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Segreti was crossing under the bridge, wheeling his suitcase and thumbing through emails, when a navy-blue sedan screeched into his path. He recognized the vehicle: Dodge Charger, nimble for its size, government issued and freshly washed. The passenger window lowered. Belmont, keeping his hands on the wheel, leaned across to show his face. Two cars behind, irate drivers honked their horns.

“Pop the trunk.” Segreti threw his luggage inside, ignoring the chorus of honks and indifferent to the protests from the people waiting in the taxi line.

He got in the passenger seat, his shoes leaving grimy prints on the vacuumed floorboard of Belmont’s neat interior. Malcolm Belmont, thirty-eight, African-American—his mind and his style just as tidy as his ride; even his suit didn’t allow for a single crease. As a linguist, he spoke everything invented by white people, and particularly relished the reveal when some German fraudster or Russian gangbanger realized Belmont had understood every word.

They cruised towards Newark Liberty’s exit.

“You got through quickly, sir. Thought I was early.”

“I hate airports.” Segreti regarded the concrete layer cake through the dimness of his sunglasses. “They slow me down.” He checked his phone.

“Office?”

“Nah, Bronx. East side, make for Hunts Point.” He tapped his smartphone. Being in motion is what passed for joy in Segreti’s life these days. “That auction? It’s confirmed. And it’s tonight. I want to see this place.”

* * *

Segreti and Belmont approached the waterfront at the edge of a lifeless parking lot. A barbed-wire fence guarded stacks of rusted shipping containers. Behind them, the cement factory’s chimneys emitted a chalky smoke. Most of the harbor view was blocked by a giant cargo ship at berth.

“That might be it,” Belmont said, pointing at an island partly visible beyond the ship’s hull, a not-too-distant patch of dark green on the sun-speckled river.

“That’s it.” Segreti had a feeling that this was where he was going to continue his winning streak, be the Bureau’s indispensable man. He stuffed one earphone in and rang Chlebek at her desk downtown. “How do we get there?”

He heard her working her keyboard. “You don’t,” Chlebek said. “Off limits to the public since the eighties.” Clack clack clack. “You can apply to the parks department and charter a boat. But there’s no dock.”

“What’s there?”

“Used to be a quarantine asylum. Hm.”

“What?”

“Typhoid Mary lived there.”

“Let’s skip the history lessons.”

“Nothing but ruins. A hospital, a nurse’s home, that’s about all that’s recognizable.”

Segreti had a moment’s doubt about the intel. But what he had heard this morning in DC overwhelmed any second guesses. “Where’s Ram?” he asked.

She didn’t have to answer. They heard Ram’s car before it rounded the wall of cargo containers. Chevy Impala, giving off a cloud of dust, windshield too covered with dirt to reflect the sun. The Impala parked at a crazy angle beside Belmont’s Charger.

“About time.”

The door flung open, and Ram started to run over.

“Drone!” Segreti shouted. “The drone!”

Ram heard him and waved, pivoted to his car trunk. When he hustled back towards Segreti and Belmont, he was carrying the drone and a control. He unfolded the quadcopter and blew on its main camera.

Segreti pointed to the distant island. “There.”

Ram toggled the control and snuggled his iPhone into its rack. The camera’s view of their shoes popped onto the screen. Ram’s thumbs massaged the panel and the drone shot up with a plastic whiff.

Bhavin Ram, thirty-eight, was born in West Texas and wore the accent like a sheriff’s badge. Got sued by Microsoft when he was twelve for hacking Windows and telling them what he had found. Sometimes wore a ten-gallon hat and told people he liked playing cowboys and Indians because he could never lose.

Ram should be trimmer, Segreti thought. The whisky’s softening his edges. But no one did this job without needing an antidote, something.

The white drone disappeared from eyesight over the East River.

Segreti leaned over Ram’s shoulder, watching the drone’s feed on the iPhone screen. A smudge of blue turned to a blur of greens and browns as the drone followed the island’s coast. It hovered over what looked like a crumbling pier and a blackened gantry.

Segreti called Chlebek. “You getting this?”

“Yes,” she said into his ear. “That’s an old factory. The hospital’s to the south.”

“Roger that,” Ram said, clicking his controls.

The image showed an industrial brick chimney and some sagging remains, and then the drone was headed over a patchwork of grassland and dense foliage.

“Sir,” Chlebek said, “what if there’s nothing there?”

Just this morning, sitting beside the US Deputy Attorney General in a windowless office shielded from every spectrum of wave, Segreti had been told that a source had died for this tip—an asset of BND, the Bureau’s German counterpart.

“Focus on the job,” he snapped.

The drone revealed a big square structure.

“The hospital,” Chlebek said.

“Lower down,” Segreti told Ram. “I want a good look.”

The building seemed to rise up the screen, its bricks ripped askew by relentless vines, its windows black negatives.

“Wait. Go up. That.”

“There’s a light on,” Belmont said, peering over Ram’s other shoulder.

“Go in.”

