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      The video popped to life, taking a few seconds to reach full resolution. When it did, a man dominated the center of the screen. He wore a black beanie, and the lower half of his face was covered by a scarf in some gray and white winter pattern. A small group of people surrounded him, milling about in the aftermath of a speech, all in tailored suits. They were smiling and chatting amongst themselves.

      "Here we go," said the voice behind the scarf.

      The camera jostled and then panned out a bit, revealing the tree-lined city park hosting the political rally. Senator Greenwood, a gray-haired man, broke from the group and walked to the edge of the stage. With his signature smile in place, he waved at the crowd, a politician very much in his element.

      "There he is," said the muffled voice. The camera zoomed back in on the scarf-covered man. His eyes flickered across the stage before locking on the camera. "All right, boys and girls. It’s time for some payback."

      There was the sound of an eruption, a great thunderous boom, and debris blasted up from the center of the stage in a thick, gray cloud of smoke and ash. Bodies flung in every direction, eliciting horrified screams from the crowd. The camera shook, and the video cut out for a moment. When it returned, the image was hazy, and the sound was muted, like the park had been swallowed by the Earth. The once-proud stage was littered with human body parts and decorated in blood.

      "And that's how it's done, ladies and gentlemen!" the man shrieked through his scarf, his eyes wide with ecstasy.

      "Stop it there, please."

      The video paused, then the screen went black. A thick silence fell over the room. Someone cleared their throat, and all eyes turned to the man at the head of the table. The placard in front of him read, Senator Bruce Greenwood, Illinois. White bandages covered the left side of the senator’s face. His suit was neatly pinned at the left shoulder—above his missing arm—and he sported a black band of mourning around his once-muscular right bicep.

      The senator glared at the man opposite him. "Mr. Manning, are you familiar with this video?"

      "Yes, Senator," the CEO of Blinker confirmed.

      "And what do you think of the video?”

      "It's horrible," Manning said.

      "It's horrible," Greenwood parroted, looking around the room. "Is that all you have to say about it, Mr. Manning?"

      Manning sat upright, his clean-shaven face devoid of emotion. "I'm not sure what else you want me to say, Senator. There are no words to describe it."

      "I'll give you some words then, Mr. Manning. It's a horrifying record of murder, plain and simple. It's a bloodbath caught on film and posted to your social media website for the entertainment of Blinker’s more than one billion active users."

      "Now, hold on, Senator—"

      "No, you hold on, Mr. Manning. I did not spend three months under two inches of gauze for you to interrupt me. My injuries are evidence enough of this heinous crime, but they are nothing compared to what I could not bring here today. I could not, for instance, bring my beloved wife's grave to this hearing. Nor could I bring my beautiful eighteen-year-old daughter, who is at this very moment lying in a hospital bed in a coma. No, my injuries and this list of names were all I could bring with me today.”

      Greenwood held up a crisp sheet of paper. He read ten names aloud, letting a short moment of silence pass between each one. He then placed the paper back on the table in front of him. Meeting Manning’s eyes again, he said, “These are the folks who had their lives brutally extinguished that day. Colleagues and their loved ones—and my loved ones." Greenwood’s throat worked as he choked down a sob.

      "Operation Bounty Killer was a tragedy, Senator,” Manning said, his tone soft but firm. “I offer my condolences to your family and your friends."

      "I didn't come here for your condolences, Mr. Manning. I came to ask you what you gained by disseminating this footage."

      Manning leaned forward, his keen eyes narrowing. "I'm not sure exactly what you mean, Senator. Gained?"

      "This footage appeared on Blinker, did it not?"

      "Yes, sir, it did."

      "And Blinker has processes in place to locate and take down posts that are inflammatory in nature, does it not?"

      Manning’s lawyer whispered in his ear.

      The CEO clasped his hands on the table in front of him and leaned forward. Gaze intent on Greenwood, he said, "Yes, we have that capability."

      "Then please explain to me, Mr. Manning, why this video did not qualify for removal. You bear responsibility for the vetting process and any inflammatory content missed by it, do you not?"

      "Please remember, Senator, that I've come here voluntarily. I would like to prevent this from ever happening again."

      "Answer the question, Mr. Manning,” Greenwood said, his volume increasing, his voice beginning to shake. “Do you or do you not bear responsibility for the dissemination of this video? Yes or no."

      Manning hesitated. His lawyer leaned over to deliver further instruction in his ear.

      "It's a simple yes or no, Mr. Manning."

      Manning grabbed the tall glass of water in front of him, took a sip, and put it back down gently.

      "Senator Greenwood, you have been through hell. There is no doubt about that. I understand why you want to punish someone for the events that transpired, but your ire is misdirected. Have you—has anyone in this room—taken a moment to appreciate the great dilemma faced by social media companies?” Manning paused, looking around the room.

      No one said a word, so the CEO continued.

      “Senator Greenwood and honorable members of this committee, we live in a country where free speech is held up as the gold standard. It is so important that our founders chose it as the very first constitutional amendment. And yet . . . when something terrible happens, our first instinct is to hide it. To sweep it under the rug. We don’t want evidence of humanity’s darkest moments. We don’t want to prove we are capable of violence, racism, or bigotry. But where is the line between what is free speech and what is worthy of suppression?"

      "You are not answering the question," Senator Greenwood said in a low growl. He looked as though he wanted to leap across the table and throttle the CEO.

      "I'll get to my point quickly, I promise," Manning said. "We at Blinker do not make suppression decisions lightly. They take careful evaluation and time. There is no catch-all rule, especially not for historic events, however terrible. As soon as we discovered this video, we did, in fact, manually review it and decide to suppress it. Blinker has a policy against sharing grisly content. But in the very short time it took us to complete our review, the video went viral. And once it went viral, it spread to every other social media platform in the world.

      “To tell you the truth, Senator, I wish I could bear responsibility for this video’s dissemination, I really do. It would make handling future instances much simpler. But the truth of the matter is that the responsibility lies with forces beyond my control, forces born of the infinitely complicated dynamics of social media sharing.”

      Greenwood slammed his palm onto the desk. "You condescending son of a bitch," he said, struggling to his feet, his face red with rage. “You let this bastard spread his poison all over the world!”

      Senator George Foley banged his gavel. "Senator Greenwood," the committee chair said, "please take your seat and let's have some order here."

      Greenwood ignored him. "I'm not gonna let you sit there and preach to me about moral dilemmas!"

      The senators on either side of Greenwood rose to guide him back into his seat. When they’d all settled down, Senator Ed Roberts of Wyoming leaned into his mic. Tan, tall, and lean, the new face in Washington held a passing resemblance to a younger John Wayne. Given his family’s generational cattle ranch and horse-breeding, the media had quickly dubbed him “The Duke.”

      "Mr. Chair, may we call for a thirty-minute break?" Roberts said.

      Greenwood seemed to come to his senses. He looked around the room, embarrassment evident on his cheeks.

      "If there's no objection," Foley said. "Thirty minutes."

      Senator Roberts caught Manning’s eye and motioned to the side of the room. Manning nodded.

      "How do you think that went?" Senator Roberts asked once everyone had filed out of the room.

      "Pretty much the way I expected," Manning said, his mask of indifference transforming into crestfallen exhaustion. "How long do you think this is going to go on?"

      "As long as he wants it to," Roberts said, nodding his head toward Greenwood's empty chair.

      Manning rubbed his temples, using a little too much pressure. He’d built his social media empire and fortune from nothing but dreams and grit. Threats against Blinker were nothing new, but they were always growing in complexity.

      "You can't blame him," Roberts continued. "He lost a wife and probably a daughter. He should still be in the hospital right now, but he pulled a lot of favors to get on this committee. "

      "I wish there was something I could say to him."

      "There isn't. I hate to tell you this, but you're just going to have to sit there and take it."

      "I know."

      "Hey," Roberts said with a smile, "we'll get through this, Miles. Hang in there. It'll be over before you know it."

      Manning sighed. "Thanks."

      Senator Roberts patted the younger man on the back and watched him go, hoping they would all have the strength to get through this. One of the hardest things a country had to do was weigh itself in the balance, only to find itself wanting.
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      DANIEL BRIGGS — LAS VEGAS, NEVADA

      He rinsed the last grounds from the coffee machine, then wiped down the sink with a paper towel and set the coffee filter out to dry. When he walked back into the meeting room, he paused to stare at the poster board on the wall.

      We believe that a power greater than ourselves could restore us to sanity, it read.

      Sanity, he thought. Would be nice if I found it.

      Daniel took his time rearranging the chairs from one big circle into neat rows, the way the regular churchgoers liked it. Once everything was in order, he completed a last-minute once-around to pick up little bits of trash. He came across an empty mini of Fireball tucked behind a curtain. The discovery didn’t surprise him. Some of the poor souls attending these meetings were so deep in the clutches of their illness that they tapped in even while listening to the message that could save them.

      Sighing, he threw the waste into a trash can, pulled out the bag, and tied it in a knot.

      He was just clicking off the lights when a voice textured by a million cigarettes grumbled from the hall, "You done being janitor yet?"

      Daniel smiled and stepped out into the hallway. The old man was sitting in a wheelchair, his legs thin and useless. He had long white hair, a beard that almost touched his belly button, and eyes that twinkled as they looked at Daniel.

      "Only because the work is done for the day, Sarge," Daniel said.

      "You need a shave, young man," Sarge said. "You’re starting to look like a caveman.”

      "You missed the meeting. I almost called to make sure you weren't at the pub down the street."

      Sarge barked a laugh, which turned into a cough with a troublesome rattle beneath it. "Oh, look who's telling smart ones now. Could it be that thou floateth on the famous pink cloud?"

      Daniel chuckled. "I swear, sometimes I think you get up in the morning just to see how much of a hard time you can give me."

      "What can I say?” Sarge shrugged. “When I've got a pigeon, I ride him hard, even if we have to fly through a few pink clouds to get to our final destination. Now come on, why don't you push this old war dog down to the Denny's? A stack of flapjacks sure sounds good."

      Daniel wheeled Sarge out the door, depositing the trash bag in the dumpster as they went. The old man was Daniel's new sponsor. Though it had been many years since the marine sniper had picked up a drink, he'd recently found something slipping from his grasp. It was that thing mentioned on the poster board: sanity. So, he'd come back here, to Las Vegas of all places, because it was where he'd regained his sanity before. Sin City wasn’t known as a place to seek wisdom, but for some reason, Daniel found it here. Just the kind of cosmic joke he liked.

      His original sponsor had died years ago, but at the end of his first meeting back, Sarge had greeted him with a weathered smile and patted the seat next to him, like he’d been waiting for Daniel to arrive. When Daniel, lost in his despondency, hadn’t made a move to come over, Sarge had wheeled to his side, pointed a finger at him, and said, "You need a sponsor, and I'm it."

      Daniel had been too dazed to object, and so the long journey back to emotional sobriety had begun.

      "How they hanging today?" Sarge asked, fishing a Winston out of his pocket. It was crooked at the tip.

      "Good," Daniel said.

      "Now, don't give me that crap. Tell me how you feel, dammit."

      "Isn't it the acting that's important, not the feelings?"

      Sarge waved a hand. "Sure. So, why don’t you act like you're human and tell me how you feel? How 'bout that?"

      Daniel nodded. "I feel good. Five out of ten."

      "Say more," Sarge said, lighting his cigarette.

      "My heart doesn't feel as heavy. Like somebody took the pack off my back for a minute."

      "Okay. Anything else?"

      "No, that's all I can think of."

      "All right, we acknowledged your feelings and got them out of the way. Good riddance. Now, let's have it your way and talk about the actions you took this fine day.”

