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        To Pete and Michelle:

        I try to keep an open mind

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        O Conspiracy,

        Sham'st thou to show thy dang'rous brow by night,

        When evils are most free?

      

      

      
        
        William Shakespeare, Julius Cæsar

        

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
      
        
          I. Old World Order

        

        
          
            1. Hotline

          

          
            2. Sewers

          

          
            3. Rendered

          

          
            4. Pandora’s Box

          

          
            5. The Brig

          

          
            6. Ambush

          

          
            7. Enhanced Interrogation

          

          
            8. Miller

          

          
            9. Hacker Army

          

          
            10. Cohen

          

          
            11. Tooth Fairy

          

          
            12. Commando Raid

          

          
            13. The Underworld

          

          
            14. Enlisting

          

          
            15. Star Chamber

          

          
            16. Coming War

          

          
            17. Alien Hieroglyphics

          

          
            18. Tactical Strike

          

          
            19. Gangrene

          

        

        
          II. Civil War

        

        
          
            20. Bugging Out

          

          
            21. Thunder

          

          
            22. Greeting Party

          

          
            23. Angels and Panthers

          

          
            24. Digging Graves

          

          
            25. Screams

          

          
            26. Battle Front

          

          
            27. Whiskey

          

          
            28. Blood and Ash

          

          
            29. Madman’s Primer

          

          
            30. Outsourcing

          

          
            31. Lion’s Claw

          

          
            32. John Nash

          

          
            33. Asimov’s Mule

          

          
            34. Grenades

          

          
            35. Kansas City

          

          
            36. Convergence at Oosterbeek

          

          
            37. Hacker Underground

          

          
            38. Rockstar

          

          
            39. No FEDS Allowed

          

          
            40. Hail Mary

          

          
            41. Multiple Maxima

          

          
            42. De-Frag

          

          
            43. Electromagnetic Pulse

          

          
            44. Worm-Girl Comes Calling

          

          
            45. Bosworth Homestead

          

          
            46. Blackbird

          

          
            47. Surgical Intervention

          

        

        
          III. Prometheus Bound

        

        
          
            48. Infrared

          

          
            49. Shotguns

          

          
            50. Hard Landing

          

          
            51. Coach Force One

          

          
            52. Always See the Body

          

          
            53. Pit Stop

          

          
            54. On the Scent

          

          
            55. Warthog

          

          
            56. Hotel de Bilderberg

          

          
            57. Escort to the Mountains

          

          
            58. Storming the Fortress

          

          
            59. Decapitation Strike

          

          
            60. Charlie Foxtrot

          

          
            61. L-Pill

          

          
            62. Hazard Bonus

          

          
            63. Zero

          

          
            64. HALO

          

          
            65. Terminal Velocity

          

          
            66. Roknegy

          

          
            67. Iron Oxide

          

          
            68. Kingfish

          

          
            69. Going Underground

          

          
            70. Gods Another Day

          

        

      

      
        
          Ending Quotes

        

        
          Get Book 5: ANDROCIDE

        

        
          INTEL 1 SERIES

        

        
          SCIFI Trilogy

        

        
          About the Author

        

        
          Back Cover

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Part I

          

          
            Old World Order

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        “Behind the ostensible government sits enthroned an invisible government owing no allegiance and acknowledging no responsibility to the people.”

        Theodore Roosevelt

      

        

      

      
        
          [image: Flaming ring around US currency pyramid image]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            Hotline

          

        

      

    

    
      “Will there be anything else, Elaine?”

      Tipping her bifocals down, President York looked up from the mass of papers on her desk in the Oval Office. Before her stood a lanky man in a formal business suit, white hair and blue eyes staring back.

      “No, George,” she said, rubbing her eyes. “A crazy week. I’m sorry about the Senate vote. It’s a slap in the face to me that they held it up as long as they did. In the end it wasn’t even close. You deserved better.”

      George Tooze nodded. “Homeland Security is a macho position. They don’t want some academic heading it. But it’s done. Onward.”

      “Onward indeed, George,” she said, gesturing to her desk.

      Tooze motioned to leave but caught himself, turning back to the president.

      “It was something today, Elaine. I remember when Obama was sworn in. First African-American president. Now this. No one will forget your speech. It will be in the history books.”

      “We’ve come a long way, baby. But if I hadn’t been in boots and fatigues? Wouldn’t have scratched that glass ceiling. So much fear out there. They don’t care if you’ve got a law degree from Harvard, served in the Senate ten years, hell, even that your daddy was in that chamber. People need Daddy in the White House. Richard was a genius to use my military photos so much in the campaign. I think I ran mostly as a soldier!”

      “You have a large base. A strong one. And we’ll use that, don’t you worry. We just had to convince enough fence sitters. And we did. Congratulations, Ms. President. You’ve earned it.”

      He smiled and closed the door behind him as he left. York watched him exit the White House and step toward a black town car idling in the driveway. It was good to have such loyal supporters early on. If you didn’t, when things got rough, you were in trouble. And Elaine York didn’t fool herself—in this business, sooner or later, things always got rough.

      A large phone at the far end of the desk vibrated.

      “You’re kidding me.”

      York stared dumbfounded. The device was a military-grade smartphone, a one-of-a-kind custom gadget with cutting-edge voice and data encryption, designed specifically for one job: to serve as the President’s communication device of convenience for hotline calls.

