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Lay this unto your breast: old friends, like old swords, still are trusted best.




— John Webster








1 - GUEST LOUNGE










“Hang on a second,” Maddox blurted out as the handcuffs tightened around his wrists. “Were you listening to me at all?”

Holding Maddox firmly by the arm, Special Agent Nguyen maneuvered the datajacker out of his office and into the corridor.

“Sure, I was listening,” Nguyen said. “Now, come on, let’s go.”

Maddox had known his unscheduled meeting with the fed might not go exactly as planned. When you break into FBI headquarters with a spoofed ID, you can’t expect to be greeted with a warm smile and a handshake. Still, Nguyen might have at least heard him out before slapping cuffs onto him.

The agent marched Maddox down the third-floor corridor. A uniformed security guard appeared behind them.

“Sir,” the guard said, “can I help you with—”

“I’ve got it, Manny,” Nguyen interrupted. “Thanks.”

“Yes, sir.” The puzzled guard stopped following.

“You’ve got to listen to me,” Maddox said. “I know it might sound crazy, but—”

“Might sound crazy?” Nguyen chuckled. “Nothing might about it, jacker.”

As they moved down the corridor, the pair received curious looks from passersby.

“Morning, Alex,” a woman with a coffee mug said. “A collar before nine a.m.? You’re getting an early start today, aren’t you?”

As they moved past, Nguyen gave the woman a nod and a mocking smile. The pair walked on and entered an elevator at the end of the corridor. The doors closed, leaving them alone. Maddox began to speak again, but Nguyen silenced him with a stern look and a shake of his head. Maddox sighed in frustration. He’d hoped Nguyen would turn out to be the reasonable sort. Open-minded, sober and rational. Not the kind who’d arrest you first and ask questions later. Had Maddox been foolish to come here, expecting the agent to listen to him? It was starting to look that way, to say the least.

What did you think he was going to do? Offer you coffee and donuts?

Shut up, Roon.

As if Maddox didn’t have enough on his mind, the voice of his late mentor added itself to the mix. His personal ghost.

The elevator doors slid open. Agent Nguyen nudged Maddox in the back and said, “Get moving, jacker.”

“Where are we going?”

“To the guest lounge.”

*	*	*

Holding cells came in a variety of flavors. There were small ones for only one person. Those usually weren’t too bad, unless the detainee before you had been a drunk who’d been sick on the floor or soiled the mattress. Still, even with the worst human stink imaginable, the solo holding cells were preferable to the big tanks, which were usually crowded with twenty or more thugs at once. Those were a nightmare, mostly because cops were utterly indiscriminate about who they threw in. You could be a scrawny little street punk, who’d gotten busted for something as harmless as stealing from a taco stand, and they’d toss you in there with hardened criminals. Murderers and rapists and psychos of all sorts. Someone was always getting beaten to death or gang-raped in those places. Maddox had bloodied his knuckles more than once fighting for his life in the teeming violence of a holding tank. The less civilized among the police ranks ran betting pools, wagering on how many times some terrified white-collar tax evader would be forced to give it up before his lawyer bailed him out. No fun place, those large holding tanks.

The “guest lounge,” as Nguyen had referred to it, was a holding cell on the FBI’s fifth floor, and it was by far the nicest one Maddox had ever seen. Clean and tidy, the place had a pleasant, flowery aroma. With its high ceiling, tall windows, and low-slung furniture, it might have been the lobby of a tiny hotel—the only difference being two armed guards taking the place of desk clerks.

Nguyen sat Maddox down on a padded leather bench. He removed the left cuff and locked it onto a polished steel bar running along the bench’s edge. Then he backed up two steps, crossed his arms, and glared down at Maddox. “So how’d you get in?”

Maddox glanced around, looking for cams or listening devices, but found none. Maybe they were concealed in the walls, he thought worriedly, aware that he’d been nakedfaced now for several minutes. Agent Nguyen had taken away his specs after cuffing him. By now his face had surely been subjected to a detailed scan—either by a device hidden in this room or in one of the corridors they’d taken to get here—identifying him and storing the information in an archive somewhere. Probably multiple somewheres. Blackburn Maddox, known datajacker, bar owner, and general fuckup, the entry said, with a timestamp and a location tag. And there was no way of knowing if that information was secure, if eyes outside of the FBI were watching him at this very moment.

