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Chapter 1 The Price of a Name
The pilot asked permission to circle once before landing. A snowplow had stopped across the private runway at Domodedovo, its driver arguing with a security officer beside a blue service truck.
Ivan Zoran looked through the jet window. The two men had no idea whose aircraft they were delaying. He preferred it that way.
“Tell them we can wait,” he said.
Across from him, Mikhail Orlov put down his phone. “The bank in Zurich has frozen the final transfer.”
“Which bank?”
Mikhail named it. Ivan banked there for seventeen years. Before the sanctions, its chairman visited his yacht with his wife and two children. Now a compliance officer he had never met wanted another sixty days to review money from a company sold eighteen months earlier.
“How much?”
“Thirty-eight million.”
Ivan turned back to the window. “They know where it came from.”
“They say the buyer’s financing touched a restricted entity.”
“Then they should have objected when they cleared the sale.”
Mikhail said nothing. They both knew the bank could hold the money longer than Ivan could afford to spend fighting over it. Three years of sanctions closed one of his shipping firms, drove his American partners out of an energy deal, and left his insurance business with contracts it could no longer honor. A refinery he built from a derelict plant belonged to creditors now. The newspapers still called him a billionaire. His accountants spent every morning proving how much of that billion remained accessible.
The pilot brought the jet around again. The plow moved. Ivan watched it make room without anyone on the ground knowing they had made him wait.
At the foot of the stairs, a Mercedes idled in the cold. Mikhail rode beside the driver while Ivan sat alone in back. They passed the cargo terminals and joined traffic heading toward Moscow. By the time the city appeared, Ivan had read the bank’s notice twice and deleted it from his phone.
“Your attorneys can challenge them,” Mikhail said.
“They will.”
“That sounds like you expect them to win.”
“I expect them to bill me.”
At a red light, a delivery van pulled alongside. Its driver rubbed a clear patch in the fogged window and searched for an address on his phone. He missed the light changing until the car behind him sounded its horn. He had somewhere to be, a package in the back, and a system of schedules that left him no room to argue. For twenty years Ivan owned pieces of that system. Once, he believed ownership meant control.
The Mercedes left the city and took the road through the pines to his estate. The main house had belonged to a private investment firm. Its best feature was not the marble or the long view across the grounds. It was a second building, built to house trading equipment, with a power connection few private properties could justify.
Mikhail’s phone rang as they turned through the gates. He answered, listened, then held it out across the seat. “Your attorney. She says the deadline changed.”
Ivan took the call. “Which deadline?”
“The sale of the vessels,” said Anna Belova. “The lender will accept bids until noon tomorrow. Your offer won’t be considered while the Zurich transfer is blocked.”
There were three vessels, all ordered before the first sanctions. Ivan arranged financing through companies that were legal when the contracts were signed. Two of the ships were in dry dock. The third had spent six months carrying cargo for a buyer who would never have afforded to build one himself.
“We have an injunction,” Ivan said.
“The judge is hearing it next week.”
“And the auction is tomorrow.”
“I’m asking for emergency relief. Their counsel knows why the money is held. That is why they moved the sale.”
For a moment Ivan heard only the tires over the frozen drive. He could picture the lender’s counsel in a warm office, choosing noon because a clerk had found an opening on a calendar. No one in that room would admit they wanted the ships. They would say they wanted the loan repaid, the rules followed, the uncertainty resolved.
“File before the courts open,” he said. “Get the affidavits from the yard. Every day the vessels sit there costs the lender money. Make them explain why they prefer an auction at a loss.”
“I have the affidavits. I needed you to know what they’re doing.”
“Now I do.”
Anna hesitated. “You could call the buyer. He may be willing to extend the agreement.”
“He has had my number for fifteen years.”
Ivan ended the call and handed the phone back. Mikhail kept it on his lap, watching him in the mirror. The driver had worked for Ivan long enough to stare straight ahead.
“There are other bidders,” Mikhail said.
“Yes. Men who’ll buy my ships for less than the steel.”
“Do you want me to talk to any of them?”
“Only if Anna loses.”
That answer made Mikhail look away. Ivan seldom discussed money in anger. The losses accumulated in spreadsheets, in leases he had to surrender and payrolls he could no longer meet. A thousand people who never met him learned the consequences of regulations written by strangers. He did not fool himself about every employee’s loyalty. He remembered their names all the same.