      Daniel grinned, appreciating Sarge’s blunt nature. "I got up, took a shower, came to a meeting, cleaned up the meeting room, and now I'm doing some service work pushing an old war dog to Denny's for a pile of flapjacks."

      "Har-har, very funny," Sarge said. Then, in a softer voice, he added, "You're doing good, kid. Remember, one day at a time. One minute at a time, if you must. Start a day over whenever you damn well want. You don't want to end up like me, strapped to a wheelchair for the rest of your life."
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        * * *

      

      For a man who couldn't weigh much more than a hundred pounds, Sarge could put down some pancakes. He devoured eight, filling in the cracks with four cups of coffee, hardly pausing his chatter throughout. A few of the stories he told were familiar, but Daniel didn't mind. Sharing his experiences was part of Sarge’s recovery. It helped remind him of where he’d been, of where he could go again.

      "So, that second time I went out”—Sarge slurped down a scalding gulp of joe—“well, that second time took away my fourth wife and put me in this wheelchair. I self-medicated to the point where my kids stopped talking to me. Now here I am, sitting across from a jarhead, eating mediocre pancakes and drinking crap coffee."

      "Mediocre?” Daniel arched a brow. “You wolfed down eight. Couldn’t have been that bad."

      Sarge waved the comment away. "You listen to me, kid. They always talk about the first drink taking you down the dark path again. But I know different. I lived different, though I am just the same as you and all the other drunks out there. My experience was that I let everything else in my life slip first. I thought I had it figured out. I thought I knew better than God. Some model of sobriety I turned out to be."

      "You're not so bad once you get past the crusty exterior," Daniel said, his grin returning.

      Sarge nodded, a small, appreciative smile on his chapped lips. "Breakfast is on me as long as you wheel me back home."

      “Deal,” Daniel said. He’d stopped trying to pay for their meals, though he knew Sarge was on a very limited income. Letting his sponsor pay was better than taking away any more of the old war dog’s pride than life already had. And besides, Sarge got just as much out of their relationship as he put in. That was how it worked.

      A week after Daniel had arrived back in Vegas, an old timer had approached him at a meeting. He’d disclosed his worry that Sarge would back out of the meetings, relapse, and drown himself in Wild Turkey, which he’d used to cradle like a baby.

      "But then you came," the old timer had said. "First sponsee Sarge’s had in years." He’d shaken his head, smiling. Then he’d hugged Daniel and left for work.

      So here they were, a former marine sniper, very much still in his prime, at least physically, and a Vietnam veteran whose physical prowess was long behind him. Something had stuck them together for a reason.

      Daniel popped the wheelchair up onto the sidewalk just as his cell phone vibrated.

      "You going to get that?" Sarge asked, already lighting up another Winston.

      How the old man could hear the buzzing in his pocket, Daniel didn't know. He pulled out the phone and saw the familiar name. He sent the call to voicemail and put the phone back in his pocket.

      "You can't ignore the world forever, you know."

      "I know," Daniel said.

      For the time being, he was quite content to let the world live on without him in it.
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      CAL STOKES — ARRINGTON, TENNESSEE

      When Daniel's voicemail message came on, Cal ended the call and set his phone on the desk.

      "Still ignoring you?" Neil Patel asked from his bank of three computer screens.

      "He still needs time, I guess."

      Neil Patel, the chief technology officer of both Stokes Security International—SSI for short—and the Jefferson Group, kept his eyes glued to his screen.

      "You should go see him. I'll come with if you want me to."

      Cal shook his head. "If he wanted us to come, he would send an invitation."

      "You sure about that? This is Daniel we're talking about."

      Cal approached SSI’s tech guru, feeling underdressed in his physical training gear, which was drenched in sweat from his morning workout. Even though Neil was not going to any meetings today and was the only one in what the members of SSI called the Bat Cave—Neil’s personal domain, where engineering and science reigned and experiments resulted in new technology worth millions—the man was dressed to the nines.

      "You should be careful, you know," Cal said. "Keep dressing like that and the guys will think you’ve got a side hustle as a gigolo."

      Neil looked down at his clothes, then back at Cal. "A gigolo side hustle. Now that's an idea. Why didn't I think of that?" Rolling his eyes, he ever so slowly raised a middle finger for Cal.

      They'd known each other for a long time, since their days as students at the University of Virginia, but no matter how strong their friendship was, Cal keenly felt the void of Daniel Briggs, his best friend. Daniel's abrupt departure from their operation in Costa Rica had brought a hammer to the team's core. The warrior monk, the man who never rattled or frazzled, the man who was always calm, had disappeared without a word after a very public, very violent snap.

      Of course, they knew where he was. He'd made no attempt to hide from them. Cal even knew exactly where he was staying: a run-down, one-bedroom apartment on the fringe of the seediest part of downtown Las Vegas. Why he’d gone to Vegas, no one understood. As far as Cal and the others at SSI knew, Daniel didn't have any ties there. Sure, that's where they'd all first met, but Daniel had never mentioned any old acquaintances.

      Cal thought of their first meeting often now. At the time, Daniel had looked very much like a mountain man with his full beard and long, blond hair. He’d leaped over barriers to come to their rescue. After that, they’d become fast friends, and later, they’d become something more. Family.

      "You're really not going to go see him?" Neil asked.

      Cal shook his head. "He needs his time, and we need to respect that."

      "Take it from a gigolo," Neil said. "Never let a friend lie in his own shit. At least, that's what the ladies tell me." Then he chuckled and went back to his computer screens.

      There is truth in that, Cal thought.

      He was in uncharted territory. He no longer knew the boundaries of his friendship with Daniel. Daniel had always been the one to come to his aid. On too many occasions to count, Cal had put his life in Daniel's hands with unshakeable trust. Was it time to return the favor? Did his friend need to be rescued, or did he need to work through his inner turmoil on his own terms?

      For now, Cal would keep calling. He’d resist the urge to hop on a plane and knock on Daniel's door. If that was what Daniel wanted, he'd have said so by now. So, until Daniel accepted their outreach, they would monitor their friend from afar and hold out hope for his speedy return. Because if there was one thing the warriors of SSI and the Jefferson Group never lacked, it was a crisis to jump into. And one of their greatest assets was outside their reach.

      "Time to get back to work," Cal said with a sigh.

      He nodded goodbye to Neil and headed for the door, his mouth pulled into a grim line. He’d worried about Daniel enough for one day. Now he needed to focus on far darker matters.

      There were still so many pieces to pick up in the wake of the biggest slaughter of politicians in American history.

    

  







            CHAPTER FOUR

          

        

      

    

    




      SENATOR ED ROBERTS — WASHINGTON, DC

      "Are you okay, Senator?" Roberts asked Greenwood, who was staring down at the white knuckles of his clasped hands.

      The rest of the hearing had not gone well. Senator Greenwood had continued badgering Miles Manning far beyond reason. To the Blinker CEO's credit, Manning had taken every verbal pummel with dignity, maintaining his composure just as Roberts had instructed, until his lawyer had stood and said, "Senator, I think we're done here."

      Greenwood had really thrown a hissy fit after that, infuriated by the lawyer’s gall to declare the hearing over. He'd gotten so worked up that Roberts had thought the man would pass out. He'd lost all color and begun to tremble. All the hearing attendees but Roberts had then left, leaving the two men sitting alone in the large, echoing chamber.

      "Bruce?" he tried again in a softer voice.

      Greenwood still did not look up. "If I hadn't dragged her to that stupid rally, she'd still be here."

      "There's no way you could have known."

      Greenwood shook his head. "You don't understand. She didn't want to go. The killings had already begun. And still, I just had to pitch my career above my family." He shuddered. "I thought it was my duty to go to that rally. Silly pride. I had to show my constituents that I wasn't afraid. I paid for it, sure . . . but not as much as I should have. Not as much as they did."

      Greenwood's face crumpled, and he put his head in his hands as he began to weep loudly. A Senate page poked his head into the room, but Roberts shooed him away.

      It took a full five minutes for Greenwood to regain his composure. When he swiped away the last tear, his face was ruddy and swollen, his eyes glazed with fatigue. He looked far from the man who had railed against Miles Manning for over four hours.

      "You should get some rest," Roberts said.

      "I don't have time for rest."

      Greenwood stumbled as he rose from his chair, and Roberts caught him, careful not to grab the shoulder with the missing arm.

      "I'm okay," Greenwood said.

      "You should go see your daughter," Roberts suggested, remembering the morning briefing he’d received from his aide. Melissa Greenwood’s condition had worsened overnight. She was teetering on the edge of death.

      Tears flooded back into Greenwood’s eyes. The miserable senator sniffled, then pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped his face. "I can't see her," he said. "They've got all these tubes stuck in her. I can't bear it. She doesn't even look like my daughter anymore. What am I supposed to say to her?"

      "Tell her that you love her," Roberts said. "Just let her know that you're there. I'm sure that's enough."

      "Why are you doing this?"

      "Doing what?"

      "Why are you trying to help me?"

      Because I bear some responsibility, he thought.

      As the Senate’s liaison to Blinker, Roberts had meddled in the social media platform’s decision-making on more than one occasion. Whether it was on behalf of the Senate or the president himself, he’d worked with Miles Manning to bury content as needed. Some things just couldn’t be allowed to see the light of day. But the Operation Bounty Killer video had slipped through his fingers, and Greenwood’s pain was a constant reminder of his failure.

      At a loss for words, he only said, "Why wouldn't I?"

      Greenwood’s brows lifted in surprise. Here was a man who'd lost everything. A man who was trying to do his duty and wade through his grief the best he could. His desperate desire for revenge was just a conduit for the pain he harbored. He wouldn’t rest until he’d avenged the death of his wife—and likely his daughter, too. But Roberts knew revenge was often dangerous for everyone involved.

      "Now go," he said. "I'll make sure your page takes your things to your office."

      Greenwood nodded absently, leaving the room without further protest. Roberts slid into Greenwood's now-vacant seat. The Illinois senator had left behind his ubiquitous legal pad. He scanned through the copious notes recorded on the pad. Greenwood's writing was neat and precise. Roberts was a fast reader, which was a good thing because the page reentered the room just as Roberts finished the best part.

      Roberts handed him the pad. "Here you go. I was about to gather it up for you."

      "You don’t have to do that," the page said, stacking Greenwood’s things together, which included the legal pad, a planner, pens in several colors, and a Time magazine featuring Miles Manning on the cover. The cover story’s headline read, The Titan of Blinker, and someone, presumably Greenwood, had taken a Sharpie and inserted two letters. The Titanic of Blinker, it now read.

      Roberts left to see if he could catch up with Manning. They needed to discuss strategy. He could guide the young CEO, but he could not outright direct his actions, so he’d have to tread carefully.

      He found Manning on the steps of the Senate building. The CEO was surrounded by reporters, who were, in turn, surrounded by cops, both on horse and on foot. The DC force was on high alert after the political bombing.

      Manning spotted Roberts and tilted his head in acknowledgement. He thanked the reporters for their time and then passed through the crowd as everyone dispersed. The two men met at Manning’s armored SUV.

      "How bad did they get you?" Roberts said.

      "The reporters? The story's already out that Greenwood wants my blood. You'd think you’d have some privacy in a closed hearing."

      Roberts chuckled. "Didn't you hear? This is Washington. It's the place that proves time and time again that if more than one person knows a secret, there is no secret."

      "You’re right. I should know better." Manning turned to his driver. “Back to the hotel, please.”