      Hotline calls.

      More than twenty bilateral hotlines existed between the United States and other nations. The famous Russian hotline was complimented with many spanning allies in Europe to frenemies in Asia and the Middle East. The phone was not supposed to buzz except when the White House Communications Agency had received and was routing a call from one of these nations’ leaders. York felt the weight of her office descend like a mountain on her shoulders.

      She grabbed the device and keyed in her unique code. “President Elaine York on Direct Link.”

      Static only. York engaged several additional security clearance codes. Nothing. Her heart began to pound. They checked this line every hour of every day! How could it be malfunctioning?

      A pop of static startled her. A man’s voice spoke.

      “President York. It is so good to finally be able to speak with you.”

      York felt cold. She had run simulations with the hotline communication system. Procedures were followed, protocols in place. She should be speaking with White House Communications. She should be briefed and transferred to the incoming hotline call. What the hell was happening?

      “Please don’t be alarmed.”

      “Who is this? You aren’t WHCA.”

      “No, we are not. We are not a formal part of the US government. Or any government.”

      York stared slack-jawed for a moment. “How the hell did you get this number? Who are you?”

      “The answers to both questions are intertwined. You need to discover those answers before your presidency continues much further.”

      “Look, I don’t know what this—”

      “There is someone waiting for you underground. At the new Cogcon Line. I think that he will peak your curiosity.”

      “How do you know—”

      “We know and we have access. Which should tell you all you need to know.”

      York blinked. “You have access to the train line?”

      “Rest assured, Ms. York, your gleaming new railway is still a secret, known only to the proper governmental agencies. And our group.”

      “Who are you?”

      “It is best we explain in a different setting.”

      “Why should I trust this? You could be luring me into a trap. I’m going to call—”

      “Friendly fire, Ms. President!”

      Her face paled. Elaine York stared forward wildly and swallowed. “What did you say?”

      “Battle of Khafji. Terrible accident. Was it eleven servicemen died? You were assigned to that unit, weren’t you?”

      “In a non-combat role. Everyone knows that! Women weren’t allowed to serve in combat roles then.”

      “But we both know the truth, don’t we, Ms. York? Your actions were noble, truly. But of course it’s not me you would have to convince. You and several other soldiers resisted some men in uniform who were out of control. The ensuing firefight was a tragedy.” He paused. “And easily misconstrued. It would be terrible for your presidency if certain information were released to the public.”

      She squeezed her fingertips to her temple. This wasn’t happening!

      “The Cogcon line, Ms. President. Try at least that far. Someone will be waiting for you.”

      The connection closed.

      In a near panic, York opened the trap door underneath her desk and descended into the Horsepower command post. It was empty. She searched for the Secret Service staff who manned the post, but found no one. Monitors around her displayed camera footage from inside and outside the building. Communications equipment crackled and blinked. A filled coffee pot steamed beside several unopened sandwiches.

      “What the hell?”

      Continuing was insane. This was an attack on the Presidency. Only an idiot would follow the directions from that cipher on the hotline.

      Friendly fire.

      She couldn’t escape it. It would ruin her, strip her presidency of all moral authority and hand her opponents the perfect weapon to discredit her. Whoever had been on the other end of the line, they had terrible knowledge—dangerous knowledge, and the power that came with it. She had nowhere to go but forward, into the trap they had set for her.

      She made her way through several of the hidden passageways leading to the classified rail line. Outside the deepest military and governmental circles, the new train was only a distorted rumor. The line served to secrete the president and staff deep underground, away from the White House in the event of a national catastrophe. As she opened the final doorway with a retinal scan, she saw the gleaming metallic surface of the presidential car in front of her, the hum of the electric motor purring softly.

      A tall black man in a sweater looked down at her solemnly.

      “Hello, Elaine,” came his deep voice.

      York stared up at the former community organizer, his hair completely grayed, his shoulders stooped and his gait limping. He looked old. He looked defeated. He looked mournful.

      “Barack?”
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      “Those were soldiers!” said Houston. “We need to go back!”

      The three stood in a stairwell, two flights down from Intel 1. The hacker Fawkes had just been killed in the office of John Savas—his head blown open from a sniper shot through the window. Sara Houston and Francisco Lopez had fled along with the remaining FBI agents, only to have Angel Lightfoote pull them to the side and toward a glowing EXIT sign.

      “Trust me!” she had whispered without further explanation.

      For reasons Houston would never fully understand, she had. In a split second decision, she had followed the bald woman into the stairwell, Lopez behind them. They glimpsed at the last moment a group of soldiers pour from the elevators with weapons drawn.

      Browning in hand, Houston began to climb the stairs. The muscled arm of Lightfoote held her back.

      “We can’t!” she said. “There isn’t time! They’ll be looking for us. They’ll know soon we’re not with them.”

      Houston nodded. “We’re wanted fugitives, I get it. But they’ve risked everything with us. I’m not going to abandon them now.”

      Lightfoote shook her head. “Not for you. For me!” She removed a thumb drive from her pocket and brandished it at Houston. “Fawkes’s email and attachment. They want this! We can’t let them have it. Not until we know what it is.” Houston’s pause was all the assent Lightfoote required. “Now, let’s move!”

      The FBI agent bounded down the stairs like a spider. Houston glared at Lopez who shrugged, and they followed after her, both struggling to keep up.

