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CHAPTER ONE
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The sequencer finished at 3:47 in the morning.

Volkov had been awake. He was always awake for results — not from anxiety, which would have required some investment in outcomes beyond their informational value, but from the attentiveness he brought to anything that might produce data. He had trained himself to treat sleep as a parameter to be managed rather than a need to be served, which was, he had come to believe, simply the rational response to having finite time and a genuinely infinite number of interesting problems.

He set down his coffee — bad, as all field coffee was bad, but he had stopped noticing — and crossed the lab to the sequencer's output terminal.

The facility was quiet at this hour. It was always quiet. That was one of its better qualities. A private agricultural research complex on the edge of the Draa Valley in southern Morocco, officially funded to develop drought-resistant crop variants for arid climate farming. The cover was flawless. The Moroccan Ministry of Agriculture had received a very generous investment proposal. The paperwork had passed all regulatory review. The local engineers who had retrofitted the inner facility to BSL-3 equivalent standards had been paid very well and had stopped asking questions within the first week.

Volkov had found that money answered most questions before they were fully formed.

He pulled the sequencing report from the terminal and read it twice. Then he sat down on the lab stool and read it a third time, not from uncertainty — the data was clear — but from a habit of thoroughness he had maintained since graduate school in Leningrad, when his father had told him that the scientist who read his own results carelessly was simply building a more elaborate version of ignorance.

The modification had taken.

The spike protein alterations he had introduced over the previous six weeks — eleven iterations, each marginally closer to what the mathematics had predicted — had finally produced a binding affinity increase of the magnitude he had projected. ACE2 receptor engagement was up 34% over the natural variant. Aerosol stability was within acceptable parameters for the deployment modality he and Merchant had discussed.

More importantly: the cross-reactivity with existing antibody profiles was reduced to 12%.

He wrote this number in his notebook. He was old-fashioned about notebooks. Digital records could be copied, intercepted, reconstructed. A notebook, properly managed, told whoever found it precisely what he wanted them to know.

He wrote: V1 — Iteration 11. Spike modification confirmed. ACE2 +34%. Antibody cross-reactivity 12%. Proceed to stability trials.

That was all. No commentary on what the number meant in practice. No acknowledgment that 12% cross-reactivity meant that existing vaccines — the ones trained to recognize the natural variant's spike protein — would fail to intercept this one in 88% of cases. No notation about what happened to a population in which the standard immune response arrived twelve hours late.

He knew what happened. The data would confirm it in due course. That was what the trials were for.

Volkov closed the notebook, set the sequencer to run a duplicate protocol on the second sample batch, and went to make another cup of the terrible coffee. Outside the facility's small window, the desert was entirely dark. The nearest city was a hundred kilometers away. The stars were extraordinary.

He noted that too — the stars — in the way he noted most things, which was to observe them completely and then set them aside. The universe was full of beautiful data. Most of it was not relevant to the work.

He had six months before the Geneva conference. Possibly less, if Merchant decided the timeline needed compression.

He had more than enough to do.

• • •
[image: ]


Six months later, the task force operations center smelled like fresh paint and solder and the particular kind of institutional ambition that comes with a new building and an unlimited budget.

Maya Zhao had been in the new space for exactly two weeks. She was not yet used to it. After fourteen years at Langley, where her office had been a twelve-by-twelve square with a parking lot view and a door that locked, there was something slightly disorienting about having floor-to-ceiling windows, a proper conference suite, and a workstation arrangement designed by someone who understood ergonomics. The Financial Terrorism Task Force had been given its own facility in northern Virginia — purpose-built, secured to a level that made Langley look like a public library, staffed by the kind of multi-agency personnel who had previously existed only in interagency memos about the importance of interagency coordination.

It was, by any objective measure, exactly what they needed.

It still felt like someone else's office.

"The Jakarta report is a false positive," Agent Sarah Reyes was saying, at the front of the briefing room and moving at the verbal pace of someone who had too many thoughts for the available airtime. She was twenty-nine, former CDC epidemiologist, four months into the task force, and constitutionally incapable of presenting a finding without sharing all the intermediate reasoning that had produced it. Maya had found this exhausting in week one and genuinely valuable by week three. "I know it looks like a flag because of the procurement pattern on the reagents, but if you look at the institutional affiliation — and I annotated this on slide nine, which I know is a lot of slides, but I needed the context — it's a legitimate BSL-2 program, not dual-use. The purchasing pattern is consistent with flu surveillance work, not modification research. So: false positive. But useful because it refined our detection threshold for this category of procurement."

She clicked to slide nine.

Commander James Walker, seated at the back of the room with his arms crossed and the expression of a man enduring something he had agreed to for reasons he was reconsidering, said: "So we spent three weeks on a false positive."

"We spent three weeks on a positive that turned out to be false, which is different because the methodology improved," Reyes said, without any apparent defensiveness. She had been saying versions of this sentence to Walker since week two, and he had been absorbing it with varying degrees of resistance. "The next flag in this category will take us four days, not three weeks."

Walker's expression did not change. It rarely changed. He had a face built for operational environments, which meant that most of the information in it was below the surface, in the set of his jaw and the angle at which he was or wasn't looking at you. Currently he was looking at Maya, which meant he was waiting for her to validate or redirect.

"Methodology improvement noted," Maya said. "Move to the Volkov intercept."

Reyes clicked forward. "Right, yes. So—"

The door opened.