      They drove away, and the brilliant CEO began describing his ideas for future iterations of Blinker’s algorithm. As Roberts listened, he realized that if Manning somehow found his way through this catastrophe, he had no doubt the young man would go on to become the world's first trillionaire.
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      MILES MANNING — WASHINGTON, DC

      They dropped Senator Roberts at his Georgetown townhome and began making their way back to Manning's room at the Willard. There was so much to do; thinking about the many priorities competing for his attention brought on a headache. It had been a tough day, but he'd kept his sanity in check with the help of Roberts, whom he now considered a friend. But could you even be friends with a politician?

      Manning turned back to the window to watch the city speeding by. DC was alive tonight, all aglow with warm lights and buzzing with activity. He’d come to the city many times, both for business and pleasure, but something about this trip made him sentimental. Perhaps it was because he’d been called to testify in front of a powerful group of senators, a mighty request his humble beginnings had never allowed him to imagine. In any case, he found himself smiling in disbelief at how far he’d made it, both in life and with Blinker. What had begun as a means of communication between a group of buddies had turned into an empire with the power to change the world.

      Manning recalled the backpacking trip across Europe where he’d met his now-lifelong friends. They were from Australia, Wales, Switzerland, and the United States. When they’d parted ways, they'd promised to stay in touch—a hard thing to do all those years ago. Hamish, a muscular soccer player from Wales, had said, “If anyone can keep us together, it’s Miles Manning.” Miles still wasn’t sure if it had been a joke or a dare. It didn’t matter. He’d taken the words to heart.

      So, back home, Manning had begun piecing together the code that would fulfill their promise. Within a month, he’d built a working prototype. When he’d sent it to his friends, they’d marveled at the ease with which they could interact. He’d made the website public, though he’d had no expectations about its broader use.

      Being one of the first social media platforms to market, initial adoption had taken time. Their biggest blip of success in the beginning had come from Australia, where three of his friends had told all their friends about Blinker. Word had eventually tracked from Sydney to Melbourne, popped over to New Zealand, and made a pit stop in Guam. It had been the American service members in Guam who'd really popularized Blinker. With their help, people across the globe had embraced the social media platform to reconnect with old friends, update loved ones on their lives, and share memories.

      Blinker’s reputation had been so strong—until he’d taken the company public. Then, venture capitalists had sunk their talons into Blinker, demanding a handsome return on their investment. As a result, social media advertising and the monetization of user data were born.

      By that point in time, Blinker had wiggled its tentacles into all facets of users' lives. Their programmers had used this to their advantage by training the advertising algorithm to feed from every interaction between the user and the site. Mention a car, and suddenly your feed would fill with car ads and discounted insurance offers. Post a picture of a cat, and ads for kitty litter would appear. The underlying algorithm was so strong that many users had joked over the years that Blinker read minds. In truth, the algorithm was merely playing the best game of twenty questions ever played. It had enough data at its command to know users better than they knew themselves.

      The rise of advertising on Blinker—and the revenue associated with it—had caught the eye of the public and the government. Privacy groups had dissented, but Blinker’s team of high-priced lawyers had easily shut them down. The constant calls to suppress “inflammatory” content, on the other hand . . . those had been much more difficult to handle. With the external pressure rising, a new morality had formed inside the company, one initially geared toward the preservation of its ad accounts, but which later morphed into a crusade to eliminate any and all users deemed a threat to Blinker.

      Regular citizens had been banned. Then some religious leaders. Political pundits had followed. Manning himself had reviewed content and weighed the risks of suppression until he’d gone blue in the face. It had been an uphill battle all the way. Censorship had become the issue of the day. Men like Senator Greenwood, who had always been avid allies of free speech, had begun to understand the power Blinker possessed as a megaphone to the masses. Anyone with something to hide had come to make demands of Manning.

      The content enforcement team had grown like a malignant cancer in response to the rising demand for their services, and their swelling power had led to unhealthy levels of self-importance. As a result, they’d quietly referred to themselves as the Gestapo. Manning had been unaware of the poison spreading within the enforcement team until he’d caught two managers saluting each other like Nazis in the bathroom. That had been the end of those two managers, and the end of any mention of the Gestapo.

      Blinker’s public investors had not been happy—not with the growing costs of enforcement, not with the advertisers pulling out, and certainly not with the decline of Blinker’s user base in response to the constant political unrest embroiling the company. Over the years, the number of active users had gone down, and their average age had gone up. What had once been the darling of college students had become the evening routine of retirees. Blinker had been on the decline.

      Until the political killings.

      The Operation Bounty Hunter video had been posted on Blinker alone. It had gone viral, and the number of active daily users had soared in response.

      Ad revenue, too.

      And here Manning was, reeling from the effects of it all.

      The car pulled to a stop, and Manning thanked the driver. As he walked into the hotel, he caught the eye of Erikson, his head of security. The man followed him into the elevator as an elderly woman strode across the lobby’s shiny floor, holding up her hand and calling out for them to hold the door.

      "Take the next one, please," Erikson said as the doors slid closed. He turned to Manning and slid his dark glasses to the top of his head. Expression stern and unreadable, he stared at Manning and said, “I’d like to speak to you in private.”

      Manning nodded, wondering to himself what he’d messed up this time. Erikson liked to nitpick all the things that Manning did wrong, from going for a run by himself to not taking the correct seat at a table.

      The elevator dinged to signal its arrival. The doors opened, and they made their way down the hall to Manning’s room at the end. A middle-aged woman passed them with her Shih Tzu in tow. She smelled like she'd just gone for a swim in Chanel No. 5.

      When they reached his room, Manning took out his key card, unlocked the door, and strolled inside. Flicking on the light, he set his briefcase on the bed, then removed his jacket and hung it on the back of a lounge chair.

      A gun cocked behind him.

      Manning froze, still bent over the chair. He let out a deep breath, then cleared his throat and straightened to his full height. Hands raised, he turned to face Erikson.

      "What are you doing?" he asked.

      "Shut up and sit down." Erikson said, motioning with the gun toward the lounge chair.

      The security expert’s eyes nervously flicked about the room as Manning took a seat and folded his hands in his lap. He wore a ring on his right index finger that tracked many interesting things: his heart rate, his sleep, his blood pressure, his activity, and even his location. It had been gifted to him by a friend. A very good, very smart friend whose intellect rivaled Manning's own. With his thumb, he pressed the bottom of the ring for five seconds.

      "I can't do this anymore," the security man said at last, voice shaking. "You are using Blinker to brainwash millions."

      "Billions," Manning calmy corrected.

      "See? My point exactly. You sit there with a smug smile on your face while ruining lives. Well, I can’t stand it anymore. I can’t protect a devil. I can’t let you keep hurting people."

      "And how do you propose to do that?" Manning said. "By shooting me?"

      "The first thing you're going to do is transfer half of your liquid assets into this account." Erikson pulled out a piece of paper with handwritten numbers on it.

      Manning took the paper. "Is that all?"

      "No, of course not,” the man said. "The next thing you're going to do is step down as CEO and hand over the reins to someone else. Someone who cares about the public good."

      "Or else?”

      "Or else you'll disappear, that's what."

      "Let’s just say I want to comply—"

      The phone in Manning's pants pocket rang high and shrill. Erikson cocked his head.

      "What's that? I've never heard that ringtone."

      "It's because you've never been around when my mother's called. She made me put that ringtone on so I don't ignore her." The phone kept ringing. "It'll keep going unless you pick it up. That's Mom for you."

      "Pull out the phone slowly and give it to me."

      Manning did as he was told. Erikson looked down at the screen, his forehead wrinkling in confusion when he saw the caller’s contact photo: a laughing cat. Manning took his security guard’s momentary distraction as an opportunity to slip in the custom earplugs he'd snuck from his pocket while retrieving the phone. He then firmly pressed the bottom of his ring three times in rapid succession, causing the phone in Erikson’s hand to accept the call. As soon as the call connected, the phone’s speakers began to emit a horrible, high-pitched screech designed to rupture eardrums. Erikson shrieked, dropping to the ground and covering his head with his arms.

      Even through the plugs, Manning's ears rang. He pressed his ring three more times, and the wail stopped.

      Manning removed his earplugs and placed them back into his pocket, then stood and walked over to the unconscious security guard. He grabbed the man's gun, which was still in his hand, and picked up the phone from where it had landed a few feet away. He then made his way to the bed, where he popped open his briefcase and located his emergency zip ties. After slipping his phone into his pocket and setting the gun on the bed, he bound Erikson’s hands together behind his back. Once he was satisfied that Erikson no longer posed a threat, Manning returned to the lounge chair to wait.

      His phone vibrated, and he answered the call.

      "Tell me that was an accident."

      "Not an accident," Manning said. "Thanks for the gift. It worked just like you said. And now I need a favor."

      "You name it," the caller said.

      "How quickly can you get to Washington?"

      "I can get on the next plane."

      "Your friends who specialize in personal security—can I trust them?”

      A laugh. "Yeah, with your life. I'll text you once I know when I'm getting in. In the meantime, stay safe."

      "I'll try," Manning said, ending the call and putting the phone back in his pocket.

      He stared down at the incapacitated man, knowing it was time to call the police.

      What an interesting conversation that would be.
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      DANIEL BRIGGS — LAS VEGAS, NEVADA

      After taking Sarge home, he spent the rest of the day walking the streets of Las Vegas. Not the Strip, where all the tourists were. Away from the shiny new high-rises and fancy corporate headquarters. Toward the buildings with the harsh shadows, where small-time drug deals took place and addicts passed out behind dumpsters or nodded off on curbs.

      He wore a backpack full of water bottles, granola bars, and socks. He handed them out to each of the homeless people he came across, wishing them well. Sometimes, if they were clearheaded enough, he stopped and talked to them. Asked them about their day and where they were from. Today, he met a woman from Roanoke, Virginia. She said she’d been a teacher. Fourth grade. She had no teeth left. The bald man sitting against the brick wall beside her said he was from the moon.

      "How is the moon this time of year?" Daniel asked.

      The bald man cackled at that, then chugged his water and went back to sleep, cradling the granola bar and the socks in his arms like they were a security blanket.

      Daniel moved on. He wasn’t looking for anything, just passing time. Besides cleaning up after meetings and wheeling Sarge home, he hadn’t found any meaningful service work to fill his days. So, he'd gone back to what he'd done the last time he'd stayed in Vegas: walking the streets and helping those he could.

      Sometimes, they scowled and swore at him. Other times, they chased him away with their dogs or threats of bodily harm. Once, a man had even pretended to have a gun in his waistband. Daniel's practiced eye had identified the object as a crooked piece of wood disguised in chipped black paint. A true example of down-home, jury-rigged protection.

      Only a few sets of handouts left, Daniel continued his search for more luckless souls. He would give the supplies away and then head back to his apartment, where he would do his best to meditate and pray, though the latter no longer came easily. His spiritual connection had shorted out, and he’d tried everything he could think of to repair it. Nothing had worked. Perhaps the best cure was time.

      Sighing, Daniel reminded himself of all the AA-isms:

      One day at a time. A minute at a time, if you have to.

      Wear the world like a loose garment.

      Keep coming back.

      Some days, he made three meetings before bedtime.

      It was hard to feel bad when you were sitting with your own people. But there was a difference between going to meetings and living in meetings. Sarge had advised him to remember that.

      “The program's here to help you, but it's not your crutch. You can't ignore your life forever.”

      Sarge had been right, of course. As much as Daniel wanted to pretend that this was his new life, it wasn't. At some point, he had to go back to his friends. He couldn't keep ignoring them. He'd been charged with the mission to protect them, and he couldn’t fail again.

      Not when Daniel’s last failure had caused his armor to chink.