Inside, Ivan gave his coat to the housekeeper and went downstairs without stopping for dinner. Elena Morozova waited at a table overlooking the old server room. Two other employees occupied workstations behind glass.
A folder lay beside Elena's tablet. The label read VANCE. Ivan read every page during the flight from Zurich. He opened it again to a photograph of Vic Vance arriving at a California office with Valerie beside him. The photographer caught them at the wrong building. They were meeting an attorney, not an engineer. Mikhail's people needed three days to learn that much.
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“What did the supplier give us?” Ivan asked.
“Orders for processors and cooling equipment. The delivery dates match the electrical work at the house. We have no access to the machines.”
Ivan turned a page. There were photographs of a service truck outside Vic's property, a list of his former employers, and an old conference program with his name in it. Another sheet mapped the addresses his investigators watched after learning of EchoStream. Most belonged to ordinary services. A few carried encrypted traffic they could measure but not read. After a month trying to find a route into the house, Mikhail came back with photographs of contractors leaving through the gate.
“ALTA?” Ivan asked.
“A name in public records and fragments of what Vance has said about it. We can't examine it. We don't know how EchoStream works.”
He disliked hearing the admission. He sent teams to trace Vic's purchases, former employers, research partners, utility work, and every connection they could legally buy or quietly observe. They also watched what happened when someone pressed him: which request he refused, whose warning made him stop, how long it took his people to check a claim before acting on it. Ivan asked Elena to add those observations to her response tables. They gave her models another kind of investigator to study. They still knew nothing about Vic's inventions.
“Keep watching,” he said. “No one goes near the house.”
Elena closed the folder. “I have Rotterdam.”
“Show me,” he said.
Elena opened a port authority’s incident file. A vessel had missed its berth in Rotterdam by eleven minutes. Its containers waited another tide while a second ship unloaded in its place. The insurer requested the original schedule, the revised schedule, and the authorization for the change.
“There was no collision,” Elena said. “Nothing was stolen. The operator calls it a handoff error.”
“Is it?”
“The dispatcher who signed the revision was off duty. Her account remained active on a contractor terminal.”
“Did your people use the account?”
“No. A contractor did. He believed he was testing a scheduling rule in a copy of the system. We supplied the environment and approved the change. He never saw the live destination.”
Ivan studied the insurer’s request. It arrived faster than Elena predicted. “And now?”
“They may find the contractor. He knows a software supplier and a test instruction. He does not know us.”
“Make sure that remains true. And close the account.”
Elena didn’t move. “The test worked.”
“The insurer noticed.”
“That was part of what we measured.”
Ivan read the timestamps. The port corrected the berth assignment in under an hour. The insurer asked for both versions fourteen hours later. Different people, different reasons to care. The delay cost a shipping company money and gave Elena a much more useful record: whom each failure made curious.
He handed the tablet back. “No repeat at that port.”
“I wasn’t going to.”
“You were going to propose a variation.”
“There are other ports.”
“Find a different system.”
Elena closed the file. She joined him after her research contract in Europe collapsed when its American funding disappeared. She understood the damage a restriction could do without ever looking like an attack. She also understood that Ivan paid well enough to leave unanswered questions alone.
“The insurer also called the terminal manager,” she said. “He wants to know why an account assigned to a woman on leave approved the change.”
Ivan stopped on his way to the glass. “You told me a contractor entered it.”
“He did. The account belonged to the dispatcher. He found it in the test environment.”
“Where is she?”
“At home. Her daughter was born last week.”
Ivan looked at her until she lowered the tablet. He approved a test against a shift handoff, not an investigation that would visit a new mother’s door. It didn’t make him innocent of the delay. It made the choice of account Elena’s mistake to correct.
“The supplier revokes the account tonight,” he said. “The contractor admits he used it. No lawyer gets to make the dispatcher carry it.”
“That points them toward the contractor sooner.”
“They were going there anyway.”
“I can have a local firm handle the statement.”
“Use Anna. I want to read it.”
Elena made a note. Her face showed nothing, but Ivan knew the revision irritated her. She constructed a trail in which every document invited the next question. He changed the answer halfway through. That was one reason he kept authority over her work. A beautiful plan could survive all its simulations and still run into a person holding a baby.
He crossed to the glass. The larger of the two screens displayed a matrix of disruptions and responses. A cargo delay in one row. A bank hold in another. Several cases were public incidents Elena’s team studied but did not cause. The red markings were human decisions: when an insurer escalated, when a supervisor overrode a rule, when an administrator fixed a visible error without changing the account that allowed it.