      “Subbasement?” rasped Houston, glancing at the signs over the doorways.

      Lightfoote landed heavily from a jump. “Yes.”

      A door was ajar, the stairway ending in a dank and musty corner. The smell of rotten eggs assaulted them. Lopez grabbed Lightfoote with his good arm, the sling on the other soaked in sweat.

      “Where are we going?”

      Houston scowled at the dimly lit passageway in front of them. “The goddam sewers. That’s where.”

      Lightfoote nodded. “These huge buildings produce a lot of shit. There’s got to be a connection to New York’s underground rivers. If we can get access, we can follow it to some of the manhole connections—maybe find one they haven’t welded shut. Come up on street level somewhere a little downstream.” She turned on the flashlight app of her smartphone. “There has to be an access door down here somewhere.”

      There was. After several tense minutes of searching around pumps and other machinery, they found an iron hatch opening to the main sewer line. It required all the strength Lopez had left to pry it open, but soon they scrambled into the dark bowels of the city. A knee-high river of waste greeted them.

      “Glad we skipped lunch,” said Lopez, holding his hand to his mouth.

      Houston stopped Lightfoote with her hand.

      “Okay, before we go any further, hacker girl, what the hell is going on? Who were those soldiers? What do you know?”

      Lightfoote cocked her head to the side. “I don’t know. I feel it. Fawkes opened up Pandora’s Box, Sara. Bad things came out. The soldiers came out. They’re part of it. We have to see what’s in this file. That’s what they want. That’s why he was killed.”

      “But you don’t even know what’s in that file!”

      “Fawkes was a crazy bastard. That’s what I know. But we had a kind of sick relationship.” Lightfoote stared down into the darkness of the tunnel. “Whatever’s in this, it was everything to him. It’s why he did it all, brought the fucking world to its knees. He was trying to kill something. Something in this file.”

      “This Bilderberg?”

      “Maybe,” said Lightfoote.

      Lopez shook his head. “And you think he’s right? You think his death and those soldiers are somehow related to this?”

      “Yes,” she said. “Let’s just give ourselves the chance to find out, get a look at this, okay? Before they whisk us off to some dungeon somewhere.”

      Houston stared into the green eyes before her. “Some dungeon? So that’s what’s going to happen to them? We left them to that?”

      “I don’t know for sure.”

      “But you feel it.” Lopez crossed himself. “God be with them. I know what the monsters do in those dungeons. I’ve seen the product up close.” He passed his finger over the stigmata on his forehead.

      “All right,” said Houston. “Let’s get out of here. Get back to the apartment in Harlem. We’ve got computers. Internet access—to whatever’s left of it. We’ll see what we can find out there. And we better find something. Or we abandoned them for nothing.”

      [image: ]

      An old Chinese couple crossing the street jumped backward and scampered away as a manhole cover rocketed into the air and landed several feet away from the dark hole. The iron disk wobbled like a giant coin to a ringing stop.

      A bald woman in combat fatigues leapt out of the manhole, landing heavily on her feet. She drew a pistol and scanned around her, body in a tense crouch. Two others followed: a second woman covered in black, giving a hand to a large man in a flowing coat nursing his left shoulder.

      Chinatown was empty, the old couple having thought better of continuing their walk. Shops around them were boarded up, many looted, debris and trash littering the roads and sidewalks. As the sun began to dip below the ridge of buildings in lower Manhattan, the three of them raced out of the road and into the alleyways, disappearing like silent shadows into the falling night.
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      The nightmare began as soon as they exited the FBI Jarvits building. Savas glimpsed several black vans and military issue trucks parked outside, armed men lining the perimeter. Soldiers marched them in file to the convoy like prisoners of war, hostile eyes tracking their movements, weapons in plain sight and at the ready.

      As they approached the vans they were separated, each directed to a different vehicle. Savas had only an instant to stare into Cohen’s eyes before the men jerked fabric over his head, leaving him in claustrophobic darkness. They cuffed his arms behind him, then roughly shoved him forward. He stumbled into the vehicle, smashing his forehead. A foot thrust him tightly into the corner and knocked the wind out of him.

      “Shut up and don’t move, and I won’t have to use this.”

      Savas could hear the static crackle of a Taser inches from his face.

      Several heavy bodies dropped into seats around him before the door slammed shut. The engine turned over and the vehicle lurched forward into the streets of New York.

      With no visual input his brain had nothing to offset the choppy movements of the drive. Growing nausea churned his stomach into a painful knot. He tried visualizing images with the movements, always a step behind, the effort hardly compensating. God help me from getting sick in this bag.

      He tried to guess their direction, the streets taken, hoping to learn where these men were taking them. But he failed. Within minutes, the vehicle’s jerky maneuvers had scrambled his sense of direction.

      He guessed it had been half an hour when the van stopped abruptly, throwing his face into the chair in front of him. The impact gave him a black eye, and he tasted copper from a busted lip. Unable to wipe his face, the blood dripped through the hood.

      “He’s a bleeder!” cried a man standing over him.

      Laughter erupted. Arms hoisted him roughly to his feet and flung him out of the van. He forced himself not to gasp as his shoulder smacked the concrete. Pulling up slowly, he spit blood. Focus, John. He tried to slow his heart rate. He breathed deeply.

      The sea.

