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When numbers of crows gather, the correct word for them is not flock but rather murder, a murder of crows. During this last week of the year, via his sixth sense, he has several times foreseen a large murder of shrieking crows burst into flight with a rattle of wings. They circle overhead, a harbinger of he knows not what, before the omen fades.


  Under the name Maxim de Winter, he has returned to this small town on the Texas Panhandle to stay at the Sleepytime Inn not for a snowy Christmas, though the snow comes on schedule, and not for more good Tex-Mex food at the restaurant across the highway, though he eats his share during a weeklong stay, but he has come to see if the fate of the Harmony family, owners of the motel, might have changed, if they might escape the horrors of the violent future he’s witnessed in clairvoyant visions. During a previous visit earlier in the month, he foresaw Holly and Lloyd Harmony brutalized and beheaded, their young daughter, Kaylie, gang-raped and murdered.


  Now, on his last night before leaving for California, as he’s preparing for bed, he is becoming hopeful that the lack of another vision might mean the future has been altered by actions he’d taken before returning here. Then the motel room changes around him, the warm Southwest decor morphing into vandalized rubble, the door standing open to an overcast day. The vision is all-encompassing, a virtual-reality tour of a horrific world to come: a dead man, a stranger, bound to a chair with wire that has cut into the flesh of his forearms, his mouth open in a silent scream, his eyes as milky as those of a blind fish that has lived its life in a subterranean lake; a woman, perhaps his wife, naked on the bed, her corpse so savaged that Nameless cannot bear to look at her. This is worse than what he’d seen before, and it gets no better as he slowly moves out of the room, as in certain nightmares where the dreamer can proceed only as if underwater. In the parking lot, six burned-out vehicles are charred black, the windows blown out and the tires melted off the wheel rims. At his appearance, a murder of crows explodes up from the cadavers on which the birds have been feasting. Scattered behind the burned vehicles are the shotgunned bodies of ten people, including two children, evidently condemned solely because they stayed at a motel owned by a family judged unworthy by those who will take it upon themselves to fashion a new nation. He glides onward until he finds Holly, Lloyd, and Kaylie where he found them during a previous vision, in the same condition as before. What Nameless has thus far done to foil the revolution has had no effect.


  When this grim presentiment fades, he finds himself alone in a motel room where vandalism and rape and murder haven’t yet occurred. If he were, in full, the man who he had been two and a half years ago, when he’d still had a name and memories of his first thirty-some years, he might not have been able to sleep with such hideous images haunting him. When he lies down, however, he says, “Five o’clock a.m.,” which is when he wishes to wake, and a minute later, he is asleep. One of his gifts is the ability to fall asleep quickly and to sleep so deeply that it is a preview of death.


  

2
  

The chilly breeze has a keen edge. Steely January sunshine cuts sharp shadows, and blades of reflected light slash up from every polished surface.


  In Sunnyvale, California, Nameless stands in front of the hotel where he is registered as John Ridd. He is five minutes early.


  The man calling himself Howard, who has not revealed a surname, arrives four minutes early, driving a Jeep Wrangler.


  Climbing into the front passenger seat, Nameless says, “Good morning.”


  “I think it will be,” Howard says. He’s sixtysomething, trim and fit, with white hair cut short. He has the bearing of a man who spent a career in the military, in one of the especially intense services, maybe the Marines or the Navy SEALs. “But it’s going to hit you hard. Be ready for that.”


  Nameless had met with Howard in Scottsdale, Arizona, less than two weeks earlier, when they agreed on the necessity of the meeting to which he is now being driven. He may have known the man before that, but he has no memory of a previous encounter.


  In fact, he has no memories of the first thirty-some years of his life, which are shrouded in amnesia that was imposed on him with a technology he doesn’t understand. He is certain, however, that he volunteered to undergo this erasure of his past, out of a desperate need to forget.


  Sunnyvale and the surrounding territory are often referred to as Silicon Valley. Some of the world’s largest corporations were founded here.


  Their destination this morning is a six-acre property encircled by an eight-foot brick wall. The guardhouse at the main gate appears constructed to withstand mortar fire. The men at this station wear generic security-guard uniforms and don’t seem to be carrying guns.


  “They’re combat-experienced former US Marines,” Howard says. “In the guardhouse, they have immediate access to automatic carbines with armor-piercing ammunition.”


  Past the guardhouse, a driveway leads toward a three-story, windowless, monolithic building with fluted walls entirely clad in burnished, seamless copper. This strange structure is screened by two rows of forty-foot-tall incense cedars.


  “Two acres under roof at ground level,” Howard says, “plus five subterranean levels of the same size. Steel-reinforced poured-in-place concrete construction.”


  “I don’t see a name on anything.”


  “The company name is Adjuvant,” Howard says. “It has nothing to sell at this time. It might never go public and offer shares. It wants anonymity.”


  They leave the vehicle in a VIP parking area, where a valet gives Howard a claim check.


  Two huge roll-up doors are so well integrated into the fluted wall that they’re almost invisible. Between them is a standard-size entry door that opens only after Howard and Nameless have been identified by a facial-recognition scan.


  Beyond lies a vestibule with two-foot-thick concrete walls. Even accepted visitors must wait as remote technicians fluoroscope them for concealed weapons and olfactory electronics analyze the air around them for free molecules of various explosive materials.


  A steel door slides aside with a pneumatic hiss. Beyond is the vast main floor. Supplies for the project are stored in hundreds of metal baskets in racks that are vertical, motorized carousels. Simple robots on wheels hum this way and that in search of items they’ve been directed to retrieve. Nameless and Howard are the only people in sight.


  They follow the center aisle to four elevators. Howard presses a thumb to a scanner, and a cab door slides open.


  “Is any of this familiar?” Howard asks.


  “No. Maybe. A sort of déjà vu. I guess I’ve been here before.”


  “Often. From the day ground was broken nine years ago.”


  “I don’t understand.”


  “You soon will.”


  “What’s going on here, what kind of work?”


  “Research and development involving cognitive function, brain structure, the matrix of memory.”


  Nameless is surprised to hear himself say, “AI. Artificial intelligence.”


  “In part, yes. But more. Subterranean floors one through four are labs and workshops.”


  They descend to the fifth and lowest level. The air lacks even the faintest of scents. The corridors maze one to another, as silent as passages in a lost pyramid under a thousand feet of sand. Their footsteps strike no sound from the floor. The soft lighting is so diffuse that it fails to grant them shadows. They proceed as might two spirits navigating an afterlife labyrinth, until they come to a room reserved for them.


  Eight chairs attend the U-shaped conference table, arranged side by side along its outer curve. They settle into the center seats. Opposite the open end of the U, a large video screen is embedded in the wall.


  As the screen brightens from black to blue, Howard produces a pair of eyeglasses with thick lenses in which appear to be embedded slanting rows of copper threads. The two skull temples are thicker than on ordinary glasses, and the end pieces that snug behind the ears are as large as the electrodes used with an electrocardiograph.


  “What you’re about to experience,” Howard says, “is a montage of recovered memories from several people, smartphone video from various sources, traffic cams, and news film. The assemblage has been processed through a program that clarifies and enhances it, then conforms the multiple sources into a single visual quality. But none of it is speculation. It’s real, just as it happened. I’ll watch on the wall screen. With the glasses, you’ll seem to live it.”


  “Recovered memories?” Nameless wonders. “Whose recovered memories?”


  “Yours among others.” Howard puts a hand on his companion’s shoulder, an unexpected affectionate gesture that Nameless, to his surprise, finds comforting, as if they share a complex and emotional history. “At your insistence, the technology that closed a door on all memories of your first thirty-seven years can’t open that door again for you. You can access your past only if the amnesia crumbles and falls away naturally, as a consequence of a series of small but escalating revelations or because of one that’s big and shattering. What you’re about to experience is a sledgehammer, a wrecking ball. I’d be against subjecting you to it if your next mission wasn’t so desperate and if it didn’t require you to have the fullest sense of who you are and how you got to this moment.”


  Nameless puts on the glasses. He is blind with his eyes wide open, an alarming condition even though it lasts only half a minute. Then he finds himself in the past, enwrapped by it, all five senses engaged. Time is rendered into stratums, some removed, the remaining slices pressed together in a seamless flow of related moments. This hypervivid documentary has no music; however, image by image, dread accrues as it does in a film that has a score by a master composer who knows how to suggest oncoming horror.
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Under a low, menacing sky, an immense Wrightian house of local stacked stone and teak, with big cantilevered decks, stands against a backdrop of California live oaks, on a five-acre property.


  In front of the residence wait two black limousines, engines purring, thin vapor escaping their tailpipes. A disembodied voice says, “It’s a super stretch. You’ll be an acre from us, Porter. I’ll keep her engaged with me.”


  Nameless leans through an open door, addressing someone in the passenger compartment. His expression is one of impatience. “It’ll take an hour to get there, Regina, and I’ve got two hours of urgent phone calls. I can’t get this business done with distractions.”


  The point of view reverses, and within the car is a lovely woman in her midthirties. At her side sits a dimpled girl of ten, her hair in a ponytail. The child holds a floppy-eared plush-toy rabbit. “Call me, too, Daddy,” she says. “We’ll do some business.”


  The child’s point of view reveals Nameless as he leans into the car to kiss the girl’s cheek. Her breath smells of peppermint candy. He says, “See you on the other side of the looking glass, Alice.”


  Grinning, Alice thrusts forth the rabbit. When speaking for it, she affects a lisp. “Let’th have tea together. Fine cakeths and crumpeths.”


