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			Prologue

			 

			It was, at last, time. His forces were ready, and his plans were well made.

			It was proper that America’s obsession with money and technology would provide the means for its own destruction. Its vulnerability was so obvious a child could see it.

			But the billionaire capitalists of the West would not see. Or perhaps they did and did not care. It made no difference—they worshiped profits above all else. The politicians they controlled with their campaign contributions knew better than to pass laws their masters would not like.

			He rose and walked to the entrance of the cave. The village in the valley far below lay peaceful and starlit, embraced by the snow-clad mountains. Not a single light or other sign of life could be seen.

			Just as America and Europe would soon appear to the doomed fools circling Earth in their absurd space station.
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Frank Eats Dirt

			 

			The phone was not ringing. Neither was the faint ching! of an incoming email interrupting the silence of his day. Even his Facebook page was devoid of likes and visits. After three weeks of waiting, there was no way to get around it: Frank Adversego, Cyber Eye, was an abject failure.

			He stared with regret at the website he’d built for his new venture. It really did look pretty cool—retro, with just the right Raymond Chandler vibe. And if forced to admit it, he thought he looked sharp in a fedora and trench coat, even if he had pixelated his face into a pink, mosaic blur.

			But a pretty web page did not a business make. He’d yet to land a single paying client. Perhaps it had something to do with the fact that he hadn’t a clue how to advertise, and would rather subject himself to whole-body acupuncture than engage in face-to-face networking.

			But that was where things stood. There seemed to be no alternative to what appealed to him least of all: calling his old boss, George Marchand, to ask for work from the CIA. He scowled as he punched the buttons on his phone.

			“Hey, Frank, good to hear from you. How’s the new business coming along?”

			“Great! Having the time of my life! I can’t believe I waited so long to go into business for myself.”

			“Nice to hear, Frank. Couldn’t be happier for you. Of course, we’re sorry we can’t count on you anymore over here at the Agency. The challenges keep getting tougher—”

			“Oh, well, there’s no need to look at it that way! I’m sure I can take on a little more work from time to time if it would help you out. You know, fill in the gaps between the really big, interesting projects. Sometimes they go cold for a little while.”

			“Really? Well, that’s good to know.”

			Frank waited. There was only silence at the other end of the phone. “Uh, George, you got anything right now?”

			“Hmm. Maybe. But I don’t know if we have anything small enough to fit in between your really big, interesting projects.”

			Silence again.

			“Okay, George. Have it your way. Do you want me to beg?”

			Marchand laughed. “Of course not. I just couldn’t resist jerking your chain a little. Actually, I’ve been keeping my eye out for something to send your way and just came across a project that’s right up your alley. And at the same pay grade as before, too. You want to hear what I have in mind?”

			Frank uttered silent thanks to the patron saint of small businessmen. “Yes, George. I’d like that very much.”

			“Great. Got time to get together tomorrow?”

			“Today, tomorrow, you name it. The truth is, I’m not exactly overbooked.”

			“How about 10:00 tomorrow morning then. Do you still have the security app on your phone from your last project?”

			“I guess.”

			“Good. You know that doughnut shop in DuPont Circle?”

			“Sure, but what’s wrong with our usual coffee place?”

			“That’s enough for over the phone. See you there tomorrow.”

			* * *

			Frank was finishing his second doughnut when he spied Marchand approaching. He had the same authoritative, quick step as ever, but he looked a little stiff. And why not? It must be twenty-three years since they first met. Frank wondered whether he was secretly working for the CIA even then.

			His old boss spotted Frank and waved him outside.

			“Good to see you, George. Doughnut?”

			“No thanks. You better go easy on those, too, if you want to keep that weight off.”

			“Yeah, well, you picked the meeting place. What gives?”

			“Let’s talk while we walk. We’re going to a new facility we just opened up the street.”

			“Here? Pretty high-priced real estate for a government agency.”

			“No kidding. But data analysis is a hot skill now. We’re competing with shops like Google that coddle the kids fresh out of school like they were royalty. You need to offer frills like food courts and massage chairs to get the top talent these days. And if you don’t have a trendy location, forget it.”

			“What kind of work is the Agency doing there?”

			“This is our new ‘big data’ center. Every type of information we gather from all over the world will funnel through here now, so we can organize and then analyze it for trends and emerging threats.”

			“You mean, you’ve got tens of thousands of servers in the middle of Washington?”

			“No—they’re in a new data center outside the Beltway. But it’s all managed from downtown. Here. Clip this on your shirt pocket.”

			Frank followed Marchand into the sumptuous, travertine-walled lobby of a new office building. They fell in step with the other commuters streaming past the security guard and toward the elevators beyond. Marchand led Frank past them and around a corner, where they found one more elevator. Next to it was a small nameplate that read “Cloud Data, Inc.” He slid a card into a slot on the nameplate, and the doors slid open.

			“Private elevator?” Frank asked Marchand.

