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Prologue

Peter Sutherland stalked through the trees wearing a navy suit, white shirt, and black oxfords polished to a high gloss. Everything about him was FBI standard, the code he had followed so carefully for so long. A perfect square.

The ax in his hand was new, though, as was the borrowed pistol on his hip with no serial number.

Bruises and cuts covered the side of his throat. He hadn’t slept in twenty-four hours.

The ax was a beauty, its steel blade gleaming like a razor at the end of thirty-six inches of American ash.

He walked toward the red brick mansion, studying it. Peter knew how to get in and out of a home without leaving a trace. That was his job. Surveillance. Tracking. Seeing without being seen.

But the time for hiding was over. He moved across the soft grass of the lawn, toward the back of the house.

The day was cool, but his cheeks were flushed. His heartbeat washed in his ears like crashing surf. He welcomed it, welcomed the adrenaline flooding down his spine as he took the steps of the rear deck two at a time to the door.

The house surely had an alarm system, but he didn’t care. Let them come. All of them. Police. Secret Service. The cold assassins masquerading as intelligence officers.

Peter had always been so careful about the rules. He had to be. His father had betrayed his country. Suspicion had trailed Peter for most of his life. No matter how faultless he was, he couldn’t escape it, and now they had branded him as a traitor, too.

He didn’t break his stride as he tilted his wrist down and let the ax slip through his fingers to its full length, grabbing it at the end of the handle. He closed his left hand on the wood grain just above his right and swung the tool back, over his head, the four-pound blade arcing until it nearly touched his spine. He whipped it forward with every muscle in his body.

Fourteen years of anger repressed, fourteen years of playing by their hypocrite rules, all the fury of watching the helpless die at the hands of the powerful—he put it all into that blow. Enough with the Boy Scout shit.

The blade hissed through the air, hit the door near its edge, and blew it apart like a breaching charge. The lock and handle splintered out.

He kicked the door open. A camera was straight ahead.

Perfect. He wanted them to see. Raise the alarm at the White House.

He marched upstairs looking for the safe.

The traitors had murdered innocents and waged war against their own country, a quiet coup. Soon they would have control. Soon more would die if he didn’t make his stand. It might cost him his life. He knew that.

He knew he might have to kill someone here. That would have been unthinkable just a day before, but he had never known treachery like this, never felt anger like this. He didn’t know who he was anymore, but he knew what he needed to do. This ended only one way. Looking down the barrel of a gun.
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Six Days Earlier

PETER’S OXFORDS STOOD outside the closet door. A freshly pressed shirt hung on the knob along with a navy suit. His alarm chirped. It was five P.M.

He rolled out of bed and opened the shades, then brought the sheet and comforter back up, and tucked them in with neat corners.

The sun dipped low in the sky and disappeared behind the trees and apartment buildings near the National Cathedral.

Night was coming and his day was just getting started. He worked for the Federal Bureau of Investigation, and through a series of events he still couldn’t quite fathom, he had been detailed to the White House. He staffed a night action desk in the Situation Room, a twelve-hour shift from seven P.M. to seven A.M.

His job, in brief, was to stand by an emergency line all night every night, waiting for a call that might never come.

The bus took him down to Lafayette Square, and he headed south as the setting sun painted the White House red.

He crossed to G Street and ducked into Tonic, a bar in Foggy Bottom. He scanned the room for a colleague of his from the West Wing, Brian, who had told him to come by.

Walking along the back wall of the bar gave him a clear view of the entire space. He caught himself studying the other patrons, noting height and weight, distinguishing characteristics and unusual behavior, silently recording it all.

He could never turn off the old habits. For years watching had been his job. He started out in the FBI as a surveillance specialist, known within the bureau as a G.

He slipped along the edge of the crowd. Peter stood out at six six and a lean two hundred and twenty pounds, but he liked to avoid attention and knew how to get around without drawing too much notice.

He caught the eye of Brian, who waved him over. “You want a beer?”

“Thanks,” Peter said. “But I’m heading in. I wanted to stop by for a bit.”

“You’re still on nights?”

Peter pretended to sleep on his feet, then opened his eyes, startled. “Sorry, what?”

Brian laughed, then took a sip. His suit was well-cut, modish, too expensive for his salary. He was an easygoing Connecticut prep who worked days in the office of the national security advisor. They had played basketball together a handful of times. He had a habit of attaching the name of a person he had just met to the end of each sentence—“And where did you go to school, Peter?”—that Peter took as a sign of an inveterate networker, filing names away in his mental Rolodex.

Peter recognized the man next to Brian from a barbecue that summer. He worked in the director’s office.

“Hey, Theo,” Peter said and shook his hand.

“Go ahead,” Brian said to Theo, who cast his eyes around the room warily.

“What’s up?” Peter asked.

“Theo saw the promotion and transfer lists.”

It was a favorite topic of gossip among the bureau drones.

“Do you want to know if you’re getting one?” Brian asked Peter, grinning.

“Of course,” Peter said, and as Theo leaned in, Peter held up his hand. “But don’t tell me.”

“What?”

“I’ll find out soon.”

“You don’t want to know?”

“It’s cool. I’ll wait.”

Theo straightened up, and the pleasant air of shared secrets disappeared.

“It’s not a big deal,” Theo said, defensive now. And it wasn’t. Bosses would often drop hints, and most of the raises and promotions were telegraphed well in advance.

“I’m not trying to give you a hard time,” Peter said. “It’s fine. But I don’t want to know.”

“You’re making me out like some kind of sneak? You?”

Peter was careful about even the slightest hint of impropriety. People had been watching him, too, for much of his life, looking for the slightest breach. Maybe that’s why surveillance and countersurveillance came so naturally.