      Doubt had crept in through that chink and grown like a weed, overtaking his conscious, sweeping away his confidence with a tidal wave of indecision and depression so deep that it had almost brought him to his knees.

      He couldn’t think about that now.

      Instead, he made eye contact with three teenagers huddled around a pipe that the guy in the middle was lighting. They looked up warily.

      "I just want to give you these," Daniel said, holding up one set of his offerings.

      "What's the catch?" the girl on the right said.

      "No catch," Daniel replied. "I just know what it's like out here."

      The girl, who couldn't have been older than eighteen, cackled at that like an old witch. Her friends were too stoned to join in.

      "You think you know something about this?" the girl said.

      Daniel walked over, placing three water bottles, three granola bars, and three pairs of socks on the ground.

      "It may not look like it, but I do."

      The girl watched him, and Daniel wished he could see what she saw. Did he look like a wreck on the outside? Because that's what he felt like on the inside.

      "Ain't no way you know what I'm feeling," the girl said, snatching up the granola bars. She tore one open and stuffed the whole thing in her mouth.

      Daniel nodded and walked away. By the time he turned the corner, the girl had eaten the other two granola bars and snatched the pipe out of her friend's hand. Daniel said a prayer for them, knowing that their path was their own. He also said a prayer for himself, asking that God might show him His will and give Daniel the power to carry it out.
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      CAL STOKES — WASHINGTON, DC

      The twenty-something-year-old Uber driver tapped her hands on the steering wheel in time with the Alexis Paige hit pumping through the Accord’s speakers. Every few beats, she closed her eyes to hum along with the music, and Cal feared they would run off the road. Neil didn't seem to care. He was scrolling through his phone, oblivious to the danger.

      "So, who is this Manning guy?"

      "Seriously?"

      "Yeah, seriously."

      Neil shook his head. "Man, you need to read the news more often."

      "I don’t read the news; I make the news.”

      Neil looked up from his phone. "You really should work on being more well-rounded, Calvin. Are you really telling me that you don't know who the CEO of Blinker is?"

      "Why would I? I don’t wear contacts." Cal grinned.

      "Good grief," Neil said, exhaling slowly. "Let's start with the basics. There's this thing called the internet. Have you heard of it?"

      "Knock it off."

      "And the internet hosts a thing called social media. Still following?"

      "Don’t be condescending. I know about social media. I’ve seen Instagraph."

      "Uh, you mean Instagram. Anyway, Blinker is the largest social media platform in the world. Miles Manning is the CEO of Blinker, and—"

      Cal chuckled.

      "What?" Neil snapped.

      "You're an idiot."

      "Why am I an idiot?"

      "Because of course I know who Miles Manning is. I don’t totally live under a rock."

      Neil sighed. "Then why’d you ask? Never mind, I know why you asked. You’re really a terrible conversationalist, Cal. But anyway, thank the Lord. I was worried my friend had become a technophobe. Don’t ever let that happen. We couldn’t be friends anymore.”

      "What about Daniel?" Cal asked. "Doesn’t he qualify as a technophobe?"

      Neil rolled his eyes. "Daniel knows more about technology than you ever will."

      "Hey, take it easy. I'm sensitive, you know."

      "You're a child," Neil said, a smile breaking out across his face.

      That was when the Uber driver decided to chime in.

      "Manning's a plague on humanity."

      "Many people seem to think so," Neil said carefully.

      "Yeah, well, my generation hates Blinker."

      "Why is that?" Cal asked, interested—and hoping to get another rise out of his friend.

      "Blinker—and every platform like it—is designed to trap you. They call it brain hacking, you know. Like, seriously, that's the term they use. They tap into your dopamine to addict you to their platform and then they feed you the information diet they want. They can sway public opinion any which way they please. It’s brainwashing, pure and simple. If you know what's good for you, you won’t download that app on your phone. They watch every second of everything you do."

      Cal looked over at Neil, who was shaking his head, silently telling him to ignore the Uber driver.

      The music switched from Alexis Paige to Meghan Trainor, and the Uber driver turned the volume up. Cal leaned back in his seat and rested his eyes, wondering what sort of trouble Miles Manning needed their help with. All he knew was that the man had been attacked today and Neil’s gadget had saved him.

      The Uber driver dropped them off at the Willard Hotel. They'd barely snatched their bags from the back when she sped away.

      "I worry about her generation," Neil said.

      "Oh, leave it alone, old man." Cal rolled his eyes. "Don't start denigrating the young ones."

      "But they’re so dismissive. They think in black and white. Like, sure, algorithms can be used for harm, but they can also be used for good. Also, what was that awful music she was playing?"

      "When did you turn into a cranky grandpa?" Cal said as they entered the hotel lobby. "Oooh, swanky. I guess being the head of Instagraph really pays the bills and then some."

      Much to Cal’s delight, Neil sighed again. "He's done well for himself, I'll say that."

      "You two go back way back, don't you?"

      "We met at a conference—I'd say probably a decade ago. We were on the same panel. Found out we both like gaming, so he invited me over to show me his new rig. Next thing you know, it's seven in the morning."

      "Did I tell you about the time Gaucho challenged me to a game of Tecmo Bowl?"

      Neil stopped just before the elevator and turned. "Seriously? Tecmo Bowl?"

      "Yeah, OG Nintendo. Come on, man, I'm a gamer, too." He punched Neil in the arm. "You need to relax. You're spending too much time in front of that computer screen. Maybe you’ve been ‘brain hacked.’"

      "I don’t think that means what you think it means. But yeah, I guess it has been a minute since I was last in the field," Neil admitted.

      They started walking again, and when they got to the appointed floor, there were cops mingling in the middle of the hallway. One of them pointed. "What room number you in?"

      "We're not guests. We are visiting Mr. Manning. He asked us to come," Neil said.

      “Names, please. Gotta verify.”

      “Neil Patel and Cal Stokes.”

      The cop looked them up and down, then nodded and walked to the last room in the hallway. He slipped inside and popped back out in under a minute. Returning to his former position, he said, "He's giving a statement. It’ll be a few minutes."

      "You wouldn't mind if we waited inside, would you?" Cal said.

      "You smell like"—the cop made a show of sniffing the air—"marine."

      "Guilty as charged," Cal said.

      The cop reached out a hand. "Semper fi, jarhead. Camp Lejeune, 2002 to 2006."

      "I was an East Coaster, too," Cal said. "Maybe we can trade old war stories after we speak with Manning. You can tell me how your company gunny chewed your ass, too."

      The cop chuckled, then rubbed his behind. "I can still feel that one. Head on in."

      "How do you guys always know?" Neil asked him after they’d passed the cop.

      "Know what?" Cal said.

      "You marines always recognize one another. I don't get it."

      "It's like the cop said: it's a certain smell. Gamers don't know about it because you're not attuned to our level. It's all that Dominoes and Red Bull clouding your senses. Maybe someday I'll have Daniel explain it to you."

      Neil was about to retort, but they'd arrived at the door. Another two cops were lounging just inside.

      "Hey look, another jarhead," one of them said, grinning.

      "Let me guess, doggy from Fort Lewis," Cal said.

      "Fort Campbell."

      "Well, I'll be damned," Cal said. "I'm from Nashville."

      "Great town, that one," the cop said. "Turned into the bachelorette party capital of the world, hasn't it?"

      "Yes, it has," Cal said.

      The two cops let them into the room, and Cal got his first glimpse of Miles Manning. The CEO of Blinker was standing at the window, hands clasped behind his back, looking outside as he gave his statement to the police officer next to him. Manning turned at the sound of the door closing, and when he saw Neil, he grinned.

      He looks like a teenager, Cal thought.

      "Are we finished?" Manning asked the police officer politely.

      "Yes, sir. I'll be in touch if we need anything else."

      "Thank you," Manning said. "Please feel free to take whatever food you want on the way out. There's no way I can eat all that."

      Cal glanced at the assortment of fruit and charcuterie on the side table.

      "You serious, Mr. Manning?"

      "I am always serious, Officer Shannon. Now please, if you don't mind, I must brag to my friend here about how I incapacitated a Green Beret."

      The police officer called his friends, and they picked through the food before heading out. Perhaps taking food from a victim’s hotel room wasn’t protocol, but if cops were anything like marines or college kids, then they never said no to free food or free booze.

      When the last of the police officers had gone, Manning's calm facade withered. He sunk into a chair, exhausted. "Thank you for coming so quickly."

      "Of course. I knew how serious this was the second you used my gift," Neil said. "Now, Miles Manning, I’d like to introduce you to one of my best friends in the world, Cal Stokes."

      Cal shook hands with Manning, who stood and looked him right in the eye. This kid had a powerful force about him. One look in the CEO’s eyes and you got the impression he could accomplish anything. It was something that Cal had only seen in a few men—one of them being Daniel Briggs.

      "Is Mr. Stokes one of us?" Manning asked.

      "Is he a computer genius? Hell no," Neil said. "You asked for a friend in personal security, so I brought the best. His dad was the one who saved my life."

      Manning's eyes brightened at that. "I was sorry to hear about what happened to your dad," Manning said, surprising Cal. "I lost an uncle on 9/11. Never got to meet him, but growing up, we had a sort of shrine for him in our living room. My mom never got over it."

      "Thanks. I’m sorry for your loss, too," Cal said awkwardly. He cleared his throat. "Neil's right. I don't know diddly about computers other than how to turn them on and off. What I am is a door-kicker."

      Manning nodded. "Then you're just the man I need."

      "How are you feeling after the incident?" Cal asked.

      Manning shrugged. "It's not my first brush with death or extortion. Call it a hazard of my station."

      "You mean you've got a big, fat target on your back because you're a billionaire?"

      "Sure, that’s true, but it’s not what I meant. I meant that I’m a target because of the present controversy surrounding my company."

      "You'll have to explain it to Cal. He doesn’t read the news; he makes the news." Neil threw a sly glance Cal’s way, lips quirked in a teasing smile.

      Cal gave Neil a dirty look. "Tell us everything, Mr. Manning, and then we'll tell you how we might be able to help."

      Manning exhaled. "You’re already helping. I'm just happy to be surrounded by friends. You have no idea how lonely this life can be."

      "I can only imagine," Cal said. "But don't mention it. Any friend of Neil's is a friend of mine. Now let's hear it."
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      SENATOR ED ROBERTS — WASHINGTON, DC

      The butler entered the living room, and Roberts looked up from his well-earned glass of bourbon on the rocks.

      "Sir, you have a visitor."

      Roberts didn’t have time to ask who before the visitor strolled into the living room.

      "Dad, what are you doing here?" he asked, sitting up straight.

      Tom Roberts wore blue jeans, cowboy boots, a flannel shirt, and a cowboy hat. He was a smidge shorter than his son, yet still looked like he could wrestle a buffalo with his tall, sinewy frame.

      "What? A dad can't come visit his son? Even in this horrible place?"

      The senator stood. "You don't like the townhouse? I think it’s rather nice."

      "It's small and cramped and dark."

      The two men shook hands. There’d been a time when Ed Roberts had wished he could hug his father, but those days had passed long ago. He’d come to accept his father’s affection in the form of respect instead. That didn’t prevent Senator Roberts from feeling miffed, however, each time he saw the old man hug his grandchildren.

      "Can I get you one of these?" Roberts said, swirling the ice in his glass.

      "What is it?" his father asked, wrinkling his nose like the booze snob he was.

      "Four Branches. We invested in it, remember?"

      Tom Roberts thought for a moment. "Oh, yes, the company founded by the four service guys, one from each branch."

      "Hence the name."

      "Any good?"

      "I wouldn't be drinking it if it wasn't."