			“Of course.”

			To Frank’s surprise, they stopped on the next floor. Decanted into a narrow, windowless room, he found himself facing a wooden-faced guard sitting behind what looked to Frank like bulletproof glass. Marchand sat down in the first of a row of shallow stalls equipped with computer screens and set his phone in front of him. When prompted by an instruction on the screen, he typed in a number from his phone. Another line of text appeared on the screen, and he typed in an answer. Marchand sat still for a bit longer, and then a card popped out of a slit below the screen, as if he had just paid for his stay at an automated parking lot.

			“Your turn,” George said, nodding toward the booth. “Three-factor authentication.”

			Frank followed suit. Three-factor authentication meant he would need to pass three tests before being permitted to proceed further, the first involving something he had with him—clearly, the number from his own phone app. The second would be something only the person being tested would know—that would have been the response George typed in to the second line of text. The last would look for something known that was physically unique to Frank. He had expected only two-factor authentication, so he hadn’t been watching for a third procedure.

			He sat down and, when prompted, typed in the new six-digit number that had just cycled into view in the security app on his phone. He responded that his best friend from high school was named Jono. Then he waited to see what would happen next. A few seconds later, a penlight-sized light began glowing in the middle of the screen before swiftly moving up and stabilizing at his eye level, and he realized the retina in one of his eyes was being scanned.

			Apparently, he was who the CIA thought he was, because a moment later, his card popped out below the screen. He picked it up and noticed it had a computer chip embedded in it, presumably the same type found in the new EMV-enabled credit cards. He wondered by what means, and when, the CIA had succeeded in mapping his retina, as well as how much other information the Agency had ferreted out about his childhood without his knowledge.

			He stood up and joined George in front of one door in a line of unmarked doors. “These cards are only good for sixty seconds,” Marchand said, “so step right through your door when the green light goes on.”

			Marchand slid his card into a slot next to the door, and when the small light above it turned from red to green, he opened the door and stepped inside.

			Frank followed suit with his own door and found himself in a phone-booth-sized enclosure. The moment he closed the door behind him, he felt himself whooshing upward. Almost as soon as he finished accelerating, the process reversed itself, bringing him to an unexpectedly early halt. The door opened automatically, and he rejoined George in another narrow room, feeling as if he had just traveled halfway across the world via Harry Potter’s Floo Network.

			“Interesting commute.”

			“Yeah,” George responded. “We may be downtown, but this has to be as secure as headquarters. Drop your card in that box over there.”

			Frank noticed a wall rack filled with laptops and pointed to them. “Souvenirs?”

			“No such luck. Guest computers. You’ll have to put any electronics you’ve brought with you in one of those lockers over there until you leave. This place is an SCIV.”

			“SCIV?”

			“Sorry. It’s a ‘sensitive compartmentalized information facility.’ That means that all the information here stays here. None of the computer systems on-site are connected to the Internet, so there’s no remote access. If you want to work with any of the data here, you’ll have to do so on this floor, using one of those laptops. Notice anything odd about them?”

			Frank slid one out of its cubby and turned it around. “All the USB ports are plugged up.”

			“That’s right. That way nobody can take home any information on a thumb drive. Not that they could, anyway. When you enter and leave through that door there, you’ll be stepping through a metal detector sensitive enough to pick up the filings in your teeth. Don’t worry about that, though. Your dental records have already been entered into the system, the same as the magnetic resonance of the loaner laptops.”

			“Why am I not surprised?”

			“You always were a quick study. Any other questions?”

			“So can I take notes on a pad of paper?”

			“Yes, but you won’t be able to take them with you. Like I said, nothing leaves here but you. We can’t vacuum out what’s in your brain, but that’s as much as you can take out with you.”

			Frank wondered whether they actually could vacuum out his brain, given all the other information the Agency seemed ready, willing, and able to acquire. But it was bad news about the note taking. He hadn’t had to work anywhere on-site since he left the Library of Congress. Stating that he wasn’t a people person would be as much of an understatement as observing that Freddy Krueger would make a poor babysitter.

			They stepped out into what Frank realized was an entire floor of the building, unbroken by walls from side to side and end to end. This was quite a switch from the anonymous cube farms he’d labored in for most of his career. There were no cubicles here at all; the whole space was populated by random islands of tables, couches, game tables, and exercise equipment—no, those were treadmill desks. Frank figured just the extreme sports posters on the walls would give a traditional spook apoplexy.

			He fell in step behind George, zigzagging his way through the expensive furniture draped with twenty-somethings wearing T-shirts and jeans, cradling their institutional laptops. Ahead was a glassed-in conference room tucked into a corner of the floor. Inside, Frank saw two people seated at opposite ends of a conference table; one was yet another anonymous youngster power-typing away on an ultra-thin notebook computer. The other, his rimless glasses perched precariously on the end of his nose, was poking away with his index fingers on the keyboard of a thick laptop with an oversized screen. A slack tie hung around the unbuttoned collar of his rumpled shirt, and a tonsure of disheveled hair crept around the back of his head like a wispy, white caterpillar.