The building’s wall filled the screen, and the window devoured them. After a moment the interior faded into view. A large hall with clean lines of modern folding chairs.

“Doesn’t look abandoned to me,” Segreti said, ignoring a triumphant impulse.

Chlebek’s voice said, “The infrared is running hot. Someone was sitting there.”

“Do we take a look?” Ram asked.

Segreti was eager to see as much as possible. But it was foolish to stay. “Pull out.”

The drone retreated from the room. The screen jolted.

“What happened?”

Ram’s thumbs worked furiously. “Hit the edge of the window.”

Segreti bit his tongue, letting Ram figure how to back out.

“How much noise that thing make?” Belmont asked.

“Just get clear of there,” Segreti told Ram, calmly.

Ram flew the drone outside. His shoulders relaxed.

“Stay high but let’s see what they’ve done with the place.”

The ground retreated. They saw the old hospital and a clearing and more ruins, and then a big clearing.

“Go down.”

The green-yellow grass filled the screen, slashed by parallel lines.

“Chlebek, are those helicopter prints?” Segreti asked.

“Looks it, sir.”

“Bring it back,” he told Ram.

The view rotated. On the ground, a different kind of movement. A white man in a black T-shirt, long blond hair, running, cradling a long black object, like a rifle without a barrel.

“Time to go.”

The screen showed descending treetops, froze, scrambled, and went blank.

“What just happened?” Belmont asked.

Ram’s hands danced on the console. “The signal’s dead.”

Chlebek said, “That was a radio frequency jammer.”

“Where’s the drone?” Segreti asked.

“Probably in that guy’s hands,” Ram said.

“We’re blown,” Belmont said. “They know they’re being watched.”

“But not by who,” Segreti said. “There’s supposed to be a big event on that island. Tonight. Lots of buyers and sellers. Heavy players only.”

“I removed the memory card,” Ram said. “Scratched out the serial code.”

Segreti turned to Belmont. “The POI still in play?” Their Person of Interest.

“Tremain…yes, sir.”

“We’re going to catch ourselves a traitor.” Segreti gazed at the corner of the island. “Security’s going to be tight. We need to get ourselves a boat.”

“What kind of boat?” Belmont asked.

Segreti smiled. “A fast one.”
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Justine was… well, it was like she was floating—no, flying—towards a door. A magical mystery door. And she gripped the reins and willed herself towards the portal, because the tunnel was constricting and tensing and she needed to break through, the scents igniting her cravings, lifeforce coursing through her, and if she could just, only, open that door…

Steve grunted and pulled out. His hands maneuvered her to lie beside him.

The hunger rocked Justine, but the door was closed. Slammed shut.

They laid in their sweat, panting.

She noticed he was still erect. He had brought her so close. They had been writing a poem reminiscent of one of their early epics. He had discarded the lines unfinished, the rhyme botched.

“What’s up, hon?” She made it sound sympathetic instead of irritated.

He sat over the edge of the bed. “Just not able to, uh…”

It wasn’t too late to go back and open that door. She kissed his shoulder and ran her hands on his chest. “I could help you with that. You were doing so good.”

“Believe me, I want to.” He stood up and looked helplessly at his hard-on.

Justine realized he must have taken Viagra. It came as a shock because Steve had never mentioned it. That would explain why he had seemed so unstoppable today. And maybe why he couldn’t finish? She didn’t know. Durability had not been his problem of late.

“Well,” she purred, “I’m not finished either. What do you say, rock star?”

His glance was like a punch to the gut. His stiffie might say one thing, but the rest of his body broadcast a loss of appetite. He scratched his beard. “I’m pretty tired, babe. Aren’t you?”

Lazy, selfish bastard. That’s what she should have said, instead of: “Fine. I’ve got to get going.”

“Okay, I’m going to take a shower.”

She jumped out of bed. “You made me late. Get in line.”

He had that hangdog look that suggested he realized he was doing this wrong. “We could go together.”

“I don’t have time.” Justine cut him off and slammed the bathroom door behind her.

As she showered, Justine’s resentment reduced to a simmer. Work had never been more tense. Dangerous, she had been warned. Steve had started fooling around with her at her desk—both of them working at home today—and she had gotten into it with gusto, enjoying the physicality and craving the release. She thought about finishing matters, just her and the showerhead, but anxiety about tonight’s meeting intruded. She really was out of time.

He banged on the door. “You almost done in there, babe?”

Justine could have made him wait, tortured him a little, but she was now strictly business. “All yours.”

She stood at her closet. What does a girl wear to an invitation-only criminal convention? She had lost sleep mulling this, finally opting for Armani corporate. Neutral, businesslike, minimize the kind of attention she could attract in a room full of ethically challenged males.

Now she fingered the gray suit and blue button-up blouse.

No.

By the time Steve came out with a towel around his waist, she had squeezed into the kind of thing she hadn’t worn for three years because that’s how long it had been since she’d gone clubbing. Call it thirty-six, call it Covid—call it being in a relationship.

He stopped. “This is for work?”