Ethan Cross slid in with the particular quality of stealth that came not from training but from years of being the kind of person who arrived at meetings already knowing they were late and had made peace with it. He was in jeans and an NSA lanyard and still wearing his jacket, which meant he'd driven directly from Fort Meade instead of going home first. He dropped into the chair beside Maya and set a coffee on the table in front of her — black, two sugars, still hot.

"Volkov," he said quietly, by way of apology and explanation simultaneously.

Maya picked up the coffee. "You read the intercept?"

"Classified server at five this morning. Secure drive, so don't ask me how."

"I'm not asking."

At the back of the room, Walker had uncrossed his arms, which was the Walker equivalent of leaning forward. Maya noted it.

"The intercept," she said to Reyes. "Go ahead."

Reyes pulled up the slide. It was sparse — communications intelligence always was at this stage, before the pattern started emerging from the noise. A metadata flag from a Geneva IP address. A partial match in a monitored correspondence network. Three references, across separate channels, to the International Symposium on Emerging Pathogen Research, which was a real conference, legitimately credentialed, convening in Geneva in three weeks.

And one name, surfacing in two of those three channels:

Volkov.

"Full name is Dr. Alexei Mikhailovich Volkov," Reyes said. "Russian national. PhD in molecular biology from St. Petersburg State. Postdoctoral fellowship at MIT, 1994 to 1997. He's been affiliated with — and I want to be careful about the verb here — affiliated with research programs in Germany, France, Russia, and Singapore, from which he was either asked to leave or resigned under pressure from ethics oversight bodies."

"All four?" Ethan asked.

"All four. Different programs, different timelines, same fundamental issue: he was doing work that the oversight boards had decided was out of scope. Gain-of-function research, primarily. Enhanced transmissibility, immune evasion architecture. The kind of work that was paused under the federal moratorium in 2014."

"He's been doing it anyway," Maya said.

"That's the inference. His publication record goes quiet in 2018 — which is consistent with someone who's moved from institutional research to private work. But the citations to his earlier papers keep climbing. His 2015 paper on population-level genetic variation in immune response is one of the most-cited pieces in the field. The scientists citing it are not citing it approvingly." Reyes paused. "Some of them are citing it the way you cite something you wish didn't exist."

Walker said: "What's the Geneva connection?"

"The conference is a legitimate venue. Emerging pathogen research, emerging biotech, drug development. Volkov would have attended events like this during his institutional career. He has contacts in the conference world." Reyes pulled up a second slide. "The intercept doesn't say he's attending. It says his name came up in correspondence about the conference, in channels we have reason to watch, from sources we don't fully understand yet."

"Who's watching the conference?" Maya asked.

"NSA has the IP traffic. CIA station Geneva has eyes on the venue registration list. Volkov isn't registered. But conference registration for someone with his profile isn't necessarily how he'd appear at an event like this." Reyes hesitated, and in the hesitation Maya heard the thing she wasn't quite saying. "He'd be there for the private track. The conversations that happen at dinner after the panels, not during them."

The room was quiet for a moment. Outside the windows, the Virginia morning was gray and cold, November doing what November did.

"There's one more thing," Reyes said. "In the second channel — the one with the cleaner signal — the Volkov mention comes paired with a financial reference we've been tracking for three months." She pulled up the third slide.

Maya felt the recognition arrive before her mind fully processed it. A shell corporation identifier. A routing pattern she had memorized the way she had memorized things she couldn't afford to forget.

"That's Merchant's network," Ethan said. Very quiet.

"It's consistent with the pattern," Reyes said carefully. "We can't confirm attribution at this intercept quality. But—"

"It's her," Maya said. She heard her own certainty and didn't walk it back.

The room absorbed this.

Walker said: "Victoria Merchant is funding a Russian biotech researcher's private work. Using the same financial infrastructure she used for Li Wei."

"That's the inference," Reyes said again. She was conscientious about the difference between inference and conclusion. Maya had come to appreciate this.

Ethan had opened his laptop. His fingers were already moving, pulling up the classified database, cross-referencing. Maya watched his expression — the particular focused stillness that meant he was doing five things in his head and running them in parallel. "Book 1 epilogue," he said, which was how they'd taken to referring to the last piece of intelligence from the Decoherence Protocol operation. "Merchant was spotted in Singapore meeting with a Russian national. We never got a positive ID."

"Volkov was in Singapore eighteen months ago," Reyes said. "I found it in the travel records when I was building his background file this morning. Conference, officially. Three-day stay."

Maya set down her coffee.

Eighteen months ago, Victoria Merchant had sat across from a Russian national at a café in Singapore and had what the surveillance photographs had described as a substantive conversation. Merchant had then disappeared from their radar. They had spent six months hunting her network's financial residue, working the Decoherence Protocol loose ends, building the task force from the ground up.

And Merchant had spent those six months doing something else entirely.

Not financial terrorism this time. Not quantum encryption attacks. Something that required a molecular biologist with a history of doing work that oversight boards had decided was out of scope.

"I need his complete file," Maya said. "Everything we have, everything we can get. Academic record, publication history, known associates, financial profile, current location if we can establish it."

"Working on it," Reyes said. "I have a preliminary dossier, but the deeper institutional records are going to require a few days to pull together."

"You have until end of day tomorrow."

Reyes nodded, pulling out her notebook and writing something down. She had an old-fashioned habit of handwriting lists during briefings, which she did at a speed that suggested she had taken shorthand at some point. Maya had noticed, and not commented on it. She noticed most things about her team. It was the job.