      The thick taste of brine and marine life penetrated the hood. The gull cries and sounds of waves told him all he needed to know. He’d been taken to a port, likely in lower Manhattan given the travel time. Boots rang on thin metal as a massive object thudded gently into the space before him.

      A boat.

      His other senses were primed, hearing and touch sharpened. He sensed the vessel and its weight rocking on the waves, knocking against the dock.

      They’re taking me out to sea.

      [image: ]

      They stowed him roughly below deck, his wrists chained to the wall, the pitch of the boat sending another wave of nausea through him. They still hadn’t removed the hood, the fabric now glued to his face from clotted blood. He didn’t dare show any weakness or ask for aid. Whoever these men worked for, they had been instructed to treat him like the worst terrorist suspect. The implications sent a chill through him as he thought about Cohen and Miller, and what fate awaited them all.

      At least he knew they would be together. The three had been split up, either for security or psychological warfare. Perhaps both. But their captors weren’t careful enough. He’d heard the high-pitched sounds of a woman’s voice—Rebecca’s voice—as she cried out, an impact sounding from her hitting the deck heavily. She’s on board. But he couldn’t let himself dwell on what had happened to her. He had to focus, keep his wits about him, and discover all he could that might aid in an escape.

      But he wasn’t fooling himself. He’d known too many rendered terrorists, read too many reports, and could appraise professionally their situation. Statistically, escape was all but impossible. Only a handful had been recorded. As he fought off the bile climbing in his throat, he forced himself to face the truth—any attempts to escape, should they ever present themselves, would almost certainly end in failure. Probably in death.

      We’ll have to work with them. A recipe for Stockholm Syndrome. But the only hope for freedom, for survival, lay with their captors. Hope depended on meeting the desires of those now controlling their lives. Part of him wanted simply to resist, to find an opportunity to make a last stand and take down as many of them with him as he could.

      But I’m not alone. Rebecca’s here. Such a selfish death would not only break her heart, but would seriously endanger her life. He had to swallow his pride, his anger, suppress the desire to strike out. He had to act calmly. Shrewdly. He had to find a way to bring his captors to his side and convince them to release them. But without knowing who had taken him or why, it was impossible to know what to do, or how likely such efforts were to succeed.

      The boat moved. He felt the random vectors of pitch, roll, and yaw from the waves give way to a clear direction. The sounds of powerful engines vibrated through the walls of the vessel. Kerosene fumes began to choke him.

      The ship left the dock, but headed where, or why, he couldn’t guess.
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      “Holy shit! Look at this!”

      Lightfoote leapt across the cluttered floor of the dilapidated brownstone, holding a laptop in the air as she approached Houston and Lopez.

      “A second, fly-girl,” said Houston, eyes focused on the deep wound in Lopez’s shoulder.

      Lightfoote stared at the hulking form of the former priest, shaking her head. Damn. Even in the middle of everything else, he was distracting. His shirt removed, he resembled a bodybuilder more than a former math teacher. His pecs flared and his lats striated as he tensed from the pain. She watched Houston finish applying ointment and seal the wound with taped gauze.

      “Healing?” she asked, impressed with the CIA agent’s field dressing.

      Lopez grabbed his shirt and stood up. Houston exhaled. “Yeah, he heals fast. But it was an ugly gash. High caliber round ran like a spear through the muscle. But it’s closing well. Just need to keep it from infection. Couple weeks and he’ll be back in the ring.”

      “Well, if blowing up bad guys gets boring, he’s got a career modeling for the Priest Calendar.”

      Lopez smirked and turned away, slipping his shirt slowly over his head. Lightfoote’s gaze followed him as he walked to the window and stared outside.

      “So, where’s the fire,” said Houston.

      Lightfoote crouched and placed her laptop on the floor, turning the screen toward Houston. A series of colored strands ran across a map of the world in a diabolically complicated web. More and more, my web.

      “Remember this map?”

      Houston nodded. “Yeah, your worm versus Fawkes’s. Yours were red? Looks like you’ve turned the tide.”

      “Right?” Lightfoote grinned softly. “At this rate, just a few weeks and the danger’s gone. Well, millions of computers may still be infected. But my code isn’t going anywhere. It’ll take down any further attempts of his to spread. Best case scenario: we’ll just have a few years of flare ups before we can hunt down the last copies.”

      “Congratulations, Angel,” said Houston, rubbing her temples. “You need a medal or something.”

      Lightfoote breathed deeply. “Well, that’s the good news.”

      Lopez turned around and walked over to the pair. “Sounded much too positive given current events. What else?”

      “World’s gone to shit. Communication’s spotty from overseas. Media’s mostly down and what’s up is just broadcasting propaganda.”

      “Propaganda?” said Lopez, crouching down and looking at the screen.

      Lightfoote opened a series of windows. Headlines from newspapers appeared online alongside video from ashen-faced newscasters.

      “A presidential coup?” said Houston.

      Lopez touched a window filled with text. “York claimed emergency powers and dismissed Congress? Nation-wide martial law?”

      “I told you it was Pandora’s Box,” said Lightfoote. “Times article has the most details. York annulled the constitution and suspended civilian courts. Half the military’s gone over with her, claiming extraordinary wartime powers. The other half is protecting members of Congress and attempting to end the coup.” She leaned back on her hands and looked between the pair. “Basically we’re in civil war, if you believe this.”

      Lopez eyed her sharply. “Do you?”

