s turn to laugh. “Most of them, nothing. Just a bunch of meaningless lights shooting around the world as if something important was happening.”

			“Because?”

			“Because it impresses the hell out of the suits. We run tests and imagined attacks all the time in the big room with our guys and the techies from the other banks. But the bank execs sit in here when we run a massive attack scenario. Those exercises can go on for hours – sometimes, we simulate systems going down in dozens of countries. You see those phones over there? Professional actors playing journalists, regulators, and other bank managers ring those off the hook to build pressure.

			“In the middle of all that commotion, the execs have to make really tough decisions. Someone might walk in from the other room, for example, and ask whether they can pitch a compromised member bank over the rail in order to protect the rest. Some execs make pretty good calls, and some make really lousy ones. Afterwards, we evaluate and critique their performance so, hopefully, they’ll make better decisions when the real thing happens.”

			“I’d like to be a fly on the wall for one of those exercises,” Frank said.

			“I expect you will,” Taylor said. “But not just a fly.”

			* * *

			Frank assumed – correctly – that his arrival on the security floor of the bank was not particularly welcome. The Chief Technical Officer – or CTO – had already assembled a very capable group of experts to manage BankCoin cybersecurity. Frank could imagine them wondering why Benson Cronin suddenly decided to appoint someone from the outside to look over their shoulders. Frank found himself wondering the same thing.

			The CTO told Frank he’d instructed Taylor to do whatever it took to make the arrangement work. Happily, it seemed Taylor had taken that directive in stride. Toward the end of Frank’s first day of work, Taylor had invited him out for a beer. Over their third one, he delivered his own message: don’t make me look bad, and I won’t make you look bad. If that works for you, we’ll get along just fine. Frank assured him it did, and so far, they had.

			Over the days that followed, Frank tried to learn as much as he could without getting in the way or passing judgment on anything. He was impressed with what he saw and found little to criticize.

			* * *

			Crypto decided that today he would learn more about First Manhattan’s new hire, Frank Adversego. It was a name Crypto had been aware of for years. Who in the world of cybersecurity wasn’t?

			He soon discovered his subject did not fit the profile of a self-promotional technology rock star. No provocative, widely read blog; no highly paid speaking engagements; no nothing, really. The only exception was a co-authored, best-selling, true-life thriller relating how he’d thwarted a North Korean plot to set off a nuclear war between the US and Russia. Beyond that, all Crypto could find were random facts in articles about other attacks Adversego had helped prevent. The cybersecurity investigator must be something of a recluse, Crypto decided. Hard to fault someone for that.

			Intriguingly, Crypto couldn’t find any evidence Adversego had worked full time for anyone in years. Why then had he taken the offer from First Manhattan? Crypto shrugged and bought Adversego’s book, as well as another called The Lafayette Campaign, written by Adversego’s earlier co-author, describing a failed attempt to steal the last US presidential election.

			* * *

			It made no difference now where Frank was – at home, on the train, or in his much less lavish office on the fifteenth floor. If he was awake – and sometimes even when he was asleep – he was completely immersed in the blockchain. Day by day, he studied its origins, its evolution, and, most importantly, the many ways in which blockchains had already been successfully attacked.

			But digging deeper didn’t make it clear to him why the blockchain had such an extraordinary appeal to some people. Or why its fans had such a love affair with quirky jargon: in the alternative world inhabited by blockchain aficionados, you encountered whales and bagholders, used dapps instead of apps, solved problems by sharding, and made money when your crypto investments mooned. And you didn’t hold cryptocurrency, you hodl it – that one was the result of a drunk-texted typo that caught on. Moreover, if you were a true believer, you would hodl on to your cryptocurrency no matter what. Even when its value was spiraling down the toilet.

			Frank already knew an almost religious fervor drove many blockchain proponents. As he spent more time on the Reddit pages where the most zealous advocates hung out, he decided some of them were just plain possessed.

			Indeed, the story arc of the blockchain recalled the rise of many religions. In 2008, an unknown developer calling himself Satoshi Nakamoto emerged on the web as the global financial system lurched perilously close to collapse. There, he posted a nine-page white paper describing a computer network capable of supporting the transfer of economic value without involving a bank or the use of an existing currency. Nakamoto never revealed any details about his personal life in any of his many electronic communications. A few years later, after “bitcoin” – the cryptocurrency he created – became a reality, he sank beneath the surface of the web as suddenly and mysteriously as he had appeared.

			To this day, no one knew who the enigmatic cryptocurrency prophet was or where he might be now. Was Nakamoto in fact Japanese as his name suggested? Perhaps he was really a woman? Or even a secret cabal of anarchists obsessed with replacing the crumbling financial system? There were plenty of theories, but no answers. And though bitcoin enthusiasts yearned for the return of their crypto-messiah, he, she, or they never appeared again.