She looked at how the black leather pants gripped her hips and ass. Not bad. She fisted her blond hair into a ponytail, then pulled it back for a sleeker look. Yeah.

“Yes, it’s for work.”

“You, uh, you look amazing.”

She smiled. He had gotten that much right.

“Where you going again tonight?”

“I’m still working undercover, you know.”

“Yeah, you told me about that.”

“What do you think undercover means, Steve?”

“From the looks of things, Justine, I’d say it means picking up guys.”

She put gel in her hair. “You don’t trust me?”

“Of course I trust you. But this is, uh, well…” He watched her slip on a tight-fitting, sleeveless black top. It was cut high to show a little midriff. “I know you said it’s a big story and all, but, hey, Justine, listen to me, babe, okay?”

She turned to let him say what he was going to say.

He looked sincere. “I love you, you know that, right?”

“I love you too.”

“Do I need to worry about you? About whatever you’re getting into? This thing of yours. You had said it’d be a week or two. It’s been months, the weird hours, the, you know, the way you’re so careful with your phone.”

“I’m fine, Steve. Really.” She put on a white shirt jacket. New York’s early summer had hit a cool spell.

“I deserve to know what’s going on in your life, Justine.”

“Can we discuss this tomorrow? I don’t have time.” She picked her shoes, ignoring the sensible flats.

“You’re not coming back tonight?”

“It’ll be late. Probably crash at mine.”

She kissed his cheek and headed downstairs barefoot, high heels dangling from a finger. Steve’s cell rang and he said hello. Good, she could make a clean exit.

The late afternoon sun never lingered in his Gramercy duplex. It filled the lower floor with a momentary gold that would soon turn to gloom. It was, however, a beautiful apartment, if spare: white walls and floors, gray furniture, a milky Cy Twombly knockoff framed above the dining table. Orange pendant lamps painted the only color. Justine had initially ascribed this cohesive look to Steve’s being an architect, but his ex-wife was an interior designer for unimaginative Manhattanites. They had split ten years ago, back when minimalism was still the rage, and the apartment had remained stuck in her amber.

She heard a soft thud from the kitchen.

Like the rest of the place, the kitchen was mostly monochrome, brightened by copper pots that neither Steve nor Justine ever cooked with, the ex being the culinary whiz. Now a bulging backpack occupied the center of the floor, its owner leaning into the fridge.

“You’re home early,” she said.

Zach bolted straight. “Oh, hi, Justine.”

“Hi yourself. Shouldn’t you still be in school?”

He had Steve’s russet hair, only a mountain of it, piled in curls, and a cleanshaven face that was only as pimply as the next teenager’s. “I thought you guys wouldn’t be here.” He opened a can of soda.

At least lying wasn’t his default mode. “We’ve been working from home today. And you didn’t answer my question.”

He was checking out her outfit, and she hoped his hormones wouldn’t blow a gasket. “You look dressed for success.”

Justine smiled. “Thanks. Want to talk about why you’re home early?”

“No.” He looked around, waiting for Steve to appear.

“Okay then. You can tell it to your dad.”

He slumped as he thought it over. She was late, but she didn’t want to leave Zach stranded. He was moody and tense, but a good kid. He rewarded her by digging into his backpack and handing her a crumpled notice.

“What’s this?” She looked at the school form. “Suspended? Zach?”

“Just for three days,” he mumbled.

She heard Steve come hustling down the stairs.

“For what?”

Steve was flushed. “Zach! I just got off the phone with the school.”

Zach looked as though he wanted to disappear into himself. He picked up his backpack.

“Where do you think you’re going?” Steve demanded.

“My room. For, like, forever.”

Justine threw her hands up. “Is one of you going to tell me what’s going on?”

“He got caught with drugs, that’s what.”

Zach turned angry. “It was just a joint like this big,” fingers barely touching. “And it wasn’t even mine. The whole thing’s total bullshit.”

“Stay here and you talk to me,” Steve demanded, but Zach brushed past him. “Don’t walk away from me, Zach. I said—”

Zach’s bedroom door slammed shut. Justine caught Steve’s arm before he hurled himself against it.

“Look at this,” she said, showing him the school’s form. “It says they’re investigating. Not that he was caught for sure.”

“What difference does that make?”

She took a breath and made herself tall and calm. “He might need a lawyer. Do you understand?”

“A lawyer. Jesus. You sure?”

“No, but you know what his school’s like.”

“I know what they charge me.”

She nodded. “Why don’t you go back upstairs and ask a law firm?” He regained control and nodded. She embraced him. “It’ll be okay.”

“That kid…”

“I know. Make the call.”

He pulled her close and then retreated upstairs. Justine checked her watch, thought about traffic time, but then knocked on Zach’s door. “It’s just me. Can I come in?”

He opened the door a crack, eyed her for a long moment, and then retreated with the door ajar. She followed him to his bed where he picked up his gaming console. Tinny explosions burst from the headphones beside him as he resumed shooting bad guys on Counter-Strike. She sat beside him and rubbed his back. He flinched but kept playing.