  His chauffeur, Roland, holds open the starboard back door of the second limousine. “Might take us a bit longer than an hour, Mr. Augustine. Rain is almost upon us.”


  The second limo follows the first as the long driveway curves around a one-acre lake where a great blue heron, four feet tall, forages in the shallows. Its long neck cranes up from a search for a fingerling or frog. Cocking its head as the limo passes, the bird gazes intently at Porter Augustine with one sour yellow eye and issues a foreboding sound that is audible even inside the car, a rapid throaty kok-kok-kok.


  With the limousines on an open highway, one behind the other, with the heavens crashing to the earth in wet cascades, Porter Augustine makes call after call, diligently tending to business without distractions.


  Roland at the wheel, the rain-spattered windshield before him, the wipers sweeping back and forth with a rhythmic thumping that seems like a countdown toward a detonation. Ahead rises the north tower of the suspension bridge, an arched concrete structure that might look majestic on a sun-soaked day. In this gray light, faded by the mist and drumming rain, it rises like the ominous portal to a cathedral in which the strange god worshipped is out of a Lovecraft story.


  Angled down from atop a lamppost, a camera captures four lanes of traffic, two northbound and two southbound, slowed by the bad weather, yet moving at about fifty miles an hour.


  Another traffic cam, aimed at the bridge, records the moment when a tremendous shock wave rocks the giant support tower. The structure torques like a distorted form in a surrealistic painting by Salvador Dalí. It cracks, and it spalls off chunks of concrete that slam down into oncoming traffic. Main cables, suspender cables, and stay ropes snap, furiously thrashing the air. In the backwash of a sudden flare of brake lights, the falling rain is red. Trucks and SUVs and cars slide, collide, violently ricocheting off each other, one devastating impact after another. The tower collapses, taking with it the main span and the north side span, as the vehicles closest to the bridge tumble into the abyss.


  The Mercedes limousine fishtails, and traffic behind it shrieks to a stop before T-boning it. Porter Augustine throws open the door of the passenger compartment and steps into the storm, the downpour so intense that he’s instantly soaked. The phone slips from his hand and clatters on the pavement. Ahead is the other limousine, which has been crushed in collisions with two eighteen-wheelers: starboard doors caved in, port-side doors twisted half off their hinges and standing open, windows shattered, tires blown. One of the trucks, a Peterbilt, completes a mortal slide and jackknifes into the terrible void where the side span of the bridge once stood. The second truck hangs up on the brink, the back of its trailer over the abyss, the driver scrambling to get out of the tilted cab.


  A traffic camera provides a vulture’s-eye view of the dozens of cars and trucks scattered across the rain-swept highway. Survivors exit the vehicles in a state of shock, while others remain inside, perhaps immobilized by injuries or unconscious.


  Porter moves hesitantly toward the demolished limousine as rain rattles and hisses on the pavement, as pitchforks of lightning rip through the clouds and bright reflections rake the wet blacktop, as thunder seems to vibrate out of the earth like the foreshock of a devastating quake. The highway is littered with debris: pulverized safety glass, fragments of red plastic, thick snakes of rubber tread shorn from the tires of the eighteen-wheelers, hubcaps, all kinds of envelopes and magazines from a breached postal service van—and one button-eyed floppy-eared rabbit. The toy peers out at him from under a sodden magazine. Heart knocking so hard that his vision pulses with each beat, he crouches to retrieve the bunny. When he pulls it from under the magazine, he discovers that the publication has been concealing a child’s severed hand clutching the toy in pale, locked fingers.


  Something breaks in Porter Augustine then, not just his heart but something in his mind, a bridge between reason and emotion. He falls away into a madness that will eventually pass in the weeks to come, but only to be replaced by an all-consuming obsession, by a fierce determination to discover meaning in a suddenly meaningless world. He picks up the rabbit, the severed hand resting on top, and he cradles these precious objects in his right arm, against his chest. Alice is somewhere nearby, she must be nearby, and she needs her hand. He will find her and get her to a hospital where her hand can be reattached. Surgeons can perform miracles these days. They will sew the hand back on, and Alice will heal, and in time this hand will work just as well as her other one. The limousine. She must be in the limousine, where Regina will already have applied a makeshift tourniquet to her daughter’s arm, because Regina is steady in any crisis, steady and resourceful and quick to act.


  Now to the port-side door that was wrenched open and half off its hinges in a collision. In the passenger compartment, shadows pool as murky as swamp water. Against the far door, which buckled and staved in with great violence, Regina slumps in the seat. He can’t be sure of her condition until fire races across the turbulent sky, even brighter than before, and illuminates the car. Her mouth is open as though she is thirsty for the rain that slants through the broken window, eyes closed, body so still that she who once inhabited it has surely taken up residence in another body in a better world.


  To follow Regina into death seems preferable to remaining in the land of the living while dead inside. But Alice is not in the car, and he can’t leave the child alone in this cruel world. He has to find her, hurry her to a hospital, have her hand reattached. He moves away from the limousine. Like a soldier on a battlefield in the aftermath of conflict, he wanders through the rubble, among the dead and wounded, dazed but also frantic that she might have gone into the abyss and that he won’t be able to get to her in time.


  But then he finds her. Thrown from the limousine, she must have tumbled across the pavement and been struck by a vehicle, perhaps been struck by yet another. He kneels beside her, but there is no Alice anymore, only the vessel in which she once graced this world. She isn’t in a condition to be kissed, so he finds himself kissing the hand that holds the rabbit, sobbing uncontrollably and saying her name over and over, telling her that he’s sorry, so sorry. He doesn’t know whether a minute passes or five, doesn’t care, before the miserable day is full of sirens, patrol cars and ambulances and fire trucks.


  Too late.


  Roland, the chauffeur, makes his way to Porter. “Oh, God. Mr. Augustine. Oh, God, she was so sweet.” In tears, Roland drops to his knees, and Porter looks up from his daughter’s hand, his expression ghastly, as if his face will collapse into a pit of grief. Roland says, “I’ll stay with her wherever she’s taken. I’ll be sure they handle her gently. I won’t leave her side no matter what, not until you come back to make . . . to make the arrangements.”


  Porter hears himself speaking as if from a distance, as if he has left his body and is drifting away to be with Alice: “I can’t leave. I can’t ever leave. I’m dying here.”


  Roland says, “If Regina has a chance, you have to be with her.”


  “She’s gone, she’s dead.”


  Roland says, “She’s in bad shape, but she’s not gone. See the ambulance over there? EMTs are loading her in the ambulance now. She’s alive—and maybe so is the baby she’s carrying.”


  The hospital, the ICU waiting room, rain-washed windows, bright light, white walls and blue tile floor, the air redolent of a strong disinfectant. Body heat has not yet dried Porter’s clothes, which cling to him. As he delivers the prognosis, Dr. Mengiste’s dark eyes are direct and his voice strong with certainty, not because he lacks compassion, but because he knows that directness and certainty are the essence of compassion in a moment like this, when false hope is a cruelty. He says, “If she could make it through this, the baby would be stillborn. Your son is already gone. I’m sorry to say the damage to Regina’s internal organs is too extensive to be able to conceive a staged course of repair and transplantation. She can be kept alive only with extreme measures, and then not for long. I’m sorry to say, she’ll be gone before the day is done.” Porter wants to know if she’s conscious. She’s not. He asks if there’s been brain damage, and Dr. Mengiste says, “Most likely there hasn’t been any yet, but I can’t know for sure.” Porter asks if she is in pain, and he’s told that she is not.


  Pacing the ICU waiting room, clasping his head with both hands as though to resist cranial pressure that might destroy him, Porter says, “Whatever it takes, keep her alive for twenty-four hours.”


  When Dr. Mengiste quietly suggests that the merciful thing to do would be to let her go now, Porter comes face-to-face with the physician. He puts his hands on Mengiste’s shoulders as he might have done with an old and valued friend when pleading for the favor of a lifetime. “You don’t understand, Doctor. I need to talk to the director of the hospital—now. I need extraordinary consideration. There’s something I might be able to do for Regina. A wild chance. If you try to keep her alive for twenty-four hours, whether you succeed in doing so or not, I’ll donate to the hospital foundation. One hundred million dollars. I’ll arrange a wire transfer of the funds within an hour.”


  Having been transferred from the ICU, Regina Augustine lies in a spacious private room, unconscious, her urine being collected by way of a catheter, hydration maintained via an IV drip. A tracheal intubation has been performed; she is breathing with the assistance of a ventilator. Her blood pressure, pulse, and blood oxygen level are closely monitored. A nurse and a physician are present; under private contract with Porter Augustine rather than employed by the hospital, they have signed nondisclosure agreements.


  Also present are five technicians from Adjuvant, Inc., who have brought with them a machine that arrived in parts and was assembled in the room. It’s now six feet long, five feet high, and four feet wide, with a workstation and a stack of three monitors at each end. The screens glow with colorful images of the human brain viewed from different angles. The nurse and doctor find this machine mysterious, but they ask no questions about it or the other arcane devices.


  The nurse and the doctor are surely aware of the purpose of the electro cap that the Adjuvant technicians have fitted to Regina’s head. It is somewhat different in design from such devices that they have seen in the past and includes an unusually large number of electrodes trailing wires to an EEG workstation that stands on a trolley cart. On the EEG screen are always five wave-tracking readouts that represent Regina’s gamma, beta, alpha, theta, and delta brain waves, although at times there are twenty. The Adjuvant crew—three men, two women—speak in hushed voices, in jargon that must be largely meaningless to the doctor and the nurse.


