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Prologue
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The cold water churned in the darkness below, agitated far more by the quiet February wind than by the crimson blood that fell in dollops and streams to stain its angry surface. The night was dark, neither stars nor moon strong enough to pierce the black clouds overhead. The river’s rustle was the only sound. There were two men on the pier and not another soul in sight.

One of the two moved without a sound, practiced and precise as he wiped down the barrel and grip of his gun. It was a good one, and it had cost someone a small fortune to break the safety. He shook his head at that, wondering at the waste—at the risk someone had gone through, only to make this job that little bit easier. The job was done now, and the man on the pier was nothing if not careful. He tossed the gun into the water, where its splash stabbed a wedge of clean, black water into the spreading crimson cloud.

Then quickly, efficiently, the gunman searched the other’s pockets one last time, but there was nothing he’d missed. He already had the document he needed, ripped from the other’s handheld. Nothing else was of any use to him. The watch and headset lay discarded a pace away, and the gunman took a step over to set the handheld carefully in line with them. He nodded for a moment, thinking, then took one of the small black and silver devices clipped to his belt and put it next to the other items.

Then he turned, one last glance over his shoulder, and saw the other man raising a feeble arm toward him. The man’s terrified eyes bulged above his puffy cheeks, and his mouth moved without a sound. The gunman saw the violent twitch of the other’s pain in his outstretched arm, his useless legs. Instead of pity, he felt a quiet pride. It was a job well done. There would be no question that the man had suffered.

Then the gunman walked away, still without a sound. Behind him, his victim’s warm blood leaked along the rough wooden planks, dripped through the gaps to add a few last, dramatic flares of red to the rolling waters. At the edge of the long pier the gunman broke into a run, moving like a cat across the cold pavement. When he disappeared among the towering warehouses, there was a corpse on the pier and not another soul in sight.
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1. The Darkness
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Katie yawned as she stepped out of the elevator, still exhausted from her late-night flight back to DC. She was only nine hours away from a much-needed weekend, though, and anxious to make the most of it. The doors to the Ghost Targets office whispered open at her approach and met her with the noisy bustle of a dozen busy agents. She’d missed that, during a week camped out in a college library as quiet and lonely as a tomb.

The man she’d missed most stepped out of his office at the far end of the bullpen just as she entered. Reed, tall and lithe and strong and silent...and her boss. He was pulling on a jacket, clearly on his way out, but he stopped to throw her a smile across the room, then said something into his headset that probably bought Katie at least a few minutes’ welcome.

He met her in the middle of the floor. “Katie,” he beamed. “Good to have you back. I just heard from Montollo that they got a bench judgment for twelve years. I’m supposed to give you his thanks.”

“Glad to have it done, sir,” Katie said with a twitch of a smile that undermined her businesslike tone. “Don’t know if you heard, but we got ten years plus on all the guys involved in the Hudson case. I just found out this morning.”

He clapped her on the shoulder. “You’re on fire. Now if you can just sort out this mess in Baltimore—” Her grin stopped him mid-sentence, and he said, “You didn’t?”

“Cracked it yesterday morning,” she said. “Turns out our guy was a retired socio-economics professor from the local community college who’d managed to live off the grid all this time. I matched his photo from an old school newsletter to the security recorder footage, and that was enough for Jurisprudence.”

“How much ‘enough’?”

Her grin widened. “Eighty-eight,” she said.

He whistled softly. “The local police had nobody over ten percent before you showed up. Right?”

She shook her head. “The man had nothing on him. Once we requested school records we were able to build a solid profile, but until that he was a real ghost.”

Reed pulled out his handheld to glance over her casefile with an air of awed appreciation. “We don’t get many like that anymore,” he said after a moment. “And you found him in a week, on your first solo case. That’s good work, Katie.”

“Thank you, sir. I’m finally starting to feel a real groove here.” She clapped her hands together briskly and said, “Now, what have you got for me next?”

He chuckled, then glanced at her eyes and shook his head. “You really mean it?”