Justine didn’t know what to say. She had no children of her own. Sometimes acting the cool adult got Zach to open up to her, but it didn’t mean she was qualified to give advice. This was supposed to be Steve’s department. Or the ex’s, who last year had forgotten Zach’s birthday. “When you want to talk about it, your dad will listen,” she finally said. “Me too.”

“What difference does it make?”

“All the difference in the world. You’ll see.” She hugged him. He let her, which she took as a minor victory. “See you soon.”

Zach put on his headphones.

Justine went to the foyer and wiggled into her heels. Three of her smartphones waited on the console table by the door. She selected the one in a Faraday sleeve to ward off Bluetooth or other intrusions and slipped it inside the white shirt coat’s interior pocket.

Zach might get the drug charge removed from his record. He had a chance for a do-over. For Justine, for whatever awaited tonight, there was no going back.
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Tremain didn’t need the menu. He told the waiter, “Grapefruit juice, egg white frittata, the berries, the seven-grain toast. Decaf.” He smiled at the man sitting opposite. “And for my guest?”

The guest—Black, cleanshaven with wide cheekbones, compact hair, late thirties, suit creaseless but off the rack, Macy’s striped tie—was doing a good job of pretending to not be shocked by the prices. He handed the menu to the waiter. “I’ll have the Caesar and a Perrier.”

Tremain said, “You still dress like a fed.”

The guest, who called himself Braun, smiled. “That obvious?”

“You’re a contractor now. If you deliver what you say, you can wear a T-shirt and flipflops.”

“I think I prefer your style.”

Tremain adjusted his silk tie, revealing his sapphire cufflinks. “I’m not a contractor.”

“No. And me and my team, we appreciate that. We appreciate what you’ve put into building your network, Mister Tremain.”

Tremain withdrew a Montblanc pen from his jacket pocket. “And your team. I’ve heard some things about you.”

“I would expect you to have made a few calls.”

“More than a few.” Tremain twirled the pen. “I still have friends at various agencies. They said interesting things.”

“I think I should be glad to hear that.”

“Six months in Riyadh. Listening to whom?”

Braun made a helpless gesture.

“Client confidentiality,” Tremain said. “I get it. But here’s the thing, Braun. If I make an introduction, I need specifics.”

Braun looked around.

“Yes, I know, it’s public here. But you and I know, my friend, that if someone wants to hack our phone or our watch or the hotel’s security cameras, they can listen to anything you’ve got to tell me.” Tremain reached into his other pocket and pulled out a small notepad. He pushed it and the Montblanc across the table. “Be as specific as possible.”

Tremain observed Braun pause. He had heard a similar story from two people he had queried, about Braun working in a tightknit team hustling a zero-exploit to the ruler of Saudi Arabia. The State Department had known about it but looked the other way. The team was led by a man who was ex-NSA, just like Tremain. Tremain had never heard of this man, Verdi, but that was not unusual for an organization so compartmentalized. What mattered was correlation. Besides, “Braun” and “Verdi” weren’t anybody’s real names.

The guest named Braun wrote with his hand guarding the pad. He closed the notepad’s cover and handed it over the table with the pen.

The waiter returned with their food on a silver platter. The two diners waited for him to pour Tremain’s coffee and Braun’s Perrier. Below the fizz of sparkling water, the hotel lobby murmured with investment bankers and real-estate moguls cutting deals; Manhattan soared behind the floor-to-ceiling windows, towers blocking the midday sun, cutting the view into grids of chiaroscuro.

Tremain opened the notebook.

EMERALD TRUST TO MBS. (Initials Tremain assumed were those of the client.)

IRANIANS.

JOURNALISTS.

CLIENT’S FAMILY.

POTUS VISIT.

Tremain flipped the page over and tapped ‘Emerald Trust’. “That’s the name of the tool?”

Braun nodded. “And those are the people we used it against.”

“You thought you were still on government service?”

Braun nodded. “We were. But the client took things too far. We weren’t allowed to leave the hotel. I’m talking gunpoint here.”

Tremain grunted.

“And then we were ordered to expand our net.”

POTUS visit. ‘MBS’ had taken liberties with his surveillance. Tsk-tsk.

“Which you managed to do,” Tremain said.

“And then we got fired. First by the client and then by our own government.”

“And went freelance, to address your financial straits.” At which point they went from being called a team to being called a crew. “I understand.”

“You? What’s your story, Mister Tremain?”

Tremain cut his frittata. “My departure from public service was more deliberately motivated by financial incentives.” His cutlery froze. “Do you think that makes you better than me?”

“No, no it does not.”

“Because I think it just makes me smarter. Look at these people.” He gestured to the fancy restaurant, the five-star view. “You think these are the Boy Scouts? Sure, they all recited the Pledge of Allegiance in school, said their prayers every night, and now they tweet about climate change. But how do you think they got to a point in life where they can drop a hundred and seventy bucks—without blinking—on fucking brunch?”

“I think my crew is pretty settled on the benefits of capitalism.”

“Damn straight.” Tremain resumed eating. “And you need my help getting you into the game.”