			Marchand tapped on the door and let himself in. “Morning, Hermann. I don’t think you’ve met Frank before, have you? Frank, this is Hermann Koontz. He runs the show here.”

			Frank shook hands with Hermann as Marchand jerked a thumb at the scene outside the conference room. “Getting used to the new digs?”

			Koontz pushed his spectacles up on top of his head and scowled. “What do you expect? I feel like I’m running a frigging college rec center.”

			Unnoticed by Frank, the young man at the other end of the table was sizing Frank up with interest, noting he was middle-aged and unassuming with thinning hair and severely challenged when it came to fashion sense. He watched Frank stand awkwardly to the side with arms crossed, his body language indicating a strong desire to fade into the background—if that could somehow be arranged—as Marchand and Koontz chatted. Not exactly what he expected the guy who had saved the world from nuclear annihilation to look like, although it did appear that he kept himself in shape.

			Slattery stood up and approached him. “Hi. I’m Tim Slattery, Mr. Koontz’s assistant ethics officer.”

			Marchand overheard him and turned around. “Ah, yes, I heard we were adding one of those to every team.” He turned back to Koontz. “So—shall we get started?”

			Koontz picked up a remote control as they settled in around the table. Immediately the lights of the room dimmed, the glass walls turned opaque, and a hidden projector transformed one of the walls into a screen displaying multiple charts and tables.

			“All right. So the information I’m going to walk you through is culled from data we gather from every public and private source you can think of, and many you shouldn’t know exist. Telephone intercepts, email, social media, satellite photos, the works. Petabytes of new data every day, and exabytes in all. Then we analyze it using the latest neural network and machine-learning tools.”

			He turned to Frank. “How much do you know about big data?”

			“I’m pretty current at a conceptual level. But no hands-on experience, so no harm in dumbing it down a bit.”

			“Fair enough. So it wasn’t that long ago that we could pick up pretty high-level communications between terrorists from the field. We can almost never get that anymore, because the big fish know better than to use anything electronic. Now what we get is mostly low-level chatter, and when we do pick up something that sounds like it could be big, it’s tough to know how seriously to take it. For all we know, the stuff that seems most interesting was sent down the line just to throw us off. So we try to wring every bit of meaning we can out of the chatter, integrated with every other type of data we’re collecting. For that purpose, the more chatter, the better.

			“So let’s talk about what we’re abstracting from what we’re picking up and how we’re getting to those conclusions.” Koontz picked up a laser pointer and highlighted a row of a dozen small charts at the base of a pyramid of similar presentations. Each time he paused on one, it dramatically increased in size before shrinking back again when he moved on.

			“This set of charts shows the types of data we evaluate to build up a threat assessment. Down here at the bottom are the various original sources, each graded for credibility based on a variety of factors: historical reliability, how far up or down the chain the source individual is, and so on. We’ve already kicked out the ones we think aren’t credible. We associate the score we’ve given that source to the data we derived from him or her and move the results up to the next level. Let’s jump up a couple of tiers now.

			“Up here, we start trying to extract a picture of the actual attack—where, how, when, and so on. To do that, we pull in all sorts of additional data: what types of bombs have most recently been in use and what types of situations they’ve been used in. That gives us another way to test the likelihood that each piece of data is accurate, as well as to fill in blanks with good guesses where we don’t have any data at all, based on context and the information we do have.

			“For example, if we think we know which country an attack will be in but not what the specific target will be, we can contrast a profile of that place with those of others where attacks have already occurred in the same area, nation, or region—does it have a military base? A big open market? A police training academy? Let’s skip up a few more levels.

			“Up here at the very top is the description of the expected attack and the credibility of each individual datum associated with that attack. We might be pretty sure of the target, for example, but not the date. Are you with me so far?”

			“Yes, it’s very impressive.”

			“Good. So now, here’s a dashboard with bar graphs relating to all the potential attacks we’re tracking right now on a global basis. These charts display a high-level picture of what we think all the terrorist groups around the world are up to.” He was wielding and clicking his laser pointer now as if he were Errol Flynn fencing with an evil opponent displayed on the screen. “And by changing the color—like this—we can show how close each attack is to execution—and now which terrorist groups are involved in which attacks—and now which ones involve more than one terrorist group—and now the severity of the anticipated attacks. Pretty useful stuff when you want to brief the politicos on where we stand or put out a warning bulletin to the field.”

			“I’ll bet,” Frank said. “How about that column over on the right—the one that’s so much higher than the rest? What threat is that one tracking?”

			“Right. That’s the one we’ll talk about today. George, have you been briefed on this one yet?”

			“Barely. Assume I don’t know more than Frank, and you won’t be too far off.”