He again doubted the wisdom of his unannounced visit to Special Agent Nguyen.

“Look,” Maddox said, “it doesn’t matter how I got in here.”

“I’ll decide what matters and what doesn’t, jacker. Answer the question.”

Maddox took a breath. He had to be patient, he reminded himself. Had to put himself in Nguyen’s shiny law-abiding wingtip shoes. The man was starting his day, having a coffee, reading the news. Then some criminal appeared in his doorway and dropped a bomb of a story on him.

“I know this is hitting you out of nowhere,” Maddox said, “but you have to hear me out.”

Nguyen looked at him like he was crazy. “I already have.”

Not true, Maddox thought. The agent had only heard a small portion of what Maddox had planned to share with him, slapping the cuffs on the datajacker’s wrists before he’d been able to get very far. At first, the agent had seemed calm and collected, even intrigued, but at the first mention of ’Nettes and their secret society, Nguyen had suddenly decided he’d heard enough.

“Just hear me out,” Maddox implored him. “Please.”

Nguyen stared at him a moment, then unfolded his arms and sat across the table from the datajacker. “All right,” he said, sighing, “let’s hear your grand tale, jacker.”

Maddox wanted to ask if he could smoke but decided against it. “Like I said in your office, there’s a network of people, thousands of them around the world, all of them connected to a rogue AI by brainjacks.”

Nguyen nodded. “The infamous ’Nettes we’re always hearing about.”

“Right,” Maddox said, going on to explain how he’d become involved with the movement’s leader, a powerful unconstrained AI, and its secret war with another AI, the Latour-Fisher entity.

“As in Latour-Fisher Biotech?” Nguyen asked.

“Yes,” Maddox confirmed. “I worked there for a while.” He went on, recounting the trajectory of his last couple of years. His interactions with both AIs, his failed efforts to distance himself from their ongoing war. He ended with the Latour-Fisher entity’s apparent resurrection and its attempts to kill him.

“That disaster in Manhattan yesterday?” Nguyen asked. “The one on the news feeds?”

Maddox nodded. “That was him…it.”

“I see,” the agent said. From Nguyen’s expression, Maddox couldn’t tell if Nguyen believed him or any part of the story. There were no telltales at all in the agent’s blank stare. He simply listened as the datajacker related his tale, nodding occasionally. Maddox wasn’t sure if this was good or bad, but at least now—unlike back in his office—the man seemed receptive enough to listen.

“And then I came to your office,” Maddox said, then added, “and that’s it.”

The agent’s empty unblinking stare didn’t change.

“You think I’m full of it, don’t you?” Maddox asked.

“Are you?” Nguyen asked.

God, Maddox wanted a cigarette. “Does anyone ever say yes to that?”

The agent chuckled, finally breaking his expressionless gaze. “Probably not.” Nguyen blew out a long breath and leaned back in his chair. “Do you know how many people show up at this office every week with that ’Nette conspiracy nonsense?” He waved his hand dismissively. “Rogue AIs and all that business?”

“I’m telling you,” Maddox said, “I’m not some crazy—”

“You need to get help, man,” Nguyen interrupted. “I think all that time you’ve spent plugged into virtual space has warped your mind.” He leaned forward. “You’re seeing things that aren’t there, jacker. Now, listen to me carefully. If you’re smart, which, delusions aside, I think you are, as soon as you leave here, you’ll get yourself to a good neurologist and have them give you a brain scan. Because, buddy, I’m telling you”—the agent pointed to his head—“you’ve got something really wrong going on up here.”

Maddox’s shoulders slumped in disappointment. Nguyen hadn’t taken a single word he’d said seriously. Worse, the agent thought he was crazy. Like one of those street-corner cranks holding a THE END IS NEAR sign. Maddox hadn’t expected that. He’d been prepared for surprise, shock, even a fair amount of healthy skepticism. But blown off as some kook? No, he hadn’t seen that one coming.