She nodded, and he said, “I don’t know who you’re trying to impress, Katie, but consider it done. It’s Friday. Finish up your casefile, sign off on the judgment reports, and have yourself a quiet weekend. There’ll be plenty of work to do come Monday.”

“So you’ve got nothing waiting?” she asked. She watched his eyes, and one hand traced absently up to tuck a strand of her straight black hair behind her ear. “Nothing specific, I mean? Because I kind of have something.”

He grinned a little and glanced toward the outer door. Then he turned to give her his full attention. “What kind of something?”

“Case in Brooklyn,” she said. “They’re not promoting it to us, but they should. I was hoping I could convince you to assert jurisdiction.”

“That’s no small request,” Reed said. He searched Katie’s eyes for a moment before he nodded. “I can look into it, though. You got a casefile for me?”

“I’ll get you one,” she said. “Not our style, but close enough.”

Reed’s grin widened. “I suspect I can figure it out.” He rubbed one eyebrow then asked too casually, “What’s got you interested?”

“An old buddy of mine’s been watching the case,” Katie said. She had to push her hair back again. “Looks like a mob hit down on the piers. It sounds awfully suspicious, but the guy working it is just about ready to let the whole thing slide.”

“Is this Marshall?” Reed asked.

“He’s the buddy,” Katie said. “Not the one letting things slide.”

Reed nodded. He cleared his throat. “I’ll look into it,” he said again. Then a little more sharply, “Monday! Right now, it’s practically the weekend. Do your paperwork and go take it easy for a change.”

“Glad to,” she said with a quiet nod of her head. She started to step away, then stopped herself and turned back to him with her first touch of shyness. “Umm...you got any big plans?”

He just sighed and shook his head, and in an instant Katie’s smile was gone, replaced with a worried line across her brow. “What is it?”

“Politics,” he said quietly. “Congressmen are killing me.”

She waited for him to say more, and when he didn’t she caught his eye. “What’s up? Anything I can do to help?”

He discarded her offer with a tight smile, but then he stopped, and Katie felt an instant dread at the sudden hope in his eyes. She had to shake her head. “No Martin,” she said. “I haven’t heard a word from him since De Grey.”

“Really?” His brows came down. “Not at all? I mean...you’ve done all that?”

She felt a flush of pride at the surprised admiration in his voice. He’d thought Martin was doing her work for her. “Yeah,” she said, faking bitter indignation. “That’s been all me.”

He shook his head, obviously flustered. “I’m sorry, Katie. I really didn’t mean anything by it....”

“It’s okay,” she said, with a comforting hand on his arm. She tried to catch his eye, worry creasing her forehead again. “I’m kidding, Reed. It was just a joke. What’s wrong?”

“Congress,” he said. “They want to tell us how to do our jobs, when frankly they have no clue—”

“Still?” she said, cutting him off. “Is this the Accountability thing? I thought that was taken care of.”

His eyes finally stopped roaming. They settled on hers, and for a heartbeat the ghost of a smile played across his lips. Then the darkness returned to his gaze and he looked down. “It’s the aftermath,” he said shortly. “Or a side effect, maybe. But even after Martin intervened, those investigators got to make their report, and there’s a couple senators anxious for an opportunity to interfere in our lives.”

Katie looked down, a thoughtful frown decorating her eyes. She said solemnly, “Jeez. I hope they didn’t get my votes!”

He barked a laugh, surprised, and then clapped her on the shoulder. “Frankly, it’s been a long time coming. We’ve been under the radar almost as long as we’ve been around. Congressional oversight...it’s nothing I’m looking forward to, but in a way it was inevitable.”

Katie shook her head. “Then why the long face?”

He met her eyes again, and this time his smile was tight, self-effacing. “Because even knowing it’s necessary, sitting through the hearing is going to be painful.”

“Hearing?” she said, startled. “You?”

He spread his hands and said bitterly, “Well, it would have been Rick, but he managed to get out of it.” He chuckled at Katie’s horrified reaction. “Yeah,” he said, “I’m in hearings all next week. I’ll be testifying Tuesday.”