			Koontz’s head bobbed in a silent humph. “Well, this won’t take long, because we don’t know much either. Let’s do a pyramid view of this one.”

			The screen cleared to reveal what looked at best like the beginnings of the foundation of a triangle of charts. Only a few graphs filled the second layer with nothing in the half-dozen tiers that should have been above that.

			“As I said, we don’t have a whole lot to work with yet. We haven’t even been able to populate the first level with all the types of sources we need to do much in the second tier.

			“So when you ask what’s being threatened, Frank, we really have no idea. For example, what’s the target? Maybe the power grid? Communications? Finance? All of the above? So far, we don’t have a clue. Except for one point that has been locked down, all we know—or think we know, anyway—is that it’s something big and some or all of it’s going to occur on U.S. soil. That’s why George suggested we ask you to help us out. He says you’ve got a knack for thinking outside the box and might spot something our in-house guys miss.”

			“Well, I don’t know about that, but thanks. How exactly do I fit in?”

			“You’ll be on one of several interdisciplinary groups—we refer to them as Tiger Teams—that we’re assembling to address every type of attack we think might occur. Besides you, it will have Agency, military, and technical members, each of whom will bring a unique perspective and capability to the effort.”

			“What will that involve?”

			“Mostly just attending weekly meetings, reviewing the information and analyses you’re given, and speaking up if you have something to say. You won’t have any specific research or other tasks to perform, but you will be expected to stay on top of everything that comes your way, and let us know if you see anything we’ve missed or you think we aren’t paying appropriate attention to that we should. So some weeks you’ll be busy, and sometimes you might not have much to do for a few days.”

			“That sounds fine. One more question before we continue?”

			“Sure.”

			“You said you do have one aspect of the attack locked down. What’s that?”

			“That’s where we’re headed next.” Koontz clicked his remote, and suddenly every wall lit up with a satellite view of a fractal maze of impenetrable mountains.

			“This is a section of the Pakistan-Afghanistan border. We believe that somewhere down there is Mullah Muhammad Foobar. That’s the guy pulling the strings on this attack.” A large red ring appeared on the center of the image covering one wall.

			Ah—so that was it. They wanted his help in finally capturing the Big Guy—the terrorist leader with the most territory, the most followers, and the most atrocities to his credit. Terrorist acts that even the media hesitated to describe in full. Frank felt uneasy at the thought of directly opposing him, even though he was seated in a secret CIA conference room thousands of miles away from the terrorist.

			“More specifically, we think he’s somewhere within this area—about forty miles across. How much do you know about Foobar?”

			“Well, I guess you’d say I’ve got a basic newspaper level of knowledge. He’s the latest guy to claim leadership in the fight of radical Islam against the West. He came out of nowhere a couple of years back and managed to come out on top over the various factions competing to take over.”

			“That’s accurate, as far as it goes. But he’s not just the ‘latest guy’ to claim leadership and try to restore Sharia law to the Middle East. He’s also trying to take the world back fourteen hundred years. A lot of his appeal comes from his success in tying his cause to the glories of the original Arab conquest in the first millennium. He reinforces that story line in every way possible. He makes each of his generals assume the name of one of the great Arab leaders that fought their way across most of the known world—westward across North Africa and up into Spain and destroying the last of the Byzantine Empire to the north. He says he won’t rest until he’s reestablished Arab dominion over the whole shebang.”

			“That’s a pretty big ambition.”

			“You think? So check this out.” The images on the screen gave way to a video showing a gesticulating, bearded man in a robe standing on a balcony above a dusty square thronged with an enormous crowd. “This is Foobar’s spokesman. No one from the West has ever seen Foobar himself. But we think we know where he is, so let’s take a closer look at the sandbox we think he’s playing in.”

			The video stopped, and they were once again gazing down at the endless labyrinth of sinuous mountain ranges. With a wrenching change of perspective, the view zoomed into the area inside the red circle as if they were falling out of the sky. Frank instinctively clutched the arms of his chair as he plunged downward toward the snow-topped mountains at ever-increasing speed.

			Koontz chuckled. “I guess I should have warned you. Kinda feels like you’re being sucked into a black hole when I do that, doesn’t it?

			“Anyway, as you can see, there are no roads down there. It’s so rugged that nothing gets in or out except on foot or on the back of a donkey. This particular village is at such a high altitude that the passes into it are close to the operational limits of a helicopter, although a CV-22 Osprey could push through and land. Otherwise, it would take days for a team to reach him if he was holed up in a place like that—plenty of time for the locals to tip him off that someone unexpected is on the way so he can clear out, just like bin Laden and Omar did back in 2002. Needless to say, that’s why he’s hiding where he is.”

			“But wouldn’t it be as hard for him to get out as for us to get in?” Frank asked.

			“Speed-wise, yes. But he’d have plenty of ways to get out, and it would be hard for us to cover all of them. Let’s check that out from this location, as an example.” Koontz flashed his controller, and a simple web of blue lines sprang up on the screen. “These are footpaths running out from this village through valley bottoms and over mountains.”