Braun tried to appear relaxed. He spooned his yogurt. “It would speed things up for us.”

“You don’t have access to product anymore.”

“But we have access to buyers. And we can handle operations. We know our business. That’s why we came to you.”

“That’s why you came to me,” Tremain said. “But for what I’ve got, special distribution is required.”

“Okay.”

“For this exploit to work, it has to run via very specific cloud networks.”

Braun thought it over. “We can get that.”

“We’ll see. Anyway, your story is a match.”

Braun took that as permission to swallow a bite. “I’m glad you’re satisfied.”

“Satisfied is not in my vocab. But if it’s my representation you want at the auction, then it’s yours for a ten-thousand-dollar fee and fifteen percent of any deal value.”

Braun set down his spoon. “We agreed on the performance fee. Not money up front.”

Tremain said, “Consider it my version of due diligence.”

“The auction’s tonight.”

Tremain flipped the notepad open and wrote a long hash on the page. “As my guest, you’re welcome to enjoy brunch. Eat at your leisure. If you feel pressed for time and need to leave now, I won’t be offended.” He tore the page free and handed it to the man called Braun. “I accept Monero, Dash and Zcash. No Bitcoin, too easy to trace. Be sure the transfer is made before six p.m., and I’ll message you where to pick me up. If there’s no transfer, we will never see each other again.”

Braun folded the paper. “Oh, we’ll see each other.”








  
  4

  
  
  Chapter 4

  
  




Segreti cut the throttle to neutral. He guided the Ferretti speedboat towards the sunset blazing through Manhattan’s towers. The long wood-finished bow cut through the glimmering East River. A pair of white yachts were already berthed at the private club, sprawling along the slip like fattened whales.

“I see them,” Ram said, his cowboy hat shielding his eyes from the slash of sunlight. He looked like an oil mogul, hat and white leather boots and a big brass buckle to go with his pinstripe suit.

Chlebek, sitting in the wraparound seats behind, and wearing big wraparound shades, checked her watch. “We’re right on the dot, sir.”

“No more sirs tonight,” Segreti said, nudging the boat between the yachts. “It’s showtime.”

Two figures waited on a pier extended between the yachts. Belmont, preppy sleek in a fitted blazer with a bright knife of pocket square, plaid slacks, suede shoes. Beside him the POI, a broad-shouldered white man with a casual flop of blond hair that he drew back from falling over his aviators. He wore a purple polo shirt, floppy collar up, with black jeans and indigo sneakers. Money masquerading as something sloppy.

Segreti pulled alongside. Chlebek was ready with a stay line. She had practically begged Segreti to come, paranoid the boys weren’t going to let her leave her desk, fenced in among a tower of computers and screens. The bumpy ride had made her queasy, but Segreti hadn’t heard her utter a complaint. Miriam Chlebek, the oldest of the team, forty-seven going on thirty, determined to be in the action while she was still nimble, her big Polish curves belying a dancer’s fluidity. Her linen jacket and pants were an ode to red, daring anyone to ignore her, but her Puma sneakers were white and her cropped hair wasn’t naturally black.

“You must be the man I’ve heard so much about,” said the blond POI.

“You must be the guy I just messaged ten grand to,” Segreti said.

The blond swiped his phone and smiled at what he saw. “Yes, yes I am.” As Chlebek steadied the boat, he extended an open hand. “Robert Tremain. Bobby.”

Segreti shook his hand. “Verdi. Come aboard.”

“Tight fit,” Tremain said, Belmont following him on.

“This is built for speed,” Segreti said. He and Chlebek had leveraged the joint task force with NYPD to get the cops to unlock their toys taken off the hands of a busted cocaine lord. It had cost Segreti political capital and Chlebek the indignity of agreeing to dinner out with a precinct captain.

“Better hold on to something,” Segreti added as Chlebek wound in the lines. Before she had quite finished, he wheeled the nose around and gunned it.

The speedboat gathered speed as lower Manhattan receded to the left and Brooklyn awaited them far to the right. The mirrors atop the Chrysler building blazed red behind the dark, brooding façade of the United Nations. By the time they reached the narrow blade of Roosevelt Island he was hitting sixty knots, bouncing hard and turning the calm river waters into a punching bag.

Segreti wasn’t a happy man, but, at this moment, he felt rapturous. He was with his team and an unsuspecting perp, headed for a breakthrough, the city lights winking on, transforming it into something heady and dangerous—a city that felt like his. All with pounding water, cold spray, and the pulsing resistance of the powerboat’s wheel in his hands.

The river forked and he kept to the east, seventy knots along Randalls Island, rounding the tip of Queens. Rikers Island appeared around the corner, a depressing hulk in the twilight, but Segreti kept his aim straight. The lower Bronx sprawled ahead, but he couldn’t see the two little islands, always overlooked in this corner of the river and now hidden in dusk. North Brother Island and South Brother Island, closing in on South, the smaller. Once a city dump, now a nature conservatory. The notorious of the pair was North Brother, with its quarantine hospital history. Smallpox, typhoid, tuberculosis; after the war, junkies—a city dump of another kind. Since the sixties, though, these islets had hosted nothing but herons and egrets.