He’d always hewed carefully to those rules, hoping they might let him escape the taint of his father’s crimes, might save him from who he was.

“No,” Peter said calmly. “But leave me out of it.”

Theo let out a nasty laugh. “You play it so straight, but everybody knows . . .” He looked away.

“Knows what?” Peter asked.

Theo scanned the room to his left as if he were looking for someone better to talk to. He muttered something about dad and spy.

Peter stepped closer and looked Theo in the eye.

“Is there something you would like to say?”

Theo puffed up and stared back in silence for a moment. The others went quiet.

“I don’t mind, really. I’ve heard it all,” Peter went on. He’d been dealing with this garbage his whole life. You just had to face it down, show that you’re your own man, with nothing to hide.

A pleasant rush coursed through Peter’s body, the kind he used to feel before a big game, or when a surveillance target tried to lose him. He’d been cooped up at a desk for months. He longed for action.

He ran his thumbnail along the side of his middle finger and then pressed it in, hard, at the knuckle. The stab of pain braced him. It was an old habit, a way to break himself out of the moment. Easy, Sutherland. Easy. He took two deep breaths and then smiled.

That unnerved Theo, who shook his head and stepped away without another word.

Brian grimaced at Peter. “Sorry about that.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Peter said, as the conversations around them picked back up. “I should get going anyway.”

“You sure you don’t want anything? Cup of coffee?”

“I’m good. Thanks.”

Peter turned toward the door, and Brian raised his glass. “An honest man in Washington.”

“I know.” Peter smiled. “I’m screwed.”
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THAT NIGHT IN the Situation Room started like any other. Peter stepped into the West Wing and a Secret Service officer checked his badge for access.

“How you shooting these days, Bear?” Peter’s nickname from college ball.

“A little rusty,” Peter said. “I need to get out there more.”

“They still have you in that basement?”

“Yes, sir.”

He let out a chuckle. The guard seemed to find the plight of a big man in a small room a source of endless humor. “What are those ceilings down there? Eight feet? Seven?”

“Lower every night,” Peter said, gave the desk a friendly tap, and started down the corridor.

Peter’s boss, James Hawkins, marched past, reading something on his phone. A senior advisor and veteran of the FBI’s national security division, he served as the president’s in-house man on counterintelligence and terrorism. He seemed to catch sight of Peter, though his only response was a slight knitting of his brows.

Hawkins was big, built like a laborer, balding with black hair cut close to his skull and a trim beard.

Now that Peter was in the White House, so close to the president, he noticed people watching him more carefully than ever, saw the concern flash across their faces when they figured out who he was.

Hawkins had known his father before the scandal, and it didn’t help that Peter bore such a strong physical resemblance to his dad.

Hawkins—divorced, lapsed Catholic, workaholic—typically moved through the building like a black cloud. He greeted subordinates, if he greeted them at all, with a lift of the head and a faint “hey” that sounded like the noise he would make if he were moving an injured limb. Maybe it was the toll from a lifetime of classified work, of carrying too many secrets, but he seemed especially cold toward Peter.

There were times when the suspicions got to Peter, made him feel like an impostor, an inside threat that had somehow managed to cheat its way into the heart of the government.

But tonight Peter didn’t let Hawkins’s glare trouble him. He paused by the windows at the end of the hall and looked out over the Rose Garden, and the glowing windows of the White House mansion. This was why he had been so careful for so long. He had earned a spot here, trusted with the nation’s most closely held confidences.

He loved these limbo hours in the evenings and early mornings, when the political staff had mostly gone home. The desks were empty, the phones silent, the hallways still. In those moments, the White House was no longer a field of crises and partisan battle. All he could feel was the tradition and ceremony of the place.

His blue badge gave him all access, and sometimes he would roam the White House at night, have the first floors to himself. Even after almost a year of working here and even knowing intimately the costs and treachery of political life—few knew it better than he did—it still filled him with awe to have a desk in this place and to be able to play his part, however small.

His father had once had trust like this, and when he lost it, it killed him.

“You look like shit, Sutherland.”

The chief of staff, Diane Farr, came around the corner behind him, a mug in her hand. “Just because I already buried you down there doesn’t mean you can die on me, okay?”

“Understood.”

That kind of access to the chief of staff was unusual, but so was everything else about Peter’s job, working an emergency line that went straight to her and Hawkins, that only they knew about. Farr had hired him, brought him to the White House, given him this chance to prove himself.

She worked tirelessly, seven days a week, with a sharp-tongued relentlessness that always made him think of a gruff newspaper editor in a movie from the thirties. She was striking, with chin-length black hair and bangs, green eyes, and fair skin with the slightest touch of olive.

Running the White House was a job for masochists—chiefs of staff often left the West Wing via stroke or heart attack—but she seemed to survive it with a faint air of amusement, like she was watching all of this drama from the mezzanine. She had cycled in and out of the private sector, never married. Whenever she wanted, she could bail out to a high-end finance gig in New York, and coast on her connections.

“Are you getting any sleep?” she asked, leaning in slightly to examine the circles under his eyes.

“Here and there.”

“How long have we had you on the desk?”

“About ten months.” He looked at her mug: black coffee, steam rising off the top like smoke. She was settling in for a long night. “Though I don’t know why you need a watch officer if you never go home.”

“Only a couple more hours.” She smiled and turned to go.

Peter took the stairs down to the ground floor. A plaque on a mahogany door said White House Situation Room—Restricted Area.

Peter rolled his shoulders back slightly and stood his full height. Even after a lifetime of being careful, there was nowhere he was more vigilant than in this room, the sanctum of America’s secrets.

He carried himself differently here, because he carried his own secrets, those special orders that could be shared only with his two superiors, Hawkins and Farr, secrets he didn’t understand himself: why they needed him on the watch, and who might come calling on the phone line he stood by every night.