			Frank became dimly aware of a loud rapping sound. He looked up and realized someone was outside his office. He wondered how long they’d been there.

			When he opened the door, he instinctively stepped back, confronted as he was by a pair of eyes so wide-open that the great, dark pupils in their centers suggested hazelnuts stuck in marshmallows. Two sandy eyebrows embellished them like monochromatic rainbows. And below, as if reluctant to interfere, a set of rimless spectacles rode far down a long, thin nose.

			“This is still a good time?” the owner of the eyes asked.

			Frank wondered what time it was and then realized it didn’t matter. He had no idea who the guy was or what he was there for.

			“You wanted a briefing on the BankCoin project, yes?” his wide-eyed visitor added.

			“Right!” Frank said, remembering now. “Yes! Come on in and have a seat.” He took in the rest of the guy’s appearance as he sat down: tall, lean, maybe forty-five years old. Instead of normal office attire, he wore a European soccer team jersey, thin-leg jeans, and long, black pointy shoes. But that was to be expected. This guy was a serious coder and an open source software hotshot to boot. He could wear whatever he wanted.

			“So, I’m Dirk Magnus,” Frank’s visitor said, easing himself into a chair. He had a slight accent Frank couldn’t place. “I’m the bank’s lead developer on the BankCoin project. And you are the new blockchain security guy and also Vijay Patel’s replacement on the BankCoin Foundation board of directors.” It was a statement rather than a question, delivered in a curt voice.

			“That’s right,” Frank said. “I just found out this morning I was replacing Vijay, so anything you can tell me would be a big help.”

			“I can do that,” Magnus replied, his eyes locked on Frank’s. “Please tell me what you already know about the BankCoin Foundation.”

			Frank shifted uneasily in his chair. The guy’s gaze was extraordinary. Frank felt like he was pinned down by two searchlights in the no man’s land between hostile forces.

			“I know it’s a nonprofit foundation formed to support BankCoin development. Also, that First Manhattan organized it about a year ago and that it’s funded by members that include all the major banks plus many of the biggest technology vendors. But that’s about it.”

			“That is not much, but it is all as you say, yes,” Magnus said. “Where should I start?”

			“How about briefing me on where the software came from to begin with?”

			“Okay,” Magnus said, “So, the answer is from the same person who runs the project, Günter Schwert. About a year and a half ago, he posted on GitHub the first copy of what is now BankCoin. Very impressive for one person to create such a large and complex piece of code. He named that version Venice, and we technical folks liked it a lot.”

			Frank had already checked out the BankCoin code on the web. Like most collaboratively developed software, it was hosted at a site called GitHub. Anyone could post code there and see if others took an interest in it. To date, more than sixty million programs had been uploaded to the platform and tens of millions of developers visited the site regularly.

			“How come Venice?” Frank asked.

			“When he posted the code, Schwert recalled that Venice is one of the Italian cities where banking as we know it first evolved. Anyway, Venice picked up support quite quickly in the developer community.”

			“What was the appeal?” Frank asked. “There were other financial blockchains by then.”

			“Venice solves many problems bitcoin and most other blockchains have, like poor capacity and speed. The bitcoin software allows a new block to be added every ten minutes, and a block can only contain so many transactions – usually about seventeen hundred. This is pathetic. A major payment card system like Visa can process sixty thousand transactions in the same amount of time. So, the banking system could never use the bitcoin platform to replace existing systems. Also, Schwert’s architecture is most elegant. That attracted a lot of the best talent.”

			“Who does he work for?” Frank asked.

			“No idea.”

			“But you work with him, right?”

			“Yes, of course.” Magnus sniffed. “But this does not mean I’ve met him. Everything is done online. And who cares? Schwert is brilliant.”

			Frank cared, but that could wait. “Okay,” he said, “how about the rest of the top programmers? Do they all work for banks?”

			“No. As I said, word spread that Venice was much better than any of the other blockchains. Once the banks became interested, even more programmers started contributing code. For sure, developers from most of the big banks are involved. But like every other really successful open source project, this one operates as a meritocracy. Anybody can offer to contribute code, and the best developers rise to the top. It does not matter who they work for. Some of the great ones are independent programmers.”

			“Why do they get involved?” Frank already knew the usual answer, but he wanted to confirm it applied to the BankCoin project, too	.

			“Status, mostly. As with Linux, getting recognized as a top BankCoin developer makes you a big deal in the software development community.”

			“And very employable as well,” Frank prompted.

			Magnus blinked several times. “Yes, this also is true. With all the banks joining, good BankCoin developers are in great demand.”