			The view zoomed out again in abrupt steps. Each time it did, the web of lines expanded and multiplied, with each blue tendril branching and re-branching. Whenever the image briefly stabilized, it looked like a map of the neural networks of a brain composed of mountains.

			“Every one of these trails is not only an escape route for Foobar but also a conduit the terrorists can use to get information in to him and back out again. Any questions so far?”

			“No, but I guess if you were pretty sure which proclamations came from Foobar, you could use the time it took between when you thought one was sent and where you intercepted to calculate the distance it had traveled. Put all those calculations together like GPS signal data, and you’d get an area you were pretty certain he was in, assuming he hadn’t been moving around, anyway. Is that why you think this is where he is?”

			“Good observation. Yes, that’s one of the ways.”

			“Interesting. What’s your confidence level with the data you’re picking up about the attack we’re talking about?”

			“Not great when it comes to specifics, because we don’t have enough data to work with, and all kinds of attacks get mentioned from time to time. It’s like starting with a dozen different jigsaw puzzles, all poured on the floor, and then trying to reassemble the picture you care about without knowing what that puzzle is supposed to look like when it’s completed. So far, we’ve only got about twenty percent of the picture we want to talk to you about. But we already know enough to tell we don’t like what we see.”

			Frank noticed that Koontz’s assistant ethics officer was listening with rapt attention. He wondered whether this was the first big briefing the kid had ever been in on.

			“So what’s the picture, Hermann?” George asked.

			“We’ve only got the edges; nothing in the center at all. All we know, like I said earlier, is that it’s going to be in the U.S. And also that it’s going to be really big.”

			“How big is really big?”

			Koontz clicked his remote one last time, and the glass walls of the conference room gradually became transparent again. Frank blinked a few times to readjust as the mountain wilderness they were sitting in faded back into something that looked like an open study area at a student union.

			Hermann took off his spectacles and rubbed his face. “In what—for once—we believe are the exact words of the Mullah himself, ‘it will make the scene at ground zero on 9/11 look like a child’s birthday party.’”

			* * *
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There’s No Place Like Home

			 

			Frank stared with distaste at the chaos that surrounded him. The disorder didn’t bother him; his living room was usually a shambles of disheveled shelves and discarded articles of clothing that never quite made their way back into a closet. It was the cause of the mess that was disconcerting. His landlord was converting the building to condominiums, and three weeks from now, he would need to temporarily vacate the cramped, dark apartment he’d occupied since his divorce many years before. When he received the notice, he’d vowed to use his forced retreat as an opportunity to dispose of as much as possible of the accumulated detritus of decades of bachelor life. Now that the task was at hand, he was finding it to be a real pain in the ass.

			The door buzzer sounded, catching him by surprise. He looked at his watch and smiled. Of course! He’d invited his daughter, Marla, to come around and pick through the wreckage before he consigned it to the nearest landfill. The buzzer had been just a warning; she had a key to let herself in.

			She was duly impressed when she entered. “So, did you just dump everything on the floor, or have you actually packed or gotten rid of anything?”

			“Some of both, thank you very much. Where do you want to start?”

			“I don’t know. Do you have a map?”

			“Fine! You’re on your own. I’ll be in the kitchen, working.”

			“Oh, don’t be such a grouch. And don’t disappear on me so quick.”

			He watched as she meandered around the room, crouching to look into one box or another. As usual, he wondered how he had ended up with such a self-possessed, attractive, outgoing daughter. Clearly, her mother deserved the credit for all of that.

			“Are those pictures over there?”

			“Yes, I found them in the bottom of a closet. Haven’t bothered with them since forever.”

			“Come on—sit down and look at them with me, will you?”

			He hesitated. There was a reason he hadn’t looked at them in all these years. But he cleared the couch of boxes and papers anyway, and they sat down, the box of pictures between them.

			“Gee, I’ve never seen most of these before. Look how young you and Mom are in this one!”

			Frank glanced at the picture she handed him and then quickly gave it back. Clare, his ex-wife, was radiant, holding a newborn Marla in her arms. And there he was, standing awkwardly at her side, wearing a scruffy T-shirt and a scruffier beard. He was not proud of that period in his life.

			“Yeah, well, that’s how you look when you’re not as old as you get later on. Look, I really do have a lot of work to do. There’s a bunch of empty boxes in the bedroom. Throw whatever you want into one of the empty boxes you’ll find in the bedroom, and put your name on the front, because I’m going to get rid of just about everything else.”

			She was about to object, but the look on his face made her decide otherwise.

			He stood up. “Coffee?”

			“Sure. But only if you’re making it anyway.”

			“The answer is yes.”