He swiped his ID and stepped inside.
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STRAIGHT AHEAD, PAST the reception area, the watch officers sat at a long desk, eyes fixed on their triple monitors.

The night watch was all business. Peter’s entry merited little more than a raised hand from Mark who worked at the CIA and “What’s up, Sutherland,” from Jessica, the watch officer from the Pentagon. She was from Puerto Rico, a former marine intelligence officer, who would often join Peter for midnight lunch.

The Situation Room isn’t a room. It’s a suite of offices under the West Wing, a warren of watch desks and displays and partitions. What people think of when they think of the Situation Room—the command center with the long oak table and the clocks ticking down seconds in time zones around the world—was through a door to his left. It’s where they defused the Cuban missile crisis and planned the mission to kill bin Laden. For all its gravitas, down here it went by a simple name: large conference room.

Updates from operations streamed in from military and diplomatic sources around the world, fleshed out by signals intelligence and field reports from CIA officers and their agents. The watch officers’ attention circled the globe with the rising sun, as adversaries woke up. Morning was hitting Southeast Asia when Peter arrived.

At any moment, President Michael Travers might walk in and all would stand. An officer could find himself or herself as POTUS’s first source on a breaking crisis, taken aside into the president’s breakout room with glass walls that turned white for privacy at the touch of a button.

Peter walked past the long desks of the main watch center, past the president’s chair, and continued to the far end of the suite, to his cube, not much more than a shelf in the back corner with a waist-high partition beside it.

There was the phone, the emergency line. It sat on his desk in silence as it had nearly all of his last 284 nights on the watch. In those endless hours between dusk and dawn, he would stare at it, willing it to ring.

He took his seat, and put his ID card into the reader on his desk to unlock his computer.

Every night Farr or her deputy would send him a list of late-breaking events and questions, and he would scour open-source news and the intel databases and pull together answers and analyses.

He often wondered if that work was simply putting him to good use, and the real job was waiting, watching that phone.

Everyone in the Situation Room was cleared top secret, but they all had confidences they kept from each other, loyalties to their home agencies, special access programs and codeword intelligence that required even stricter handling than TS.

That phone was Peter’s secret. If it rang, any information that came through it was to go “eyes only” to Hawkins and Farr.

The Sit Room was built from the ground up for that kind of discretion. Each desk was fitted with a small button that activated a speaker overhead, and sent out a noise-canceling wave of static. It sounded like the faintest hiss, but it was so effective that as you watched the speaker’s lips move and heard no sound come out, for a moment you thought you had been rendered deaf.

Along one wall ran the Superman tubes, as everyone referred to them, cylindrical phone booths, sealed off with curving plexiglass for calls that absolutely couldn’t be heard elsewhere within the room. They made the place look like a sci-fi set.

Even Peter didn’t know what his phone line was for. The callers were supposed to use codes to indicate priority and subject matter. His job was simply to be a voice on the receiving end, to route the messages to his superiors, and make sure they picked up in an emergency.

When Farr and Hawkins had first briefed him, they seemed surprised that he hadn’t pressed them for more information about the phone line. Of course he wanted to know, but he was careful and strict, and respected the rules on classified information as if lives depended on it, because they did. He knew all too well what happened when those rules were broken.

The whole thing sounded like a thrill at the start. He had even imagined a true crisis coming on the line and saw himself making the long walk through the gallery to the residence to wake POTUS himself.

That was 284 nights ago.

The Situation Room was small, far drabber than the slick mock-ups on television, and every night it seemed to shrink a bit more.

Even the keyhole intercepts and Superman tubes had lost their novelty. Ten months of living on a vampire schedule wears you down until you feel like an automaton fueled by the thin, bitter, hours-old coffee from the White House Mess.

He missed action, the endless hard physical training of college athletics, the rush of the chase from his days as a surveillance specialist in Boston.

In all his time on the watch, the phone had rung only once. A man’s voice came on the line, composed, but with a trace of desperation behind it: “This is a night action,” he said.

“Can you verify that, please,” Peter replied, as he had been instructed.

“Pen. Clock. Door. Fire.”

It was a mnemonic key that confirmed the status and legitimacy of the call.

The caller hadn’t said a word after that. He hadn’t needed to. “Night action” was a standard term in the op centers and watch desks around DC. It meant a crisis, call, or cable that was so urgent that the principal, be it the CIA director or the defense secretary, needed to be woken up.

Peter had called Hawkins and Farr, and when neither picked up, per protocol, he went to the Secret Service office down the hall. They sent a car to Farr’s house and woke her, and she connected on the line twelve minutes later. After that, Peter was off the call. On the desk for 284 nights and twelve minutes of action.

He’d passed almost a year of his life down here, a hard year, chained to this phone that never rang for reasons he didn’t understand.

The work had cost him more than he liked to think about. He still wore the Hamilton Field watch with the leather band, but he never looked at the inscription on the back: P+L, Forever.

His ex-fiancée, Leah. She had wanted him to get out of government. He had been lucky to get the White House job through Farr, but the FBI higher-ups would never fully accept him, let him rise through the ranks. Leah would always ask him why he worked so hard for so little for a bureau that didn’t want him. He had his reasons. Peter remembered the night his father died, remembered an unanswered call.

He liked nights. Liked the discipline. He sat beside that silent phone, scanned on his monitor a satellite photo of a troop buildup on the Latvian-Russian border, and let the work fill his mind.

Nine P.M., ten. The minutes crawled by. Click, scroll, type, repeat. By eleven, he fell into a groove, and forgot the clock.

At 1:05 A.M. his phone rang. Peter stared at it for an instant as if it was a hallucination, then lifted the handset to his ear. It was the emergency line.

“Go ahead.”