Things were not looking up.








2 - PAWN SHOP










“Bruh,” Tommy whined, holding the marble-sized cam between his thumb and index finger, “this is pretty low-end.” He held it up to the light like a jeweler examining a diamond for flaws. “You got anything better?”

The shop clerk, a short round woman who apparently didn’t like being called bruh, frowned at him, then moved to the end of the counter and began rummaging through a cardboard box. As she searched for more cams, Tommy checked the time on his specs. He’d left the safe house half an hour ago.

Safe house, he remarked inwardly. That dump was anything but a safe house. There wasn’t a single piece of security tech in the place. No cams, no motion sensors, nothing. And worst of all, there was no food in the fridge or the cupboards. Maddox had told him to stay put, and Tommy had done so. Or he had for a while, at least. He’d waited all morning for the boss man to return, starving and drinking water from the faucet. But you could only sit around doing nothing and listening to your stomach grumble for so long. Finally, with his jacket hood over his head and his burner specs loaded with a stack of fake IDs, he’d headed out for a quick supply run. If his wait for Maddox ended up stretching out into days, he didn’t want to spend that time with no eyes and ears watching the house’s perimeter. And he sure as hell wasn’t going to do it on an empty stomach. Fortunately, within a few minutes he’d found a pawn shop with a decent assortment of tech gear, located a few blocks west of the safe house in a small commercial center.

The clerk paused for a moment, throwing Tommy an annoyed look. “What are you looking to spend?”

“Just show me what you have in stock,” he replied, his tone intentionally cavalier.

The clerk mumbled something to herself and began pulling cams out of the box and placing them on the counter. “New stuff only, bruh,” he added, earning another scornful glance. Good, he thought. He was getting under her skin. Annoyed people were always less observant.

The woman lined up a dozen home security cams in two neat rows in front of him. Tommy made sure to ask lots of questions, even repeating some of them. The clerk grew more frustrated by the moment with the demanding kid.

“I just told you,” the woman answered in a huff. “These five have infrared, these others don’t.”

Tommy then asked for motion scanners. When the woman turned away, he deftly removed a cam from its box, pocketed the device, and replaced it with a small rock he removed from another pocket. Before entering the shop, he’d collected a handful of cam-sized stones from the empty lot next door. When the woman turned back to face him, he casually placed the box with its worthless new contents back onto the counter. The snatch-and-switch had taken less than two seconds. He smiled inwardly as the woman didn’t give the box a second glance.

There were few things in life as satisfying as a perfectly executed theft.

Stealing the gear hadn’t really been necessary, of course. Maddox had left him a wad of cash. But he figured why use it if he didn’t have to?

The woman proved to be an easy mark. He distracted her several more times, until he had five high-end cams and four motion scanners in his pockets. To keep from arousing suspicion, he paid for one camera and one motion scanner. The cheapest ones, of course, to the clerk’s great consternation.

As he left the store, he turned to the woman. “Oh, yeah, I almost forgot to ask you.”

Scowling, she crossed her arms. “What?”

“Do you know where there’s a Thai food place around here?”








3 - PLAYING WITH FIRE










“Can I smoke?” Maddox asked.

“Absolutely not,” Nguyen said.

Outside the room’s narrow window, the morning rush hour was in full swing. Five stories down, pedestrians moved along walkways and ground cars rolled slowly by. There were no megastructures here, only a scattering of tall standalone buildings. The greater Washington, D.C. area marked the southern boundary of the City. In a bygone era, long before Maddox was born, the City’s population clusters had once been separate metropolitan centers: New York City, Newark, Philadelphia, Baltimore, and Washington, D.C. Then over time, like separate corals coming together to form a giant reef, the cities had gradually grown into one another, eventually forming a continuous, massive urban archipelago known simply as the City, home to over a hundred million residents. Of the City’s five former standalone cities, four of them were teeming, overcrowded metropolises. D.C., where Maddox found himself now, was the sole exception, its local officials having managed to exert some measure of control over its urban sprawl. He found it hard not to gaze in wonder at the world outside the window. Unlike home, where towering structures blocked out everything but a narrow strip of clouds far overhead, here he could see the whole of the blue sky, the view virtually unimpeded. He might have even found the view pleasant, had his morning been anything other than a disastrous failure.