She shook her head, trying to find some suitable words of encouragement, but before she came up with anything they were interrupted. A short redhead with unmistakable friendliness in his busy eyes, Brian Dimms was one of the team’s best analysts. Now, he darted up to Reed, a little out of breath, and his eyes were too wide. Reed immediately sensed the other man’s urgency and turned all his attention to Dimms. “What’s up?”

“Sir,” he said, rubbing his hands together nervously, “we’ve got trouble.”

Reed laughed. “We’ve always got trouble.”

“Not like this,” Dimms said. He threw a nervous glance at Katie then quickly turned back to Reed and said, “You need to see this. Now.”

“Yeah, of course,” Reed said, trying too late to calm the troubled analyst. “Let’s, uh...let’s look at it in my office.” He jerked his head in that direction, then led the way as he asked Craig to reschedule his meeting. Katie tagged along out of sheer curiosity. No one objected.

In the office, Reed had a new high-resolution monitor on the wall behind his chair—unwilling to replace the old boss’s real wood desktop with one of the interactive monitors everyone else used. Reed pulled out his handheld again as the door fell closed behind them, picked out the message Dimms had sent him, and moved it to the big monitor.

“What’s this?” Reed said, as a HaRRE visualization began playing on the screen. “Why isn’t it in a casefile?”

“Just watch,” Dimms said. Katie stepped past him to get a better view. The scene in the playback was a remote northern town, built on permafrost by the looks of it. The camera showed a one-light intersection and a dirty little bar with half a dozen rundown manual-drive cars in the lot.

Katie’s eyes widened. “Where is this?”

“Wasilla, Alaska,” Reed said, dividing his attention between the playback on the monitor and a details screen on his handheld. “But I still don’t see why—”

He cut off sharply when the screen went black. Three heartbeats passed before Katie could find enough voice to whisper, “No.”

Dimms nodded, but before he could say more, Katie rounded on him. Nose to nose, she growled, “That’s not possible.”

Dimms shrugged pathetically and took a step away. “I’m sorry, Agent Pratt, but it is.”

She grabbed Reed’s handheld and operated the HaRRE controls. The playback skipped into fast forward, but the screen stayed black. She turned back over her shoulder to ask Dimms, “How long is it?”

“Umm...this one’s twenty-six minutes,” he said, even as the screen sprang to life again.

“It looks just like Velez’s,” Reed said, delicately retrieving his handheld.

“It is just like that one,” Dimms said, earnestly. “I’ve been going over the logs—”

Katie shut him up with just a look. Fear and fury were fighting for control of her tongue, but her voice was still soft when she said, “This one is twenty-six minutes?”

Dimms blushed. “It was in my report,” he said, his voice pleading. “Yes. This one. There are two more active at the moment. One is in Guyana—”

“Three of these?” she said. She felt the fear win out. “How...I don’t understand.”

The reproach in the analyst’s eyes said she hadn’t given him the chance to explain it to her, but he didn’t voice the objection. He spread his hands, soothing, and said, “This is the most severe of them, and we have no reason to believe we’ve missed anything important. There’s a blackout in downtown Prague, but Prague’s not really under Hathor coverage, anyway, so its effects are limited. The other is a remote recorder in a wildlife preserve. These look like glitches—”

“No.” Reed cut him off, all humor gone from his voice. “These look like the attack that was meant to bring down Hathor for good.”

Dimms gulped. “I know,” he said, nodding rapidly. “That’s why I brought it to your attention.”

“How is this possible?” Reed said. “We shut Velez down. All his code was destroyed.”

That wasn’t entirely true. Katie felt a gnawing fear in her stomach. It was always there when she relived the memories of those terrifying days in Velez’s underground lair. She’d met the mastermind who built Hathor and become his prisoner during the last days of his bid to bring it down. And when it was over, while she was lying in a hospital bed in Buenos Aires, she’d watched Martin Door—her new friend and the villain’s long-time collaborator—walk away with a copy of Velez’s code on his battered handheld. She had reason enough to trust him, but he was the only one in the world who could have done this.

His name escaped her in a gasp. “Martin!”

Reed turned to her then. He shook his head. “If anyone could help us, it’s him. But you said—”

“No,” Katie said, with a quick shake of her head to cover her outburst. “I still can’t get him.”