			“Does the meritocracy apply to the Technical Steering Committee, too?” Frank asked, referring to the small group of developers that made all the important technical decisions.

			“Again, of course. Several TSC members do not work for member banks or technology companies.”

			“Got it,” Frank said. “So, let’s talk about the code itself. Where do things stand there?”

			“So far, we have made two major releases since Schwert posted the first version to GitHub. The last version was otherwise ready to go live but needed further work to handle a full volume of transactions. Schwert calls this release London –”

			“Okay – I got it. Also, the name of a financial center.”

			“Yes,” Magnus said. “May I continue now?”

			“Sorry.”

			“So,” Magnus said. “We have been cleaning this third release up and testing for weeks. It is now almost ready to go.” Magnus’s eyes somehow managed to open even wider. “Unless things slip, the banks will transition over to it next week.”

			“What’s that version called?”

			“Manhattan, of course,” Magnus said.

			By the time Magnus left, Frank felt reasonably well grounded in the history of the Foundation and BankCoin. But he hadn’t learned much at all about Schwert, and his interest was very much piqued. Either there wasn’t much of interest to be told about the project leader or Magnus just didn’t care. Frank typed Schwert’s name into Wikipedia. But all he found were a few references to him on the BankCoin topic page. One of those mentions noted that Schwert was an early bitcoin “miner.” Under Nakamoto’s system, bitcoins only came into existence when someone solved a difficult computer-generated problem. The first person to do so was paid a set number of bitcoins as a reward. That process came to be called mining, as if a bitcoin was a precious metal obtainable only through the expenditure of great effort.

			There weren’t many miners back then, and each was paid thousands of bitcoins when a block of transactions she tendered was accepted and added to the blockchain. Not that they were worth anything at first. What value did a bitcoin have if no one would accept it in payment for anything? It was another year before someone did for the first time, accepting ten thousand bitcoins from a Florida miner in exchange for two large Papa John’s pizzas, delivered. The faithful still celebrated May twenty-second as Bitcoin Pizza Day.

			Frank opened up a cryptocurrency tracking site. Wow. Those ten thousand bitcoins would be worth thirty million dollars today! And at bitcoin’s all-time high, their owner could have cashed them in for one hundred fifty million dollars. Frank went back to the BankCoin Wikipedia page and saw Schwert was believed to be a bitcoin millionaire. Lucky for him. He must not have been fond of pizza.

			* * *

			Frank felt his phone vibrate. It was a text from Marla.

			>Did you see they’re going to make a movie out of The Lafayette Campaign? Isn’t that cool!?!

			Frank stared at his phone. No! It wasn’t the least bit cool! It was bad enough his role in stopping the election hacking had become public, and worse yet, that his co-author had written a book about it without Frank’s cooperation or blessing. Worst of all – until now, that is – the writer had concocted all kinds of melodramatic nonsense to fill in the blanks whenever his sources came up dry. Now a scriptwriter was going to take a crack at the story?

			Frank clicked on the link from Marla’s text and groaned. There were the dreaded words he feared he’d find: “Based on a true story” – meaning the scriptwriter would rely on the facts only when they were exciting and make up the rest.

			His phone vibrated again.

			>I’m thinking Nicolas Cage to play you. What do you think?

			Frank thought he’d turn his phone off and leave it that way.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4 



Heads, You Lose, and Tails, the Banks Win

			Frank was finishing his lunch and a scan of the news when a headline caught his eye. It read Your Bitcoin or Your Life.

			A pop-up alert opened on his computer, breaking his concentration. It was almost time for his call with Vijay Patel, the guy he was replacing on the BankCoin Foundation board. Okay.

			He went back to the article. Apparently, cryptocurrency thefts were now occurring in the physical world, too. In each case, people foolish enough to brag about making a killing in a cryptocurrency were targeted. Typically, they answered their doors late at night to find armed men threatening to kill them unless they transferred hundreds of thousands, or even millions, of dollars’ worth of cryptocurrency to the thieves’ anonymous, untraceable, accounts. How about that? The perfect crime.

			Frank shook his head. Everyone kept confusing ledger accuracy with system security. Just because multiple copies of a database existed didn’t make it harder for a thief to steal from a digital wallet. Or any easier to get the money back after they did. Developers had made plenty of mistakes in creating cryptocurrency exchanges and the wallets where alt coins – i.e., electronic tokens used as alternatives to traditional currency – were stored, and thieves had exploited them to steal hundreds of millions of dollars’ worth of cyber currency. A non-bank blockchain-based ecosystem might be secure someday, but that day hadn’t arrived yet, at least as far as Frank was concerned.

			The ringing of his phone startled him. “Hello?” he said.