      “There’s a war on, that’s for sure.” She gestured at the screen. “The public opinion damage control is in full swing. But York, a dictator?”

      Houston nodded, locking eyes with Lightfoote. “We met her. Only for a few minutes, but you learn a lot about someone when bullets and bombs are blasting around you. I didn’t see dictator in her.”

      “I agree,” said Lopez. “But if we’re right, how do we explain this?”

      “Assume there is a coup,” said Lightfoote, “but not led by York. What if in the chaos Fawkes unleashed someone else decided to play Beautiful Leader?”

      “Right,” said Houston. “They’d need to sell their narrative. Slander York as the rebel, turn the population against her.”

      “Which means they don’t have her,” said Lopez.

      “Not yet, anyway,” said Lightfoote, pleased her new companions were so quick on the uptake. “But one thing’s for sure, we’re in a bad zone.”

      Lopez cocked his head at her. “The press slant?”

      “If they’re being fed this shit, we’re in hostile territory.” Lightfoote put her hands in her lap. “You said you left York at Mount Weather. That’s Virginia?”

      Houston nodded. “Seemed safe at the time. Didn’t count on our government eating itself.”

      Lopez laughed. “Maybe it shouldn’t surprise us. They sure have been quick to eat their own to cover dirty laundry. We know about that.” Houston winced, and he reached out, stroking her hair. Houston cupped his hand.

      Lightfoote looked between the two, her voice raw. “Let’s hope the battle lines are drawn there.”

      “And if they aren’t?” asked Houston. “If York’s inside enemy territory?”

      “Then we’d better hope she got the hell out.”

      The three sat in silence for several minutes. Videos of carnage and chaos looped on the laptop screen. Lightfoote fought to suppress the vague visions percolating within her. What had Savas called it? Intuition. Something Kanter and Savas had found useful to the Bureau. For Lightfoote, it was something else entirely. Hypersensitive. As painful as it was protective. Once burned, one detected even the slightest heat. And right now, the world was on fire.

      “All right, been avoiding this one. There’s even more bad news,” Lightfoote paused. “I’ve tracked our friends.”

      “How?” asked Houston. “Not their phones. We made sure to use phones without GPS.”

      “Lots of ways to triangulate if enough towers are up. They’re coming back online.” Lightfoote entered several keystrokes, closed other windows and opened a map of the Eastern seaboard. A white circle blinked in the Atlantic, centered in a triangle of dots. “That’s Rebecca’s phone. John’s and Frank’s aren’t responding. I assume they were taken, probably destroyed. Maybe Rebecca managed to hide hers, stow it somewhere.”

      “A bit of luck in a sea of disaster,” said Lopez. “And speaking of sea—what the hell is her phone signal doing there?”

      “Remember Fawkes?” said Houston. “He wanted to base his operations at sea to avoid the chaos he produced. Maybe our coup leader had the same idea.”

      Lopez leaned back and grunted. “But if they’re out there, it’s not on an armored yacht. If this is a military coup, our friends are likely secured on a naval destroyer.”

      “Complicates a rescue mission,” said Lightfoote. Her stomach churned.

      Houston shook her head. “Makes it impossible, Angel.” She placed a hand on Lightfoote’s shoulder. “I’m sorry.”

      Lightfoote stood up and removed the thumb drive from her pocket, pushing the conversation from her mind. “So we deal with this, what we can. Maybe it’s the key to solving our crises, and finding our friends.”

      “Assuming you can get into it,” said Houston. “Didn’t Fawkes taunt you that it was encrypted?”

      “I’ve tried. It’s not going to be easy.” Lightfoote set her jaw. “But I’ve got some ideas. In fact, a bunch of people have a bunch of ideas.”
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      The engines shifted to different pitch, the powerful thrust easing as the ship slowed to a stop in the dead of night. Savas remained handcuffed to the wall in the bowels of the boat. He’d seen no one in the hours since they left him there and heard no sounds but the machines churning around him.

      The nausea had passed, his body having adapted to the ship’s rocking. Exhausted, unable to sleep or relax with his hands chained high on the wall, he stood upright, muscles ceaselessly contracting to keep his balance, his body unable to rest a moment during the journey. His wrists bled from the repeated trauma of rubbing against the cuffs, blood trickling down his arms. Classic protocols designed to strip him of any power to resist.

      And it’s working.

      For the first time in many hours, he heard human sounds. Footsteps clanged along a metal stairwell somewhere near his cell, boots banging down the outside corridor. A door opened with a grating wail. His hood was yanked off, the clotted blood ripping like weak glue. Light assaulted him.

      “That’s the one,” came a voice from the blinding radiance.

      Before he could discern more than the blurred outlines of bulky forms in front of him, they slipped the hood tightly over his head again. Strong arms grasped his wrists, unlocked the shackles, and twisted his hands painfully behind his back, cuffing him again.

      “Move!”

      They shoved him forward harshly through the doorway. And kept shoving him forward until he ran his shoulder into a metal bar. His ankle felt a platform. A stairway?

      “Climb!”

      Awkwardly, blind, he stretched out his foot and planted on the first step. He ascended by sense of touch alone, slipping on several occasions only to find himself shoved upward from behind, once with the barrel of a weapon placed against his neck.

      “Stop!”

      He’d reached the top of the stairwell. Heavy vibrations on metal accompanied the sounds of more soldiers approaching.