Until tonight.

He cut speed as the northern isle hove into view. Before them winked overlapping lines of bobbing boat lights.

“That’s a lot of company!” Ram shouted, barely audible over the roaring engines.

Beyond the armada, the island’s ruins were illuminated in red and yellow spotlights. A rotted gantry served as a demonic gateway. Beyond it rose a brick chimney, part of some long-lost industrial building, aglow.

He slowed the Ferretti to a crawl, the motor easing into a purr. They mixed in with the flotilla, a random selection of skiffs, aluminum fishing boats, jet boats, and a trio of yachts, one oligarch-sized, sitting furthest out. As Segreti approached, they could see a chopper lift off from the superyacht’s roof and head for the island.

A white boat bobbed by a shifting puzzle of pontoons. Its marking was clear: NY PARK POLICE.

“These people have a permit?” Ram marveled.

“They even got the cops here to manage traffic,” Segreti said, noting the makeshift queue the boats were forming by the pontoon pier. “Bobby, guy like you doesn’t need to wait in line, does he?”

“Not likely,” Tremain said.

Segreti accelerated toward the police boat. As they closed in, they could hear a policeman on a loudspeaker. “One at a time! One at a time!”

He shot in front of an incoming aluminum boat, his wake nearly toppling it, and hit the police vessel with a wall of spray. The loudspeaker bombarded them with protests.

“We’ve got a five-million-dollar boat,” Segreti said. “Let them shout.”

Tremain laughed. “The security on land will be a little different. No electronics, remember?”

Belmont asked, “How do we get back?”

Tremain nodded at the police boat. “One of us waits and they give us a call.”

“Svetah stays,” Segreti said, meaning Ram, who had adopted the Sanskrit word for ‘white’. “Everybody else, out. Now.”

Belmont jumped onto the makeshift pier of floating pontoons, the big floating square angling beneath him. Tremain and Chlebek handed Ram their cell phones and followed.

“Check out that yacht,” Segreti told Ram, eyeing the giant.

He handed over his phone and jumped onto the pontoon, one of a dozen hollow aluminum cylinders held together by cables that led to the gantry. He and Ram exchanged nods. Behind the Ferretti, he saw the aluminum boat that he had nearly capsized now making its unsteady way to the end of the pontoon pier. Whoever was arriving in that leaky thing, they weren’t important.

Segreti followed the others to shore. Men in black T-shirts and baseball caps formed a waiting committee. “No phones, no tablets, no Apple watches, no wearables, no electronics!” None of the men had long blond hair.

There was a gathering line of people waiting to get past the T-shirts, some of whom held lockboxes.

“Put your gear in here! Call your boat driver from the pier!”

T-shirts were frisking everyone.

Segreti joined the line. The T-shirts didn’t have the crisp bearing of military, but they didn’t look like rent-a-cops either. They waved electromagnetic wands and patted people down with efficiency. One of them held a rifle-like jammer, the kind that had brought down Ram’s drone this morning. Mercs?

A T-shirt halted Chlebek, his wand squealing. He said something and she unbuttoned her jacket. “You want to see my boobs or my Glock?”

The T-shirt thumbed her to go ahead with a grin.

She wasn’t the only one.

“Looks like everybody’s packing,” Segreti said.

“That bother you?” Tremain asked.

A Glock 19M was holstered under Segreti’s left arm beneath his black leather jacket, and a Sig P365 was tethered to his ankle.

Behind the T-shirts was another welcoming committee, this one composed of young women holding trays laden with cocktails and open bottles of beer. People were here to do business, and to party, but it would take only one fragile ego fueled by Dutch courage to turn the island into an instant bloodbath.

“It’s a free country,” Segreti said. “Let’s get a drink.”
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Justine clung to the crossbar for life. The big speedboat kept going, its wake sending the fishing boat tipping at the water. For a screaming moment she thought they were all going in.

As the boat rocked back to stability she said, “Everyone okay?”

Bert’s ogre body was bent over. The retching sound came from him. Patty placed a bony hand on his back and gave Justine one of her withering looks, like this was all her fault. Which it was.

“That was close,” Josh said, unable to hide the thrill from his young voice. He might as well have said, That was awesome.

Justine watched the speedboat claim its place beside the floating pier. Despite her anger she couldn’t help but admire it—a long, sexy wood-paneled craft that maneuvered as agilely as her outboard motor rental was clumsy.

“Josh, get behind that boat.”

“On it.” Josh—in the front row, hair a gathering mass of black locks looming above his big frame glasses, white skin bright against the dusk—gave the tiller a nudge and everybody nearly fell into the river.

“Jesus, be careful,” Patty said.

“I’m trying!”

“I swear, J.J., if I have to swim because of an intern, I’m quitting.”

Justine wasn’t interested in Patty’s complaint. “Get closer,” she told Josh. “I want the name of that boat.”