“Hello?” a young woman asked, her voice wavering, the terror plain.

“Yes. Go ahead.”

“Night action. They told me to tell you that. That you would know what to do. My name is Rose Larkin—” Two muffled cracks broke out in the background. “He’s here. He’s inside. He’s going to kill me.”
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AT SIX O’CLOCK that evening, Dimitri Sokolov took the cover off his metronome and slid the counterweight down to molto allegro. He brushed his finger against the arm, and it began ticking back and forth with the pace of a panicked heartbeat.

He raised the lid of a black case and lifted a violin from the velvet. He had received the instrument, an eighteenth-century Mittenwald, as a gift for his twelfth birthday. Along the neck, the dark varnish was completely worn away.

He rested it under his chin and looked over the music on the stand before him. It had been a long time since he had opened the violin case, a long time since he had tried Mendelssohn’s Concerto. It had been his wife’s favorite. Today was her birthday, the first since she had passed.

He took each step slowly, deliberately, like a priest at an altar. He started in the middle passage to warm up, a long lyrical section that was unforgiving to his out-of-practice fingers. The movements on the bow and fingerboard came automatically, though already the strain was growing in the muscles of his hands. He was used to working with his hands; it was his livelihood, but not in this way.

Dimitri knew what was coming, a fugue passage of double-stops and runs, a difficult task even for a trained violinist in top form.

He slit his eyes and the muscles around his jaw tightened as he sawed the bow. That sort of intensity in his face would have shocked any of the few people who knew him, as would his dexterity with the violin.

He didn’t hide here in the US. Purposely avoiding attention would only bring it. But he had a way of concealing himself in plain sight.

He was friendly enough with his neighbors, but if you pressed them to describe him, the response would be so general as to be useless. Medium build, medium height, regular haircut, tapered and parted on the left, not especially outgoing but not reclusive either. He would wave and say hello, but never offered much more than a few empty pleasantries.

He seemed to be a regular empty-nester dad and DC bureaucrat. The Americans had a phrase for it—a gray man. It was only when someone really focused that he would notice the only exceptional thing about Dimitri: his perfect nothingness.

A loose strand on his violin bow danced in the air as he approached the scherzo.

The music had him now, the early nerves giving way to focus as his eyes raced across the long, slurred progressions of sixteenth notes leading to the crescendo. It was a difficult passage, one he hadn’t managed since she died, always giving up, fingers cramped, and slamming shut the case.

He could connect all the notes, but he needed more than that, he needed expression, feeling, and all he had been able to put together was a technical succession of sounds.

But tonight, it was coming, and as the violin sang, cradled between his cheek and shoulder, he remembered the first time he had played it for Carolina. He shut his eyes, and felt the tears welling inside them as he approached the climax. He knew it by heart.

His phone rang, a cheap electric warble accompanied by the rattling of plastic on wood as it vibrated. He disregarded it and tried to go on, but that was the encrypted phone, one he couldn’t ignore. He put the violin down and answered on the fourth ring.

“BEECH?” he asked.

“Yes. It’s time. They’re at the Westin in Arlington. Henry and Paulette Campbell. They’re undercover as contractors for the Department of Commerce.”

“Do they have the red ledger?”

“It’s in their possession. I don’t know if it’s on them or at the house or elsewhere. They might have family with them, a girl named Rose Larkin, their niece. What are you going to do?”

“You want to know?” he asked. With stakes this high, lives being taken and war at risk, people often preferred to keep their blinders on.

A pause, then BEECH responded: “No.”

“I’ll take care of it.” Dimitri disconnected. A year ago, at the beginning of this operation, they had sent a Metro train off its tracks, an attack that had been made to look like an accident. They killed dozens. What were a few more?

The violin and bow went back in the case. He had been expecting the call, so his equipment was in the kitchen in a small range bag. He pushed aside the napkin caddy, the woven place mats, and the salt and pepper shakers and put the nylon bag on the table.

He had a middle-aged man’s taste for simple, reliable tools. He reached into the bag and pulled out a pistol, then ran a quick function check on the Glock 17, racking it twice and dry firing it at the oven. He checked each magazine by glancing at the witness holes and pressing down the top round with his thumb; all were full, all seventeen rounds. In a side pocket, there were three pairs of flex-cuffs, nylon over a steel reinforcement, and a suppressor to fit the Glock. Finally, there was an inexpensive Swedish knife, a type favored by outdoorsmen and survivalists. He had put such a fine edge on it that it could cut skin without even being noticed.

The other bag, filled with electronics, was in the car. He zipped his kit shut, and switched off the light. He was halfway through the door when he turned, went back and double-checked that the oven was off.

On his way through the living room, he stilled the metronome, then stepped out the front door. The neighbors’ kids were running around in their driveway in the waning light, playing street hockey in their sneakers with two upside-down trash cans for a goal. He waved to them as he climbed into his car, tuned in NPR, and headed for Arlington.

He parked in the lot of a diner across the street from the hotel, about two hundred yards down the street, and surveyed his surroundings. After twenty minutes, a figure appeared in his side-view mirror, a woman in her late twenties, in a skirt and blouse, and a black jacket with a high neck. Everything about her said LA or New York, not DC.

Dimitri knew her from his advance work: Rose Larkin, age twenty-eight. He rested his hand on the passenger seat, beside a road atlas that covered the suppressed Glock, as she passed just feet from him.
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ROSE STROLLED PAST the diner, moving quickly in her heels, sunglasses mirroring the passersby. She got a few looks from the men, but she was used to that.

She was here to pick up her aunt and uncle from the hotel, but they had texted that they were running late. To kill time, she had gone around the corner and had what passed for coffee in these soulless precincts of Northern Virginia.