Reed nodded and turned back to Dimms. “It’s up to you, then. Find out how Velez is activating his code, where the commands are coming from.”

“It doesn’t have to be Velez,” Dimms said. “His code is in the recorders now. You destroyed whatever control software he had for it, but even without the trigger mechanisms the vulnerability’s still there.”

Reed’s eyes widened. “So this may not even be malicious?”

Dimms glanced uncomfortably at Katie and said, “Well, it may not, but...umm...it is. The way it has popped up almost seems like someone’s trying it out. Toying with some new software where he doesn’t think he’ll get caught.”

His words hit Katie like a punch to the gut. She barely managed to keep her face composed.

“Where’s it coming from?” she said.

He shook his head, helpless. “There’s no way to tell. I figured out how to spot cascading identity failures from secondary effects, but Hathor itself is a giant black hole, even to me.” He ducked his head and corrected himself. “To us.”

Reed regarded him levelly. “So you’ve got nothing.”

“I haven’t got nothing,” Dimms said. His breath escaped him in a huff. “I’ve got early detection of a critical vulnerability exploit, and I thought you would want to know immediately. Now, as far as analysis goes, check back with me on Monday, and I’ll show you better information than you could get from anyone outside Hathor corporate headquarters.”

“Fair enough,” Reed said, placating again. “Jesus, I can’t keep my foot out of my mouth today. You’re right, Dimms, and I’m glad you told me right away. And I’m sorry.”

“That’s, uh...that’s not necessary, sir.”

“No, it is,” Reed said. His eyes went to the blacked out monitor on the wall. “I can’t afford to screw this up. Who do we have in town?”

Dimms looked blank. After a moment he pulled out his handheld to check. “Pinder, sir. And...Gates. Phillips. I think Drew should be free by Monday—”

“Good,” Reed said. “Craig, schedule a meeting with all of them this afternoon, top priority. Thanks. You can have details for me by Monday?”

Again it took Dimms a moment to realize Reed was talking to him, but when he did he nodded frantically. Reed nodded once. He said, “Craig, arrange transportation details for Monday morning or Sunday night. Send Drew Beckhurst to Alaska, Phillips to...no. Forget Phillips. Send Gates to Prague, and send Pinder to Guyana. Thanks.”

Katie’s eyes shot wide. “Reed—”

“Not now.” He waved her away. “Craig, connect me to Phillips.”

She crossed the distance between them in one long step. “You’re not leaving me out of this,” she growled quietly.

He held her eyes for a moment, and then Phillips answered the call. Without looking away, Reed spoke into his headset. “Hey. What have you got planned for the next week?” He barely waited for the answer before he said, “Cancel it.” He laid a restraining hand on Katie’s shoulder and said, “You’re going to Atlanta with Katie.” Phillips answered him briefly and Reed nodded once, then cut the connection.

Katie realized how close she was standing to her boss, and she took a deliberate step back. Then she met his eyes again and asked respectfully, “What’s in Atlanta?”

Reed took a deep breath, and it escaped him in a rush. “Velez.”
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“You’re kidding,” she said, a little breathless. “You want me to talk to Velez?”

“No,” he answered earnestly. His shoulders slumped and he rubbed his eyes wearily. “I want to talk to Velez. I handled his interrogation last time, and that man is...broken. Something’s wrong with him.” He looked away. “I wouldn’t send you, Katie, but I don’t think anyone else could get him to talk.”

Before Katie could answer, Phillips showed up. He burst in, throwing the door open with a bang, and boasted loudly, “I’ll get him to talk.”

Phillips was a monster, six foot three and built like a truck. He wore a beard of stubble that shadowed his strong jawline, and a white cotton t-shirt that strained to cover his torso. He stood tall in the doorway, all eyes on him, and said in a threatening growl, “What has that little rat done now?”

Reed was behind his desk now, unimpressed with Phillips’s entrance. He took his chair and pulled up a message on his handheld before answering.

“Nothing, as far as we know,” he said at last. He looked up to meet his agent’s eyes, then jerked his head toward Katie. “You know Pratt?”