In the back of the room, a sound — the door to the IT service corridor opening and closing, a laptop bag setting down on the equipment shelf.

Maya glanced over. Marcus Teller, the systems contractor from NSA's technical support division, gave a small nod of acknowledgment and moved to the server rack in the corner, efficient and unremarkable. He'd been in the ops center every day for the past two weeks, setting up the secure communications architecture. She knew him by his lanyard and his silence — he had the useful quality of people who understood that their job was the infrastructure, not the conversation.

"Mr. Teller," Ethan said, not looking up from his laptop. "Configuration on the secure comms?"

"Running the final diagnostic now, Dr. Cross." Teller's voice was pleasant, mid-register, completely forgettable. "Should be fully operational by end of business. One flag to mention — there's a maintenance backdoor in the protocol architecture. Standard diagnostic tool. I've got it in the queue for closure."

"Close it today," Ethan said. "Don't leave diagnostic access open on an operational system."

"Understood."

Teller nodded, opened his laptop, and returned to his work. The briefing moved on.

• • •
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By eleven o'clock, they had pulled up everything publicly available on Dr. Alexei Volkov, which turned out to be extensive and extensively alarming once you read it in sequence.

Maya and Ethan were alone in her office. The rest of the team was at their workstations. Through the glass wall, she could see Walker standing with his operators at the tactical planning table, reviewing the Geneva conference venue schematics with the expression of a man beginning to identify lines of sight. Reyes was at her workstation, typing quickly, pausing occasionally to pull another database. She was talking to herself slightly as she worked, which was a habit Maya had clocked in week two and decided to regard as a feature.

"He published this in 2015," Ethan said, not looking away from his screen. "'Population-Level Genetic Variation in Immune Response Architecture: Implications for Targeted Therapeutic Development.'" He paused. "The title is technically accurate and also a near-perfect description of the most frightening thing you could do with a pathogen."

Maya was reading the same document on her own screen. "The ethics board response is in the supplementary files. Three bodies, two jurisdictions."

"All of them raising the same concern."

"Which he addressed by noting that the research methodologies were already present in the literature and that prohibition was functionally meaningless if the work would simply be done elsewhere with less rigor." Maya sat back. "He was right about that."

"That doesn't make him less dangerous."

"No. It makes him harder to argue with." She scrolled down through his institutional affiliations, the careful paper trail of a man who had repeatedly found himself at the edge of what the system permitted and had walked across it. Germany. France. Russia. Singapore. Each departure filed under ethics violations, which was the bureaucratic language for: he was doing something that shouldn't be done, and he had decided that his judgment superseded the committee's. "What do we know about his current location?"

"Nothing confirmed. The financial trail goes to a series of shell corporations starting in 2018. Merchant-adjacent structure, based on what we've seen before." Ethan rubbed the back of his neck, which meant he was running something in his head he wasn't ready to say out loud. "Maya. If Merchant approached him in 2018 and they've been working together since then—"

"That's seven years."

"Seven years of what, though. That's the question." His voice was careful in the way it got when the calculation was going somewhere uncomfortable. "Li Wei was eighteen months from threat to deployment. Volkov has been doing this his entire career. He doesn't need the developmental timeline Li Wei needed. He already knows what he's building. He's been building toward it for decades."

Maya looked at the photograph in Volkov's file. Mid-fifties, silver-gray hair, wearing a good coat outside what looked like a European conference center. Pale eyes. The posture of a man who moved through professional environments with complete ease, which was different from confidence — it was the ease of someone who had decided, long ago, that the environments didn't actually have authority over him.

She recognized that quality. She'd seen it before. In Brennan, in Li Wei, in Merchant herself.

The absolute certainty that the rules applied to other people.

"If he's at Geneva," she said, "it's because he wants something. He's recruiting, or acquiring, or demonstrating. Not hiding." She looked at Ethan. "We go."

"Undercover."

"As biotech investors. Same cover architecture we used in Shanghai when we were running the financial conference angle." She could see him doing the calculation and waited for him to finish it. "It'll hold for a first contact scenario. Long enough to get eyes on him, establish the surveillance baseline, figure out what he's there for."

Ethan closed his laptop. He did this with both hands, a deliberate settling motion that she'd come to read as: I've run the math, I don't like the answer, and I'm going to say yes anyway. "Walker's going to want a tactical team on standby."

"Walker can have whatever Walker wants. That's what he's here for."

"And the wedding?"

Maya looked at him.

"The venue appointment. November twenty-third." He said it without accusation, with the specific careful neutrality of someone who had made a decision not to make it into a thing and was aware that the neutrality itself communicated something. "We've had to move it twice already."

"I know."

"I'm not saying don't go to Geneva. I'm saying it would be useful to tell the venue before the day of."

"I'll call them this afternoon."

"From Geneva?"

"Ethan."

"I'm not— " He stopped. "I know. Mission first. I'm not arguing with mission first. I just want to note, for the record, that we've been engaged for six months and we've managed to visit four countries and two active threat environments and we still haven't chosen between 'rustic vineyard' and 'the hotel where the state room has the nice ceiling.'"

"The ceiling is pretentious."

"The ceiling is very nice."

"We're not getting married under a pretentious ceiling."

"See, this is a conversation." He gestured between them. "This is the kind of conversation we should be having. About ceilings. In a restaurant, like normal people, not in an operations briefing."