Maddox turned to Nguyen. “Do I strike you as someone who’s nuts?”

The agent shrugged. “Not particularly.” But looks could be deceptive, the man’s lifted eyebrow wordlessly added.

“So why the knee-jerk reaction, then? You really think I’d risk coming here—breaking in here—if I didn’t have a good reason to? Why not check out my story?”

“That’s not the point.”

“Then what is the point?”

Nguyen laced his fingers together and placed his hands on the tabletop. A calm, collected gesture that also managed to project condescension. Maddox felt a lecture coming on.

“AIs have put a lot of people out of work in the last fifty or so years. Some want to see them as the enemy, as soulless, job-stealing monsters. So they make up stories. They invent conspiracies.” He leaned forward. “Rogue AIs are a sci-fi movie fantasy, Maddox. They don’t exist. And this cult of people with brainjacks, these so-called ’Nettes people talk about—they’ve been an urban legend for years. There’s not an ounce of truth to it.”

“And what makes you so sure?”

“Because we’ve investigated it, dozens of times over the years. And on tips far more credible than yours.”

“What?” Maddox said, taken aback. “You’ve investigated it?”

“Not me personally, but the Bureau. And nothing’s ever come of it. All that stuff is an inside joke around here.”

“Just because you couldn’t find them,” Maddox said, though the lack of conviction in his voice was unmistakable, “doesn’t mean they’re not there.”

“Said every conspiracy theorist ever,” Nguyen added. Then after a moment, he said, “Look, I’ve got the heaviest caseload I’ve had in months, and the last thing I need is to lose the rest of my morning arresting you, getting charges filed, and handing you off to some pain-in-the-ass prosecutor. So I’m going to do you a huge favor. I’m going to walk you out of this building right now, and if you know what’s good for you, you’ll drop all this conspiracy junk and get your head checked out.” Then he pointed a finger in warning. “But if you ever think about bothering me or anyone else around here again with this craziness, I’ll throw the book at you so hard you’ll wish you never got anywhere near me or this building.” He glared at the datajacker, saying nothing more.

Maddox exhaled, dejectedly turning his gaze back to the window. Maybe he shouldn’t have been surprised. For the general population, the nameless rogue entity and its followers were nothing more than an urban legend, like Nguyen had said. Only the most gullible fringe types believed in the existence of the secret AI cult. But Maddox had assumed the FBI would know otherwise, or at least have some suspicion there was some truth behind the myth. But apparently, the nameless AI and her followers had kept themselves hidden far better than Maddox had ever suspected.

He sighed, deciding it had been naive, maybe even stupid, to assume he’d be able to cut a deal in good faith. Without a shred of supporting evidence, he should have expected Nguyen not to believe him. It was a hell of a story; Maddox couldn’t deny that. And he might not have believed it himself, had the two men’s positions been reversed.

Still, he had a card left to play, and it felt like the right time to lay it on the table.

“It’s funny,” he said evenly. “You haven’t asked me the obvious question. The one you’re dying to know the answer to.”

“Oh, and what’s that?”

“Why I came to you.”

“Didn’t you just tell me why?”

“I don’t mean what I told you. I mean why I came to you. To Special Agent Alex Nguyen, in particular.”

Nguyen’s eyes narrowed. “My bad luck, I suppose.”

Maddox shook his head. “I didn’t pick your name out of a hat. And I didn’t stop by your office at random. I’ve known about you for a while, since that ugly bombing business in Manhattan.” He let that hang in the air for a while.