“I know of her,” Phillips said off-hand. Then he looked closer and something like a leer pulled at his lips. “I would love to know more.”

Katie felt some curiosity of her own, although hers was strictly professional. She’d looked in on one of the man’s raids on her first day with Ghost Targets, but apart from that she’d never actually laid eyes on him. He was often the talk of the team, but he was never around the office. He had a reputation as a great cop and terrible citizen. He clearly enjoyed it.

Reed frowned at the other’s comment anyway. “All bravado aside, Berk, I really don’t think he’ll say a word to you.” Phillips frowned, and Katie didn’t know if it was for the comment or for Reed’s use of his first name. Either way, Reed ignored it. “I do think he’ll talk to Katie, though, for reasons all his own. I want you there to take care of her.”

It was Katie’s turn to bristle. “I don’t need him to babysit me.”

Reed stopped her with a look. “You’re not walking into this neutral. The same thing that’s going to get him talking also compromises your decision-making here, and you know that as well as I do.” When she didn’t look down he shook his head. “I saw how you reacted to the security cameras at De Grey.” His voice got quieter. “I saw how you reacted to the blackout on the screen, Katie. You need backup on this.”

Katie looked away. Her eyes met Phillips’s and he just shrugged. “Atlanta’s a good time,” he said. “Ain’t no use complaining.”

“So why Atlanta?” she said, turning back to Reed. He was ready for the question. Location details appeared on the monitor behind him as he leaned forward, elbows on the expensive mahogany desktop.

“Shadow Mountain Security maintains a facility just outside the city,” he said. “That’s where Velez is being held.”

“A facility?” Katie asked.

“A facility,” Reed said, tapping out some commands on his handheld. “It’s in the casefile, which should be on your desks now. It’s a private prison—”

“Private,” Phillips said, “or ‘private’?” He said the second with a special emphasis and Reed pointed at him.

“Restricted,” Reed said. “It’s one of three federally licensed holding facilities with a permanent restricted access.”

“Why?” Katie said. “Why would you ever take criminals off the cameras? Most places—”

“Most places are good enough for most criminals,” Phillips said. His voice was a deep bass growl no matter what he was saying. “There’s some trash can’t be trusted on the camera even to keep ‘em clean.”

“More precisely,” Dimms said coolly with a withering glance at the agent who towered over him, “there are some elements who cannot be entirely disenfranchised as long as they have access to a medium of public dissemination.”

Katie quirked an eyebrow at him, then turned it on Reed. “What?”

“For some,” Reed said, “constant monitoring gives them constant power.”

“Like Velez,” she said, finally understanding. “If he has access to Hathor, even just as a subject, he can take advantage of it....” She trailed off, trying to think how, but Reed nodded.

“That’s exactly it,” he said. “Most people aren’t Velez, though. Shadow Mountain mostly secures individuals with special access to social networks that aren’t subject to official disruption—”

“Mafia,” Phillips said as an aside, and Reed shrugged.

“Mafia and militants is what we usually say. But Velez seemed like a no-brainer.”

“So you thought you could just throw him into a hole and forget about him?” Katie said, trying to keep the skepticism out of her voice.

“Not right away,” Reed said. “We had him in Rikers for twenty-four hours before Jurisprudence cleared him of all charges.”

“You’re lying,” she said, eyes wide, but Reed shook his head.

Dimms chipped in. “He didn’t even use voice control. He could have. But he effectively busted himself out with nothing but facial expressions. Once he actually started trying, he convinced the cameras he’d been wrongly convicted in under twelve minutes. The man’s a genius.”

“He’s a bastard,” Reed and Phillips growled together, and Katie agreed with all of them.

“That’s nuts,” she said.

Reed answered her. “That’s why we moved him to Shadow Mountain,” he said. “Under normal circumstances, it’s helpful to have the attentive eyes of a concerned public watching a convict’s every move, but when Velez can twitch an eyebrow and clear a ninety-seven confidence bench judgment—”

“You got ninety-seven?” Katie goggled.

Reed spread his hands. “I’m good at what I do,” he said. “But Velez was able to beat it with a carefully constructed frown. That demands extraordinary measures.”