Maya heard, underneath the dry register, what he was actually saying. She'd gotten good at that over the past six months — at hearing the thing underneath the thing. Ethan Cross expressed worry in the key of practicality. He raised logistical concerns when what he meant was: I need to know we're building something. I need to know this is real.

She put her hand on his arm. Brief. Specific. The shorthand they'd developed. "The ceiling is pretentious. The vineyard has a parking problem. There's a place in Maryland that a CIA colleague used last year with very good reviews and a date available in April. I have the brochure."

He looked at her. "You have the brochure."

"In my desk. Third drawer."

He was quiet for a moment, and in the quietness she watched him re-file something. The way he had always done mathematics: arriving at an answer and then accepting it completely. "Okay," he said. "April."

"April." She squeezed his arm once and let go. "Now. Geneva."

Ethan reopened his laptop.

On Maya's screen, Volkov's file was still open. The photograph. The institutional trail. The papers that had made ethics boards go quiet in the particular way of people encountering something they didn't want to be responsible for.

In six weeks, he would be in Geneva. Merchant's money was somewhere in his operational architecture, invisible unless you knew what to look for, and Maya knew what to look for.

They had been building the task force for six months. Hiring. Training. Designing systems. Preparing for the thing that came next.

Here it was.

Maya reached for her coffee, found it had gone cold, and drank it anyway.

"The venue appointment," she said. "I'll call this afternoon. From here."

Ethan didn't look up from his screen. But something in his shoulders settled. "Thank you."

Through the glass wall, she could see Reyes still typing, talking to herself at a pace that meant the dossier was coming together. Walker had moved to a wall map of Geneva, one hand on his rebuilt left hand and the other pointing at something his operator was marking in red.

Marcus Teller, at the server rack in the corner, quietly closed his laptop and began putting his tools away, his morning's work apparently complete. He moved without hurry, without noise, without drawing any particular attention to himself. He passed through the ops center the way infrastructure passed through everything — unnoticed, essential, already gone before anyone thought to look.

Maya noted him, the way she noted most things.

Then she turned back to Volkov's file and the work that came next.

• • •
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CHAPTER TWO
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Geneva in late November wore its wealth the way it wore its fog — as a matter of fact, without apology, as though opulence and cold gray light were simply the natural conditions of existence here and you had arrived underprepared.

Ethan Cross had been to Geneva three times before — twice for academic conferences in his NSA years, and once for work he didn't file under the same category — and had developed on each visit the same slightly disorienting sensation of being in a city that had decided, at some foundational level, that it had already solved the problems other cities were still working on. The streets were clean. The transit ran. The windows of the private banks along the Rue du Rhône were discreet and very clean, the way windows get when someone spends real money on them. You could walk the old town for an hour and feel like you were in a stage set designed by someone who had read extensively about European civility without ever having experienced any of the conditions that made civility difficult.

He had the same sensation now. He filed it, as he filed most sensations, as data.

The Hotel d'Angleterre was four blocks from the conference venue, which put it within surveillance range of both the main entrance and the side-street entrance that the registration materials didn't mention but that Ethan had identified from the building schematics Walker had requisitioned the week before. The hotel had a bar with a view of the lake that was, by any objective standard, genuinely beautiful. Ethan was aware of this the way he was aware of most beautiful things — completely, and without it affecting his concentration.

He had set up his surveillance equipment in twenty-two minutes. This was longer than he'd planned. The issue had been the sight line from the window: the hotel's ornamental ironwork created a seventeen-degree blind spot that required repositioning the second camera by about eight centimeters. A small problem. The kind of small problem that announced itself only after you had already committed to a configuration, which was, in his experience, when most small problems decided to show up.

He was still looking at the adjusted feed when his phone buzzed.

Comms check, Walker's encrypted message read. All positions.

Ethan typed back: Overwatch confirmed. Secondary camera repositioned. Sight line clear.

A pause. Then Walker: Cross-sector from your position. Reyes?

This was Walker's communications style in the field: short, sequential, not waiting for responses before moving to the next thing. It was the style of someone who had spent years issuing instructions in environments where the alternative to clarity was casualties.

Ethan listened to the radio frequency and heard Reyes's voice come back crisp and slightly too quickly, the way she did everything: "Confirmed, copy, yes — I mean, copy, surveillance position alpha, sight line on main entrance. Also I found something interesting in the Volkov dossier last night that I want to flag when we have a briefing window, it's about his 2018 conference attendance pattern and I think it—"

Walker: Flag it at debrief. Radio discipline.

"Copy," Reyes said. Then, after a pause she apparently couldn't help: "Sorry."

"She's going to get us killed," Walker said, switching to the private channel he used when he wanted to be heard by Ethan and not by the team.

"She's going to be extremely useful," Ethan said. "Those are not mutually exclusive."

Walker made a sound that communicated a complete opinion without expending any words on it. Then: "Zhao's in position?"

"Conference credentials arrived this morning. She's at registration now."

"You're not with her."

"We're not traveling together. Different cover profiles." Ethan paused. "We're engaged, Walker. Not the same person."

"I'm aware. I'm also aware that the last time you two went operational together, one of you ended up in a Geneva detention room and the other one started a fire in a corridor."

"That was a deliberate fire."

"Doesn't make me feel better."

Ethan pulled up the conference feed on his laptop. The International Symposium on Emerging Pathogen Research had a live registration camera — the kind of operational-security oversight that came from being a legitimate academic event rather than a covert one. He could see the main lobby. Name tags and lanyards and the particular social energy of scientists who had traveled long distances to talk to other scientists who understood what they were talking about, which was rarer than people assumed.