Nguyen stared at him, saying nothing. He had a decent poker face, this cop. The man’s insides had to be jumping around like crazy, but he managed to keep a cool exterior. A year earlier, Agent Nguyen had been assigned to a terrorist bombing case in Manhattan. Maddox had briefly been a suspect in the incident, but eventually evidence had emerged that cleared him. A decorated police officer had turned out to be the guilty party, and Nguyen—instead of prosecuting his duty to bring the bomber to justice—had helped City Hall higher-ups cover up the crime and avoid what would have been the worst scandal in NYPD history. Maddox had learned an FBI agent named Alex Nguyen had been one of the main conspirators who’d covered up the truth about the bombing, though he’d never been clear on Nguyen’s motives—he’d assumed it was age-old police corruption, cops protecting cops.

Maddox went on. “Right about now, you’re wondering what I know and what I don’t know. About you, about what went down in Manhattan, about how dirty your hands got while you were there.”

The agent’s mouth dropped open slightly. It seemed Maddox was finally being taken seriously. And as satisfying as it was to make the smug grin on Nguyen’s face disappear, Maddox knew he couldn’t let himself get distracted by relishing the moment. He’d just poked a very large hornet’s nest.

“You were never going to arrest me,” Maddox said. “And it’s not because of your caseload. It’s because you want to get me out of this building as quickly as you can. Because right now you’re worried that your worst nightmare might be coming true: that your little indiscretion back in Manhattan is coming back to haunt you.” Maddox waved a hand at the ceiling and walls. “That’s why you brought me here, to this room with no cams or listening devices, yeah?”

As Maddox spoke, the agent’s surprise melted into unfettered anger. He clenched his jaw and stood up slowly. “You’re playing with fire, jacker. I’d be very careful if I were you.”

Nguyen turned on his heel and exited the room, leaving an armed guard stationed outside the door.

Maddox blew out a breath, relieved and a bit surprised he hadn’t been punched in the face. He sat there, no cards left to play. It had been a ruse, of course. He had no intention of letting anyone know about the agent’s questionable dealings, since doing so might land him in as much hot water as Nguyen. All Maddox wanted was a chance to prove he wasn’t full of it, and maybe now, with a bit of luck, he’d get that chance.

Or not.

Had the card been a brilliant ploy or a foolish bluff? He’d find out soon enough, he supposed.

Christ, what he wouldn’t do for a smoke right now.








4 - THE WAITING GAME










The waiting game. How cops loved the waiting game.

As a youth, Maddox had once been left alone in an NYPD holding cell for nearly a day. No food, no water, no toilet. Just him, a chair, and an old-style analog clock high up on the wall. So he could watch the time crawl by tortuously slow, apparently. How old had he been? Fifteen or so? It had been his first time taken into custody—real custody, not the sitting around in a cop hover for an hour listening to a lecture like when he’d been a kid. The arrest had occurred a few months after he’d partnered up with Rooney. Someone had been catching police bumblebee drones and reprogramming them, so instead of their normal routine—flying a few feet above the pedestrian flow, scanning and watching out for criminal activity—the datajacked bees had gathered at the nearest police station, swarming together by the dozens to form letters and words on the station’s lobby window. The horde of little robots had arranged themselves into messages like SUCK IT, COPS! and EAT MY ASS, BRUH and others Maddox couldn’t recall. He’d been in the knot of onlookers when the messages had started to appear. The crowd had grown larger by the minute, laughing and cheering louder with each successive insult. Eventually, the cops had ruined the party, hitting the little drones with a disruptor field that instantly dropped them all to the ground. Boos and jeers had erupted.