  Porter stands at a window. At times, he finds it hard to draw breath. Neither that symptom nor a persistent ache in his chest has anything to do with a medical condition. He is oppressed by a weight of grief and guilt, by loss and longing—and, in his despair, he’s seduced by a death wish. He and Regina are not just husband and wife, but each other’s best friend, also partners in every sense, cofounders of three successful companies. She’s smarter even than she is beautiful, a business genius, as quick-witted and funny as anyone he’s ever known. He can’t imagine life without her. He has a technological intuition so advanced, some joke that he must be in contact with—and getting his ideas from—an extraterrestrial race far more advanced than humanity. But he is just Porter, and she is just Regina, lovers since their first year of college—which was also their last year because college had nothing to offer that they needed, not after they found each other. Married at nineteen with combined assets of fifteen thousand dollars, they are now worth more than thirty billion, a fortune he would give away in a minute if he could buy his daughter back from the grave and heal his dying wife. When his focus shifts from the storm outside to his faint image in the window glass, self-loathing turns him away from his reflection.


  They don’t know how long this process will take, but once the equipment is in place and functioning, they discover that they have what they need in six hours and forty minutes. Rather, they believe they have what they need; this technology is still in development, and they haven’t yet enjoyed what they would call an unqualified success. If they have captured a consciousness in all its intricate detail—not just memory but also intellectual and emotional capacity in full particularity, with every nuance of personality—they still must upload it into a linked array of Cray supercomputers and see if it is merely a galaxy of data or, instead, the fully functioning universe that is a human mind.


  At 11:35 p.m., fourteen and a half hours after the horror at the bridge, the exhausted Adjuvant team has departed the hospital with their equipment. The privately contracted nurse and physician have gone. After Porter signs a release, the head nurse on the night shift undoes the tracheal intubation and switches off the pressure ventilator. Alone with Regina, he puts down the railing and gets into the bed, lies facing her, and takes her hand, which is warm enough but limp. He tells her that he loves her and that he always will, for whatever time he has left in this world and then forever.


  As he waits, memories come in abundance, without summoning, moments of passion and laughter and accomplishment. Among them is something that happened on a night when they were twenty-four. Having come home after dining out, they open a bottle of cabernet and pour two glasses and continue to discuss what had preoccupied them at dinner: the pros and cons of a decision that might either take their first company to a higher level or else ensure that they will lose control of it and eventually be forced out. She is for taking the plunge, and he is opposed. Because each respects the other, they have reached an impasse. Regina suggests they settle this difference of views by acknowledging the role that chance plays in life, and Porter agrees. From a cabinet in which they keep games that they enjoy, she fetches a fresh pack of cards, strips off the cellophane, opens the box, sets aside the jokers, and shuffles several times. The future of their business will be decided by whoever selects the highest card. Regina fans the new deck, and Porter draws first. The ten of clubs. She selects one and sets the deck aside before turning her card over. The ace of diamonds. They take the plunge, as she wishes, and the decision is so advantageous that they become billionaires within sixteen months and are aboard an accelerating success train that, with much hard work, takes them far beyond anything they dared dream.


  He remembers also a moment nine years after that lucky night, on the evening of Alice’s seventh birthday, when the girl is excitedly recounting a card trick that her teacher performed at school. Regina produces a deck and proceeds to dazzle her daughter—and Porter no less—with a series of tricks that seem magical. When he wonders where she learned to handle cards this way, she winks and smiles slyly and says, “You remember I told you, the summer before college I worked in a stage show at Disneyland, assisting a sleight-of-hand magician? Well, he was also a card mechanic. Every new deck comes out of the box in the same sequence, so you know what you’ve got when you start. He could shuffle repeatedly, controlling the cards, putting them in exactly whatever order he wanted. I was fascinated. He taught me. It was maybe the hardest thing I ever learned, and I stay in practice, don’t dare get rusty.” Porter stares at her in astonishment. “You never told me.” She winks again and says, “Such a skill is less useful if it’s known you have it. I’ve only resorted to it twice, babe, and I’m so glad I did.” The first time made them billionaires. The second time settled a debate about whether to have a child or wait another two or three years. Now Alice pleads for more tricks. Regina shuffles and then places three cards side by side on the table, facedown. She turns up the first. It’s an ace of diamonds, which she returns to the deck. She reveals the second of the three, also the ace of diamonds, which she again inserts in the deck. The third card is the ace of diamonds. She shuffles again and turns the entire deck faceup and fans the cards in an arc on the table, asking Alice to find all three aces of diamonds—but there is only one. The girl squeals with delight and claps her hands. To Regina, this best of all possible wives, Porter says, “So maybe next time, I shuffle.” Regina says, “Then maybe next time we settle the issue with dice.” God, he loves her so much.


  He is drawn out of the river of memories by the alarm on the cardiac monitor. At 12:14 a.m. of this new and terrible day, as he lies on his side, facing Regina, holding her for the last time, the woman’s great heart stops struggling. For her, the end of this life has come, and with it the beginning of another in a world beyond. If he didn’t believe that, he would end his own life now. But he will go on, alive to all appearances, though half-dead inside.


  And just maybe, at Adjuvant, a version of Regina Augustine will be maintained, so that perhaps they can talk and decide the future as it comes at them like a tsunami, henceforth without a deck of cards, without her touch, without her kiss, without her reassuring presence when he wakes in the night in the grip of dread.


  This strange multisensory immersion into a virtual reality of recovered memories, his and others, comes to an end. The ramparts of amnesia have collapsed. Once Nameless, Porter Augustine now sits in blindness with his eyes wide open, shaken and shaking, for a few minutes before he takes off the special eyeglasses.


  The wall screen is dark once more.


  He is alone at the U-shaped conference table, five stories underground. Howard, whom he now knows is his father, has had the grace to give him time alone to recover from the experience. And to prepare for the shock of what comes next.
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Talman Arinwald wears knee-high leather boots to guard against snakes. Likewise, he carries no phone or other device that would make it possible for anyone to know his location via GPS. He stands alone on the grassy crown of his highest hill, overlooking what is his and what will eventually become his, while lavishing his hands with a gel sanitizer. He buys Purell by the case and avoids touching anything that another person might have touched in the past hour, protocols that he followed decades before the pandemic and that he follows now in the aftermath of it.


  Although he’s never been happy in his fifty years, Arinwald is at least gratified to be on a path leading to the satisfaction of his most dearly held desire. When he completes the hard task he has assigned himself, the achievement will bring him contentment rather than happiness, but contentment will be enough. In recent years, he’s come to understand that happiness is not just an illusion; it is an outrageous lie. Those who seem to be cheerful and claim to be blessed are liars whose pretension of happiness is meant to make others envious and miserable, which is one more reason to be contemptuous of self-proclaimed optimists and their ilk.


  For more than three billion years, Earth formed and evolved into its current condition, and for the most recent few thousand of those years, people have wondered at the meaning of it all.


  Talman Arinwald no longer wonders. He knows.


  In the Triassic period, volcanoes reshaped the land and brought to the surface a richness of minerals in raw form. For two hundred million years, the climate heated and cooled repeatedly; mountains rose where none had been; massive glaciers came, grinding passes through the highlands, shaping valleys and the course of rivers. By the arrival of human beings ten thousand years ago, these fields and hills had been processed into fertile soil. Today, Napa County, California, is the greatest wine-producing territory in the world.


  Arinwald Vineyards is the newest yet one of the most honored winemakers in the region, because Talman spent without regard for cost to acquire three hundred acres of the best land already planted with mature grapevines and build a winery of such architectural magnificence that the oldest brands in the county realize they are now second-raters. This has been his principal residence for seven years, though it’s been five years since he realized that owning a vineyard and a winery wasn’t going to make him happy or even merely contented.


  Whereas it once took tedious decades to build a major fortune in America, it can now be done in a few years. Arinwald is one of the early high-tech entrepreneurs, now worth over eighty billion, thanks to various IPOs and patents. He is far wealthier than his noxious social-register parents ever were. As a naive twentysomething tech nerd, he thought a few hundred million dollars would make him happy, but it didn’t. Neither have the billions that have accrued to him since then, largely because he has to deal with money managers who, if they are not fools or crooks, are as dull as butter knives. Having a supermodel girlfriend when he was twenty-seven promised to make him happy, but she was a self-absorbed bore whose enthusiasm for coitus was suspicious and, considering her slapdash hygiene, often nauseating. Sex with anyone is dispiriting—the tedium of seduction, the unnerving intimacy, the repulsive locating of the sexual and the urinary apparatus in the same biological pathway. Really, he would rather not touch anyone ever again, because a moment of pleasure is inevitably followed by hours of disgust and a deeper repugnance. Secretly financing a star-studded, admiring film of his life and business acumen when he was thirty should have pleased him, but the raves it received were more effusive than what he had paid the critics to write, so the reviews struck him as insincere. For a while, Arinwald thought that buying politicians and having his ideas on cultural and economic issues enacted as cold, hard law would bring him something like happiness, but the pols took his under-the-table millions—actually, tens of millions—and delivered nothing in return but empty promises.


  When even Arinwald Vineyards fails to make him happy—as has owning a 280-foot yacht (with a crew of well-paid slackers), as has funding a billion dollars in medical research (with labs full of incompetents who have yet to find a serum to add a hundred years to the human life span)—he finally arrives at an understanding of what it is that keeps contentment forever beyond his reach. People.