He found Maya in twelve seconds. She was at the registration desk, credit card in one hand, conference bag in the other, wearing the understated professional clothes of someone with a well-resourced consulting firm and no particular reason to be memorable. She was talking to the registration coordinator with the easy warmth she turned on and off with complete control, the warmth that came from genuine intelligence rather than performance because she had learned long ago that people sensed the difference. The coordinator was smiling. They were talking about something that wasn't the conference.

Ethan watched her work and felt the thing he always felt, which was a complicated combination of admiration and a specific quiet anxiety that he'd gotten better at managing but never eliminated. She was good at this. She was better at this than he was, which he'd accepted years ago and found easier now than it used to be. She belonged in the field in a way that had nothing to do with formal training and everything to do with the quality of attention she brought to other people.

The anxiety was not about her competence. It had never been about her competence. It was about the simple arithmetic of caring about someone who did dangerous work and being unable to do anything about either variable.

He took a breath and moved on.

• • •
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The conference ran two tracks, as these conferences always did.

The public track was three days of panels, keynote addresses, and poster sessions in the main hall of the Palais des Nations annex: legitimate emerging pathogen research, vaccine development timelines, outbreak response infrastructure. Serious work by serious people, presented in the careful language of scientific papers that had been reviewed and approved and would be indexed in databases and cited in future papers. The public track was where careers were made and reputations were managed and funding relationships were maintained.

The private track happened everywhere else.

It happened at dinner — the ones you needed an introduction to get to, the tables at the back of Brasserie Lipp and the private rooms at La Perle du Lac where the menu wasn't posted at the entrance. It happened in hotel bars at ten o'clock when the formal programming had ended and the people with real money and real problems were still talking. It happened in the margins of the public panels, in hallway conversations that paused when the wrong person walked by and resumed with different vocabulary when they left. It happened in thirty-second exchanges at the coffee station between people who had been circling each other through correspondence for years and finally had physical proximity and the cover of ambient noise.

This was what Ethan had told Maya on the plane from Dulles, reading from the biotech conference analysis he'd pulled from the classified database. She had listened with the particular quality of attention she brought to intelligence that she needed to use rather than simply know, and when he'd finished she'd said: "So it's exactly like financial conferences."

"Same structure. Different vocabulary."

"Different stakes."

"The vocabulary," Ethan had said, "is usually where the stakes live."

She'd looked at him for a moment, then taken the analysis document and read it herself, front to back, which was what she always did when she'd decided to take something seriously.

He had gone back to his chess problem and tried not to notice that she'd annotated three pages by the time they landed.

• • •
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Volkov appeared at 2:17 PM.

Ethan almost missed him, which was the point.

He came in through the side entrance — the one not mentioned in the conference materials — with a small group of attendees who had apparently arrived at the same moment by coincidence, except that Ethan had been watching the side entrance for four hours and could see, in retrospect, that the small group was not traveling together and that Volkov had simply timed his entry to coincide with the natural clustering of conference arrivals at the session break. One of the oldest approaches in tradecraft: use the crowd's own momentum as cover.

Ethan noted it with a specific kind of professional respect that he recognized and didn't particularly like.

On the surveillance feed, Volkov looked nothing like a man who had been doing illegal gain-of-function research in a private laboratory for seven years. He looked like a senior academic at a conference — silver-gray hair slightly longer than institutional convention, good coat worn with the comfortable inattention of someone who spent money without noticing it, moving through the lobby with an ease that came not from status but from the specific quality of people who had decided, at some point, that the room did not have authority over them.

He had a name tag that Ethan couldn't read at this resolution. The Latvian biotech consulting firm, almost certainly.

"Volkov is inside," Ethan said into the radio. "Side entrance, two seventeen. Moving toward the registration area."

Walker: "Zhao, did you copy?"

Maya's voice, controlled and level: "Copy. I'm in the main hall. Can you get a better angle?"

Ethan repositioned the first camera by three degrees and gained four meters of additional sight line into the lobby. "Better. He's at the name-tag table. Picking up credentials."

"Is he alone?"

"Two individuals with him — arrived simultaneously at the side entrance, but I don't think they're together. They separated in the lobby. He's alone now."

A pause. Then Maya: "Can he see the registration desk from where he's standing?"

Ethan looked at the feed. "Yes. Why?"

"Because I was at the registration desk twelve minutes ago."

"He wasn't inside yet."

"No. But someone was."

Ethan ran the lobby footage backward in his head. The four hours he'd been watching. The flow of arrivals through both entrances. "Give me a second." He pulled up the recording. Twelve minutes before Volkov's arrival. Registration desk. Maya collecting her credentials. Two other people in the lobby — one a conference volunteer in a branded lanyard, one a man in a dark jacket who had been standing near the coffee station and had not, now that Ethan looked at him properly, ever actually collected a cup of coffee.

"There was a man at the coffee station," Ethan said. "Dark jacket. He was there when you were at registration."

"I saw him."

"Did he look at you?"

"He looked at the door," Maya said. "Which is a specific kind of looking."

Ethan tracked the dark-jacket man backward through the recording. He'd arrived eight minutes before Maya. He left four minutes after she'd collected her credentials. Through the side entrance — the same one Volkov had used twelve minutes later.

"He flagged you for Volkov," Ethan said.

"Probably." Her voice was completely even. "Or he's unrelated and I'm pattern-matching from an abundance of caution."