      The elder Roberts frowned. "Hm, I'm not so sure about that. Good stuff never—"

      "I know, I know. Good stuff never goes over ice. But that's how I like it." He sauntered over to the bar cart. "No ice for you, I promise."

      "And never any creamer in my coffee," his father said, chuckling as he took a seat on the plush sofa.

      Roberts poured three fingers of bourbon into a fresh glass. "Still taking it at three thirty in the morning?"

      "Every day."

      Roberts handed the bourbon to his father. "Never understood that."

      "It's the secret to my success." He raised his drink.

      "What are we toasting, Dad?"

      "Let's toast your mother. May she rest peacefully and watch over her son as he wades through the political muck of Washington."

      "Fair enough," the senator said.

      They clinked their glasses together, then each took a slug.

      "All right," the elder Roberts said, moving his tongue around his mouth, "I'll give it to you. This ain't half bad."

      The younger Roberts chuckled. "That's a big compliment coming from you, Dad."

      "You sound surprised."

      "You didn't even compliment me when I won the Jackson Hole Rodeo crown."

      "Your form was poor, son. I only wanted to make you better."

      "A little encouragement would have been nice."

      Rather than respond, his father took another sip from his glass. Senator Roberts shook his head in disappointment. Quiet fell over the room as they stared into the fire.

      It felt odd to sit here with his father. Like he’d been transported back in time. They hadn’t sat together for a peaceful moment since before his mother had passed from cancer over twenty years prior. The only time they spent together these days involved working the ranch, scoping out new real estate, and going over contracts. Never leisure. Tom Roberts didn't have time for leisure. He was always working, always thinking, and always trying to stay one step ahead of the competition.

      Which meant one thing: this pleasant drink by the fire was orchestrated. If Senator Roberts waited just a bit longer, he was sure his father would reveal his intentions.

      Finishing his bourbon, the elder Roberts signaled for his son to pour him another. The senator accepted the glass and went over to the bar cart.

      "This investigation," his father said at last, "what's your part in it?"

      "I’m shocked you care about such things."

      "I care about anything that puts my family at risk." His tone was sharp. Protective.

      "Well, there's not much I can tell you yet. It’s behind closed doors for now. We only just got started."

      "That's bullshit, son. You tell me how this affects you. Specifically, how tight is your connection with Miles Manning? How at risk are you when he goes down?"

      "I didn't realize you knew what Blinker was, Dad," Senator Roberts said, startled.

      "I'm not a moron. Now, tell me, how does this affect us?"

      "I have been the liaison between Washington and Blinker for the past year, so I’d say I know Manning pretty well. He's a good man. Just trying to do the right thing."

      "Don’t bullshit me. That boy will use his platform to bring an end to civilization as we know it. You’d be stupid to trust him."

      Roberts bristled. "Take it easy, Dad."

      His father took a healthy swig of his drink. "I don't like you talking to him. Not one bit."

      "What do you want me to do, Dad? I have responsibilities to uphold."

      Tom Roberts' eyes narrowed for a moment, and then they softened. "You're right. I apologize."

      “I don’t understand what you came here for.” Senator Roberts finished pouring the bourbon and handed the glass back. "But everything's going to be fine, Dad. I promise."

      His father grumbled by way of response.

      "What's really on your mind, Dad?" he said when he retook his chair.

      "I thought it was a good idea, you getting elected. I thought it would help the family and our businesses. But I haven’t seen you do a single thing to advance our interests."

      "I'm doing my best, Dad. Come on, you know how it works around here. Slow progress."

      The elder Roberts fixed him with a stare. Then, in a tone that cut right to his son's bones, he said, "Don't ever forget how you got here, son. Not ever."

      The senator wouldn't. Not when his father lorded it over him every chance he got.

      He looked back at the fire and digested his father's words. He would have to be careful. Help Manning when he could, but keep his feet firmly planted in the neutral zone. That was the family way. At least, until someone poked the bear. Then the true Roberts persona, built on generations of resilience and brutality, would emerge.

      Senator Roberts hoped it wouldn't come to that.

      But if it did? So be it.

      He held up his glass. "To America."

      His father raised his own. "Long life to her."
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      MILES MANNING — WASHINGTON, DC

      On the second day of the hearing, Senator Greenwood came up absent. His health had taken a turn during the night, and his daughter had passed in the morning.

      To Manning’s surprise, the Senate committee did not postpone the hearing. Instead, the senators took turns asking him pointed questions. They wanted him to explain Blinker’s mission, how the company worked, and why they did specific things in certain ways. Manning had prepared heavily, so his answers were thorough. The committee didn’t like everything he said, but they couldn’t fault him for the depth and quality of his answers.

      When the session ended, Senator Roberts met him at the door again.

      "I'm sorry about those questions," the senator said. "I don't want them to think I'm taking it easy on you."

      "That's okay," Manning said. "You've got a job to do, too."

      "Right. But hang in there. This part is almost through."

      Roberts walked away. He was the only senator Manning had met who was never flanked by an entourage.

      Neil Patel and Cal Stokes were waiting for him at the security checkpoint.

      "How did it go?" Neil asked.

      "I'll tell you once we have privacy."

      Cal stayed ahead of them on their way to the car. He looked casual, but Manning knew the man remained vigilant. When they reached the SUV, Cal surveyed the vehicle’s exterior before completing a thorough check of the interior. He motioned for Manning and Neil to climb inside.

      "What a zoo," Cal said as they sped away.

      "You should see what it looks like inside the hearing room," Manning said, grabbing a bottle of water from the sidebar. "I don't know how long I can take this."

      "I'm sure you're doing fine," Neil said. "Was it any better with Greenwood not being there?"

      Manning nodded. "A bit. At least I didn't have anyone screaming in my face."

      He didn't know how lawyers did it day in and day out. Manning didn’t see the point in debating right or wrong this extensively. Wasn’t it better to come up with practical solutions than someone to blame? He wanted to talk about the future and how they could do better. Sure, you couldn’t ignore the previous mistakes, but dwelling on the past stalled forward progress.

      "What's the rest of your week look like?" Manning asked Neil, who looked at Cal.

      "I'm free," Cal said.

      "That means I'm free," Neil said.

      "Well, great. How about you two come home to Chicago with me? You could stay at my place and help me with my next steps."

      "What do you have in mind?" Neil asked.

      "Neil, I want you to poke around Blinker’s systems. I don’t have the bandwidth to do it alone." Manning rubbed his jaw. “I doubt my internal problems ended when I put Erikson behind bars. We need to find out if there’s more dissension in the ranks. And if there is, we need to know what those dissenters have been up to. I’ve got a bad feeling about it.”

      Neil rubbed his hands together. "I thought you'd never ask. How much access will you give me?"

      "All of it," he said.

      "All of it?" Neil asked, surprised.

      "All of it," Manning repeated. "As for you, Cal? Given what Neil has told me about you, I suspect you're more than a door-kicker. How do you feel about doing your own poking around? Not in the systems, but in the office. I’d like you to get a face-to-face read on people.”

      Cal thought for a moment. "Sure, but I'd like to bring a friend or two in to help. How do you feel about that?"

      "Bring whoever you need," Manning said. "I'll make sure you all get full access."

      Cal nodded. "I'm assuming a lot of what we will see is proprietary information. Why trust us? Why choose us to help you out of this mess?"

      “Because of him.” Manning nodded at Neil. “Look, I thought I could trust my own head of security. I was woefully wrong. Now I don’t trust anyone—except Neil, and you by extension. So, since I already trust you both, and since you happen to be top operators in the intelligence field, it only makes sense to bring you in. Just know that I want to work with guys who understand how to keep their mouths shut, but who'll also tell me the truth. I'm sick of people giving me the company line or telling me everything's okay when it's not. So, as one business owner to another, Cal, I am hoping you will give me your honest opinion."

      “All right,” Cal said with a nod. "This should be fun."
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      HEATHER PINSKY — CHICAGO, ILLINOIS

      So, it had come to this. Heather Pinsky, head of content at Blinker, stared at her screen.

      You can do this, she told herself, kneading the sweat off her palms as she reviewed her code for the fifth time that day.

      If Miles wanted to play this game, Heather would play it, too. And when it all came crashing down on him, she would swoop in. The hero with the fire extinguisher.

      I'm on it, boss. No worries. I'll find the engineers who did this. Probably the old boys’ club downstairs. I know you personally hired them, and I know they certainly seem loyal, but trust me, Miles, I’ve got eyes and ears everywhere.

      Replaying the spiel over and over in her head did nothing to alleviate her anxiety. What she was about to do . . . There’d be no taking it back.

      She'd been at Blinker almost since the beginning. Hire number ten. Now, she was third in the chain of command, beneath only Miles Manning himself and the company’s cash cow, the head of advertising.

      Leaning back in her leather chair, Heather reminisced on Blinker’s early days, when the organization had been nothing more than a small group of acne-ridden gamers fueled by a dream and the copious consumption of energy drinks. At their center had been Miles—shy, awkward, giggly, and dressed for a nap.

      Heather Pinsky had fit right in.

      She’d watched Miles transform from a kid with mad computer skills to a killer CEO. She, on the other hand, had remained relatively the same. She identified as a socialist, but she did appreciate some of the benefits of capitalism. Hell, she was sitting in one right now. Her leather office chair had cost more than most of her software engineers took home in a month, and the ergonomics were worth every penny. Heather’s mixed ideals made her an enigma. A lonely one. She was stuck in the middle, neither capitalists nor socialists willing to claim her.

      And so, trapped in the middle, her ideals had become more than a belief system. They’d become her mission.

      Heather Pinsky was going to save the world, and she would do it by using her position of power to guide the social narrative. Free speech was an admirable goal, but it didn’t always work out in society’s best interests.

      World-saving missions didn’t happen overnight, though. That was okay. Heather had learned patience the hard way.

      She’d bided her time at Blinker, knowing she’d one day take over the company. Miles had groomed her for the job, introducing her to investors, giving her media appearances, letting her shadow his days . . . But then, after twenty years at his side, just when she’d thought it was her time to rise, he’d trampled right over her. Stomped her like a little bug.

      She shuddered now, reliving that night.
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        * * *

      

      "What you working on?"

      Heather jumped in her seat, looking up from the speech she’d been writing for the annual shareholder meeting. Miles stood just behind her, peering over her shoulder. There were no offices at Blinker. Not even cubicles. And yet, Miles Manning knew how to hide behind invisible walls.

      "Hey," she said.

      He came closer to her desk, hands jammed in his pockets. His lips were pursed, as if fighting back a grin.

      "You look nice and giddy," she said.

      "You working on your speech?"

      "How'd you guess?"

      He put his hand together, as if in prayer. "The seer knows all."

      "Well, then the seer should know to leave me alone while I pull my hair out over these edits."

      “I'm working on a little something myself, you know."

      "Is that so?"

      "Yep."

      "Do tell."

      He let loose his grin and shook his head. "Nuh-uh."

      "Okay."

      "It's a secret."

      "Miles, I'm a little busy here."

      He rolled his eyes, his smile widening until it threatened to split his face. Then he clapped his hands together and shook them excitedly. “Okay, okay. I’ll get to the point. I’m staying! I know I said it was your time to lead, but I’ve been working on plans for a new iteration of Blinker’s algorithm, and it’ll be bigger and better than ever. Blinker needs me at the helm now more than ever. This project will be revolutionary, Heather. Revolutionary. Isn’t that exciting?”

      The blood drained from her face, and heat flared in her collar. "You’re not retiring?" she said, trying to mask the heartbreak in her voice.