Josh somehow negotiated their rust bucket behind the beautiful speedboat as it settled neatly alongside the bobbing pontoons. Above loomed the ruined gantry, lit up a baleful scarlet. The loudspeaker from the Park Police boat told everybody to go one at a time, but the other boats, big and small, seemed to find their own way towards the pier.

“Cut the engine, Justine,” Josh said.

Justine and Patty were in the back row. Justine turned and hit the fat red button. The motor began a long sputtering sigh. As they bobbed a few feet behind the luxury speedboat, she counted four of its crew walking among the pontoons toward shore. A fifth, too dark to make out except for his big white cowboy hat, was at the wheel. He gave his engines a nudge and the speedboat headed out. Justine caught the cursive lettering.

“What’s that say?” she asked Patty.

Patty squinted. “Something miso?”

“Tiramisu,” Justine read. “Hey Josh, what kind of boat is that?”

“Uh, kinda busy here, Justine.” But he already knew. “It’s a Ferretti. Super luxury brand. Italian. Looks like a forty-footer. Sweet ride.” The skiff banged against a pontoon, shaking them all.

“You little shit,” Patty barked.

“Sorry,” Josh said. “But we’re here.”

Bert put his head up. For a Mexican, burly and mustachioed and brown, he looked greener than Kermit the Frog. Bert Gomez had been her cameraman for eight years and his presence always calmed Justine. He had been with her when she cornered a mafia boss in a basement for illegal boxing. He had kept her from falling when she found the corrupt Senator paragliding in the High Sierras. He’d saved her from a bullet in Tijuana. But she had never been on a boat before with Bert Gomez.

“You okay?” she asked.

The plan had been he’d be the one to stay on the boat. No cameras where they were headed, so he might as well remain on the water.

“Come on,” she said. “You’re coming with me. Patty, you’ll be on your own.”

“I can’t drive this thing.”

Justine gave Josh an apologetic look. He was wearing a light-blue blazer, skinny tie over a dark gingham shirt. She’d seen him wear this outfit twice: once when he interviewed for the job, and last month when he skipped out of Friday drinks, smelling of cheap cologne that was intended for a date. This was Maximum Dress Up Josh.

“I’ll stay,” he said.

“You’ll get your shot,” she said.

Justine made the jump onto the pontoon holding onto her heels. Male planning at it again.

The gang from the Ferretti were almost at the gantry. They walked like they drove their boat, with an arrogance that piqued her curiosity. She wanted to know who they were.

“Bert?”

He jumped from the lip of the boat, nearly capsizing it and the pontoon when he landed. He grabbed Justine’s arm before she fell into the water.

“You big oaf!” Patty shouted from the rocking boat.

Bert took a deep breath and straightened himself.

“Ready?” Justine asked.

He nodded. He dressed the same wherever he went: zip-up windbreaker over a rumpled polo, jeans, sturdy shoes, and a gold chain leading to a cross tucked beneath. No matter the occasion Bert Gomez always looked like a bouncer. Justine put aside her thoughts about appearances and was glad to have him along.

“Hey, wait for me,” Patty called.

“I thought you were going to stay on the boat,” Justine said, not hiding her irritation.

“When you said ‘pleasure boat’ I thought you meant one of those,” Patty snapped. “The kind with wine coolers and seat cushions.”

Patty—never “Patricia”, got it?—Yamagata jumped onto the pontoon. Whippet thin beneath her unbuttoned plaid shirt and Ramones T-shirt, basketball hightops, black hair with unwelcome silver streaks mostly hidden beneath a Rangers cap, Patty looked ready to murder them all.

“Besides, I’d rather get shot by a criminal than get drowned by an intern.”

“Okay, boomer,” Josh retorted from the skiff.

“I’m a fucking Gen Xer, you little snowflake,” Patty shouted.

“Enough,” Justine said, looking at Patty’s attire with a mix of snobbery and jealousy. Her bare feet felt slippery and gross against the pontoon’s surface.

“What?” Patty asked.

“Nothing,” Justine said. “Let’s go.”

Josh pulled the outboard motor’s starter rope and it hacked to life.

“Do I embarrass you, J.J.?”

“No, Patty. It’s fine.”

“Because I’m the one who fits in here. You just look desperate.”

“Thanks,” Justine said, marching forward. She knew fear lay behind Patty’s rudeness. If any of them had reason to be scared, the fault was hers. Besides, she was right, Patty did fit in. Most of the men here were in jeans and hoodies—except for the glamorous visitors from the Ferretti.

“Ease up, will you?” Bert said.

“This place better have booze,” Patty snapped.

Justine crossed the seesawing pontoons. The speedboat’s crew was being checked for electronics. A curvy white woman in red, a Black man who looked like something out of a 1960s country club, and between them the two white guys who carried themselves like Bros In Charge. First was Blond Ambition, corn-fed cheeks, purple polo and jeans and pricy sneakers, shades slung from the V in his shirt. He didn’t look casual; he looked privileged. Of course, no one on this island was poor. Then there was Bomber. Tall and lean build, wiry black hair turning to steel. He wore a brown, bomber-style leather jacket—plain, no zippers or patches—over a white, button-down shirt and dark slacks. His tapping leather sneakers radiated impatience.