"Which do you think it is?"

A beat. "The first one."

Ethan filed it. If Volkov had a scout in the lobby, that meant two things. First, he was expecting surveillance — which was consistent with someone who had been doing unauthorized research for seven years and was not naive about the attention that attracted. Second, the scout had been positioned before Maya's arrival, which meant Volkov had anticipated that someone would be watching the registration desk. Not Maya specifically. The type. The intelligence-adjacent professional in business casual clothes who arrived at conferences like this with legitimate credentials and illegitimate purposes.

He knew someone was coming. He'd arranged to be told when they arrived.

"He's moving," Walker said, picking up on a different camera angle — the team had placed two covert feeds in the main hall, disguised as charging station kiosks. "Heading toward the afternoon panel. Track B, biosurveillance infrastructure."

"That's not his field," Ethan said, pulling up Volkov's publication record on the second screen. "He's molecular biology, not surveillance systems."

"No," Maya said. "But a biosurveillance infrastructure panel is where you'd find computational biologists who work on detection modeling. Which requires exactly the kind of population-level genetic dataset modeling that—"

"He's recruiting," Ethan said.

"He's shopping," Maya said. "Which is more specific. He wants something particular."

Through the kiosk feed, Ethan watched Volkov take a seat in the panel room. Third row, aisle seat. Good sight line to the door. He opened a leather notebook — not a device, a physical notebook — and set it on his knee, and then he turned his attention to the panelists at the front of the room with a quality of attentiveness that Ethan recognized as genuine.

He was listening to learn something. Or listening to evaluate someone.

Probably both.

• • •
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At four-thirty, his phone buzzed with a message from an unknown number — except it wasn't unknown, because the encryption signature was the one the Maryland venue used for client communications, which meant someone at the venue had gotten his personal number from the booking form. The message was polite and brief: Following up on your April enquiry. We've had a date open up in early March as well — wanted to flag in case the timeline worked better. Happy to discuss when convenient.

Ethan stared at it for a moment.

March was four months away. April was five. The difference was one month and the particular quality of urgency that came with being a person who kept agreeing to go to Geneva on surveillance operations instead of to venues with appointments.

He typed back: April still works. We'll confirm by end of the month.

He did not think about what "we'll confirm by end of the month" required in practical terms, which was a conversation about dates and deposits and the specific question of whether their operational calendar between now and April contained any major international crises that would require them to reschedule again. The answer to that question was unknowable, which was the problem with being in a relationship with someone whose work was fundamentally defined by the unknowable.

He'd been thinking about this a lot, recently. Not with anxiety — he'd processed the anxiety version of this particular problem in his thirties, living alone in North Carolina with it for company, and he was done with the anxiety version. What he thought about now was simpler and harder: how two people built a life together when the variables wouldn't hold still. How you scheduled a wedding when you didn't know what the world would require of you in April. How you went to Geneva on surveillance and came home and remembered that the real thing, the durable thing, was not the mission.

He put the phone away and went back to the feed.

• • •
[image: ]


At six o'clock, when the afternoon panels had broken up and the conference was transitioning into its evening private track, Ethan made his way through the lobby and into the main hall under the cover of the general dispersal. His cover identity was straightforward: Director of Technical Strategy for a mid-sized cybersecurity firm with a developing interest in biotech sector investments. The legend was well-constructed — six months of backstopped corporate registration, a LinkedIn profile with appropriate contacts, a publication trail just thin enough to be plausible for someone who had moved from academic work into the private sector. He had a lanyard and a name tag and a light gray suit that Maya had selected on the grounds that it communicated investment capital without communicating it too loudly.

He did not look like someone who spent his spare time solving chess problems at grandmaster level. He looked like someone who spent his spare time acquiring things. The distinction was, he'd found, mostly in the posture.

The main hall at a conference like this, in the transition hour between afternoon programming and evening events, had the quality of a tide going out — people in clusters, conversations half-complete, the energy of the day still present but beginning to stratify into whoever was going to dinner together and whoever was going back to their rooms. Ethan moved through it with the practiced navigation of someone who had been doing inter-agency briefings for fifteen years and understood how to be in a room without being the room's most interesting feature.

He found a position near the coffee station — occupied, this time — and began the work of watching without appearing to watch.

He found Volkov in forty seconds.

He was standing at the far end of the hall, in conversation with a woman Ethan didn't recognize from the dossier — late thirties, academic lanyard, the specific focused quality of someone engaged with the substance of what was being said rather than the social choreography of the conversation. Volkov was listening more than talking, which matched the profile. His notebook was closed in his coat pocket. He had a glass of wine that he held with the relaxed confidence of someone who knew what was in it and had strong opinions about whether it was good.

He was not threatening. That was the first thing Ethan's operational brain noted and flagged as important. In the same way that Li Wei had not, at first glance, looked like someone who had achieved quantum supremacy in a Shanghai facility, Volkov did not look like someone who had spent the last seven years building a pathogen that could evade every vaccine currently in existence. He looked like a senior scientist at a conference. He looked like someone whose paper you'd read and might want to ask a question about.

The woman he was talking to was nodding with the increasing energy of someone who had just had a hypothesis confirmed, and Ethan watched Volkov respond to this confirmation with a quality of interest that was — he searched for the right word — reciprocal. Genuine. Volkov was not performing engagement. He was actually engaged. Whatever he was learning from her, he was finding it useful.

That was more unsettling than indifference would have been.