      “What the fuck, Harrison? Haven’t you ever taken prisoners before? Cuff the hands in front, dumb-ass! How the hell are we going to link the chain?”

      They freed his hands and moved them around to his belt buckle, cuffing him again with a heavy chain latched to the restraints. The first tug nearly sent him sprawling, but he stumbled forward, trying to keep slack in the chain.

      “Keep up, traitor! Or you’re going overboard to the sharks.”

      The roar of the sea overpowered him—the crash of waves against the hull of the boat. Wind kicked up wildly, spraying sea across his hood. They’d reached the deck.

      Denied vision for so long, his other senses began to paint phantom portraits. He sensed something looming over them as they dragged him forward, images of high walls and cliffs forming in his mind. The wind blew from the opposite direction, blocked completely by something massive and tall, a thing so large it seemed to block the sounds of the waves and reflect it back into their faces. He began to perceive a deep throbbing as if building from within his bones themselves—a gigantic motor churning beneath the waves.

      A loud crash startled him, and the deck shook.

      “Walk!”

      Pushed forward, he stepped off the deck of the ship and onto another metallic platform, a gangplank of some sort. It bridged the gap between the boat and something far larger, a sea-going island of metal approaching like the mouth of a cave.

      He toppled down, the plank ending without warning and an empty space swallowing his foot. He stumbled onto a much more solid surface, the sound of movement and laughter above him.

      “Enough!” came a commanding voice. “Get him to the brig!”

      Arms hoisted Savas, then pushed him forward down a secession of stairwells, through a series of heavy doors sealing like airlocks, and finally into a tight space with grill-work for walls.

      The brig.

      Again they left him cuffed to the wall, the chain hanging heavily along his arms, hood still cloaking his vision and nearly suffocating him. He wondered if the others would be brought here as well, but he knew it unlikely. Protocol isolated terrorist leaders, interrogations conducted without the opportunity to communicate. Standard operating procedure for these types of renditions.

      A creaking metal hatch groaned and several pairs of boots tromped toward his cell. Keys unlocked the door in front of him and someone yanked the hood off. He had to turn his face from the light and shut his eyes.

      “Well, you son of a bitch, you look about as fucked up as you ought to right now.”

      A hand grasped his chin and jerked his face forward. Savas squinted into the painful glow, a chiseled jaw and cold blue eyes staring at him.

      “And I can tell you right here, right now—it’s going to get a hell of a lot worse. Real soon. We’re gonna make you wish you’d never been born, never dreamed up in that diseased head of yours to betray your nation. And before we kill you, kill your scumbag friends as well, you’re going to tell us every goddamned thing you know about this cybercriminal.”

      “Fawkes?” muttered Savas.

      The man struck him with the back of his hand.

      “Fawkes? Who the hell is that? Lightfoote, you bastard. Your cyberterrorist whore! The one who let that damn worm loose!”

      Lightfoote? It didn’t make sense. These men had it all wrong. But he knew better than to try to explain. The tribunal had made it clear—someone had engineered a witch-hunt. He spit blood and ground his teeth.

      “Go to hell.”

      “Oh, sweet Mary Sue, we got ourselves a tough guy.” The man snorted. “Well, boys, we’re gonna have us a good time breaking this bronco.” He leaned in and whispered to Savas. “And we got all the time in the world to explain things to you.”
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      “Three cars have pulled up outside, Francisco!” Houston held the Browning beside her temple, parting the yellowed curtains as she stared through the window. Things are moving too fast! Already a noose was closing on them. “Two vans. A black town car. They’re pouring out like roaches, heading for the steps.” She darted away from the window and ran to the center of the room.

      They’d killed the lights. The musty brownstone in Harlem was strobed by headlight beams darting through the windows. She saw the broad form of Lopez drop a laptop into a backpack and drape it stiffly over his shoulders. He’s still in pain. He picked up a pump-action shotgun from the floor, catching and holding her eyes for an instant. A sheen of pale skin gleamed as it moved through the light streaming through the window. Lightfoote stood beside him with a drawn pistol, bald head and piercings flashing.

      “They’ll send a few round the back, coordinate the entry,” said Houston. “We’ve got thirty seconds.”

      Lightfoote checked the display on a smartphone. “Getting a signal from the sensors—back and front. Right on the money, Sara. Let’s see if they’re ready for this.”

      “Watch for debris!” cried Houston. I never get the damn yields right!

      The three crouched behind overturned boxes and furniture. Dust from the long-abandoned building filled the air with fine snow. The front doors rattled violently from a sudden blow. Lopez raised a metallic box in one hand.

      “Now!” cried Houston. She ducked as he pressed the button.

      Two explosions rocked the building. The front door erupted in a fireball, launching wood and metal in all directions. Several windows near the entrance shattered, exploding outward. Poorly maintained sprinkler systems sputtered, rusty water haphazardly raining across the interior, smoke-stained rivulets running across the floor.

      “Go!” yelled Houston. She leapt forward.

      The three sprinted, weapons pointed toward the shattered doorway. Mangled bodies were strewn across the brownstone steps, blood black with soot, dripping like molasses to the street below. A driver gawked at them from one of the vans, the door half open, his body tense and frozen in shock.

      Use it. Houston set herself, firing two shots before he could react, and he toppled to the ground. The door slammed in the other van. The engine coughed and raced as the driver gunned the accelerator, the gears popping loudly as he shifted. The van lurched forward.