As she walked back to her parking spot, she saw a chalk line on the tire of her car—her aunt and uncle’s car, actually—a classic Mercedes SL convertible that her uncle had stripped down to the engine and restored.

She placed her sunglasses on top of her head as she strode toward it, and checked her iPhone. She had been parked there for two hours and fifteen minutes, but there was no ticket under the wiper.

She turned left and right, glancing up and down the street, blasé, looking to all the world like a young professional with her act together. But the Carolina Herrera jacket and the Prada shoes, the whole outward-facing persona, was carefully constructed. She wore it like armor. She couldn’t afford a ticket.

She reached down, eased the four-hundred-dollar pump off her left foot, then crouched and used its sole to scrub off the chalk mark.

After a few seconds, the tire was clear, and she stood to find an older man walking a terrier and staring at her with a disappointed look. With the shoe still on her hand, she winked at him. Then she pulled her heel back on and headed for the hotel. Her aunt and uncle were ready.

She met them just inside the lobby and hugged them both. Her aunt was tiny, five two, with deep smile lines around her eyes. Her uncle was a beanpole, dressed in his usual uniform of a Lands’ End shirt and jacket, and pleated khakis with a cell phone holster on the waist. They both looked exhausted.

“Thank you for picking us up,” her aunt said. Rose was supposed to get them at the airport, but they had changed plans at the last minute. “You didn’t have to.”

“It’s the least I could do. And I love driving that car.”

“Oh good,” her aunt said, as they started walking toward the Mercedes. “We had to hammer out a few things with a client and the legal team, so we came with them straight from the airport.”

“What are you working on?”

“LTE data standardization for government services.”

“Cool,” Rose said, but she was barely paying attention, her eyes fixed on the yellow ticket under her wiper. She scanned the street, but the parking officer was nowhere to be seen.

“But I . . .”

“Did you rub off the chalk?” her aunt asked.

“Well . . .”

“They all use plate scanners. The chalk is a backup.”

“I think it’s a decoy, to lull you into a false sense of security,” her uncle added.

“Twisted,” Rose said, as if there was something unfair about cheating a cheat.

“You know parking in DC is a blood sport.” Her aunt sneaked up to her side and pinched the ticket out of her hand.

“Wait!” Rose said.

“We’ll take care of this. It’s our car.”

“It’s my fault.”

“It’s the least we can do for you taking care of the house.”

Rose relented. She climbed into the back seat of the Mercedes, and they started down the highway. Rose had been watching their place while they were on a work trip. They both had worked for the Department of Commerce, and after retiring, they went back as contractors.

Rose lived in Los Angeles, until recently at least. The startup she founded had gone under, and she’d broken up with her boyfriend, and “house-sitting for family” was a much nicer term than “homeless.”

She had grown up around Manassas. Her mom had raised Rose on her own, but she had trouble with alcohol, and was always running from one guy to the next.

Rose went to work at Denny’s when she was fourteen, forging her mom’s signature on the permission form. They needed the money and the leftover food she brought home.

When she was young, her aunt and uncle’s home served as Rose’s sanctuary, cluttered with books, shelves lining every wall and even the hallways.

Rose didn’t talk to her mother anymore. The last time she’d heard from her, she was living in Belize with a guy she met at a boat show.

Rose’s aunt had asked her to come look after the house, and the timing was so perfect that Rose wondered if somehow her aunt had heard about Rose’s recent troubles. It was Henry and Paulette, saving the day again, making it sound like Rose was doing them a favor. It could have been eighteen years ago, with Rose in the back seat of this same car, at their house for the weekend while her mom was off God knows where, Rose finally letting her guard down, somehow feeling that everything would be okay. They were the only people she had ever truly trusted.

Her aunt’s eyes kept going to the mirrors.

Rose glanced at the cars behind them. “Is everything okay?” she asked.

“Oh yes,” her aunt said, smiling now, bright as ever. “I was wondering if I forgot a charger. How is the house? Did anything come up?”

“Smooth sailing. I caught the recycling guys this morning.”

Her uncle looked at her in the rearview mirror. “How’s the business going, dear?”

“Good,” Rose said, drawing out the word. “I can take it easy for a while before we have to line up financing for our next phase.”

“Expanding?” her uncle asked.

Rose shifted in her seat. “Pivoting a bit.”

“Pivoting?” her uncle said, as if trying out the taste of the word, and finding he didn’t like it. It was a tech euphemism for crashing and burning and starting over.

“Everything is going great,” Rose said, with finality.

Her aunt turned slightly in the passenger seat and their eyes met. Rose gave her a half-hearted smile, and then looked down.

She had always had a knack for making people believe what she wanted them to believe, but these two could see through her.

At the house, Rose heated up pasta with chicken and vegetables that she’d made the night before. Her aunt and uncle went upstairs to change before dinner. As they ate, and Henry leafed through the mail, Rose could tell they were both exhausted, barely keeping up with small talk about what had been happening in the neighborhood.

After Rose and her aunt did the dishes, Rose picked up her computer bag, and started toward the stairs. “I’ll let you all take it easy,” she said.

Her aunt’s face fell. “Do you want some tea?”

“Well . . .”

That was what they did here, sat around the table long after the meal was done, telling stories, cracking each other up. But Rose didn’t feel like talking. She was tired of keeping up the facade.

“And I think I have some Girl Scout cookies left.”

“Really?” Rose hadn’t seen any.

Her aunt pulled a chair over and reached into the back of a high cabinet. She came out with a box of Tagalongs. “I have to hide them or else Henry will eat them all. I forgot to tell you they were up there.”

Had she? They were Rose’s favorite, and she felt like perhaps she was being enticed, but she didn’t care. Tagalongs were Tagalongs.

Her aunt put two bags of tea into mugs and started the electric kettle, then put the moka pot on the stove for Henry. He could drink coffee at any hour without it keeping him up.