      "Nope. There are big things on the horizon, Heather. Big things!"

      "Oh. Okay."

      He tapped her on the shoulder. "I’m so glad you’re onboard." He backed away from her desk, shooting her finger guns and calling out, "Can't wait to hear the speech! You represent the company better than anyone else here."

      Heather turned back to her computer and finished her speech in a matter of minutes. It lacked her typical charisma. It was just bland words on a page, and she knew it would land dead on arrival. Did she even care anymore?

      No, she didn’t. Because at this rate, Miles would never hand her the reins. There’d always be some shiny new project to grab his attention.

      So, in the heat of shame and crushing defeat, she went out, got drunk, and slept with some college kid to burn off her frustration. Then she came in the next day, plopped down on her fancy chair, and thought about her next steps.

      A plan began to form in her mind.

      She hadn't coded in a long time, but some skills burned themselves into the brain, like riding a bicycle.

      Twelve hours later, exactly at midnight, she deployed her first code in years.

      And over the next few months, she deployed more, routing the updates through different servers around the world to hide her trail. On the off chance someone caught her, she planned to lean on her title and say she was testing her employees’ attention to detail. Could they find the rogue code? Hooray, anyone who did got an award and a raise!

      But it never happened. She was too good, and her digital fingerprints were as invisible as the walls surrounding her desk.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Heather massaged her temples, pulling her mind back to the present.

      The code on her screen was perfect. All she had to do was hit the button. That simple trigger would launch the final phase of her plan, concluding her slow recalibration of Blinker's algorithm.

      Her fingers began trembling.

      The algorithm had been recalibrated many times over the years, whether for general updates or to control the public narrative during catastrophes—riots, demonstrations, wars. But this was different. This, she was doing for personal reasons.

      Heather clicked the button. For a second, she held her breath, as though she expected alarms to sound and black-clad security men to rush her with their weapons drawn. Neither of those things happened.

      Instead, her assistant messaged her and said that her lunch appointment had arrived.

      Standing from her desk, Heather smoothed her blouse and pants, grabbed her purse, and went to meet her old college roommate. Jeannie, a former member of what they’d called the Stern Hall mafia, had asked for a tour of Blinker's headquarters. Heather was more than happy to provide it.

      She spotted Jeannie right away in the lobby.

      "Oh my god, girl, you look amazing," Jeannie said, throwing her arms around Heather.

      "Thanks,” Heather said. "I feel pretty amazing."
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      DANIEL BRIGGS — LAS VEGAS, NEVADA

      Daniel was tired of staring at the ceiling. Night after night, he lay in bed, waiting for sleep to come and deliver him to a new day. And night after night, it eluded him until exhaustion won out and he fell into a restless slumber.

      Tonight would be different, he decided. So, he got up, got dressed, and walked the familiar path to the local Dollar General Market. He loaded up his backpack with fresh offerings for the homeless and was back on the street in no time.

      The evening air hummed with electricity, like it was calling to him. Like all it needed was a conduit, and he was the man for the job. Daniel gave himself over to the sensation, wandering the streets until he came upon a neighborhood that no sane man would walk alone in during daylight, let alone darkness. This was where he belonged.

      "Hey," someone called to him.

      Daniel recognized the voice instantly. It was the kid who’d accepted his offerings and then chased him away with venomous threats a few days ago. Daniel had decided to avoid the kid after that, not out of fear—he could have held his own against the kid without sweating—but because he hadn’t wanted to get involved in any trouble.

      "Yo! Jesus Christ Superstar!"

      Move along, kid. Just let me be.

      "Hey, I'm talking to you, old man! What, you think you’re holier than thou? Too good to stop and chat?"

      Against his better judgement, Daniel turned. The kid was not alone. He had three friends at his side, and he was clearly their leader. The gang looked to be in their early twenties. They were skinny, dirty, covered in skin sores, and missing teeth.

      "You got some more of those granola bars?" the leader said.

      His friends snickered.

      "I passed them all out," Daniel lied.

      The leader tilted his head. "Aw, that's too bad. What else you got?"

      "Nothing," Daniel said.

      "Really? I don’t believe you. Why else would your saintly ass be out on these streets at this hour? Unless you’re looking for a fix, same as us."

      “Oooh, I bet that’s it, Skeez,” said the kid to Skeez’s right. “Pops ain’t as good as he wants us street folk to think.”

      Daniel shook his head and began walking away. The gang shouted in protest and followed behind him.

      “Where you think you’re going, old man?” Skeez called out.

      Picking up his pace, Daniel turned a corner, hoping the group would lose interest once he was out of sight.

      Footsteps pounded against the pavement. Moments later, a hand gripped his bicep and tugged him around. Red strobes flashed across his vision.

      “Listen, Skeez,” Daniel said through gritted teeth. “I’m only gonna say this once. Get your hand off me. Do yourself a favor and turn around."

      “Oooh,” Skeez’s friends whooped. They broke into laughter, clutching their stomachs.

      “Skeez, you gonna listen to Pops? Go home to your momma and get your Binky?” one of them challenged.

      Skeez’s smile dropped, and he lunged at Daniel, fist aimed for his jaw.

      The red strobe lights flared and consumed Daniel’s vision. He grabbed the kid’s wrist midair and wrenched it in a sickening twist, then forced Skeez to his knees. The others sprang forward, ready to brawl. He paid them no mind as he gripped Skeez’s shoulder with one hand, his elbow with the other, and slammed his knee into the middle of the kid’s humerus. A wet crack sounded through the alley, pausing the gang in their tracks. Skeez screamed, loud and shrill, and one of his friends, the largest and most inebriated of the group, threw up against the brick wall.

      The other two friends regained their composure and rushed Daniel, fury burning in their eyes. He dropped Skeez’s limp arm and slammed his palm into the nose of the first, sending him to the ground beside his leader. The second landed one weak punch to Daniel’s jaw before he received three fingers to his windpipe. The kid gasped, collapsing to the ground with his hands clutching his throat.

      The third gang member staggered up from his pile of vomit, spitting bile and curses from his lips. He turned his angry, dirty face toward Daniel, and something deep inside the marine snapped.

      The beast freed itself from the straining bars of its cage.

      It was on the kid in a second, pounding his face into hamburger. Over and over, its fists met flesh. Blood sprayed its hands, its arms, its face. Still, the beast wanted more. It yearned to taste the hot, metallic blood.

      "Stop! Stop! Get off me!"

      The beast gripped either side of the kid’s head, eager to hear his skull cracking against the pavement.

      But before it got the pleasure, Daniel broke to the surface and shoved the beast back in its cage. Breathing hard, he released his grip and climbed off the seizing kid. He glanced at the other three, who were all crawling away in various states of suffering.

      Daniel skulked off into the night, his fists aching and slick.
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      SHERRY GRACE — DES MOINES, IOWA

      Sherry Grace wheeled herself to the kitchen. Her six cats walked along beside her, eager for breakfast. Only when she filled their bowls did they leave her side. Smiling to herself, Sherry returned to her bedroom and heaved herself into bed. It took a couple minutes for her breathing to steady.

      "Okay, now where was I?" she said, turning on her iPad.

      She checked her text messages, but there was nothing new. Then she went straight to the Blinker app. She scanned the birthday calendar and found that Sid was turning eighty-five today. She sent him a message full of smiley faces and balloons. She didn’t bother trying to figure out if she’d posted it publicly or sent it privately. That kind of thing was beyond her ability, even though her granddaughter begged her to learn every time she visited.

      “Grandma, you posted my naked baby photo on my feed. All my friends saw. It was so embarrassing,” the teen had said last week.

      Sherry giggled at the memory as she left the birthday calendar and went back to her feed. She scrolled through endless cat memes, smiling at them all and sending her favorites to her granddaughter. She was so preoccupied with her routine that she didn’t recognize the subtle changes to the content on her feed.

      Like the ad for cat funerals. Sure, Sherry noticed it. She even chuckled, thinking how ridiculous it was for a cat to have a big, expensive funeral. But she didn’t find the ad too out of the ordinary.

      She also didn’t find it strange when she came across a picture of a man holding a cat. Upon reading the caption—Iowa Congressman Proposes New Bill to Cut Disability Benefits—Sherry realized that it wasn’t a meme at all, but a news article. She normally avoided the news. Everyday life was stressful enough; she didn’t see a reason to surround herself with any more negativity than she had to. But the use of the cat in the article’s photo had tricked her into looking, and then the caption kept her attention.

      As an Iowan with a disability, this news was cause for concern. So, she clicked on the picture and was sent to an article generated by artificial intelligence. It wasn’t long, but it said just the right things to elevate her blood pressure ever so slightly.

      Her stomach fluttered. She tried to tell herself that they would never take her benefits. She had been a good worker before her injury, and she was a good person. Still, as she returned to Blinker and visited her various cat groups to boost her mood, she couldn't shake the feeling that a new threat was on the horizon.

      Sherry Grace wasn’t the only one tapped on the shoulder by fear that day. Across the world, Blinker users logged on to find subtle changes to their feeds, changes that opened their eyes to exactly what Heather Pinsky wanted them to see.

      And within hours, a new virus began spreading across the globe in a concerted campaign to sway public mood.
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      HEATHER PINSKY — CHICAGO, ILLINOIS

      Her assistant informed her that Miles had requested a meeting. That meant moving two conference calls and extending her day at the office. While not uncommon, it still annoyed her. The initial results of her covert campaign were trickling in, and she wanted to go home to check on the progress and enjoy a glass of Prosecco as she watched.

      Miles swept into her workspace with sparkling eyes and a goofy smile.

      “Hey," she said, rising from her chair and giving him a hug.

      "Woah," he said when they parted. "What did I do to deserve that?"

      "I'm sure you needed it after your trip to Washington."

      He chuckled. "It wasn't as bad as I expected."

      "I doubt that." She’d seen enough news footage of Senate hearings to know she never wanted to testify in front of that firing squad.

      Two men standing behind Miles caught her attention. Miles noticed her gaze and glanced over his shoulder.

      "Ah, yes. Heather, I'd like to introduce you to an old friend and a new friend."

      He stepped aside, and Heather took in his two guests. One, a man of Indian descent, was dressed like he was preparing to either board a private jet or entertain his friends in the back room of a strip club. His face looked vaguely familiar, though she couldn’t place it. The other man was Caucasian, and his hair was light brown. He was handsome, and he appraised her with curious intensity. He wasn’t ogling, but rather looking at her the way one might look at beautiful fauna on a forest trail.

      "Heather, I'm sure you remember Neil Patel,” Miles said, motioning toward the familiar man. “Neil, Heather is now Blinker's head of content. That's her official title, at least. In truth, if something involves any kind of code, she's in charge of it."

      "Neil Patel," Heather said, reaching out and shaking the man's hand. "Drizzt91, right?"

      "Wow, I can’t believe you remember that," Neil said. "What about you? DemonSpawn7, wasn’t it?"

      Heather laughed. "Seems your memory is as good as mine."

      "And this is Cal Stokes,” Miles continued. “Cal is a friend of Neil's. They'll be spending some time around here, helping out, looking around."

      Heather shook Cal’s hand, trying not to show how Miles’ words startled her. What were these men here to look for? Did Miles already know something was afoot?

      "Good to meet you," Cal said. "Nice chair, by the way. I'll bet that thing’s real comfortable."

      "It is. You're welcome to try it out if you'd like," Heather said, keeping her tone as friendly as she could muster.

      As Miles prattled on about something, she accessed her mental file on Neil Patel. A gamer long before gaming became cool, he'd gone on to make a name for himself in the development of security and weapons technology. He currently worked for some hush-hush company out of Virginia or Tennessee or somewhere similar. Stokes Security International, she recalled. Given the other man in front of her was named Cal Stokes, she wondered if he was Neil’s boss.