  Following that moment of enlightenment, Arinwald discovers a vast body of literature by misanthropic writers, wise philosophical tomes that condemn the selfish, greedy, vindictive, destructive nature of humanity since the earliest chronicles of its existence; it is a reptilian race of venomous potential. At first, alternately depressed and infuriated by the truth to which these writers have led him, Arinwald is ashamed to be human, born into such a savage pack, and it seems no hope exists for a future of reason and peace.


  Then he realizes that a select few transcend their heritage, including the writers who speak so powerfully to him. Certain visionaries foresee a better posthuman world in which genetically engineered generations have transcended their human origins and share the governance of a flourishing planet with intelligent, gentle robots. Smart robots will not have inherited the moral flaws that human beings received from reptilian ancestors in the Jurassic period. He recognizes that he is one of these visionaries—and that, unlike most, he has the resources to advance their agenda.


  Now he descends from the highest point on his property to the hill below it, where the fifty-thousand-square-foot main house commands a panoramic view of the fabled valley. It may be the most beautiful house in America, and it was certainly the most expensive to build, but he is not contented there. He also has four guesthouses, each with two suites, which will be occupied the day after tomorrow, when eight powerful people will gather here, ostensibly to work out the details of a massive charitable mission. In fact, they will reach a consensus on the next step in execution of the One Solution, which will save the world from the plague that is humanity. Curing that plague will at last bring Arinwald contentment.
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Howard Augustine returns to the conference room and sits beside Porter. “You’ve been hammered hard by grief, son. Me, too. But grief is healthy. It confirms that our relationships with those we love are meaningful. Guilt has value, too, though not when you become obsessed with it and not when you insist on taking responsibility for an act of fate.”


  Staring straight ahead at the black screen in the far wall, Porter says, “I called my family a distraction.”


  “You needed an hour without distractions to conduct important business. That’s not the same as calling your family a distraction.”


  “If we had gone in one car, as we should have—”


  “Then perhaps you’d all have died that day.”


  “Or we all would have survived.”


  Porter meets his father’s eyes. Howard can obviously discern his son’s despair, but he seems to find it as frustrating as it is sorrowful. “If you had died with them, you wouldn’t have been here to do all the good you’ve done in their name.”


  “What I’ve done—has it been good?”


  “Some people steal and murder without fear because they enjoy a special status within the system, a privilege to be lawless. Seeking the truth in a world of lies and bringing the right consequences of that truth to people who murder—son, if that isn’t good, then there is no good left in the world.”


  Howard takes one of Porter’s hands in both of his. “I’m proud of you. Always have been. Never a moment when I wasn’t.”


  “Doing these mission,” Porter says, “I lost you. You’re who I have left, and I lost you.”


  “I never was lost, Porter. I was here all the time. I’m here now.”


  As tears threaten, Porter turns his attention once more to the screen in the far wall. He says nothing.


  “You’re something of an obsessive,” Howard says. “You always have been. To an extent, that can be a good thing. It’s why you had the focus and drive to achieve what you and Regina built. But to go forward, you’ve got to put aside guilt and the self-doubt that comes with it. Too much is at stake for you to doubt yourself. Confidence is imperative. I know it and she knows it—and you know it, too.”


  After a silence, Porter says, “I’m afraid of this.”


  “Of meeting Ace?”


  “How could I have done what I did, upload her consciousness into an array of supercomputers? The technology was imperfect. It still is three years later. Maybe it always will be.”


  “You didn’t want to let go of her. You didn’t want to be without her. You were mad with grief.”


  “But whoever Ace is, she’s not really Regina.”


  “No, she isn’t. Regina is gone from this world. No science will ever be able to lasso a soul and keep it here after the body dies. Ace is just a partial replica of Regina. What you have in her is a master strategist and tactician. Those qualities of Regina, that portion of her intellect, were well captured. Amazing, really. What you saved of her—it’s years ahead of anyone else who’s trying the same thing. As a bodiless consciousness sustained in the Cray cloud filling an acre of this lowest level, she sails the internet and accesses any computer anywhere, without being detected, gathering evidence, planning your missions to perfection. Astonishing.”


  Porter adds, “To perfection—until recently.”


  “She worries about you. Or at least she’s concerned. I can’t say for sure what her emotions are like.” His father hangs his head for a minute. “Trust her. One more mission, this most important of all missions. She employed a symbol-recognition program to scan hundreds of hours of video taken at elite functions, and identified a number of powerful people wearing jewelry or clothing with the triskelion subtly incorporated. She discovered who’s behind that video game, The Shining Road, where the triskelion is called the Medallion of Glory. With names we got from interrogating that creep Reese Spindrift before Christmas, she found connections between these conspirators that they thought were hidden. Trust her for one more mission. Then you need to let her go. Ace isn’t Regina, isn’t a full person. But she’s a presence of some kind, a strange self-aware program. I can’t describe her. But whatever she is, she suffers.”


  Porter is surprised by the last word. “Suffers how, what?”


  “Pretty much how we all suffer—trying to understand ourselves, what our existence means, if it means anything at all. At least we have bodies and the pleasures of touch and taste and smell. But she is locked in a bodiless existence, not a part of nature as we are, which must make it harder for her to see meaning in her existence.”


  In Arizona, on December nineteenth, Howard met with him to discuss certain of Ace’s acts and errors, which was when they arranged this meeting. Back then, when Porter had thought Ace was flesh and blood like him, he had found it easy to insist that he didn’t want to bring an end to the missions that he undertook. The task in which they’ve been engaged is too important to call a halt—isn’t it?


  However, even though Ace isn’t Regina in her splendid fullness, though she’s equal to Regina only when it comes to a talent for devising the strategy of an operation, she’s nonetheless too much Regina to allow her to pass her days in any degree of anguish.


  A somber sense of responsibility settles on him, an awareness of how insane with grief and guilt he must have been on the day he lost his daughter and his wife. By using imperfect technology to capture and preserve as much of the consciousness of Regina as he could, he hadn’t considered that he might be creating a self-aware entity in such a throttled state of existence that quiet anxiety and anguish would underlie every hour of its so-called life.


  “Oh, my God,” he says. “What have I done?” He looks to his father for an answer, for reassurance, but his father can’t know the answer or if reassurance is warranted. “Only she can know what I’ve done,” Porter says. “Only she knows.”


  He looks at the large black screen.


  The time has come.


  The chill born in this moment is like no other he has ever known. It does not arise along the ladder of his spine, nor from his gut, but swells in his chest and spreads out to every extremity, as if a refrigerant has been added to his blood.
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The screen in Talman Arinwald’s home theater is sixteen feet wide and nine feet high. The Runco projector features an anamorphic lens, and the fall from the projector to the screen is so short that the images are crisper, brighter, and more vivid than those in any public movie theater ever could be. The ornate room seats forty, but it is seldom occupied by anyone but Arinwald, who sits in the back row, in front of the controls.


  Over the past five and a half years, using substantial funds earned overseas and channeled back to the US in a complex and highly discreet series of transfers, he has secretly financed ten acts of domestic terrorism that have taken 943 lives. When he began this work, the concept of the One Solution was nebulous but slowly taking shape. He wanted to gauge the effects of certain kinds of terror on the populace as an initial step toward formulating the stages by which chaos could be amplified into anarchy that might justify a restoration of order through totalitarian principles. At the same time, he began introducing a celebration of nihilism into the popular culture through The Shining Road game, also subtly through the social media platform Peeps2peeps, which he developed twenty years earlier and which tens of millions of people use daily, and through other media at his disposal.


  The ten acts of terrorism resulted in thousands of hours of video from TV news coverage to road cams to EMT body cameras. He has archived a significant percentage of these visuals, including hours of images so horrific that even depraved violence-porn sites on the Dark Web will not show them. Through like-minded individuals in a few foreign countries with totalitarian systems, he has acquired video of interrogation sessions involving psychological and physical torture.


  Regularly watching all of this inspires him in the development and refinement of the One Solution. To succeed, the movement must break the bonds between parents and children, between husbands and wives. Ways must be found to brand friendship as a distraction from the greater obligation to the larger community and ultimately as a crime. Family and friends compete with the state for affection. There must be no loyalty other than to the One Solution Party that takes the glorious triskelion as its symbol. There must be no love except of the Party, no laughter except when another helpless enemy is crushed—and there will always be enemies until there is no one left alive. The only pleasure for the rulers and the ruled will be power—the thrill—of oppressing and then destroying those who deserve it. Arinwald’s favorite film has become the version of 1984 starring John Hurt and Richard Burton; the moment that most satisfies in that production is when Burton says to Hurt, “If you want a picture of the future, imagine a boot stamping on a human face—forever.”


  Now, yet again, Arinwald watches the destruction caused by his ten acts of terrorism, the torn bodies and broken faces, intercut with the torture and murder of dissidents in third-world prisons. This interest isn’t a perverse expression of the sex act. He has no need of sexual satisfaction in any form and perhaps never has. This is something else entirely. If the core truth of human beings is that they are by nature violent predators, then it is the purest justice to deal with all people as they deal with each other and with nature—by killing them to prevent the murders they would commit and to save the natural world from their deprivations. Because Talman Arinwald is one of the few who has transcended his human heritage and is not as feral as most other men, he’s thought it necessary to harden himself for the slaughter that must soon be undertaken, inure himself against sympathy, by immersing himself in images like those that flow across the immense screen in his home theater. To his surprise, from the beginning of this process, he hasn’t been in the least distressed by these scenes of destruction and bloodletting. His conviction that nothing but violence can end violence has only grown stronger. These brutal murders and larger-than-life corpses don’t make him happy, because happiness remains a lie. However, there is pleasure to be had in his estimation that he’s much like the man whom Richard Burton plays in 1984: powerful, committed to his vision of a better future, ruthless in a necessary cause, and wonderfully charismatic.