He came back downstairs a few minutes later, and his eyes went to the box of cookies like a wolf’s to its prey.
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OUTSIDE, DIMITRI WAITED in his Accord, watching the house, perfectly still save for his breathing. Through the earpiece in his left ear, he listened to the three inside the house, sitting and talking.

For a moment Dimitri remembered his own kitchen table, drinking smoky black tea with Carolina.

The radio on his lap came to life: “We’re all set up to hit the house. We can kill the lights and telephones. Do you want to go in now?”

The rest of Dimitri’s team was parked around the corner. He looked at the clouds, drifting over the moon, then lifted the handset. He would wait. He wanted full dark. He wanted them unsuspecting.

“Not yet. Stand by. On my order.”

He put the radio down on the passenger seat, beside the pistol, and as he listened to the voices around the table, the conversation moving in easy rhythms as with old friends, he couldn’t help but smile.
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ROSE SAT BACK, laughing, her hand on her chest, as her aunt finished a story about being mistaken for an Uber driver in her Prius. For the first time in a long while, she forgot about the overdue invoices and credit card bills. It grew late, and as her aunt brought their mugs to the sink, she turned to Rose.

“You know, we have so much room here and we’re at work all the time or traveling. I know you have a lot going on, but we’d love to have you stay for as long as you want. We could use the company.”

Did she know? Was this a graceful way of offering up a refuge?

“Thank you,” Rose said, and shut her eyes, surprised by the sudden surge of emotion. “Things are a little crazy right now. That . . . that might be nice.”

Rose and her aunt talked for another hour. Rose vented. She could hear her uncle in the kitchen, putting away dishes, singing an old Stevie Wonder tune, their wedding song. She’d always rolled her eyes, thinking it was sappy when she was a teenager, how he would scoot around with a dishrag over his shoulder, humming “You Are the Sunshine of My Life.” But she didn’t feel that way now. It was familiar, sweet.

She hadn’t realized how badly she needed to say it all out loud, to let it hurt. It was nearly midnight when she hugged her aunt good night, went upstairs, brushed her teeth and washed her face, and then climbed into bed and shut off the light.
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A PULSING SHRIEK pulled Rose from her sleep. She sat up and recognized the sound: the smoke detector.

She checked her cell—almost one A.M.—and slid to the side of the bed. Her feet touched the cold floor, and she made her way through the room by the glow of her telephone screen. The display said she had no signal. Weird. She always had five bars here.

She hit the light switch by the door: nothing.

The alarm rang down the hallway as she pulled on a sweatshirt, and walked out of the bedroom, guiding herself with a hand on the wall. Then the sound cut off.

In the silence, she picked up an acrid scent, like the fumes from burning plastics, but it was faint.

Her panic rose, every breath shorter and faster than the next, but she forced herself to move slowly, carefully along the hardwood.

Her uncle’s voice echoed up the stairs.

“Can you get the call through?”

“I’m trying,” her aunt answered. “The landline’s out. There’s no cell signal.”

As Rose came down the stairs, her aunt said something about protecting the sources. Rose tried to make out the words: “chemist,” and “book,” and “binder.”

“You don’t trust them?” Henry asked.

“It’s a precaution. Keep them out of it.”

“Fine.” A door slammed.

Her aunt strode through the kitchen carrying a flashlight, the cordless phone to her ear.

“Hello? Hello?” There was panic and desperation in her voice.

She looked at the phone, stabbed a button, and cursed—a word Rose had never heard cross her lips before.

Rose stood in the hall outside the kitchen, knowing she needed to move, but her legs felt fixed to the floor. When her aunt turned, Rose saw the pistol, black and gleaming, in a holster clipped to her belt.

“Paulette,” Rose said finally. “What’s happening?”

Her aunt whipped toward her with the flashlight, stinging her eyes.

“Rose, sweetheart . . .” She looked at the picture window at the front of the house, took Rose’s arm, and led her back to the kitchen.

“Is something burning? What the hell is going on?”

“It’s . . . there’s not a lot of time to explain.” Her aunt’s eyes flicked from window to window.

Rose stared at the holstered pistol, and shivered.

The door to the garage opened and her uncle walked in, wiping the inside corners of his eyes with his thumb and index finger and coughing. He held a sheaf of papers in one hand and two thumb drives in the other. The chemical smell intensified, and in the garage, Rose could see black smoke hovering near the ceiling. He was burning something.

“I couldn’t get through on my cell,” he said. “But I destroyed all the OSPREY source material. You didn’t use any of the encryption keys on the Mac—”

He stopped when he saw Rose.

“Please just tell me what is happening,” she said.

Her aunt walked to her uncle’s side, and they spoke in whispers for a moment, then Henry turned to Rose.

“It’s work. It’s not safe here. There’s some confidential material we have, and when I got up I thought I saw someone watching the house. There’s a chance they may try something.”

“A chance! Paulette has a fucking gun. Someone’s outside. And why don’t any of the phones work?”

“Rose. Listen. Listen very carefully. This is not fair and I’m sorry I can’t tell you the whole story, but you have to pay attention because we want to make sure you stay safe.”

She started to protest, then let her hands fall.

“Okay. Okay,” she said. She didn’t want to panic. She just wanted to get through this. “What is it?”

Her uncle tore one of the pages from the reminder pad on the fridge, and began to write.

“We have to stay here for a little while and finish something,” he said. “You’re going to go out the back door, to Paulette’s car. Drive down to the Mobil station. There’s a pay phone there. Call this number. And tell them it’s a night action. They will know what that means and they will ask you to confirm who you are. Repeat this.”

He put the note on the dining table, and pointed at the words as he spoke them: “Pen. Clock. Door. Fire.”