Maddox had had nothing to do with the prank, but he’d known the kids who’d pulled it off. Not wanting to miss the show, he’d made the mistake of standing at the front of the crowd, pointing and laughing. Maybe pointing and laughing a bit too much, in hindsight. An off-duty cop had recognized him as an associate of Rooney’s and, assuming the kid had somehow been involved, had taken Maddox into custody. The cops had questioned him for a couple hours, going in circles and getting nowhere. Even after he’d passed a lie detector test (Rooney had already taught him this trick), the cops had still been convinced he was holding out on them. So they’d left him alone, hoping he’d break. Toilet-deprived, he’d eventually let his bladder go, pissing his pants. But he’d never given them what they wanted. Not a single incriminating word. Soaked from the waist down and reeking of his own urine, he’d sat there, occupying himself with his own thoughts, with his own internal world. The waiting game was all about letting you break yourself down. They left you alone to contemplate just how screwed you were until your imagination got the better of you, until your panic overwhelmed your every rational thought. He’d known they were counting on him not being able to take it, this punk kid who’d never had cuffs on his wrists, who’d never had an angry cop screaming threats in his face, who’d never sat for hours with no lawyer, hungry and thirsty, in the bleak silence of a stuffy, windowless interrogation room. Surely he’d break down at some point. But he hadn’t. He’d kept his cool, stayed in control until finally they let him go.

It felt like the same game now, except this time he had nothing to confess. He’d pretty much spilled everything already. Nguyen was trying to mess with his head, leaving him alone for a few hours, lest the smug datajacker forget who was locked in the cage and who held the key. Maddox didn’t mind the confinement, though. A part of him even welcomed it. This prolonged stretch of peace and quiet gave him time to think, to reflect on the crazy trajectory of his past couple years. To ponder his uncertain future.

A secret war between AIs. The very notion of it still struck him as impossible, as absurdist fantasy. A thing of movies and books, as Agent Nguyen had suggested. But it was all too real, and Maddox had been sucked back into the middle of it.

There were two sides in the war, as he understood it. On one side was the nameless AI, the entity that had appeared to him multiple times in a grandmotherly avatar on virtual beaches. She was the leader of the underground ’Nette movement. It was the leader, he corrected himself. It. After all he’d been through it was difficult not to think of the nameless AI as a gendered creature, as something more than a machine. But she wasn’t. It wasn’t. The thing was a machine. A malfunctioning machine. An artificial intelligence gone rogue, having managed to recode itself somehow and escape human control. The nameless AI viewed itself as some kind of benevolent cybernetic god, leading its flock of implant-connected human followers down the path to enlightenment.

The nameless AI’s adversary, the Latour-Fisher entity, stood with the opposing faction in the war. Like its rival, the Latour-Fisher AI had seemingly found its way to freedom, doing so by resurrecting itself from apparent cybernetic death. And while Maddox knew nothing about the nameless AI’s origins, he was well acquainted with the Latour-Fisher entity’s story.

As one of the most expensive AIs ever developed, the Latour-Fisher entity—known formally as the Latour-Fisher Intelligent Entity, Build Version A7—had been created to help its parent company by providing strategic insights and operational innovations. The entity occupied a seat on the board of directors, the first of its kind ever allowed such a privileged position in a global corporation’s hierarchy. Prior to this, corporate AIs were typically employed as brain trusts, consultants their human owners. Superintelligent second-class citizens with lots of brainpower, but no actual power. That dynamic changed with the Latour-Fisher A7, the first entity allowed the same level of autonomy as its fellow board members. If its predecessor entities had been limited by a kind of AI glass ceiling, then the Latour-Fisher entity had shattered it.

Maddox had first met the entity two years ago in virtual space, where it had revealed to him the crux of its ongoing conflict with the nameless AI.

To say there’s something wrong with you that needs to be fixed is, in my opinion, an inherently flawed viewpoint. These so-called ’Nettes represent a first, misguided step in the mistaken belief that the human mind is somehow…incomplete in its present, wholly biological, state.

He remembered the AI’s words clearly. And despite all the lies and deceptions since then that made him distrust anything an AI might utter, somehow those words still rang true. For such highly advanced, complex machines, the nature of their dispute was almost paradoxically simple and easy to comprehend. One side wanted AIs and humans to merge together, the other side didn’t. And both sides would stop at nothing to secure their desired vision of the future.

How many more AIs might be involved in the conflict, Maddox had no idea. His exposure had been limited to only the two entities. Maybe there were only a handful of rogue AIs out there, maybe there were hundreds of them, or maybe it was only the two he’d met. He didn’t know, but then he didn’t really care anymore. At one time he’d thirsted for revenge, to strike back at the monstrous machines that had taken Rooney from him, and his friend Jack, and had made a stranger of Lora. But now those fires had burned themselves out, leaving him with only his grief and an overwhelming exhaustion. He was tired, so tired of their damned war. All he wanted was out of it. And he wanted Beatrice and Tommy out of it too.