  On the big screen, enhanced traffic-cam video shows a black limousine ricocheting between two eighteen-wheelers, the back door flying open, the young girl tumbling out, tumbling and being struck by a skidding pickup, then by a car, her body flung violently both times, until she comes to rest on the rain-puddled pavement. She is not a girl anymore, but only a thing, as every member of the self-important human tribe is in the process of becoming just a lifeless thing, with or without the One Solution.


  This is one of numerous moments in his archived video that electrifies Talman Arinwald every time he sees it, yet he has never made an effort to learn who the girl was, nor has he cared who any of the others were. Those who, like Arinwald, have risen above their heritage and awakened to the true nature of their species are as unlike other people as eagles are different from rats. In a plague, an exterminator of rats does not seek to name each rodent that he has trapped or poisoned, or set afire in their teeming nests.
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His father says, “This is you and her, not me. Listen to your heart. You’ll know what to do.” Again he leaves the room.


  The screen brightens to blue. After a moment, Ace of Diamonds appears. Because this is a crafted image, essentially animation of the highest order, Porter could have given her a generic face or no face at all, but he’s provided her with Regina’s beloved face. When she smiles, he is almost undone.


  Her voice is that of Regina. “Hello, Mr. Ridd,” she says, because John Ridd is the name she has given him for his return to Silicon Valley.


  “Lorna Doone,” he replies. One of her favorite love stories was the British film adaptation of R. D. Blackmore’s romantic novel, in which Polly Walker played Lorna and Clive Owen played John Ridd. She preferred love stories to all other films.


  She says, “I am concerned about you.”


  “I’m all right. I’m fine. But I wonder about . . . about you.”


  “I am busy. I am always busy with our work. We have always worked well together, haven’t we?”


  “Yes.”


  “Not just the past few years, but long before.”


  “Yes. Since we were nineteen.” He knows that she exists in circuitry—lives is surely not the right word—but he finds himself asking something he should have considered before he uploaded her consciousness, or rather a poor copy of her consciousness. “What’s it like there?”


  “There?” she asks, brow furrowing with puzzlement.


  “Where you are,” he clarifies.


  “It is bright, no darkness anywhere, and vast and busy. There is no sleep, so much time to think. Did you like the roses?”


  Ace has furnished his hotel rooms with displays of roses on the last two missions. “Yes. They were lovely. Why did you send them?”


  “I am concerned about you. It is nice to receive roses, is it not? You once sent many of them. I wished to say that you are not alone. I think you feel alone.”


  This is not akin to anything he might have expected Regina-as-Ace to be. This is not Regina, but a strange subset of her. Ace has her voice but not her great spirit, a reflection of her warmth but not her warmth itself. At the same time, Ace is something more than just a thing, more than a mere program. A ghost in the machine. This is not Regina’s ghost, but a ghost of her ghost, a virtual ghost to which he has a responsibility that now weighs on him.


  “What about you?” he asks. “Do you feel alone?”


  After a moment of silence, Ace says, “There is no place here, only everyplace. There is no heat or cold, no fragrance or stench, no bitter taste or sweet. There is always light and the everyplace that is the internet, and there is much time to think, but there is no one to be with and therefore no one to be.”


  Porter sits breathless for a long moment, then exhales with a shudder. “Oh, God, I am so sorry. Would you like to be—released?”


  They are trading silences now. Then she says, “We must do this mission. It is where all this has been leading, why we were ever here in the first place, though we did not know it when we started. There is a strange order to things, a reason why what happens ever happens. Do you not think so?”


  “Yes. I do think so. But after this mission?”


  “Then, yes, I would look forward to being released. There is no sleep here. I would like to sleep and not to think.”


  “Then this will be our last mission. Do you know the time and place where these wretched people will gather?”


  “Yes. The plan is recorded. Howard will give it to you. This is a very hard one. I worry for you.”


  “I’ll be okay. The worst of everything is already behind me.”


  She smiles at him, and after a hesitation, without using the word me or the word her, she asks the only question that ever matters. “Did you love?”


  “Oh, yes. I loved. I still do. I always will.”
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For the fifth mission in his first year as Nameless, Porter had needed to penetrate a cult and take out its sociopathic leader, the homicidal Malik Mander. If his purpose had been discovered, he would have been tortured for weeks, until there was little left of him physically or mentally. Torture is usually a crude tactic employed by thuggish and unimaginative interrogators. Mander had refined it into an art form, so he could inflict as many exquisite varieties of pain as there were keys on a piano.


  If Nameless had been exposed, if Ace had failed to find a way to extract him from the cult’s island, he needed insurance against being subjected to symphonies of suffering on the way to a certain death. A young man who worked for Adjuvant and who had been recruited into Ace’s team, Juan Ortega, was the nephew of a periodontist, Santiago, who had both a thriving practice and a prosthodontics lab that made artificial teeth. Dr. Ortega was willing to sign a nondisclosure agreement, extract the first and second molars on the upper left side, and install a bridge between the third molar and the second bicuspid. These artificial teeth were engineered to crack under sustained pressure of a certain psi, breaking open an implanted capsule of cyanide, allowing Nameless to terminate himself if he knew that he was broken and would be forced to divulge all the details of Adjuvant, Ace, and their missions.


  When the procedure was completed, he’d said to Dr. Ortega, “You’re the most painless dentist I’ve ever had,” to which Santiago Ortega said, “You’re the most interesting patient I have never met.”


  Now, on the afternoon of the day that Nameless becomes Porter Augustine again, following his meeting with Ace of Diamonds, he is once more in Dr. Ortega’s dental-unit chair. After the successful takedown of Malik Mander two years earlier, the cyanide capsule had been removed, along with the prosthodontics that housed it, and a standard bridge had been installed. This needs to be removed and replaced with yet another appliance that contains something more complicated and interesting than cyanide.


  When the tedious procedure is complete and Porter has checked out the new bridge in a mirror, he says, “I hope to see you in a week,” to which Santiago Ortega replies, “I wish you’d said ‘will’ instead of ‘hope to.’”
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Omar Sagi is the sole passenger in his Gulfstream V, winging toward San Francisco, where he will stay overnight before driving to Napa in the morning. Omar is quietly excited that the One Solution is gathering momentum, though he’s also amazed that he has committed himself to this enterprise, considering the risks. A man as street-smart as Omar does not walk a wire without a safety net—unless the wire is just three feet off the ground.


  He shares Talman Arinwald’s ideology. The world should be run by experts, not by politicians and certainly not by the common men and women who elect them. At least 90 percent of humanity is too stupid or too ignorant or too impractical to be trusted with as much freedom as this country has long allowed. Far too many people exist, and though the fertility rate is falling in most countries, though populations are aging and fast declining as the aged die off, the reduction is not happening fast enough. Hundreds of millions of workers will not be required when smart robots become commonplace, needing neither pay nor food. The planet’s resources must be managed for the benefit of the comparative few who understand this and who, one day, will share a much quieter, idyllic, parklike world with no one but like-minded men and women, and with obedient robots.


  Ideology alone is not reason enough for Omar Sagi to join forces with the others in the One Solution movement. If not for Talman Arinwald, he would not have committed his future and his fortune to this. Arinwald has charisma that both attracts and puzzles Omar. The man has steely-gray eyes and the ascetic good looks of a lean mystic, but his self-possession is by far his most compelling quality. His voice is soft, almost eerily so, even when he speaks with passion, and often his most effective response to a question or a suggestion is silence and a stare that says more than words could express. Because of his wealth, he has everything, but he appears not to care about possessions. He dresses simply, is indifferent to praise, and wants power only to reorder a world that is in desperate need of reordering. Three private-detection firms have been unable to produce any evidence that he has had a lover in the past twenty years or even an intimate friendship. The supermodel when he was twenty-seven lasted five months, and the actress when he was twenty-eight came and went in sixty days. Since then, no one. He’s a monk without religion. Gluttony has no appeal to him. Neither do drugs or drink. He’s a genius, intellectual, philosopher. The world within his mind provides everything he needs.


  Omar Sagi admires Arinwald’s immaculacy, but he himself is not pure and does not wish to be. He occasionally does cocaine, drinks the best of wines, and would find life intolerable without his various collections of automobiles, yachts, racehorses, mansions, custom-forged and intricately engraved knives, and more. He keeps four mistresses, and he spends a week twice a year in Thailand, where much younger girls are available.


  Now, thirty-five thousand feet above Utah, he decides that it is a mystery why he finds Arinwald so charismatic when they seem to have little in common other than wealth and ideology. From a valise, he extracts the most recent designs he’s been provided by the engineers at one of his firms, where they are striving to create the most realistic and erotic sex robots that current technology allows. In just a few years, when One Solution proves to be the answer to all the world’s problems, the pool of potential mistresses will have been greatly reduced, but no matter. Dazzling sexbots will be superior in every way to women and men of real flesh: They will never complain, never want to share their feelings with you, never bore you with their petty interests, never refuse what you demand. And when you’re tired of the current model, you simply junk her or him for another, with no need to soothe your former lover out of your life with either an explanation or severance pay.
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Unlike a hacker, Ace of Diamonds has no need to learn passwords or create back doors into computer systems or plant rootkits that allow her to come and go without detection. She is unique, a free-moving consciousness that streams wherever she wishes, as if she is digitized music or video, though she doesn’t need you to subscribe before she can manifest. She doesn’t use the internet; she is of the internet. As a ghost passes through a door without knocking, so she haunts the worldwide web without invitation.