“What does that mean?”

“It’s just a way of verifying who you are, and how important the call is. That will connect you to the people we work for. Tell them the code and where you are and that you need help, and tell them that OSPREY was right. It’s happening in six days. We have the red ledger.”

“What? Why don’t you tell them yourselves? Why aren’t you coming with me?”

“We will, but we need to take care of something first. We’ll be right there. So if you can get to a phone, we can use the help. There’ll be time to explain everything later, okay? Now what are you going to say?”

“Mobil pay phone. Night action. Pen. Clock. Door. Fire. I’ll tell them where I am. That I need help. That OSPREY was right. We only have six days.” She took a deep breath. “And that you have the red ledger.”

“Good. Tell no one else. Just the people who answer the phone.”

“Who’s coming for you?”

“Rose. There’s no time. Trust us.”

Henry stared out the front window. “You need to go.”

His voice was so grave, so alien, that Rose put aside her questions, and nodded. “Okay.”

She took the keys, went to the back door, and slipped her bare feet into her sneakers. Her aunt and uncle exchanged a few quiet words in the kitchen, then her uncle joined Rose and opened the door. He stepped out, drew his own pistol, and moved silently, expertly, suddenly a stranger to her as he scanned the dark.

His attention went toward the front of the house, as if he were standing between her and the threat. The car was parked on the side street. He nodded his head to indicate it was safe, and she started across the lawn. The wet grass brushed cold against her ankles and the hems of her pajama bottoms.

Forty feet from the car, she heard a faint sound, like running shoes on the street. She stopped and held her breath. After a moment, she made out a black figure standing beside the car. The shadows moved to her left: someone getting closer. She thought he was coming for her, but then he passed in between her and the house. Her first instinct was to shout a warning to her aunt and uncle, but that would only put them all in danger.

She needed to get help, but she couldn’t reach the car without getting too close to these men. She slipped into the backyard, skirting the tangle of blackberry bushes where she used to play hide-and-seek with the neighborhood kids. Crouching, she passed through a split-rail fence, and ran through a patch of tangled woods toward the Rubinos’ house.

Rose rang the doorbell. With all the madness going on at the house, she was surprised how worried she was about waking these people up in the middle of the night.

She rang again and checked her phone. Still no signal. What the hell was happening?

No one answered. There was no car in the driveway. She peered inside, nose to the glass. In the glow from the red standby lights on the TV and cable box, she saw a rubber tree with a watering bulb stuck in the potting soil.

They were gone, and there was a cordless phone on the island leading to the open kitchen.

She had tried to be silent but had made so much noise running through those trees. She looked back the way she had come. The Rubinos’ house, with its long sloping roof, was the only property out here. It backed onto a creek. There was nowhere else to go. Those shadows would find her soon.

She looked under the flowerpot and the mat and checked a decorative stone with a Celtic cross carved into the top, but there was no spare key.

White explosions flashed down the hill, muffled, more like snaps than the crack of fireworks. They came from somewhere in front of her aunt and uncle’s house, each blast silhouetting it in red. Gunshots.

Rose picked up the stone, faced the door, and shattered the glass.
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PAULETTE STOOD IN the dark near the front window of her house. She had turned off the flashlight so she could see better through the glass, instead of waiting, staring at her reflection, visible to anyone outside.

She flinched slightly as the door from the garage closed. Henry walked into the kitchen.

“Are they gone?” he asked.

“Or waiting.”

“Why?”

“Surround us?”

“Let’s go out the back.”

“You’re done?”

He looked toward the garage. “I did enough. You should have gone with Rose.”

“I told you. I’m not leaving you here alone.”

She walked toward the rear of the house, and stopped, her eyes on the sliding glass doors. “They’re already out there.”

“The garage?” Henry looked out the kitchen window and caught movement. He shook his head.

“How many are there?” she asked.

“I don’t know.”

They had the exits covered. They would breach the house at any moment—a door, a window, there was no way of knowing where they would enter.

Paulette drew her pistol, and Henry followed suit. They went back-to-back in the main hall, covering as many entrances as they could.

“OSPREY,” Henry muttered. They were retired, though it was from FBI counterintelligence, not Commerce. OSPREY was the source who had started them in on this case, who had led them to the ledger. It began as such a small thing, a favor, an unofficial investigation, and now this. At least they had hidden the ledger. It was safe.

“I didn’t hear the car,” Paulette said. “What about Rose?”

“It’s quiet. She’ll be okay.”

“How can you be sure?”

“She’s a survivor. They want the book. They want us. Though I never pictured this. In our own house.” He let out a dark laugh. “Retired.”

“We’ll be fine. Remember Orlando?”

“Is that supposed to make me feel better?”

“We made it out. We always do.”

Stones crunched outside—someone moving through the gravel.

She pressed her back against his.

The doorknob rattled.

A flash of white light filled the family room window, blinding them. Glass blew in and rained down on the oak floorboards and Persian rugs. Another shot came an instant later, as Paulette turned toward the window. She cried in pain and fell back, landing on her hip and elbow. Henry fired through the shattered window as cool night air rushed into the house. Another explosion of light. Another shot, and he doubled over.

The kitchen door slammed open with the sound of splintering wood, and then the front door blew in. Armed men rushed into the house while Henry leaned over, his left hand held to his abdomen and his right, unsteady, raising the gun. He wheeled on the first man through the front door, but as his aim fixed on the man’s head, another came from behind him, seized his forearm, and stripped the gun from his hand.

He broke away and tried to move toward his wife, fallen in the shadows, silent. He couldn’t see how badly she was hurt. “Paulette. Paulette, talk to me.”