Ethan kept watching. Filed what he saw. Looked for the pattern.

He almost didn't notice when the door at the far end of the hall opened and closed, admitting someone from the corridor — until the same something that always noticed things quietly logged: the door had opened from the side that connected to the hotel bar, not the main entrance, and the person who had come through it had paused for exactly one second inside the threshold, adjusting their bearings, and then moved into the crowd with a directional quality that wasn't browsing.

It was a woman he hadn't seen at the conference. She was wearing the credentials of a WHO representative, which was legitimate — WHO personnel attended events like this routinely, they were part of the outbreak response infrastructure — but she was moving through the room in the specific way of someone who had identified her destination before entering it.

The destination, as best Ethan could track, was the opposite side of the room from Volkov.

She stopped near the window. Took a glass of water from a passing server's tray without looking at it. And then she turned, with the unhurried quality of someone doing nothing in particular, and looked across the room.

At Volkov.

Ethan kept his own eyes forward, on the coffee station, watching her in his peripheral vision. She was perhaps forty, dark hair pulled back, the specific posture of someone who had spent years in professional environments that required exactly this skill — the ability to be present in a room without advertising the reason.

She and Volkov had not acknowledged each other. There had been no signal, no eye contact, nothing that would register on surveillance footage as communication. And yet Ethan had the strong and specific impression, of the kind that had nothing to do with data and everything to do with pattern recognition trained over years in rooms like this one, that they knew each other.

He kept watching.

He was very careful not to move.

He would tell Maya about this later. He would tell her about the woman with the WHO credentials and the glass of water and the quality of attention she was directing across the room at a man she was not, apparently, looking at.

But there was a second thing he would tell her, which was that before he'd noticed the WHO woman, before he'd fully registered the door from the hotel bar opening, he had experienced the particular sensation — not a sound, not a sight, something adjacent to both — of being watched.

Not by Volkov. Volkov was still talking to the academic woman about whatever he was learning from her.

By the room itself. By some arrangement of attention in the room that was, for a moment, directed at Ethan in the specific focused way that differed from ambient social awareness.

He did not look around for the source. Looking for the source was exactly what you didn't do.

He picked up a coffee he didn't want and took a sip and let four seconds pass and then shifted his weight to get a slightly different angle on the far end of the room.

By the time he had the angle, there was nothing to see. Just the usual density of the conference's evening hour, the clustering and dispersal of intelligent people who had spent all day in panels and were now spending their evening doing the work that panels couldn't do.

Volkov was still there. Still talking. The WHO woman was still by the window.

And in the door at the far end — the one that led back to the main lobby — a man in a dark jacket was in the process of leaving.

Ethan filed it.

Then he drank the coffee he didn't want and pulled out his phone and texted Maya: When you're clear, find me. We need to compare notes.

Her reply came back in under a minute: Already heading your way. Also, you're not going to believe who I just saw.

• • •
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She found him in the hotel bar ten minutes later, sitting in a corner booth with sight lines to both exits. She slid in across from him, set her conference bag beside her, and said without preamble: "Nina Kovalenko."

The name landed exactly as he'd known it would eventually land, and Ethan discovered that he'd spent some portion of the past two days unconsciously preparing for it and that the preparation had been almost sufficient.

"She's on the WHO program," he said. "It makes sense she'd be here."

"Ethan." Maya looked at him with the specific quality of attention she brought to things she already knew the answer to and was giving him the chance to volunteer. "You were at MIT when she was there."

"I was at MIT from 2006 to 2012. She was there 1994 to 1997."

"Different years."

"Different years."

"But you know her."

"I know of her. Her publications. We've never met." He picked up his glass. "She's Volkov's ex-girlfriend." He watched her process this. "She and Volkov were briefly together at MIT. 1995 or 1996. I read it in the background file."

"You read it in the background file," Maya repeated. "The background file that I also read."

"You read everything in that file?"

"I annotated three pages on the plane, Ethan, I read the whole—" She stopped. "Of course I read the whole thing. Why do you look like you're bracing for something?"

"I thought you meant—" He stopped. "Never mind what I thought."

Maya looked at him for a moment with the expression she had when she was reading something he hadn't said out loud. Then something in it shifted, not softening exactly — she was not particularly prone to softening in the middle of operations — but recalibrating. "I know your name," she said simply. "If there was a Nina Kovalenko who was involved with you in some previous life, you'd have mentioned her by now."

"It's been a very active six months."

"Ethan."

"I know," he said. "I know. I just thought—" He rubbed the back of his neck. The tell she'd identified in the first week after Shanghai, the one he couldn't reliably suppress. "I thought you were going somewhere with that. I was prepared for the conversation."

"We can have the conversation if you need to," she said. "But I'm more interested in why Volkov's former partner is at this conference with a WHO badge and whether she knows what he's been doing for seven years."

He felt the recalibration happen in himself, from the personal to the operational, which was the gear he was better at. "I don't think she does," he said. "The profile says they've stayed in intermittent contact, but there's no intelligence suggesting she's aware of the current work. She's WHO biosurveillance. She's here because emerging pathogens are her job, not because of him."

"And you're confident about that."

"No," he said honestly. "I'm not confident about anything involving Volkov yet. I'm noting that her presence here could be coincidental."

"Or Merchant's network flagged her as a vulnerability and she's being assessed."

"Also possible."

"Or she knows something she doesn't know she knows, and he's here partly to find out how much she's figured out."