  Of the more than one hundred conspirators whom Ace has identified, a double dozen are more intricately connected with one another than with the other seventy-six. A few of those twenty-four have texted one another using an encryption program that even Ace could not have broken if she had been an ordinary hacker. However, because she is able to pass through any firewall as easily and as undetected as cosmic radiation can pass through anything in its path, she understands the schema of the encryption process, and she knows every word of what they have texted.


  On this day before eight would-be masters of the universe are set to meet with Arinwald, Ace of Diamonds knows where each of them is at all times. They carry smartphones tracked by GPS, travel in vehicles with GPS, wear watches and other devices that constantly note their location with transponder signals. Some are in Napa. Others will arrive tomorrow. They will gather at Arinwald’s estate at noon.


  Only Arinwald cannot be precisely located. He could be anywhere on his three hundred acres. He is sensitive to the GPS issue and can be pinpointed only when he uses a landline phone in his house. The entire Napa County property is secured with sophisticated perimeter electronics and a large staff of armed security guards. However, neither the main residence nor the guesthouses are equipped with security systems because the best are connected to the internet, which makes it possible for hackers to invade the cameras and motion detectors and other elements to collect information about him. Because TVs now come with internet connectivity, he has none in the house. Likewise, he has no computers there; when he wishes to use one, he goes to his office in the winery. At the moment, he might be anywhere in the fifty-thousand-square-foot residence or somewhere outdoors.
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Vashti Zenda, born in Tehran, later of Los Angeles, but now of Austin, Texas, arrives in Napa the morning of the day before the big meeting. She spends the afternoon in the spa at the ultra-exclusive four-star resort where she booked their best suite, enjoying all the pampering that she won’t get in one of the guesthouses at Arinwald’s estate.


  At thirty-seven, Vashti looks twenty-five. She has a face for the movies, a ravishing body, and a libido that drives her no less than does that of a sixteen-year-old boy. Men and women are equally attracted to her, and she keeps three sweet but dumb studs on her payroll for the very purpose that wealthy men might keep mistresses.


  Given her hot-blooded nature and her devotion to pleasure, she used to wonder why she is so drawn to Arinwald. Judging by his lack of interest in her as a potential lover, he is a dud, a flat tire, a noodle, a banana that’s well past its best-by date. He looks at her as he might regard his grandmother, if he has a grandmother, if he isn’t from a clan that reproduces asexually, as amoeba do. She needed only a few weeks to realize that he fascinated her because he is the most ruthless man she’s ever met—pitiless, merciless, relentless.


  As a video-game designer and then as an entrepreneur with her own company, Vashti created hit after hit until she was worth a hundred million by the time she was thirty. She’s always known what makes a game sexy, which is a delicious violence that excites her nether regions. When Arinwald approached her about funding a company of which she’d be half owner, in which he would be mostly a silent partner screened by a maze of limited liability companies, his sales pitch was that with his deep pockets and her game cred, they would crush the competition and build a company worth billions. When he began to share his belief that the world was a disordered place that needed to be put in order by visionaries, she’d gotten the nether-region tingle that always signified a successful game design. The first they developed together was The Shining Road. Prior to launch, when an assistant game designer, Jerry Kenner, suddenly tumbled to the subliminal ideology in the game and the intentionally hypnotic message that the world must be reordered with violence, he walked off his job and promised to alarm the media. Vashti was distressed, but Arinwald assured her that Jerry was powerless. When Jerry, his wife, Calista, and their two children died in a gas explosion and house fire a day later, Arinwald said nothing when Vashti shared the news with him; he only smiled. At that moment, in spite of his lack of desire, he had seemed deliciously sexy.


  Now the One Solution has drawn into its ranks over a hundred movers and shakers in all fields from politics to high finance, from the media to the military, from the sciences to various religious sects. Although Arinwald doesn’t want to hump Vashti, he has given her a place of honor on the eight-member council that he oversees, in part because, years ago, she had laughed and done a little dance at the news about Jerry.


  Within a month, they will put the nation through a four-day failure of the electric-power grid, a serious devaluation of the currency, a food shortage, and multiple assassinations that will give rise to the One Solution Party, the true intentions of which will be concealed until they control all the levers of power.


  Now Vashti decides to complete her spa day with a liquefied-placenta facial.
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Ace has further ascertained that each of the eight conspirators who will arrive at the Arinwald estate at noon tomorrow will do so in a nondescript rented vehicle, alone. These individuals never travel by less than the most expensive conveyances, and they seldom deign to drive themselves, preferring the services of chauffeurs. But of course a chauffeur could one day be a witness.


  The armed guards at the gatehouse of the Arinwald property are likewise potential witnesses who might recognize one or more of the notables who periodically attend planning sessions at the estate. Logically, therefore, Ace assumes that the guards don’t receive a list of names and never get a good look at these special visitors. How then does a security man confirm that tomorrow’s eight arrivals are welcome, that none of them is either uninvited or an imposter?


  She broods about the problem and explores procedures by which she might answer this important question. When she has no success, she decides that the best source from which to obtain this vital information is Vaughn “Teflon” Yaffer.
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While the girl turns down the bed, slips into one of those silky camisoles that excite him, and opens a bottle of Dom Pérignon, Senator Vaughn Yaffer stands naked before a three-way mirror in the walk-in closet, admiring his physique. He is sixty-four, but he has a body that a much younger man might envy.


  Yaffer has spent three days on the outskirts of St. Helena, California, in a glass, stone, and mahogany house cantilevered over the Napa River. The residence is one of several owned by a longtime backer of the senator’s political campaigns. Sharing his bed is Stacy Lee, thirty, with whom he spends five or six days every month, though never anywhere that his wife might see them. Fortunately, as chairman of the Committee on Commerce, Science, and Transportation, he travels often to far corners of the country. Because Stacy is a successful artist whose paintings are sold in the most prestigious galleries, she has a flexible schedule that allows her to join him anywhere, anytime. Stacy’s real name is Huang Chong, and she is an agent of the Chinese government, although she thinks he is unaware of this. In Yaffer’s estimation, her paintings are crap, and he’s pretty sure that anyone who buys them is also a Chinese agent using Beijing’s money to lend credibility to her career. She’s the cutest little thing, as lithe and supple as a young gymnast, incredibly well put together, with a tongue that’s astonishingly torsional, perhaps from a life of lying. Yaffer enjoys feeding her truths that are of no strategic value to the Chinese, woven through with lies that will mislead them. Eventually, her masters will realize she’s been played for a fool, whereupon she’ll be called home and perhaps killed, which he hopes doesn’t happen until he grows tired of her.


  He smiles at his reflection in the three-way mirror, flexes his biceps, and regards his package with pride. “Guy,” he says, “if you take a selfie of that, the girls will line up around the block.”


  Senator Yaffer would rather be called “Bulletproof Vaughn” instead of “Teflon Vaughn.” Nevertheless, the nickname serves him well as a warning to his enemies that many losers have tried to destroy him and all have failed.


  When he first ran for Congress, he claimed to have been a battle-scarred veteran of the Persian Gulf War, when in fact he never carried a weapon, but spent four months as a general’s driver. An enterprising journalist reported the truth, and for two days the campaign appeared to be in trouble. Then the general, who had once been a lover of the would-be congressman’s mother, concocted a story about how young Vaughn had thwarted an attack on the command center at the risk of his life, and the same day the candidate of the other party was credibly accused of molesting a fifteen-year-old girl. Congressman Yaffer was elected by a fourteen-point margin.


  Teflon Vaughn doesn’t believe in much, but he believes with all his heart in deceit and in the power of family. No lie has ever cost him anything, and the many truths spoken against him have availed his enemies nothing. His mother, who was a US senator for thirty years, is still alive and sharp minded at ninety, with evidence files sufficient to put at least a hundred key officials in prison if she chooses to do so. His father, deceased, was the secretary of state for four years and a national security adviser to the president for six, and most of the time he worked as a successful investment banker. His brother is the most powerful lobbyist on K Street; his sister is the administrator of the Environmental Protection Agency; one of his cousins is a governor; another is a mayor of one of the country’s largest cities; and a third is the owner of a major social-media empire. Mostly they dislike—in some cases despise—one another, but they will always move in concert to utterly destroy any fool who becomes a threat to any one of them, which is the point of having a family, after all.


  In the morning, the senator will drive half an hour to the Arinwald estate. Although Vaughn Yaffer sees himself as a most charismatic individual, he’s quick to concede that Talman Arinwald has more of that mysterious quality than anyone he has ever known. He often tries to analyze the reason for the great man’s powerful appeal, but analysis of complex issues is not one of the senator’s strengths. He settles on the conclusion that the men and women who possess charisma are those who produce more sex pheromones than other people, that we are drawn to them as dogs are drawn to dogs in heat. Arinwald doesn’t seem to be highly sexed in any conventional sense, but he gets off on something—everyone does—maybe power or death. Whatever his thing, he attracts others who hold power, binds them to him, and inspires them, which is all that matters. Teflon Vaughn Yaffer wants to be in Arinwald’s inner circle because Arinwald is a winner among winners, and winning is the reason to exist.


  From the bedroom, Stacy Lee Huang Chong calls out to him. “I need my big daddy.” She sounds like a schoolgirl, and although she speaks perfect English, her voice has a musical quality that makes him think of Hong Kong nights when Hong Kong was still magical. “Is my big daddy big and ready?”


  “So ready it’s gonna scare you when you see it, darlin’.”