“Do they work?”

Reed shrugged. “He’s still there,” he said. “That’s something.”

“I don’t know,” Katie said. “I still remember the big push to make the prisons transparent. Remember those ads?”

“I do,” Reed said, nodding. “First time I ever saw a HaRRE reconstruction and it was Jimmy Rosebud—”

“I know that one!” Katie said. “Was that real?”

“It was,” Reed said. “It worked, too. People tuned in. I think his cell footage beat out Bay’s last big release on its opening weekend. Something like that. People say it was the turning point in the switch to reconstructed media.”

“Everyone wanted to see him pay,” Phillips said. “Dad had the TV on Rosebud’s private feed for two weeks hoping to see the bastard burn, but they blanked it at the last minute.” He chuckled. “That’s over a decade ago and I’m still bitter.”

“That’s almost two,” Reed said. He shook his head. “Some people are better off in the dark.”

“And some people are better off dead,” Phillips said. “If it was me, Velez wouldn’t be bothering anybody.”

“And if it was you,” Reed said, “We’d have no leads right now. So let Katie take point on this, got it? I want you both at Shadow Mountain Monday morning. Dimms will get you a field analysis by then. Talk with Velez. Figure out if he’s involved—”

“And if he is?” Phillips asked.

“I doubt the guards will let you off him,” Reed said, “but feel free to ask.”

“You don’t think it’s him,” Katie said.

He nodded to her. “I think Shadow Mountain runs a tight shop. I doubt Velez is pulling anything at all.”

Katie grinned. “He sure won’t like the idea of someone else using his code though.”

Reed nodded. “My thoughts exactly. Get under his skin and find out what we need to do to fix this.”

“I have some specific avenues of inquiry,” Dimms said. “I’ll brief you on what to ask.” He was talking to Katie directly, and Phillips barked a laugh and took a long step away from her.

“That’s all yours,” he said.

Dimms frowned. “This could very well save Hathor from structural collapse—”

“And that’s a job perfectly suited for our pretty little hero,” Phillips said. “Call me when you need someone to bust heads.” He glanced at Reed and toned it down. “But, y’know, whatever.”

Reed snorted. “You’re a real team player, Phillips.” Phillips shrugged, and Reed shook his head. “Monday?” he said and waited for nods from Katie and Phillips. “Okay. I need you both in the meeting this afternoon, too, but that’s your tasking, okay?” He glanced at the time on his handheld and winced. “I’ve got to get out of here. I can only reschedule the Secretary of Justice so many times in one day. Phillips, you’re acting for me. Got it? Good. See you both after lunch.” As he said the last he threw on his coat, and before he finished he was out the door.

Katie spent ten minutes skimming the casefile Reed had given her, then tore herself away to grab a turkey sandwich from the cafeteria downstairs. It was her first time back there in two weeks, but she barely took fifteen minutes to enjoy it before rushing back upstairs to her desk. She dove back into the corporate history of Shadow Mountain Security—a private firm that worked exclusively on Justice Department contracts. She was barely through their Atlanta facility’s statement of work, though, before she had to close it out and go to the big meeting.

She listened to Reed briefing the others on their big important cases in Wasilla and Prague, but it sounded hollow to her. Scary as the blackouts were, they had nothing on the man who’d designed them. The real terror was just down the coast, in sunny Georgia. Halfway through the meeting, her headset beeped to let her know her flight was booked, and Katie smiled a private little smile.

Afterward she caught Phillips headed for the door. “Hey,” she called, “wait up a sec?”

He stopped, but he glanced anxiously at his watch. Katie frowned. It was barely three. Still, he seemed anxious to get out the door. He met Katie’s eyes with an irritated, “Yeah?”

Katie blinked. “I, uh...I just noticed you’re not on my flight. I can change airlines if you want to—”

He looked her up and down. “Suit yourself,” he said, “but I plan to be in the bar by nine.”

She frowned, confused, then her eyes shot wide. “In Atlanta? Tonight?”

“No,” he said, heavy on the sarcasm. “I’m going to spend Friday night in DC.”