One column held material from the Vance investigation. Elena marked the occasions when Vic requested a second source before accepting a convenient answer. Ivan stopped at a date he recognized from Mikhail's report. The team watched Vic reject a conclusion that other people in the room were ready to accept. Their notes recorded the extra questions he asked and the delay before he acted. They did not record what ALTA had shown him.
“Does this improve the model?” Ivan asked.
“It helps us predict where a careful investigator will look next. It doesn't tell us how ALTA reached an answer.”
“Then don't label it as if it does.”
Elena removed a note from the display. His people brought home enough observations to make an opponent useful to her research. Ivan still wanted to know what Vic saw inside EchoStream. The photographs and traffic records brought him no closer.
“How many of these are ours?” Ivan asked.
“One,” Elena said.
“Keep it at one until I approve another.”
“If we wait too long, their controls will improve.”
“Then learn from the improvements.”
She came beside him. “You can’t measure a response forever without changing anything.”
“I don’t intend to.”
The control-room door opened. One of Elena’s engineers, Pavel, brought a message from the software supplier. The contractor called from a hotel in Rotterdam. He wanted his fee and an explanation for the difference between the test network shown to him and the incident now being investigated. Pavel told him only that the supplier was looking into it.
“Will he talk to the insurer?” Ivan asked.
“He says he’ll talk to the police if he doesn’t get paid.”
“Pay him.”
“His contract says the work was never completed.”
“Did he complete what he was asked to do?”
“Yes.”
“Then pay him and let him call the police.”
Pavel stared at him. Elena translated the decision into a short instruction in Russian, and he left. Mikhail, still at the door, waited for the engineer to go before he spoke.
“You’re making it easy for them to reach him.”
“He has a hotel bill, a contract, and instructions from a supplier. When they find him, they get all three. They’ll spend weeks deciding whether the supplier lied to him.”
“And if they keep looking?”
Ivan watched Pavel’s workstation light up with the payment request. “Then we learn how far they look.”
On the other side of the glass, one of the engineers removed a drive from an isolated rack and sealed it in a numbered case. Ivan paid for models that could compare outcomes across thousands of incidents, then tell Elena which question to ask next. He gave no model permission to choose the target or carry out a change. People could be dismissed. An unattended machine could make an error before anyone recognized it was acting.
“What are you looking for?” Elena asked.
Ivan watched the engineer lock the case. “A response.”
His phone rang again. Anna reached the lender’s counsel. They refused to postpone the vessel auction but offered to let Ivan buy back one ship if he provided a guarantee from an approved European bank by morning.
“They know I can’t,” Ivan said.
“I told them that. They say it’s the only exception their committee will authorize.”
“Who sits on the committee?”
Anna read four names. Ivan knew one of them. The man attended the launch of the first vessel, smiling beneath a banner that carried Ivan’s company logo. The sanctions did not make him an enemy. They made him careful enough to forget their handshake.
“File the injunction,” Ivan said. “Put the offer in the record. If the judge wants to know whether we tried to keep the vessels operating, give him their deadline.”
Anna asked whether he wanted her to call the committee member. He said no. There was no negotiation to be had with a man who wanted to claim he had offered one.
After the call, Elena remained beside the display. “The ships?”
“Probably gone tomorrow.”
She knew better than to offer sympathy. “I can pause this project.”
“Why would you?”
“You may need the cash.”
He looked around the room: the racks, the cooling pipes, the people working beyond the glass. He paid for all of it from the part of his business the banks could not freeze. Selling it would cover a legal fight and perhaps buy back a vessel. It would also leave him waiting for the next letter, and the one after that.
“Keep your team,” he said. “Keep the equipment. I want to see what they do when a rule they wrote costs them something.”
Elena understood that Ivan wanted restitution. His answer suggested he wanted something beyond repayment. She held the folder closer to her chest and asked him which reports to prepare for the morning.
“The insurers,” he said. “And every correction they make after tonight.”
“You think the correction will tell us where to go next?” Elena asked.
“It will tell us where they’re looking.”
“Those are not always the same place.”
Ivan nodded. That was why he hired her. People told a familiar story about a sanctioned businessman: money lost, resentment gained, revenge inevitable. A good investigator would expect him to lash out at the bank or the shipping firm. He would give them no such comfort. The vessels might be sold tomorrow, and the bank might keep the transfer all winter. When something went wrong in America, he wanted every official who read the report to find a domestic explanation worth pursuing first.