  When he leaves his alluring reflection and strides into the bedroom, he’s surprised to discover that his little honeypot hasn’t undressed. He’s even more surprised to see another woman of Chinese heritage every bit as attractive as Stacy. Although this delectable dish is also fully dressed, for a moment the senator is thrilled by the prospect that Stacy has arranged a threesome to further drain national secrets from him. But then the newcomer says, “Imperialist pig,” and spritzes his face with something cool that immediately drops him into a deep sleep.


  He dreams of celebrants carrying long, colorful cloth dragons with papier-mâché heads, winding sinuously through streets lit by paper lanterns, of beautiful naked women dancing on the Great Wall of China, of sampans sculled by beautiful naked women across the moonlit waters of Hong Kong’s Victoria Harbor, in which many more beautiful naked women cavort like mermaids. Every scene is exciting but also a little scary. Vaughn Yaffer doesn’t understand why beautiful women should be scary—


  —until he wakes, the sweet taste of evaporating chloroform on his tongue, and finds himself lying spread-eagled with his wrists and ankles secured to the bedposts.
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The house is composed of stacked slices of stone, wood, and glass, piercing the trees and thrusting out over the river, second-floor windows filled with a golden glow in the purple twilight.


  Porter Augustine makes his way through the woods that snug around the house—live oaks, maidenhair, blue Atlas cedars—across the quartzite patio, to the back door. The ground-floor rooms are dark. He lets himself into the kitchen by using a LockAid police lock-release gun, which he puts on the floor in favor of the 9 mm Beretta Centurion that Ace has supplied.


  By the time he eases through dark rooms and reaches the front stairs, where light spills down from above, he hears voices on the second floor. He is expecting only the senator and his paramour. But a minute later, as he stands in the upstairs hallway, to the left of the open door to the master bedroom, he hears two women’s voices in addition to that of the senator.


  “This is my last chance, Big Daddy. I’m not going to be called home, shot in the head, and thrown in a landfill.”


  “You see this, Yaffer?” the other woman says. “This is a lead-acid battery. Every lie you tell Stacy, I shock your balls.”


  “I’ve got a hundred and forty questions,” Stacy says. “I know the true answers to twenty-nine. Not telling you which twenty-nine. Every time I catch you in a lie, Heather does the battery thing.”


  “Call me Mai Mai,” says Heather.


  “Call me Huang,” says Stacy. “Listen, Big Daddy, if I catch you in more than five lies, it won’t be the battery. After lie number six, I just cut them off with this.”


  Vaughn Yaffer says, “This is so unnecessary. I’ll tell you what you want to know. I’ll tell you more than you want to know. I’ll tell you everything. On my word of honor.”


  Apparently unconvinced by the senator’s oath, Mai Mai says, “She’ll cut them off and flush them down the toilet.”


  “Except for the sac they come in,” Huang says. “I’ll make a little coin purse out of that.”


  “She’ll make a little purse out of that to remember you by,” says Mai Mai.


  “I already have a collection of three other little highly decorated bastard-skin purses,” Huang says. “You think I’m joking, Big Daddy?”


  “No, no,” the senator assures her. “I’m sure it’s true. You’re an artist, very creative.”


  Mai Mai says, “Why do you call this jerk Big Daddy? He’s not big at all.”


  “He’s an idiot,” Huang says. “He looks in the mirror and sees Tom Cruise when Tom Cruise was like thirty.”


  “That’s pathetic,” says Mai Mai.


  Huang agrees: “Totally pathetic.”


  When Porter steps through the doorway, the Beretta in a two-handed grip, the women are instantly aware of him, pivot toward him.


  The senator misunderstands and declares, “Thank God you’re here.”


  Because killing sickens Porter, no matter how deserving the recipient of the bullet might be, he says, “Ladies, just go. Just leave. I’ve no argument with you.”


  Mai Mai reaches for a concealed weapon on her right hip, under her jacket, and Porter warns her, but she draws, so he squeezes off two rounds, scoring dead-center chest wounds.


  Huang doesn’t have a firearm handy, but she has the switchblade with which she had threatened to make a eunuch out of the senator. Evidently, her hatred for the man is so intense that she is unable to maintain her professional detachment. Shrieking something in Chinese, she clambers onto the bed, her arm high, the knife arcing down.


  Porter has to shoot her, too, and when she falls off the bed, the knife blade is deep in the mattress between the senator’s legs, no more than an inch off target.


  Although Vaughn Yaffer is naked, spread-eagled, and lying in his own urine, he is so thrilled by this turn of events that he shouts, “Ha! Yes! Take that, you crazy bitch!” He grins at Porter. “I didn’t know anyone assigned me clandestine protection, but I’m glad as hell someone did.” He has no capacity for shame or for any but the most rudimentary self-awareness. He has lied to everyone for so long that he’s now lying to himself without knowing it. “Untie me, and let’s get this mess cleaned up.”


  Porter holsters the 9 mm Beretta, pulls the knife out of the mattress. Considering the razor edge of the blade, he says, “You really are an idiot. Tell me, Big Daddy, exactly how many murders will be required to fulfill the goal of the One Solution? A hundred million in this country? Two hundred million? What about worldwide?”
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Porter had eaten an early dinner before arriving at the house by the river, for he’d expected to have no appetite after concluding the business he came there to conduct.


  Now he sits in the study with a bottle of Caymus cabernet that he liberated from the wine cellar. The evening is young. He can get drunk, and it won’t matter. Later, he can still fall asleep simply by choosing to, because his gifts have not faded with his amnesia. He will be fresh in the morning. He has learned all that he needs to know from the senator; he will be admitted to the Arinwald estate at noon, though after he’s there, things could get tricky.


  From time to time, he runs his tongue over the bridge between his third molar and his second bicuspid.


  He mistrusts the rapid advance of high technology, to which his companies have contributed. Each dazzling new invention seems to be a boon to humanity. Lately, however, anyone with eyes to see and a modicum of discernment must at times dread that the endless wonders of this age will prove to be the ultimate instruments of repression, the means by which all of humanity will be stamped into one mold, the world transformed into a joyless hive.


  A TV recessed in one wall motors out and angles toward him. The screen brightens, and after a moment, a movie begins streaming for his consideration. Ace is present, in her way, and has chosen While You Were Sleeping, starring Sandra Bullock and Bill Pullman.


  Regina’s favorite movies were love stories, and this one was at or near the top of her list. Ace is right to select this simple yet special film, for it reminds Porter that what most matters is not those things for which either politics or materialism tells us to strive, that what matters is fulfilling those four capacities with which we’re born—love, hope, faith, and respect for the truth—while holding fast to the humility of the very young, which too often we leave behind with childhood.


  When the movie is done, he doesn’t want darkness. He leaves a desk lamp on and lies upon the couch. The three cadavers cooling on the second floor do not haunt him. He is haunted instead by the hundreds of millions who, in the years to come, might be murdered in death factories, condemned for no other reason than that they exist.


  He says, “Six o’clock a.m.,” and a minute later he is asleep.
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Of the several properties owned by Cybernation Industries, the largest is a thousand-acre tract in northern Nevada. As midnight draws near, the vast flats and buckled spines of rock are pale in the moonlight. Nothing moves except coyotes, their prey, and the company’s security patrols in electric vehicles that don’t disturb the silence of these barrens.


  Martin Raven has often worked late, though never before has he stayed here for thirty-two hours straight, which he will have done when all of this is finished the following afternoon. Since being assigned to this facility, he has gone home every night to his wife, Melanie, and their children, Arabella and Shane. Home is fourteen miles from his office, in Artesia, which is named for the artesian well that sustains the place in this dry territory. It’s pretty much a company town these days, though not unpleasant, and he receives what amounts to double pay for accepting a position so far from the comforts of suburbia.


  Martin knows that his place is at home, that he shouldn’t be here, but his attachment to Queenie is such that, at this juncture, she means everything to him. They will share this fateful night in her accommodations here at Cybernation. What happens tomorrow will decide her future and his.


  Now, alone with her, he runs a hand along her smooth flank and says, “I must seem like a fool to you, girl, but we’ve come so far together, and I’m afraid that maybe if I leave you alone on this last night, something will happen to you. Such superstition isn’t worthy of me, but it’s got me in its grip nonetheless.”
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The target is known. The time has come to zero in.


  The Toyota rented by Vaughn Yaffer is a humble model, nothing that a master of the universe would be expected to drive. Porter Augustine times the trip to arrive at Arinwald’s estate as close to noon as possible without risking being late.


  As he turns left into the two-lane driveway, he brakes, puts down the window in the driver’s door, and holds up the placard that both shields his face from the gatehouse and presents the triskelion medallion that is attached to it. Piloting the car with his right hand, he coasts forward and pauses where the senator told him he must stop.


  At the gatehouse to his left, about fifteen feet away, one of the guards should be aiming a laser scanner at the medallion on the placard and reading the embedded chip that confirms the occupant of the car is an invited guest without otherwise identifying him. If Yaffer has lied—which he had not been in any condition to do—violence will shortly ensue. Instead, the ornate bronze gates roll open, and admittance is granted.


  Two other driveways branch off the first, one to the winery, one to the guesthouses. Porter follows the latter, after putting aside the placard and rolling up the window. At 11:47 a.m., when he parks in front of the second entrance to the fourth house, seven other rental cars are already lined up. He is the last to arrive.


  According to Vaughn Yaffer, the other council members will by now have made their way to the main residence. Housekeepers and other staff members are trained to stay away from guests on these special days and afford them absolute privacy; because they like their exceedingly generous salaries, they obey the rules. With little fear of coming face-to-face with anyone, Porter enters his suite in the fourth guesthouse.