			“Hi, Frank. Vijay here. Hey – thanks for taking over the BankCoin Foundation board seat on so little warning. It seems like every time I blink the bank’s doing another reorganization.”

			“Sure. No problem,” Frank said.

			“So,” Patel said, “let me give you a quick overview. As you know, there are millions of open source projects out there but only a couple hundred with lots of corporate support. The big, well-funded ones have boards of directors to take care of the business side of things and a developer committee that calls the technical shots. That’s the setup at the BankCoin Foundation, too, where we call the developer group the Technical Steering Committee.

			“On the participation side, the Foundation has several membership levels. First Manhattan’s a platinum member – that’s the top tier – along with fifteen other companies, mostly banks but also some technology vendors. The five hundred thousand bucks we pay annually to be a platinum member buys us a guaranteed board seat. On top of that, platinum members have to commit two of their best programmers to work full-time on the project. All in, that sets us back well over a million a year after you take salary, bonus, benefits, and travel into account. So, you can see how important the bank thinks it is to keep a close eye on how the BankCoin sausage gets made.”

			“Any reason beyond wanting to be sure we end up with good code?” Frank asked.

			“Actually, yes,” Patel said. “We think there’s no doubt every transaction in the future is going to take place on somebody’s blockchain network. The question is whose. Will the banks be in the driver’s seat making lots of money, or will they be on the sidelines, watching someone else rake it in? Plus, First Manhattan wants to be sure BankCoin is the only global banking blockchain.”

			“Why so?” Frank asked.

			“Well, profit, of course. We’ll make two basis points – that’s two hundredths of a cent – every time a dollar changes hands on the BankCoin network. That’s not much per dollar, but we’re talking about a heck of a lot of dollars – a trillion a month pretty soon. That translates into almost two and a half billion dollars a year for First Manhattan.”

			“I know we manage security for BankCoin,” Frank asked. “Are we doing anything else for that fee?”

			“Sure. For starters, we made a big cash investment setting the whole thing up. And we’ve had ten of our best developers working on the software from the beginning. We also volunteered Dirk to be the chair of the Technical Steering Committee. A lot of the code that Schwert didn’t write, one of our employees did. For the last six months, about half our BankCoin staff have been working – and they will keep working – full-time spotting vulnerabilities and fixing them. That sounds high until you remember the BankCoin Foundation keeps adding new code. We also fix vulnerabilities other banks find and tell us about on a confidential basis. When we do, we privately send a patch out to every other bank so no one ever knows there was a problem that could have been exploited. We’ll only get one chance to move the banking world over to BankCoin, so we’ve got to get it right.”

			“What’s happens if we screw up?” Frank asked.

			“Well, think how this technology changes the marketplace,” Patel said. “If the blockchain solves the problems of security, transparency, and speed without using a bank, who needs us? We realized that if we couldn’t stop the blockchain, we better make sure we own it.”

			“Got it,” Frank said, “But will people be comfortable switching over to a blockchain?”

			“Why not?” Patel said. “Look what happened to stock brokerages. Once upon a time, if you wanted to invest, you had to use a stockbroker, because only brokerage firms had seats on the stock exchanges. The brokers loved that, because they could charge a hefty trading fee. They also gave advice, wrote research reports, and maintained retail offices all over the place so you could meet with your broker. All of which took a lot of money to support.

			“But once the internet came along, some smart entrepreneurs figured out most people didn’t care about the extra trappings any more. So, companies like eTrade built slick online platforms anyone could use to buy and sell securities really cheaply and without ever talking to a human being.”

			“So, I guess you’re right,” Frank said. “If I was launching a financial blockchain startup, I’d build a consumer app that looks just like the online banking software everyone’s already using.”

			“Exactly,” Patel said. “First Manhattan realized it needed to kill its old business model before someone else did. You’ve got to give Ben Cronin credit for seeing that and selling it to the board; that couldn’t have been easy. Of course, brand-new startups are trying to do the same thing, but we’ve got advantages – our existing customers, our IT department, lots of regulatory expertise, lobbyists out the wazoo, longstanding relationships with other banks, and so on. In theory we should beat any startup that comes along, no matter how much financing it has. But if we don’t do it fast and do it right, we can still blow it.”

			“Okay, thanks,” Frank said. “I get the picture.”

			“Good,” Patel said. “So back to my overview. The board of directors makes the strategic decisions, like how to promote the BankCoin platform and how to satisfy the regulators. It also takes care of the nuts and bolts stuff, like approving a budget and making sure the bills get paid, and, maybe most importantly, keeping the developers happy.”

			“And are they?” Frank asked.

			“Ah, well, that’s always an interesting question, isn’t it?” Patel said.

			“How so?”
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