			He tried to shift his thoughts elsewhere as he filled the coffee maker. That wasn’t difficult, because he’d made little progress since his meeting with Koontz. He was quick to obsess over details at the best of times, and he’d passed that low threshold days ago. Putting the can of coffee away, he retrieved a notepad from its hiding place inside a box of crackers. In that pad were the notes he’d scribbled down each time he returned from a visit to the CIA facility. Given the Agency’s penchant for discovering anything and everything it wished about him, a simple pad of paper in a cracker box seemed far more secure than a laptop connected to the Internet.

			Hunched over his tiny kitchen table with his chin resting on one hand, he reviewed his notes relating to the CIA’s master report on Foobar and the Caliphate. Something about that report bothered him: some crucial flaw in the underlying reasoning. But he couldn’t yet figure out what it was. An hour later, he was no better off.

			“Ahem.” Marla was standing in the kitchen doorway.

			“Yes?”

			“How’s the coffee doing?”

			“Ouch!” He stood up and stared at the coffee maker. It had turned itself off long ago. “Ah, I’d say it’s a little cold.”

			“Really.”

			“Yeah, I guess I kind of got wrapped up in what I was doing.”

			“Imagine that. Anyway, I’m all done. How about we go out for a bite to eat before I take off?”

			He looked back at the pad of paper, lying open on the table. That wasn’t good. “You know I’d love to, but I’ve really got to finish up what I’m working on.”

			“Rain check?”

			“Of course. I’ll give you a call.”

			She gave him a hug, and turned to wave goodbye from the door to his apartment.

			He felt guilty as he stood at his window, watching her walk away. But he wanted to ferret out the gremlin lurking in the report that was teasing him before it gave up on the effort. As soon as Marla turned the corner, he put on a jacket, trotted down the stairs, stuffed his hands in his pockets, and set off in the opposite direction.

			Walking briskly with no particular destination in mind, he returned to the incomplete picture Koontz’s team had pieced together using the brute force of the CIA’s massively parallel super computers. What was it that seemed wrong?

			It took more than an hour of rapid walking, but at last, he began to get an inkling of what was troubling him: some of the pieces in the puzzle seemed to have been subtly forced into place. He suspected those pieces were not the direct product of actual data from the field but were based on assumptions the report’s authors had failed to identify as such. That could explain why some of the conclusions the authors had reached struck him as being dubious.

			On his return, he noticed a framed picture on his bedroom dresser where none had been before. He picked it up and saw himself standing next to Clare. It was their wedding day. Marla must have found the picture in one of the boxes she’d rummaged through. He was surprised it still existed; he was sure he’d thrown everything like this away when Clare had left him.

			He sat down on the bed, elbows on knees, holding the picture in both hands and examining two faces he felt he no longer really knew. Clare’s, of course, was smiling and beautiful. He was surprised to see that his was open and beaming as well. Uncomfortable and ironic was the look he would have expected, remembering what he had been like at that age.

			He set the picture back on the dresser and then paused. If he hadn’t thrown this wedding picture away, perhaps he hadn’t thrown away the letter she had left, either.

			Should he look for it? If he found it, would he want to read it again? His mind had cycled endlessly in an infinite loop of self-justification after she left, obsessively constructing an irrefutable case that put all the blame for the failure of their marriage on her. It was years before memories began to surface that ran counter to that self-serving story line.

			He turned the picture face down on the dresser, and there it was: an envelope taped to the back. So there was his sense of irony after all. He must have attached these two relics to each other back to back, like bookends holding nothing in between, to suggest there had never been anything real between him and Clare either. He broke the tape, unfolded the letter, and eased himself back on to the bed:

			Dear Frank,

			By the time you read this, I’ll be in Philadelphia with Marla. I’ve been accepted into a graduate program at the University of Pennsylvania, and my parents say I can live with them until I graduate. Philly isn’t that far from Washington and the bus fare is cheap, so we should be able to work out a way for Marla to spend as much time with you as with me. She won’t be ready for school until I have my master’s degree, so perhaps by then we’ll have worked something out between the two of us and we can all be together again.

			Frank, I’m so sorry that it’s come to this. You have so much talent—I can’t understand why you can’t apply it and make something of yourself. I’ve tried everything I can think of to help you snap out of it and get your feet back on the ground, but nothing has worked. So now I’ve got to think for myself about the future. I’m tired of worrying about where the rent will come from, and I’m tired of seeing you moping around the house with nothing to do and nowhere to go when you’re between jobs. Most of all, I’m tired of feeling like there’s nothing left between the two of us. It’s like you don’t have any room inside for anyone but yourself anymore.

			I think that I could have stuck it out, if only you’d been more open with me. When we first met, we were sure we were made for each other—we had fun, we laughed, we had good times, we talked about things for hours on end. I wish that things hadn’t gone the way they did while we were in college, and I know that was my fault. But when we finally got together again, it was just the way it had been in the beginning. It was wonderful while you were working on your paper, and then even for a couple of years after you won your MacArthur.