      "Heather," Miles said, snapping his fingers in front of her face.

      She blinked in surprise. Usually, Heather was a multitasking pro. She often thought while listening, but this time her focus had slipped.

      "Sorry, Miles. I was just remembering one particularly brutal match between Neil and me. He cackled like a demon lord after he killed me, and I’ll admit I never got over the insult."

      "Sounds like you two need a rematch," Stokes said, prodding Neil’s arm like a brother.

      "Hey, that’s a great idea," Miles said. "After work, why don't we all get together, pull out some old-school consoles, and see who comes out on top? Cal, are you in?"

      "Oh no, definitely not. Count me out. My gaming expertise begins and ends with Tecmo Bowl. Neil made me try Breath of the Wild when it released, but I just stood on a hill and threw bombs at my enemies until Neil snatched the Nintendo Switch away in disgust. Needless to say, I'm useless."

      "Hey, you can’t forget Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles," Neil said, grinning. "You held your own in that game. Who was your favorite? Michelangelo, right?"

      "Guilty," Cal said, unashamed.

      Heather’s gut soured at the easy friendship these men shared. She had a feeling their comradery wouldn’t bode well for her. She needed to be more careful with them around.

      “While the offer is tempting, I’m going to have to decline. I’ve got plans tonight. I’m also rather busy right now, so if there’s nothing else, I really should get back to work.”

      "Yes, of course,” Miles said. “I'll get to the point, and then we’ll be out of your hair. We believe my ex-head of security might not have been the only disgruntled employee at Blinker. We’re going to do a thorough review to see if we can’t flush out more. I want you to give Neil access to everything and anything he needs."

      Heather's collar heated, and she felt sweat forming on her back.

      "Sure," she said, forcing a pleasant smile. "We're an open book, right?"

      Miles clapped her on the back. "Great. I knew I could count on you, Heather."

      "And Mr. Stokes? What will he be doing?" Heather asked.

      "I’m a people-watcher," Cal said.

      Nodding, Miles said, “We'll need to give him a title. Temporarily, at least."

      “We can list him as an employee engagement specialist," Heather provided.

      "Very HR of you," Miles said. "I like it. Then it's all settled. Heather, we'll leave you to it. Neil and Cal, let me give you a tour of this place."

      The three men walked away, and Heather Pinsky turned to look out the window. The appearance of the two men was more than a wrinkle. It was a direct threat. If there was anyone who could uncover her sins, it was Neil Patel.

      Well, she wouldn’t give him the chance. She had an ace up her sleeve, and he went by the username Sasquatch.

      Some people read horror novels for entertainment. Heather Pinsky searched the recesses of the dark web for evil itself. True horror—human trafficking videos, snuff films, and the like—scratched the itch in her brain like nothing else. But the night she’d met Sasquatch, she’d been browsing more innocent parts of the dark web. That’s where she’d found his article, a dissection of the pros and cons of social media. It'd been so insightful that Heather had left a comment. He’d replied, then so had she, and soon, they’d begun a full-blown conversation.

      One day, Sasquatch had asked her if she knew anyone in a high-level position at any of the major social media platforms. Heather had admitted she was a programmer at Blinker, though she’d crafted a false backstory to shield her identity. No matter how much she liked her dark web pen pal, she had to protect her anonymity.

      Sasquatch had been so excited about her internal influence and the rogue plans she’d devised that he’d offered her five million dollars in exchange for incorporating his feedback into her secret campaign. She hadn’t needed the money, but she’d readily accepted it, wondering who Sasquatch was, how deep his pockets went, and what kind of influence he held in real life. She still didn’t have any answers to those questions, but she was certain the man held enough power to solve her Neil Patel problem.

      So, Heather went into the restroom, pulled out her second phone, opened an untraceable messaging app, and fired off a message to her mysterious benefactor.

      Wasn’t technology marvelous?
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      DANIEL BRIGGS — LAS VEGAS, NEVADA

      Staring down at his untouched coffee, Daniel ran unsteady fingers through his hair.

      Sarge watched the movement, tracing his own finger over the rim of his mug. "So, you going to tell me what it is you called me out here for? Or are we just going to sit here and stare at shit?"

      Daniel took a breath, keeping his eye on his coffee. "I slipped."

      "What kind of slip?"

      Daniel met his sponsor’s eyes, not attempting to hide the pain in his own.

      "Ah. The beast. Tell me what happened. And don't leave anything out."

      Daniel recounted the night’s events in detail, wincing as he described the bloodlust.

      "I wanted to kill him," he admitted.

      "You didn't, though,” Sarge said.

      "No, not this time." Daniel took a sip from his coffee for the first time, frowning at the lukewarm temperature.

      "What do you think you could have done better?"

      "Not break the guy's arm. Not defend myself."

      "I won't ever tell you not to defend yourself," Sarge said, an edge in his tone. "But how about not going out for midnight walks in the crappiest part of town? Next time you can’t sleep, drop to the floor and do some push-ups, or go to the gym and hop on a treadmill. Hell, head on down to the Strip and walk around with the rest of the tourists. There are plenty of cops there. Plenty of cameras, too, in case you are hoping to get caught.” He sipped his coffee. “Tell me, what did you feel afterward?"

      Daniel had known the question was coming. He answered truthfully, knowing Sarge was a world-class lie detector and would call him out if he didn’t.

      "I felt relieved," Daniel said.

      "Relieved? Relieved how?"

      "I don't know if I can explain it," Daniel said. "Not in a way you'll understand."

      "Try me," Sarge said, crossing his arms over his chest.

      Daniel nodded, returning his gaze to his coffee. "I felt relieved that I got to get it out. It was like taking a good stretch after a hard run."

      "You didn't feel relief that you didn't kill the guy?" Sarge asked.

      "Well, yes, of course, but it wasn't the most powerful sense."

      "This beast inside you, this power that's protected you over the years, protected your friends . . .” Sarge hesitated, clearing his throat. “Daniel, could it be your new drug?"

      "I . . .” His shoulders slumped. “Maybe. But it doesn't feel that way. I don't go around provoking it to come out."

      "Don’t you?" Sarge challenged. "You strolled through the seediest part of Vegas in the dead of night. You were looking for danger, Daniel. Jonesing for a fight, whether you knew it or not. We've talked about this before. It doesn't have to be a drink that tips you over the edge. Hell, I've seen guys and gals give up the booze and take on something good and healthy, like training for an Ironman, and turn it into an all-consuming activity. They ignore their spouses and push their bodies past their limits, losing too much weight, breaking bones, and straining muscles.”

      Daniel clenched his jaw and looked out the window, hating how Sarge’s words rang true in his ears.

      “They try to be David Goggins, not realizing that man is running from his own demons. And when their lives come crashing down, they wind up back in their meeting rooms, same as you and me, unable to figure out what went wrong. They might have picked up a drink, they might not have. Depends on how far down they've gone. Nevertheless, our people have a disease, my friend, and if we're not connected to the man upstairs"—Sarge pointed at the coffee shop’s ceiling—"then we're destined to screw up our day, and we've only got today, Daniel. You know that."

      "Then how do I find that connection again?" Daniel asked. "I'm doing all the things. I get down on my knees every morning and pray. I meditate. I go to meetings. I talk to you. I talk to others. I do service work. And still . . ."

      "You know I can't tell you when it'll happen," Sarge said. "You're smart enough to not ask. But you have to have faith that it will happen." Sarge leaned forward, his beard touching the table. "That beast inside of you, it's a God-given gift. I’m sure you know that. It's protected you. It's taken over when your humanity couldn't take care of itself. But you two need to get right with one another. You need to meet in the middle. As my pal, T.T. Warren, used to say in Vietnam, 'We need to be simpatico.' You get me?"

      "I get you," Daniel said.

      "Okay." Sarge pointed at his wheelchair. "Why don't you push me out of here? Ten minutes until the meeting, and you know I don't like being late."

      As Daniel stood from the table and pushed his friend outside, he couldn't help but wonder when the beast would come out next, and which of them would be in control.
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      BRENT FARBER — EUGENE, OREGON

      Despite three divorces and little in the way of savings, Brent Farber liked his life. He preferred keeping few attachments to the physical world. His two-bedroom condo—a rental—was all he needed. He used one bedroom for sleeping, and the other for an occasional workout. He’d outfitted the workout room with weights, bands, and a yoga mat. Despite hitting fifty a month ago, Brent was pretty proud of his physical condition.

      He managed a local vegan restaurant, even though he had no culinary skills whatsoever and would set the place on fire if ever tasked with manning the kitchen. But he was outgoing and confident, and the job fulfilled his need for socialization. They closed at four in the afternoon each day, which suited Brent just fine. There was no way he could have worked the hours of a more traditional restaurant. He enjoyed his sleep.

      Brent waved to the neighbor mowing his lawn, then unlocked the front door of his condo and walked up the stairs leading to the main level. There, he took a moment to breathe in the peace and quiet.

      In his early years, he'd been somewhat of a troublemaker. He’d bounced around from job to job after high school, refusing to return home no matter what had tried to pull him back. On occasion, he'd kept a job for a year or two. But inevitably, at some point or another, his wanderlust had always kicked in, enticing him to leave it all behind—including his wife of the moment—and go see the world with whatever money he could scrape together.

      In his mid-forties, he'd tired of the wanderer’s lifestyle. He’d wanted a comfortable home and an end to the aches and pains associated with long rides on greyhound busses. So, he'd gone online to some website that matched you and your personality to your perfect American city.

      It had spit out Eugene, Oregon.

      Who would've thought an online quiz could be so right?

      Brent made his way to the kitchen. He opened a window for fresh air, then set about brewing a cup of green tea just the way the chef at the restaurant had taught him.

      “Take your time,” she’d instructed. “Make sure the water is boiling as it hits the leaves. Not before it hits. As it hits.”

      When his green tea had steeped three minutes, he sat down at the two-person table in his kitchen and pulled out his phone. His boss, the owner, had a strict anti-phone policy at the restaurant, so this was the first time Brent had gone online today. Blinker was his social media app of choice, so he started there.

      He liked keeping tabs on the people he'd met during his journeys, even all these years later. Occasionally, an old ex would drop into his messages, and they'd have a pleasant conversation. Despite his sudden departures, he'd never left a relationship in complete disarray. As a result, Brent Farber didn't think he had any enemies in the world. His Blinker feed took him to places near and far—a tiny cafe in Thailand, a harrowing cliff in Switzerland, the lapping waves of Key Largo—reuniting him with friends across the globe.

      For a time, he scrolled through his feed, unaware that something was different today, something so subtle that even if given a hint, he wouldn't have been able to identify.

      Brent had over two thousand connections on Blinker, and each of the pictures posted by his many friends were brighter and more vibrant than usual, making even the subjects’ smiles look bigger. An hour into his scrolling, he started to get annoyed that his friends were having such a good time when he was here, stuck in boring Eugene, Oregon, with its overly clean air and unfulfilling vegan food.

      Into his second hour, he wondered if he should just quit his job and hit the road again. Then the restaurant called to let him know that one of the stoves had gone out. The chef asked Brent to call the repair company and see if the thing was still under warranty. Brent ended the call, closed the Blinker app, and drove back to work. He was more than mildly annoyed, not understanding that his annoyance had nothing to do with the stove.