“If your people can’t keep their names out of it,” he said, “nothing else they build matters.”
Elena glanced toward the workstations. “They understand.”
“The person who called the contractor may disagree.”
“I’ll find out who it was.”
He believed she would. He also saw the first trace of fear in her face: the possibility that someone on her team acted without asking either of them.
“Why are you doing this?” Elena asked. “The vessels, the bank, I understand. What does Vance have to do with either of them?”
“He showed me where people stop looking.”
“That isn't the same as being responsible.”
“I know.” Ivan closed the Vance folder and left it on the table. “He isn't my target. I want to know what he will notice when the rest of them see an accident.”
Mikhail appeared at the door with a call from the attorneys. Ivan declined it. He gave them their instructions weeks ago.
“One more thing,” Elena said. “The insurer’s report will eventually go to a shared database. Other investigators may see it.”
“Then they’ll see a missed berth.”
“For now.”
Ivan headed for the stairs. “Let them become interested in the wrong man first.”
By morning, the contractor would have his access revoked and a letter from the software supplier ending his assignment. He would be angry, frightened, and entirely available for questioning. He could tell the truth about everything he did. Ivan arranged it that way.
Ivan last saw the two vessels eleven months ago. The first carried grain before oil. After sanctions froze the operating company, its original crew chief wrote to ask whether the sailors would receive their wages from the last voyage. Ivan arranged payment through a firm outside the frozen accounts. He still kept the letter in a folder with the first ship's registration, a drawing made before the hull was built and the invitation to its launch.
Anna called back with the court's filing deadline. The injunction needed a sworn statement about the source of the funds for the proposed guarantee. Ivan could provide one. It would expose a surviving piece of his business that the banks still allowed him to use. Anna advised against it. She would file the legal argument without the new guarantee and ask for an urgent hearing.
“They'll sell before the hearing,” he said.
“They may. I won't put a clean company into the same dispute unless you choose that knowingly.”
He walked to the lower room with the registration still on his tablet. Pavel was checking the power supply. A row of machines hummed behind glass, all of them acquired through ordinary suppliers and paid from accounts the banks could not reach. Losing those accounts would slow Elena's project. Ivan told Anna to file without the guarantee. It was a financial decision, and it was also the moment he gave this project priority over getting a ship back.
That evening Mikhail found him in the office with a recording from the vessel auction. He asked for it, then regretted hearing the auctioneer read the first ship's name in the same tone used for any lot. The buyer was a consortium that once sought a partnership with Ivan. Its representative raised a paddle twice and obtained the vessel for less than Ivan had spent refitting it.
“Will you contest the price?” Mikhail asked.
“Anna already is.”
“Shall I call the buyer?”
“He'll claim the rules made the offer possible. I know the rules.” Ivan stopped the recording. “I want Elena's report on the insurers.”
He could have spent the night studying the appeal. Instead, he read how companies fixed a small error at a port and what questions they failed to ask. The loss of the vessels did not cause the operation already under way. It did make it harder for him to leave that operation as an expensive lesson and walk away.
Chapter 2 Terms of Defense
Dr. Cho broke the seal on HALO’s cabinet in front of four witnesses. She photographed the authorization keys, the disconnected network ports, and the display still frozen on the words ALTA REQUIRED. Then she made fresh copies of the cabinet’s temporary memory and placed the original under seal again.
Vic watched through the glass at ALTA Systems. He had built HALO to stop when the evidence asked it to cross a boundary. It had stopped. The words on the screen bothered him anyway.
“Is there a hidden process?” General Keene asked.
“No process running now,” Cho said. “The phrase came from inside the JANUS file. HALO compared itself with a set of requirements embedded in the evidence, failed, and displayed the next line. That’s all I can establish from this session.”
“What were the requirements?”
“Damaged. Some of the comparison survived; most of it didn’t.”
Sato stood at the far end of the room with the report on the dormant Defense account. The account had posted HALO ONLINE at the time encoded in the evidence. Its action had been scheduled before HALO opened the file. He found no connection from the cabinet to the account.
“Who queued the message?” Vic asked.
“Still working on that,” Sato said. “The account is twelve years old, inherited permissions it never should have kept, and was touched by at least three migrations. I can tell you where the post appeared. I can’t tell you who
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