			But then you closed up on me. I still don’t know why. Maybe it was all the tension from trying to settle down to work on your doctorate or all the jobs that didn’t work out when you gave up on the PhD. But you didn’t leave me any way in to try and help you or even to connect with the person I had married. There was just a wall, with me stuck on the wrong side. And Frank, I’ve been so lonely.

			I don’t want Marla to live this way. I don’t want her to wonder why she can’t have the things her friends have as she gets older. And I want her to have, if not two parents who are happy and natural around her, at least one that is. I want her to grow up thinking that family life is happy and loving, the way my childhood was, and not aloof and silent, except for arguments at the dinner table over the money we don’t have to buy the things that we need.

			Maybe I should have told you what I was thinking about sooner. I only applied to one school—Penn—because I didn’t want to have to get daycare for Marla while I held down a job and went to school at the same time. It was more of a daydream than a plan when I sent the application in. But when I got the financial aid letter a few days ago saying I had a full scholarship, I felt like I didn’t have a choice. Frank, I need to do this for myself, too. I want to have a life with direction and stability, where I can see a future for Marla and me that I can believe in and where I can depend on my own abilities and resources to make it come true, rather than always being dependent on you.

			I guess I’m being a coward leaving this way, but you’ve gotten so angry sometimes lately. I didn’t want to go that way, and I didn’t want Marla to have that memory in her mind.

			Frank, I hope you can forgive me for this. I still love you, and I still want to figure out a way to make things work. I don’t think that can happen right now, but maybe with time, if you get a new perspective on your life, we could sit down and talk about it. Meanwhile, promise me you’ll take good care of yourself, okay?

			Love always,

			Clare

			Love always. That had sent him into a rage. “I’m gone. Love always.”

			It took years for his anger to abate to the point where he might have been able to talk about working things out. By then, Clare had finished her master’s program, and was well on her way to completing her own doctorate. And, he assumed, she must have someone new in her life. He, on the other hand, had continued his self-inflicted, solitary downward spiral. It wasn’t until Marla was in elementary school that he finally pulled himself together to the extent of forcing himself to beg his old MIT boss, George Marchand, for a job, and then to hang on to it, if not flourish. He’d taken a vow to save up to put Marla through college and to keep up the appearance of having a stable life for her benefit. At least he’d lived up to that vow.

			He slowly re-folded the letter and slid it carefully back into the envelope taped to the back of the wedding picture lying face down on the dresser. Then he walked back to the living room and sat down on the couch next to the box of pictures Marla had been rummaging through. Besides the family pictures taken before Clare had left when Marla was just two, it held dozens and dozens of pictures of Marla, each one with a note handwritten by Clare on the back, telling him what was happening when it was taken. Many letters, too, telling him about Marla’s birthday parties and other special occasions, until finally they stopped. He had to admit, Clare had tried for a very long time to stay attached at some level that could have provided a bridge to reconciliation. But he had never acknowledged receiving a single letter.

			Instead, he’d communicated only to the extent necessary to manage the logistics of shuttling Marla back and forth and making shared decisions relating to her care, and then only through email. They hadn’t spoken once since the morning his father-in-law helped Clare carry her belongings and all the paraphernalia of childcare down to his waiting car. Frank wondered whether Clare’s father was already parked down the street that day, just waiting for Frank to leave for his latest short-term job.

			By the time the divorce papers arrived five years later, Frank’s anger had burned itself out. At first he’d been too angry, and then too proud, and finally too ashamed, to reach out to Clare. He simply signed and returned what was sent to him without hiring a lawyer.

			Why had he been so unrelenting in his animosity? It had been twenty-five years since he had first read the letter Clare had left him the day of her departure, and it wasn’t anything like he recalled. It wasn’t spiteful, the way he remembered it. It wasn’t final, either—again, not the way he remembered it from that single at first incredulous, and then enraged, reading. Clare had left a door wide open to get back together. And he had slammed it shut.

			* * *
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We Be in Trouble

			 

			Nate Mitty rubbed his forehead with one hand as he flipped through the implacably grim numbers of WeBCloud’s financials. For three years, he had exercised every creative and, when necessary, conniving fiber of his being to wring the last dollar possible out of the company’s cost of goods and operations. And still WeBCloud was unprofitable. Massively so.

			He flipped the spreadsheet over and gazed at the chart underneath, wondering why he bothered. He was so familiar with the company’s constant losses that he could see that slumping red line inching across that page in his sleep, and often did. Its inexorable decline depicted the rapid depletion of the company’s cash reserves. All that kept it from reaching zero every twelve to eighteen months was another enormous cash infusion from the venture capitalists and wealthy technology entrepreneurs the company had persuaded to invest in WeBCloud’s continuing rapid growth. But it had been a long time since the company’s last capital raise, and he was getting nervous. Without another big slug of cash, the game would be up.