Ethan thought about the woman with the WHO credentials and the glass of water and the quality of attention she'd been directing across the hall. "She was watching him," he said. "This evening, in the main hall. From across the room. They didn't make contact, but she was watching him."

Maya was quiet for a moment. "So she's suspicious. Or she already knows."

"One of those. Yes."

"We should talk to her."

"Not yet. Not until we know more about what Volkov is doing here and who he's recruiting. If she's a person of interest to him, approaching her too early puts her at risk."

Maya didn't disagree with this, which meant she'd already run the same calculation. She picked up her water glass, and he noticed that her eyes had gone to the room's entrance — a reflex, not a concern — the same way he'd reflexively checked the sight lines when he sat down. Six months as an operational team. The habits were shared now, built into the ordinary rhythms of how they moved through the world.

"Dark jacket," he said. "In the main hall this evening, and earlier at registration when you arrived. He flagged you for Volkov."

"I know. I burned him." She said this simply, as a statement of fact. "I gave him something to report — something accurate and useless. The consulting firm legend, my apparent interest in pandemic insurance markets. Let Volkov think he knows what he's looking at."

Ethan absorbed this. It was exactly right. It was also the kind of field decision that Maya made in four seconds and that had taken him three times as long to recognize as the correct move. "He's expecting us," he said. "Not us specifically. The type. Someone sent from the intelligence side to monitor this conference."

"He's been doing unauthorized research for seven years. Of course he's expecting the type." Maya set down her glass. "What I want to know is whether the laptop is really unattended in his room, the way the preliminary surveillance suggests, or whether leaving it unattended is the setup."

Ethan thought about the notebook. The physical notebook Volkov had carried in the panel room, held on his knee, made notes in. Someone who kept physical records for security reasons would not leave a digital device casually unattended in a hotel room. "It's the setup," he said.

"That's what I think too."

"Which means he wants us to find it."

"Or he wants someone to find it. He may not know who we are specifically yet."

"He will by tomorrow." Ethan picked up his glass. "The cover will hold for first contact but not for sustained proximity. If we're going to approach him before he identifies us fully, it has to be tomorrow."

"Tomorrow, second day. He'll be more comfortable, less on edge about the scout network."

"And we'll have one more day of surveillance to work with." He paused. "Walker is not going to like this timeline."

"Walker doesn't like any timeline that involves us in the field." Maya said this without criticism. She had reached, in the months since Shanghai, a specific equanimity about Walker that was partly respect and partly the pragmatic acceptance that he cared about their physical survival in a way that was occasionally inconvenient. "I'll talk to him tonight."

"I can—"

"I'll talk to him," she said. "You should call the venue."

He looked at her.

"They texted you," she said. "I assume. They texted me too, about the deposit confirmation. Which means the booking form used both our numbers, which I didn't know." She tilted her head slightly. "March is too soon."

"I already told them April."

"Okay. Then we're still on for April." She stood, collecting her bag. "Get some sleep. Tomorrow we find out what Volkov came here to build."

Ethan watched her cross the bar toward the elevator, moving with the economy of someone who had already moved on to the next problem. He stayed where he was for a moment, the way he sometimes did after she left a room — not from sentiment, or not only from sentiment, but from the specific awareness, sharpened by five years of not having it, that she was real and present and his. That the engagement ring on her finger was the one he'd chosen because her eyes had something deeper in them than people noticed when they heard the description.

That whatever Volkov was building in a facility somewhere, and whatever Merchant was planning with the architecture she'd been laying for seven years, he and Maya would face it together or not at all.

He finished his drink, left the appropriate amount of cash on the table, and went upstairs to prepare for tomorrow.

In the lobby below, in his hotel four blocks east, Alexei Volkov was sitting in his room with his physical notebook open, writing in the careful and minimal script he used for observations that were not scientific but that he found it useful to record nonetheless.

He wrote: Conference. Day one. As expected, surveillance — professional, two-person at minimum, possibly more. The woman at registration was competent. The consultation firm legend is clean. Her partner was better. He was watching the room the way someone watches a room when they understand that rooms have structure. I will know who they are by tomorrow morning.

He paused. Tapped the pen against the page once, absently.

Then he wrote: Also: Kovalenko is here.

He looked at those four words for a moment. Then he closed the notebook, set it precisely on the bedside table, and turned off the light.

• • •
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CHAPTER THREE
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Maya had learned to read conferences the way she read everything else — not as the event presented itself but as the pattern underneath it. The panels and keynotes were the visible layer, the part that generated the program and the proceedings and the citations. What she was interested in was the invisible layer: who arrived late to which sessions, who left early, who was watching the door rather than the speaker, who sat next to whom at coffee breaks and whether the proximity was accidental or cultivated.

The International Symposium on Emerging Pathogen Research had, by the morning of its second day, yielded the following pattern.

Dr. Alexei Volkov had attended four sessions. He had sat through all of them, which was unusual — most conference attendees arrived late or left early or developed an urgent need to check their phones at forty-minute intervals. Volkov sat. He listened. He wrote in his notebook at intervals that corresponded, as best Maya could track, with something being said rather than something being thought. He wasn't taking notes in order to remember. He was taking notes in order to assess.

He had also had six conversations.

Maya had documented all six, from two different surveillance positions, with the help of a directional microphone that Walker had sourced through a contact in the Swiss private security sector and that Ethan had calibrated twice before breakfast because the first calibration had produced an audio profile that was technically within spec and operationally insufficient.

Of the six
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