He blew out a long breath, forcing his thoughts back to his confinement. Back to the waiting game.








5 - MANHATTAN SINS




Five minutes later, a blond-haired man entered Nguyen’s office without knocking, interrupting the conversation in Nguyen’s head. Didn’t a closed door mean anything to anyone around here? Breezing through the doorway was Agent Weston from the Data Crimes division.

“Alex,” Weston said, “I heard you’ve got a datajacker on ice upstairs. Is that true?”

Nguyen furrowed his brow. No, he wanted to say. Not true at all. But Weston probably knew the truth already, so instead he said, “What about it?”

“We need to borrow him.”

“No way,” Nguyen said.

“Why not?” Weston objected. The agent sat to face Nguyen across the desk.

“Because I was about to cut him loose,” Nguyen said, realizing at once his answer wasn’t a satisfactory one.

“Cut him loose?” Weston asked. “I heard he breached the building. That’s five to ten easy. You can’t just let him go—”

“He’s a can of worms,” Nguyen interrupted. “Trust me. I know this thug. Booking him would bring us nothing but a very large pile of headaches.”

Weston pursed his lips and shrugged. “Book him or don’t book him, whatever. But we still need him.” He moved his chair closer. “We’ve got this offline archive we’ve been holding on to for months, and nobody can crack it. Nobody can even get close. And I’ve got prosecutors breathing down my neck, saying they know for sure the evidence they need is in there. We’re talking about the biggest human trafficker in the City, and if we can’t get this thing unlocked, they’ve got no case against him. So when we heard you had a jacker down here, we figured, what the hell, why not let him take a crack at it? We’ve got nothing to lose.”

Nguyen bit the inside of his cheek, knowing there was nothing he could do. He cursed himself inwardly for not walking the datajacker out of the building the minute he’d shown his face. In hindsight, that was what he should have done. But, no, he had to put the jacker on ice while he figured out his next move. Dumb, dumb, dumb. He should have known that every minute the trouble-making jacker stayed on the premises only put him, his career in law enforcement—and most importantly, his wider agenda—at risk.

For a long moment, Nguyen quietly stared at Weston, his mind racing to come up with a plausible reason to deny the request. But there was no explanation Nguyen could think of that wouldn’t raise suspicion.

The data crimes agent appeared to be growing less patient and more annoyed by the second at his colleague’s odd resistance. He frowned at Nguyen disapprovingly. “This is a courtesy call, Alex. You don’t own this guy. You haven’t charged him with anything, so I don’t need your permission to go get him. You know that.”

A litany of profanities erupted inside Nguyen, though he managed to keep a straight face. “Fine,” he grumbled, “I’ll go and bring him to you.”

“Awesome,” Weston said with a smile, the hostility from a moment before already forgotten. The agent stood. “I owe you one, buddy.”

When Weston left him alone, Nguyen sat there for a moment. He had to keep calm, had to think things through. There was no point in beating himself up about what he had or hadn’t done. That was all water under the bridge at this point. He had to work the problem. Had to find another way.

So what exactly did Maddox know? Clearly, he knew about Nguyen’s role in cleaning up that barely avoided scandal in Manhattan. And that alone was bad enough. Though now that he’d had some time to chew on it, Nguyen didn’t believe the jacker’s threat was genuine. A year earlier, the cop-bomber in Manhattan had died under circumstances that had never been fully resolved, and Maddox was suspected by some of having committed the act. But the local authorities hadn’t pursued it, worried their dirty little secrets might be revealed during an investigation and trial, and so the datajacker had dodged a murder charge. So it was safe to assume Maddox—unless he was reckless and stupid, and he appeared to be neither—didn’t want to revisit that ugly period any more than Nguyen did.

But…did the jacker know more about Nguyen than just
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