      A shotgun blast from Lopez burst the back tire. The van pitched as the driver tried to turn sharply. The right side elevated off the ground and the van flipped violently onto its roof. It landed with a shattering of window glass and crunching metal on the left side. The front end plowed into a lamppost. With a single beat of silence, a fire ignited in the engine.

      An empty car waited beside the entrance. Either the driver had fled or been killed in the explosions. Houston waved them to the vehicle. Did any survive the rear blast? If so, they had only seconds. “I’ll drive. Move!”

      The three dashed down the steps and into the car. Houston in the driver’s seat, Lopez and Lightfoote aiming their weapons out the rear windows. The car jumped forward with a squeal and raced into the streets of Harlem.

      “Damn that was fast!” Houston gunned the engine and aimed for Harlem River Drive. “Backtrace said an hour?”

      Lightfoote shouted from the back, the air rushing through the windows mangling her words. “Barely! The NSA is back. Their fingerprints are all over the trace. But that fast? That wasn’t a general scan. We’re their target—they know!” The waterfall of sound stopped as the back windows were shut.

      “Jesus!”

      Lopez grimaced and placed the shotgun on the floorboard. “That was a strike team. Serious players.”

      “But not after you,” said Lightfoote. “They don’t even know you two exist.”

      Houston nodded, steering roughly, the tires screeching as she ran a red light. The relative quiet felt unnatural, adrenaline still coursing through her veins. “I’m getting a little tired of running like this.”

      Lightfoote swung away from the window and set down her gun. “We’re going to have to be a lot more careful. They really want this damn file.”

      “Then it’s important,” said Houston, darting onto the highway. Taillights flashed past her, horns blaring.

      “Whatever’s in it,” said Lopez, “must be bigger than we can imagine. They’ve taken the FBI team captive. They’re tracking us with the full power of the NSA, sending professionals after us. We need to figure out what it is we have.”

      Lightfoote sighed. “That’s what I was trying to do, dammit!”

      “Well, your hacker friends are going to have to work faster,” said Lopez. “We barely got out of that.”

      Houston turned toward the Willis Avenue bridge. I have to think clearly. “I’m going to avoid the toll stations. Take us on I-87 into the Bronx. Disappear this car as soon as we can. Steal another one. Angel, we need to get you online again. You need to find this hacker collective.”

      “I’ve got to warn them,” said Lightfoote. “If they tracked us, they can track them. They’ve got to take measures to prepare. Disappear and arm themselves. They’re going to be risking their lives to do this.”

      “But will they?” asked Lopez.

      Houston cursed as a delivery truck weaved in front of them. “Francisco, she’s a hero in the hacker underground. You saw those chat rooms, the messages she got.”

      “People worship a hero from a distance. Not many want to be heroes when the bullets fly.”

      “We’ll see,” said Lightfoote. “Maybe not for the good of it, or for me. Maybe for the challenge of Fawkes’s encryption. Something Big Brother wants us not to see. Maybe they want to see it as much as we do. Maybe they want to be the ones to spill the secret.”

      “Maybe,” Lopez muttered.

      “Either way,” continued Lightfoote, “we need to come up with a new plan. Digital security for sure. We’ll need every anonymous protocol around. We’ll need to move frequently. No more than a few hours at any connection. We need decoy stations to mimic our profile, lock those down and have them waste manpower checking them out.”

      “And we need to distribute the file.”

      “Yes, get it out to every hacker with a functioning processor. Parallel processing. Together, we can crack it.”

      “You sound confident,” said Houston. “How can you be so sure?”

      Lightfoote stared forward into the red taillights in front of them.

      “Because we have to.”
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      Savas felt himself scream again, but his body had been pushed far beyond conscious control. He could only react to the waves of torment and panic. The survival machine encasing his consciousness performed desperate actions shaped by millions of years of evolution.

      The cry exploded from his lips without volition, drowned in the waterfall pouring into his lungs. Strapped to a wooden board, a partially permeable fabric tight over his mouth, only a fraction of the liquid penetrated, but it triggered thrashing and an adrenaline response. The rest spilled over his face, completing the illusion of submersion, dying, suffocating, and strangling to a final end. His muscles convulsed as he struggled against the restraints.

      It ended and a boot plunged into his left side to cast him face first onto the wet metal. The impact registered as a small gnat in a hurricane of agony. Fabric fell from his mouth and he coughed violently, puttering out small sprays of water. Too little to have actually killed him, the volume still set all his physiology of imminent death into motion. He gasped for air.

      “You’re just making it harder on yourself. As well as the others,” came the cold voice that had begun to haunt his dreams.

      Savas coughed roughly. “Others. No. What—”

      “How long will you make us work her over, Savas? Just tell us the truth and her pain can stop.”

      “I’ve told you everything!” He didn’t recognize his own voice. The words were the cries of an asylum inmate.

      “Where is Angel Lightfoote? Tell us and you can go. She can go. It’s that easy.”

      Savas struggled to hold back tears.

      “Please. I don’t know.”

      “What was in the email? Tell us that then. Was it another worm you would use to attack the country?”

      “We didn’t attack.”

      Savas cried out as a boot toe speared him in the side. The kick lifted him off the floor, and he moaned.