She frowned. “Don’t you live here?”

He laughed. “Only on paper, baby.” He turned his back on her and pushed out the doors into the lobby. He called back over his shoulder as he went. “See you on Monday. Not too early.”

She was still standing there, staring at the closed doors, when Reed patted her on the back. “He’s got his own style.”

Katie snorted. “How am I supposed to work with that?”

Reed turned her to face him. “You’ll manage,” he said. “Katie, I’m not happy about what I’m asking you to do.”

“I know,” she said. “And I appreciate that. But I’ll be back by Tuesday. I’ll get what we need, Dimms will put Hathor back together good as new, and we’ll get on with our lives.” She smiled for him, trying to look brave, but she didn’t quite pull it off.

He held her eyes for a moment longer, then broke away with a big grin of his own. “You know,” he said, “you probably really will. You’re a hell of an agent, Pratt.”

“Thank you, sir.” She watched him as he crossed to his office. When the door closed she blinked once, then headed to her desk to learn just what she was getting into. No matter what she did, her hands wouldn’t stop shaking.
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TWO HOURS DISAPPEARED before she realized she still hadn’t taken care of her closed cases. She brought up the casefile for her Baltimore case and got lost in her report. She read through the bench judgment on Montalban’s case in federal court, and before she knew it the city outside her window glittered against the night. Another agent across the bullpen was busily working away and a couple analysts were talking in the conference room, but otherwise the floor was empty. She checked the time, then gathered her stuff and headed for the door.

Dinner was waiting for her when she got home, a home-cooked pot roast with steamed veggies. It was a local service one of her neighbors ran, and Katie had taken to ordering in twice a week. The roast smelled delicious, and her stomach rumbled as she scooped up the package and moved it to the table. But then her headset beeped with an update to her new casefile, and Katie lost herself in Dimms’s preliminary notes.

She quickly moved from his notes into the source material. She found herself in Prague, exploring the spotty Hathor coverage of the bustling entertainment district. The HaRRE environment seemed too cramped on the tiny screen of her handheld, so she transferred it to the monitor on her wall and just used her handheld to control it.

The scene it showed in Prague was a strange one. She could pass through a block of nightclubs and theaters directly onto a blank, flat gray floor that stretched maybe a hundred yards before giving way to a square packed with restaurants and boutiques.

She could have filled in the gaps, with a little patience. Through work she had full access to the other major aggregators, and she knew her handheld could draw a composite environment integrating the Vyesde data with Hathor’s feed. She found the emptiness more helpful, though. In a weird way, it let her visualize her jurisdiction here. She checked Dimms’s notes, checked her location in HaRRE, and then rotated the camera up to the sky.

Half a mile down the block and six storeys up, an ugly sphere of black hung in empty air, the only point of darkness in her artificial world. She imagined it a roiling black cloud, angry and portentous, but in reality it was perfectly smooth—a billiard ball suspended in the air, thirty yards across. And growing. She flew up next to it but frantically backpedaled as she got close, overcome by a sudden, silly fear of touching the cloud’s oily surface—of getting lost within it. She fought down the fear and then slowly moved the camera up right next to it, then turned on a virtual ruler that floated in the air before her camera. She positioned it against the blackness then brought up a timer and sat back to wait.

She remembered her food then for the first time and jumped to her feet. It was long-since cold. She left her handheld on the couch cushion and heated up all the food together in a big ceramic bowl, then took it back to the couch where she curled up with her feet under her to eat. Her eyes were glued to the handheld’s screen, though, while the shadow stretched slowly along her phantom ruler. The timer said eighteen minutes when she set aside the empty bowl, and the blackout had claimed less than an inch of the ruler. She left the ruler and the timer suspended there in space, flagged as reference points in her casefile, then moved to the nature preserve in Guyana to repeat the process.

At two in the morning she was still there, bunched up at the end of her couch with the handheld resting on her knees. The screen on the wall was divided into three panels, each one showing an extreme close-up of a transparent ruler—its end lost in a blot of ink—and above it a running clock. Katie checked the one on the left, made a note to herself, and then blinked in surprise at how large the
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