			Like its competitors, WeBCloud was trying to persuade the world that it made more sense to pay someone else to host your software and information than to do so yourself. For decades, businesses, governments, and universities had paid millions of dollars to buy servers, house them in air-conditioned rooms in their own facilities, and hire hordes of expensive computer workers to manage them, owning all the headaches that went along with maintaining and updating sophisticated and quickly evolving technology. And all of the responsibility for breaches by hackers, too, when those inevitably occurred. Why not get out of that miserable cycle, and hire someone to do the job for you? Why not just get rid of all those servers and staff and move your software and data out of your offices into the computing “cloud” maintained a thousand miles away by a service provider like Orinoco or WeBCloud?

			All well and good for the customer. But it cost a ton of money to build the enormous data centers needed to host all that software and data, each one filled with thousands of computer servers and overseen by teams of top-notch engineers. WeBCloud’s strategy was a lot like many fast growing Unicorn companies had always been—fearlessly pouring more money into its infrastructure than its competitors were bold enough to invest in theirs and, at the same time, offering services to potential customers below actual cost. It wasn’t a game plan for the weak or the timid.

			He punched four numbers in on his phone. “Hey, Lou. You got a minute?”

			“Right now?”

			“Yes.”

			“Sure. Be right down.”

			Nate swiveled around in his desk chair and stared out the window at the glossy buildings of WeBCloud’s brand new, extravagant campus. Building it had sent the red line that haunted his sleep down even faster, more than erasing all the concessions he’d beaten out of the company’s cut-rate server manufacturers in Taiwan. He’d opposed the decision, of course. But the company’s charismatic and economically clueless founder was insistent, and as usual, the board of directors ended up agreeing with him, anxious to maintain the kind of façade that would make new investors want to get on the bus.

			Some board, Mitty grumbled. After the directors cajoled WeBCloud’s founder into giving up day-to-day control of the company and becoming WeBCloud’s chairman, they’d recruited Mitty to become CEO, assuring him they wanted someone who would bring fiscal discipline to the startup. But once he was on board, it quickly became obvious that the board’s commitment to financial responsibility was more aspirational than determined. Instead, they kept playing the unicorn game, pumping up the illusionary WeBCloud bubble as big as they could in hopes of going public or selling before it popped.

			Lou Marcello, the company’s CFO, waved to Mitty’s administrative assistant and paused at Mitty’s open door; clearly his boss was lost in thought. He also looked more harried than usual; his shaved head was tilted forward, chin resting on one hand. Marcello recalled that Mitty had been an athletic-looking, hard-charging executive, full of piss and vinegar and flushed with success when the board had lured him away from the company he’d led through a fantastically successful initial public offering. Now he looked worn out and slightly stoop-shouldered.

			“Hey.”

			Mitty swiveled around to find Marcello sitting down in a chair on the other side of his desk. “Hey, Lou. So what’s the latest from Danforth?”

			Stuart Danforth was WeBCloud’s senior account manager at Silicon Valley Securities, the boutique investment bank that was helping the company try to raise one and a half billion dollars, its largest round of investment to date.

			“Hard to tell. But reading between the lines, I’d say he’s not sure he can fill this round.”

			“What’s penciled in so far?”

			“All but two of our old investors said they’d take their pro rata share of the round. That comes to about five hundred and eighty-five million dollars. But if we don’t raise at least that much from new investors, they’ll kill us on the price they’re willing to pay this time for our stock.”

			“So what about new money? What’s Stuart got there?”

			“That’s where he starts hedging.”

			“You mean nothing? He hasn’t given you the name yet of a single new investor?”

			“Not a committed one. He’s meeting with all the funds and private investors you’d expect, or claims he is. He says that after Cloud9 and SocialYou settled for down rounds a month ago, nobody wants to invest in a unicorn without a steep discount from the last financing round.”

			And no wonder. There were over one hundred “unicorns” now—privately held startup companies with valuations over a billion dollars each—and all of them combined didn’t have fifty billion dollars in revenues. Some didn’t have any, for that matter, and only a few were profitable. It had been a long time since a unicorn had been sold at a handsome profit for its investors, and almost no startup companies had been able to go public lately, either, making investors properly cautious. Unless it was showing stellar performance, it was tough for a company to raise new money unless it sold its stock for less than it had before—a so-called down round. And lately, WeBCloud’s performance had been anything but stellar with its new customer growth slowing dramatically and its acquisition cost per customer rising.

			“Yeah, well, life’s tough all over. If he wants to make the really big bucks when we sell the company, he’d better get us an up round now. You tell him I can’t answer the phone these days without finding an investment banker on the other end who wants to help us sell WeBCloud.”

			“Don’t worry. He knows the score.”

			“Let’s just make sure.” Nate opened the drawer in his desk and rummaged around before tossing something to his CFO. Lou made the catch and looked at the name on the barrel of the pen. It read Goldman Sachs. He looked back at Nate, puzzled. “The next time you meet with Stuart, just happen to leave that pen behind. Now go find us some money.”

			“Whatever you say
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