Before he could reach her, a man stepped in his path. Even in the faint light, Henry could have sworn he had seen him before—medium height, medium build, a haircut just like Henry’s own, tapered and parted on the left. But the figure before him looked so generic, like any father he might see on the Metro or pushing a cart at Safeway, that Henry might have been mistaken.

“Get away from her,” Henry said with an animal growl, and moved on him with a sudden ferocity despite the blood leaking through his hand. The man seized Henry’s lead hand and bent it outward, wrenching the elbow as his other hand went to Henry’s neck and drove him against the wall, choking off the cry of pain before it could escape his mouth.

A flashlight came on behind him, and one man ran upstairs while another searched the shelves.

A slick red stain grew on Henry’s dress shirt, about five inches to the left of his navel. The man’s face was so close to his he could feel his breath. His calm in the midst of this violence was more terrifying than any threat.

“Where is it?” the man asked.

He eased his grip on Henry’s neck, but still Henry said nothing.

“The ledger. Where is it?”

“Who sent you?” Henry kept his voice even.

“I’m going to give you one more chance to tell me,” the man said. “Or else I will kill her.”

Henry shut his eyes, and his chin trembled. Paulette lay on the ground behind the attacker, now lit by the flashlight’s blue-white glow. “She’s already dead.”

A voice called from the stairs in Russian, a language Henry understood well. “The girl is gone.”

Anger took over the man’s face, the first visible emotion he had shown. He glared at Henry, then looked to the door to the garage, and then out the rear window, to the lawn, a split-rail fence, and a stand of trees.

“Find the girl.”
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ROSE REACHED THROUGH the broken pane in the front door, and a shard dug into the back of her hand. She hissed. A bead of blood grew from the cut as she reached farther and opened the dead bolt.

The house’s alarm let out an electric whine as she stepped inside, and the security panel beside the door read: “Entry active—Disarm system.” She ignored it and went straight for the cordless phone.

When she lifted it, she heard no dial tone. A sick feeling twisted her stomach. But then she pressed the talk button, and the tone sounded.

She began to dial the number from the note her uncle had given her, and then caught a shadow moving outside. She could see a figure striding toward the house, a gun held out in front of him.

Looking down at the phone, she realized she had lost her place. She hung up and punched in the numbers again as she ran through the unfamiliar house. The first hallway she tried dead-ended at a guest bathroom. She turned around and ran upstairs.

The front door creaked open. The phone, pressed to her ear, rang and rang. She stepped into a room, a child’s room, dropped into the closet, and shut the door.

A musty smell filled the small space. She sat back on the floor against the wall, her side pressed into a stack of sweatshirts. The hanging jackets and shirts brushed over her hair.

The phone pressed against her ear. A man’s voice came on the other end of the line: “Go ahead.”

Rose knew that making a sound might get her killed, but she needed to tell him, she needed to get help. She had promised them that.

“Hello?”

“Yes. Go ahead.”

“Night action. They told me to tell you that. That you would know what to do. My name is Rose Larkin—” Two snaps broke the silence, muffled gunshots. “He’s here. He’s inside. He’s going to kill me.”

“I’m here,” a calm voice answered. “My name is Peter. You’re going to get through this, Rose.”
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HENRY LEANED AGAINST the wall, wincing with every breath, his hand clamped over the wound. Two shooters covered him.

The lead gunman—his deputy had called him Dimitri—stood over Paulette’s body and listened to his radio.

He turned to one of the men. “They have the girl cornered in the house out back,” Dimitri said in quiet Russian, a Urals accent, then pointed to the rear window. “Go.”

The man left, and Dimitri faced Henry. “I know you can understand me,” he said. “Just tell me where the ledger is, and we can leave her out of this.”

Henry looked around the room and noticed one of the attackers wearing an earpiece that was hooked up to a small black box, a scanner. They were listening to the police frequencies. Those had been encrypted for years, which meant that these people had serious resources behind them.

“Who are you?” Henry asked.

“A soldier. Like you. I take no pleasure in this, but I will do what I must.”

No masks, using names, openly speaking Russian: Henry knew they were going to kill him, but as he watched the man with the scanner, and saw his jaw clench as he listened, Henry believed he had time on his side. Had someone heard the shots? Called the police?

The tech with the earpiece came up beside Dimitri and whispered something in his ear.

Dimitri lifted the pistol. The dead eye of the muzzle pointed straight at Henry.

“Last chance.”

“No.”

Dimitri glanced to Paulette’s body for a moment, with something like sadness. That look, on the face of the man who had killed her, was an obscenity.

“It’s better this way,” Dimitri said. “To go with her. The rest is . . .”

He shook his head and pulled the trigger.
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ROSE CLUTCHED THE phone to her ear. She knew about taking cover in spots like this, her heart pounding in her chest. Her mother had a type. The type you hide from when they get angry, red-faced with beer breath. But she hadn’t felt fear like this in years, had forgotten the awful way it dried the throat until you felt like you were choking.

“I need help,” she whispered into the handset. “My aunt and uncle gave me this number. I have a code.”

She pulled the paper from the pocket of a hooded sweatshirt, but it was too dark to read. She thought of cracking the door slightly for light, but then heard the creak of footsteps below her. The stairs? She closed her eyes and remembered the scrawl on the page.

“Pen. Door . . . Fire. Wait. Clock. Pen. Door. F-fire . . . Jesus . . .”

“It’s fine. Forget the code. What’s happening?”

“It’s 1765 Euclid Terrace. My aunt and uncle are there. There were shots fired. I’m in the house behind it. I had to get away. It’s on Bancroft. I don’t know the address, but there’s only one house back here. My aunt and uncle told me to call this number. They are Henry and Paulette Campbell. They need help. Now. They told me to tell you that OSPREY was right. It’s happening in six days, and they have the red ledger.”

“What is happening?”

“I don’t know. That’s all they
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