      “Stop insulting us. Do you think that mock tribunal is going to get you out of this? You’ll be convicted, I have no doubt. But even if you aren’t, there’s no way—no way—you traitorous scum, that I’ll let you leave this place alive. Do you understand? You aren’t going to walk out of here after what you’ve done. Maybe, just maybe if you play ball, and help us track down these terrorists, your precious Rebecca might live.”

      “Please, don’t hurt her. I’ve told you everything I know.”

      A hand reached down and pulled his head back by the hair.

      “What is the Nash Criterion? What does it mean?”

      “Don’t. Know.” He gasped. “Fawkes. Last email. Death trigger. No time.”

      The hand smashed his head into the metal grating. The room spun. He couldn’t focus on the words. Strong arms dragged him from the room and down a short hallway, grated metal cages lining each side. Faceless forms slung him into one and he landed heavily on his shoulder, a stab of pain jolting him conscious.

      A broad shape stood silhouetted in the doorway, the outlines of the man’s face barely discernible. But the Voice—everything had mutated into a voice now. No eyes, no face, no person. Just a hateful Voice that meant pain and impossible requests. The Voice dragged him and others through hell and back, teasing them with relief that came in the form of unscalable mountains, nonexistent answers, locks that could never be opened, and pain that would never end.

      “This is really going nowhere,” said the Voice. “It’s time you thought carefully about giving us some of those answers, agent Savas. And soon. Your friends don’t have much time left.”

      “I told you everything.”

      “You can do more. And I know just the ticket. We’ll resume our discussions soon and we’ll let you in on some of our work with the others. Maybe we’ll let you sit in and watch as we work on your sweet Rebecca? Would you like to see her?”

      “No, please—”

      “I can see it would mean a lot to you. We don’t usually have an option like this for difficult prisoners. Can you imagine all the work we put in only to have some motherfucker like you die on us? What a waste of our time! But bring in a child, or lover, and these tough men break like china. I think you’re one of those men, Savas. I think when you’ve seen enough of what we’ll do to her, you’ll shatter like a plate and tell us what we want to know.”

      “No, please! I’ll tell you now! Everything, I promise. Whatever you want to know.” He would lie. He would make up any story. Find one they could accept. Anything to stop them.

      “Now, that’s very helpful of you, John. But it’s just lying desperation. I’ve seen that, too. No, no—only when you’re truly broken will you skip the lies and get to the truth. I just hope that point comes before your dear Rebecca is too damaged to be worth anything to you anymore.”

      “No!”

      Another kick to the face cut short his scream. The door slammed shut as he rolled away from it, nauseous and dizzy.

      Footsteps and laughter poured like acid over his fading consciousness.
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      Frank Miller stood upright, his shirt removed to reveal enormous musculature. Wires were taped to heaving pectorals that dripped with sweat. His arms were pulled out to the sides, clamped tightly. His pants stained with sweat and urine, blood dripping from his lips, teeth marks in the torn flesh. He panted with his head cast down.

      A man beside him turned a knob, generating a throbbing hum. Miller screamed, his entire body convulsing. His eyes rolled back involuntarily in his head. The electrical jolt ended quickly, but it demanded a high price. Miller slumped forward heavily, the restraints on his broad arms groaning.

      The blue-eyed man stepped beside him and pulled his head back by the hair.

      “We’ve got juice to do this every day for the rest of your life. Right now the damage is minimal, whatever the pain. But the more we fry you, the more cells will burst in your tissues, the more nerves will be damaged. First, you’ll lose feeling in your extremities, your fingers and hands. Coordination. Then eyesight. Brain damage is next. Agent Miller, after all you’ve done, this is hardly the way to end your life.”

      Miller drooled to the floor, his mouth twitching. Words slurred with spit and blood escaped as a whisper: “Fuck you.”

      The inquisitor sighed and rubbed his temples. He looked toward the man at the controller.

      “Call it a day, Rice. The specialist arrived an hour ago. Tell him he’s up.”

      “Yes, sir,” said the man, exiting the room quickly.

      “I don’t have time for heroes, Miller. I need results, and I need them now. Fortunately, technology is on my side.”

      The soldier Rice returned, the door groaning as he opened it. A bald, thin man followed him with two large duffel bags, his expression detached.

      “Ah, here he is. Dr. Kuriyan.” The blue-eyed man examined the bags. “That’s all you need?”

      “Yes,” Kuriyan said, removing wires and electrodes, drills, scalpels, and power sources. “Designed for any environment. You already have him immobilized, so I’ll just add this.”

      He removed a metallic skull cap encased in a cage. Sizing up Miller, he nodded.

      “He’s big, but it will fit.”

      “You’ve come highly recommended.”

      The visitor plugged in power supplies and set his tools along a small table. “I’ll need ten minutes to prep him, once he’s properly restrained. Once I’ve located the brain regions and tested the voltages in the tissue, you can proceed. He’ll answer truthfully anything you ask. Cognitive function will be minimally impaired.” He looked over the wires connected to the prisoner. “Assuming it hasn’t already been. I’ll need all that disconnected.”

      “Rice—do what he says.”

      The soldier nodded, eyes wide. He rushed to remove the wires from Miller’s chest and arms, ripping the tape, tearing hair and skin in the process. Miller didn’t flinch.

      “He’s nearly unconscious,” muttered Kuriyan as he fiddled with the skull
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