She wanted to get a look at his face.

The men in T-shirts ran a wand up and down the bros. One of them opened Bomber’s jacket to look at what was inside, then waved him through.

“Did you see that?” she said out of the corner of her mouth.

“Hunh?” Patty asked.

“Yeah,” Bert said. “Those guys are armed.”

Terra firma, finally. Justine leaned on Bert to wiggle her feet into her heels while he looked the place over. She knew he would be thinking camera angles and lighting. Within the confines of his way of looking at the world, Bert was a good observer.

Patty, who spent most of her waking life in front of computer screens, said, “No way I’m handing over my phone.”

“Then Josh’ll pick you up,” Justine said, placing her phones into an open steel box. The young man in the T-shirt closed it and handed her the key. He told her it would be waiting right here. The key had a number: sixty-two.

Bert handed over his phone, and then Patty followed suit with a dramatic sigh. “Security fail one-oh-one.”

Justine pressed through the welcoming line of cocktail-bearing cutie-pies. She needed to keep Patty safe but out of the way. “Patty, why don’t you get a drink, and keep an eye on those phones. Bert, you’re with me.”

She walked towards the rising hulk of the old hospital, its surface half-covered in vines, its upper windows gaping black but the ground floor interior aglow with colors that shifted with thumping electronica. The ground was treacherous with shrubs and wild grass, although the organizers had thrown down wooden planks and crates that served as islands. She wondered how many times tonight she was going to regret her choice of footwear. The word from her sources had been party. They had left out the part about rollicking pontoons and being abandoned to nature.

It was a party, though. This little clearing of the island was filling up. Small groups of people wandered in no direction, in twos and threes, drinking and smoking and talking in voices lost beneath the music. She floated past one and then another, catching bits of words she couldn’t recognize.

“Those guys are speaking Spanish,” Bert said. Another group strolled by. “I don’t know what language that is.”

“Doesn’t matter. These guys all speak money.”

Justine checked out the scene. No sign of Bomber or Blond Ambition.

She had worked parties before, conferences and meetups where she didn’t belong. It had been three years since she had managed to crash one of these conventions through the official channel, as a reporter for Vice.

The cybersecurity conferences tolerated reporters because they were supposed to be fostering legit business. People from Google and Microsoft and the Pentagon went to those things. She had wanted to talk to them, sure, but she had really wanted to talk to the other people in attendance, the ones who were there to do a different kind of business. They always ran for cover as soon as they saw her media badge.

She hadn’t come through the official channel tonight. No journalists were welcome at this event.

“Let’s go inside.”

She made for the ruined hospital. The music seemed to carry her. The organizers had built wooden steps inside and filled a large room with a makeshift platform. The room had been a theater, and through the cracks of the freshly laid planks she could see rotted chairs from a bygone era. At the end of the newly planked floor, someone had built a little stage, complete with an auctioneer’s stand.

A few people were gathering now. All men, but otherwise diverse, everyone a different hue of shady.

Why had she dressed up like this? Steve had been right. Not that she had any intention of using her appearance to get anything more than information. But that’s what she had told herself three years ago.

She joined a trio, counting on their maleness to let her in. From their body language, they were happy to oblige. “Well, hello,” said one. “What’s your Telegram handle?”

“Any word on what’s being sold?” she asked. “For someone to go to all this trouble, you know?”

“I’ve heard expect the bids to be seven figures minimum.”

“The NSA lose some more weapons? Because those prices…”

A second man asked, “And you? What do you hear?”

Here we go. Justine said, “Bitcoin’s become so traceable that the Shadow Brokers decided to turn a virtual auction into a real one.”

The first man chuckled. “The Shadow Brokers? Stolen cyberweapons? My oh my.”

“You have some wild theories,” the second man said.

“Sorry, I don’t know you,” said the third, uncomfortable with the conversation. He headed for the exit.

“Gee, somebody’s jumpy,” Justine said. Bert stood nearby, hands folded in front, and although he wouldn’t hurt a fly, she was glad for the way he hulked.

The room was filling up and the departing man shuffled around some newcomers…

Bomber.

He had a serious face, an intensity that made him interesting and a little intimidating. Good looking—great looking, actually, with eyes that seemed to canvas the room in one go, pausing on her because she was unusual, nothing more, but he unleashed a spark whose heat only Justine felt. His coolness was palpable, and his gaze resumed its scan.

“Nice to meet you guys,” she said and walked towards Bomber, readying her smile for launch. People intervened, the music amped up a few decibels, and then they were face to face. His eyes were chestnut, a light contrast to his swarthy features, and they took her in with professional interest.

“Hel—” she began, but booms replaced the music, making everyone wince. Over her shoulder, a man in a black T-shirt had walked onto the stage and was tapping a mic with his fingers, filling the room with thudding waves.

She turned back to Bomber, who said, “Excuse me,” as he pushed past her into the gathering crowd.
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