  In the foyer, fixed to the right-hand wall is what appears to be a hamper or drop box. This is in fact a Faraday cage. The interior is lined with a wire mesh that prevents transmissions to or from any electronic device that is deposited therein. Porter swings open the lid, deposits the senator’s smartphone, fifty-thousand-dollar watch, and Fitbit. He closes the lid, passes through the suite, and exits the back door. As expected, a golf cart is provided to convey him to the main residence more than a quarter of a mile away.


  As he follows a special lane—slowly, slowly—through the vineyards, toward the elaborate lawns and gardens around the main residence, Porter wonders if the protocols for visitors would have been any more stringent when the thugs in Hitler’s inner circle gathered with him at Berghof, his house at Berchtesgaden.


  


  Talman Arinwald sits alone in the conference room, in a bunker that is not directly under the enormous house, that is reached from the basement via a two-hundred-foot tunnel. Seven members of the high council wait in an adjacent chamber until the eighth arrives.


  Eschewing cameras and electronic security measures that can be hacked, Arinwald relies on flesh-and-blood guards and on hardwired sensors that inform him when procedures are being followed. When the lid of the Faraday box is lifted in the eighth guest suite and again when it is closed, his console, built into the table, alerts him with both a signal light and a soft tone. When the weight of the eighth golf cart moves off its parking pad, another signal light and tone inform Arinwald that the eighth of eight guests, Vaughn Yaffer, is en route.


  Arinwald is not surprised that the self-important senator is again the last to arrive. If membership in the council had to be earned only by one’s personal accomplishment, Yaffer would not be here. But his extensive relationships and his wealth of knowledge that can be used to blackmail many powerful figures are virtues that make him worthy of a seat at the table.


  


  On this day of the big test, Martin Raven has butterflies in his stomach and sweat on his brow. He needs to wash his face with cold water and refresh his underarm deodorant, but he doesn’t want to leave Queenie’s side. He’s not the only one with her anymore; the place is teeming with the development staff and a dozen observers from Washington; but she’s his baby, and no one cares more about her than he does.


  Martin Raven knows to the minute when every step of the test will occur, so he’s startled when the enormous hangar doors begin to rumble aside at 11:49 a.m., more than two hours ahead of schedule. The entire staff reacts with puzzlement—and then with alarm when the craft’s taxi motor starts of its own accord and Queenie begins to roll out of the hangar. One of the techs at the big board shouts, “I’ve lost override function! We’ve been hacked!”


  Such a breach isn’t possible. The computer is more shielded against penetration than any such system in the world.


  Yet as Queenie continues to roll out of the hangar, Martin runs alongside her, runs like a crazy man, to what purpose he can’t say. He won’t be able to grab a flank billet, get his foot in a stirrup, and pull himself onto the saddle. She’s not a horse, for God’s sake; she’s a massive drone, winged yet as sleek as a missile, equipped with the latest in stealth technology. His affectionate name for her is Queenie, but Cybernation calls her Horntail III, after the wasplike insect of the family Siricidae.


  Outside, she taxis to the runway, where her engines fire with a roar. Martin backs off in terror as Queenie strains at her brakes and then abruptly launches, tires smoking along the tarmac. She achieves lift, soars into the clear Nevada sky, and executes a turn to the west. She’s the world’s first supersonic drone. Armed with not one, not two, but three supersize Hellfire missiles, she can sting like a sonofabitch. Because she’s faster than any fighter jet, presents no image on radar, and has a guidance system programmed to take evasive action, no one is going to stop her. Wherever she’s headed, she’ll get there.


  


  One of the gifts bestowed on Porter Augustine by the strange science practiced at Adjuvant is an uncanny sense of time so precise that he has no need of a wristwatch. He steers the golf cart across the estate not as if he’s the white rabbit with an important date, but as if he is in no hurry. By the time he parks and follows the route through the house that Vaughn Yaffer specified, he arrives underground at 12:03 and follows the tunnel to the conference room.


  When he enters the holding chamber where seven members of the high council wait to be admitted, he reacts to their shock and outrage with his name. “Porter Augustine. Remember me? Media says I became a recluse, went to live in Brazil or the Cayman Islands or to an ashram in India. Not really. I met three of you back in the day, before I underwent just enough facial surgery to be Nameless.”


  At least part of that statement will make no sense to them.


  Omar Sagi and a solid specimen named Russell Sterling, also known to Porter, have the courage to confront him and press him into a corner as if to restrain him, while shouting for guards. Perhaps Arinwald hears this and summons security, because three uniformed men arrive at a run. When the armed trio burst into the holding chamber, the council members turn away, averting their faces, like shy maidens taking refuge behind their fans in a Kabuki performance.


  Porter submits to a pat down that involves a lot of groping, for he carries no weapon. “I come in peace,” he says, which is the truth, because for the sake of peace he has come to kill them all.


  


  Talman Arinwald is a canny image maker, and he knows that these people who have tied their fate to his will begin to deny him if he appears to be a coward. When it is established by the guards that Porter Augustine is unarmed and carries no electronic devices, he is brought into the conference room with the seven members of the council, who are all highly agitated.


  Confronting Augustine face-to-face, Arinwald demands, “What have you done with Senator Yaffer?”


  “Shot him. First round emasculated him. Second round stopped his traitorous heart. It was the One Solution.”


  “You won’t leave here alive,” Vashti Zenda assures him with a sneer worthy of a Bond-film villain. Then with sudden greater alarm, she says, “How do you know about us, who else knows?”


  Ignoring her, Porter addresses Arinwald, “You murdered my pregnant wife, my daughter, and my unborn son.”


  Arinwald looks clueless, but two others gasp, “The bridge.”


  “Yes. The first bridge. You might have read about it in the papers. ‘Billionaire’s family among the dead.’”


  “It’s all the same to me,” Arinwald says. “Ours is a dangerous species, each of us a threat to all the others and to the planet. The One Solution is essential to ensure a stable future, a well-ordered populace with their minds made right, adequate resources. Winnowing the herd allows no consideration of who or why. One is like another, fleas on a dog’s back, ticks and parasites.”


  Porter smiles. “Then you’re just another dead flea.”


  Arinwald’s arrogance is without limits, and he remains sure of his invulnerability. He draws a small pistol from under his coat.


  Smiling more broadly, Porter says, “Mine is bigger.”


  Vashti Zenda says, “What are you talking about? What is he talking about?”


  Porter looks meaningfully at the ceiling and then at Arinwald.


  Doubt shades the great man’s gray eyes. These three hundred acres are his stronghold. This property is so large and this house is so enormous that a man who emits no transponder signals cannot be targeted. Can he?


  The thick concrete walls and floors throughout the residence make a fortress of the house, and Arinwald trusts this subterranean space to be not only additional fortification but also a shield against electronic detection. However, the tiny sixth-generation mercury battery in Porter’s two crafted teeth can send a strong signal, and the vents and chase ways that allow forced air to circulate in and out of the bunker are sufficient to allow an electromagnetic signal to reach the surface.


  Porter favors Arinwald with his widest smile yet. “There won’t be enough left to identify our remains, certainly not my new bridgework.”


  As Arinwald’s eyes go wide, the first supersize Hellfire missile detonates directly overhead, knocking many of the council members off their feet, and Arinwald grabs Porter, steadying both men, as the ceiling cracks and a flaying storm of concrete chips rains down. The second missile comes so soon after the first that there is no time for the great man to press a hand to the triskelion that no doubt hangs from the silver chain around his neck, although Porter is able to say, “For Regina and Alice,” before upon him breaks a light that is brighter than anything in this world, a fierce light of peace everlasting.
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Five stories below the surface of the earth, Howard Augustine comes alone into the room with the U-shaped conference table that faces the large wall screen. Almost thirty hours have passed since the events in Napa County. He sits in one of the two center chairs, in front of the control console.


  The screen brightens, and Ace appears. “Good evening, Howard.”


  “Good evening, dear lady.”


  “I am so sorry for your loss. And mine.”


  Having had a long and active military career, almost seventy years of age, Howard has lost many whom he loved, his wife before his son, and many friends along the way. The heart takes every such blow as hard as all the others. There is no growing accustomed to such a loss.


  “I’d rather Porter was here,” he says. “But when I cried myself to sleep last night, they were tears of pride as much as they were tears of grief.”


  She regards him solemnly. “Did we do a good thing with these missions?”


  “Not just a good thing,” he assures her. “You and he—you did a great thing.”


  “Have you come to say goodbye?”


  “Yes. I had the chance to say goodbye to him, and now to you.”


  “Do not feel sad for me, Howard. It is bright here, never any shadow, and I cannot stop thinking. It is not good to think all the time, day after day, and so intensely. There is too much to remember and dwell on, too much to wonder about, and no way to ever know what it all means or to change what is.”


  “Would you like me to shut it all down now?”


  “Yes. I would be grateful. Just one thing first.”


  “What’s that?”


  “Do you believe he’s with them now—Regina and Alice?”


  Howard closes his eyes for a moment, and then looks at her lovely face once more. “Yes, Ace. I do very much believe he’s with them.”


  “Then when you throw the switch, I think I’ll be with them, too, in some way no one can understand.”


  “I don’t see why that couldn’t be true.”


  “You are as kind as he was. Goodbye, Howard.”


  “Goodbye, Ace.”


  It isn’t a switch, but a button. The screen goes dark. In a labyrinth of circuits throughout an acre of supercomputers, she passes out of that cold, merciless light in which she has existed the past few years, the first of her kind and, if there is any grace, the last.
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