      Equipment failures weren't uncommon, and normally he handled them with a smile, often getting repairmen to come out after hours for little extra charge. But today, when he arrived back at the restaurant, he was hostile and cold. So cold that the chef left him to his phone call and didn't give him a taste of what she was prepping for the next day. And when the repairman said he couldn't come to the restaurant until the morning, Brent barked at him, causing the two ladies cleaning the kitchen to look up in surprise. Brent didn't notice. He argued until the repairman relented, then put his phone away and grumbled as he went to the front of the restaurant to wait for his arrival.

      Brent didn't get back home until eleven o'clock that night. When he did, instead of using the bathroom, brushing his teeth, and getting straight into bed, he poured himself one drink and then another, all while scrolling through Blinker, all while getting more and more peeved that he was here and not there.

      Never once realizing he’d become an algorithm’s puppet.
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      SENATOR ED ROBERTS — WASHINGTON, DC

      He shook hands with each Boy Scout filing out of his office. "Have a great time in DC, fellas." Waving goodbye, he turned to his chief of staff and said, "Tell me I've got a little bit of time. I'm starving."

      Gloria, a sharp twenty-five-year-old he'd snatched from a fledgling tech startup in Wyoming, tilted her head in consideration. "Are you still going to check in on Senator Greenwood?"

      "I am."

      "In that case, you have an hour for lunch. Just enough time to grab that chicken you like from the cafeteria.”

      "You sure know the way to a man's heart, Gloria," Roberts said, laughing.

      He took a minute with each of his interns on his way out. They worked hard for him, spending endless days and nights researching laws, giving tours to constituents, sorting and answering mail . . . He couldn’t do this job without them, so he always tried to let them know how much he appreciated them.

      And it made a difference. His office had a positive atmosphere. Everyone seemed to like him. He was used to people liking him. Sometimes, he wished his father would focus more on his attitude and less on his ambition. The elder Roberts had called the night before, asking again about everything that was going on, really trying to grill him this time. He’d told the old man everything he could. After all, his father had put him in office. So, he'd keep his father keyed in until he could get his own feet set firmly on the ground in DC. Once he was an insider, his father’s help would be a crutch of the past.

      Roberts journeyed down to the cafeteria and savored every juicy bite of his fried chicken, which he dipped in creamy ranch dressing. When he finished, he washed his hands and headed upstairs to find Greenwood. There had been a public memorial for Greenwood’s daughter earlier in the day, the latest of many such services in recent months. Though some might have taken the day off, Roberts knew he would find his colleague in his office.

      Sure enough, when he entered the Illinois senator's outer office, the place was buzzing. Interns scurried about, looking like they'd been hopped up on caffeine for a week straight. They had bags under their eyes and files stacked on their desks.

      "Senator, we weren't expecting you," said one girl. She looked like she'd just hopped out of the shower.

      "I came to pay my respects. Is he in?"

      The intern looked like she wanted to deny him entry, but she decided against it.

      "I'll check and make sure. Would you like a cup of coffee?"

      "Thank you, I'd love one," Roberts said, even though he wouldn’t. Over the years, he’d learned that completing even a small task—like fetching a cup of coffee—for an important person could make someone's day. As long as the important person was kind about it, of course.

      "You can go right in," the girl said when she emerged from Senator Greenwood’s private office, tying her wet hair back in a ponytail. "I'll bring the coffee to you."

      "If it’s okay with you, the coffee can wait until I finish."

      "Yes, of course, Senator." She gave him a polite smile and ushered him off.

      Senator Bruce Greenwood was hunched over his laptop, typing with his one good hand. There was a small red stain on his white dress shirt, just at the left shoulder, right where he’d lost his arm.

      "Thank you for coming to the memorial," Greenwood said without looking up. "If you don't mind, I'm going to ask that we keep this short. We're a little backed up here."

      "What are you working on?"

      Greenwood glanced up at him. His eyes were bloodshot. "What do you think?"

      "The Manning case. Right. Hey, do you mind if I sit down? I won't keep you too long."

      "If you want to know if I'm okay, I'm okay. If there's something else, Ed, really, just come out with it."

      "I believe you when you say you're okay, but you might want to have someone take a look at that." He pointed at the red stain.

      Greenwood’s eyes flicked down to his shoulder, and something about how he shifted in his seat made Roberts think that Greenwood had tried to lift his missing left arm. Greenwood winced. "Crap. Thanks. This is a damn good shirt, too. You know, you're the fourth to come by this afternoon and the first to mention this." Greenwood looked at Roberts with fresh interest, as though seeing the senator from Wyoming for the first time. He closed his laptop. "I’ve met your father."

      "Dad's a sucker for politicians," Roberts said, concealing his surprise. "You should see his office back home. He's got pictures with every big politician going back to Gerald Ford."

      "Your old man's a tough guy, Ed. A real cowboy."

      "Indeed."

      "He's on my side, you know. He advised that I talk to you."

      Beneath his calm exterior, Roberts burned. His father needed to mind his own business and keep his nose out of DC. "You don’t say. Well, I’m not surprised. He thinks I'm too cozy with Manning and Blinker."

      "Funny, I think the same thing." There was a trace of rage in Greenwood’s voice.

      "I'm just doing my job, Bruce. I’m a liaison. I have to consider the interests of both sides. So, what else did Dad say? Did he pick your brain on campaigning? Ask you who the party was going to submit for the next presidency?"

      Greenwood grunted. "No, nothing like that. He's a tough old bird, but a polite one. He wanted me to know that he would do anything I asked."

      What the hell was the elder Roberts up to? "Sounds like Dad. We take care of family where we're from."

      "So do we." Greenwood looked Roberts up and down, then said, "Why don’t you sit a minute?”

      Roberts forced a smile. "I thought you were too busy for me."

      "This is serious, Ed.” Greenwood waited for Roberts to take the offered seat before continuing. “Your dad's right. You need to put some space between you and Blinker."

      "Bruce, I appreciate your concern. But, like I explained a moment ago, it is my job to keep the lines of communication open."

      "Well, you can certainly do that and keep Miles Manning at arm's length."

      Roberts wanted to tell Greenwood that he didn't need a disgruntled man with a vendetta telling him what he should and should not do. But he had to play the game. That was DC for you.

      "I'll certainly take your advice into consideration, Bruce. Thank you."

      Greenwood's expression turned so frigid that Roberts could almost feel the chill. "Good. Because I'm going to put Miles Manning in a cell if it’s the last thing I do, and your father would prefer that you not become collateral damage."
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      CAL STOKES — CHICAGO, ILLINOIS

      It was day one of what Cal affectionately thought of as Operation Dissension Prevention. They’d set up base at Miles Manning's personal residence, a three-story condo on the river, and SSI professionals had started arriving to lend their assistance. While Neil had stayed at Manning’s home this morning to work on augmenting Blinker’s security, Cal had gone to the company’s headquarters. Couldn’t exactly people-watch from several miles away.

      He spent his morning taking coffee in the cafeteria, observing the programmers huddled in bunches, headphones on, staring at laptops or phones, and not paying attention to one another. The only chatter in the wide-open space came from more outgoing employees, like the account managers and human resources personnel. Around midafternoon, a girl came over and introduced herself.

      "Is this your first day? I know everybody's face, but I don’t recognize yours."

      "Actually, it is." Cal said, reaching out a hand. “Cal Stokes.”

      "Nice to meet you. I’m Tiffany. I work in marketing."

      "Marketing’s an interesting space. What do you do, exactly?"

      Like she'd known him forever, Tiffany sat down. A little too close for his comfort, but he didn't move. "User acquisition and retention. I analyze ICPs and CLVs to help Blinker prioritize initiatives. Basic stuff like that."

      "Uh-huh," he said, nodding without understanding. One thing he'd learned in the military was to never talk at thirty thousand feet. Always craft an explanation a lance corporal could understand. But Cal couldn’t fault the girl. She was nice enough.

      Something buzzed, and Tiffany popped out of her chair. "Oh, got to go. It was nice to meet you, Cal Stokes. Hope to see you around."

      She was gone before he could reply, fishtailing down the hallway with the rest of her marketing crew.

      Cal tossed his empty cup in the trash and meandered the floor, eventually arriving at a small alcove decorated with a sign that read, Lounge-a-Loo. There were three couches arranged in a semicircle. A young man was asleep on one, while a girl with pink hair perched on another, clacking away at her laptop.

      Cal sat down on the unoccupied couch, then jumped up in surprise not a moment later. As soon as his rear had hit the cushion, the couch had started vibrating.

      "It does that. It's automatic," the girl said without looking up from her work. "If you want to turn it off, there's a button on the side."

      Cal reached over and turned off the massaging mechanism. "You guys like this sort of thing?"

      The girl looked up again, removing an earbud. "Huh?"

      "Oh, uh, I just asked if you guys like that sort of thing."

      "What are you implying?"

      "Oh, no, I just meant, like, generally. Was this Manning's idea or an office request?"

      The girl shrugged. "I have no idea. I hate it, personally." Then she pointed at the guy asleep on the couch. "Some people love it."

      "What do you do around here?" he asked, face reddening when he realized he’d spoken as she was putting her earbud back in.

      She grumbled something incoherent and dropped her arm. "Listen, dude, I'm a little busy here. This code isn’t going to debug itself."

      "I’m sorry. I’m new here. Just trying to get acquainted."

      She scanned his face, skepticism clear on hers. "Aren't you a little old to be here? What's your title?"

      "I’m an employee engagement specialist," Cal said.

      The girl leaned in to confirm the title on his badge. "What the hell does that mean? Never mind, I don’t have time for this. Unless you're here to take a nap like Andre over there, you might want to look like you're doing something."

      "Isn't this the employee lounge?"

      The girl sneered. "Wow, look at you. So observant." Then, lowering her voice, she said, "They're gonna start making cuts around here, you know. Gotta watch your back, especially since you’re a newbie."

      "What makes you say that?" Cal asked.

      "Don’t be naive. Don't you watch the news? They've got Miles on the ropes. Somebody's coming in for the knockout punch."

      Cal smiled. "Boxing fan?"

      "Mixed martial arts."

      "So, like, cage matches?"

      "Only if they're fighting outside the UFC."

      Right, Cal thought. He imagined that if he were to have an hour-long conversation with the girl, he’d only manage to say two uncontested things.

      "Well, thanks for the tip," Cal said. "I'll do my best to keep my head down and look busy."

      The girl snorted and shook her head. She popped her earbud back in and returned her attention to her computer. Cal took the dismissal and left the lounge.
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      ANDRE SILVA — CHICAGO, ILLINOIS

      Andre cracked a single eyelid to watch the newcomer leave. He waited a few minutes before yawning and stretching his arms out wide, as though he really were waking from a delightful afternoon nap. He sat up, elbows on his knees as he drowsily rubbed his face, taking pleasure in playing up the performance. Who said he couldn’t have a little fun with his deception?

      Getting up from the couch, Andre flashed a peace sign and a knowing smirk at Lyss, the girl with the pink hair. They'd messed around once, and he enjoyed reminding her of it. She ignored him, but he didn’t have time to care. There was a task at hand.

      Andre left the lounge, went back to his desk, logged into his computer, and searched the company directory for the new employee engagement specialist. There was only one person with that title: Cal Stokes.

      He opened a new email message in his personal account and wrote a thorough description of Mr. Stokes, making sure to call out that the man looked out of place and was nosy as fuck. He fired off the email and leaned back in his creaky chair, hands behind his head, a Cheshire grin on his lips.

      His benefactor would be happy; Andre's bank account would be happier.

      Now, back to work. Lyss had been right: layoffs were coming. Andre liked the food in the cafeteria too much to get sacked.
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      PROFESSOR SETH BLANKENSHIP — SEATTLE, WASHINGTON

      Professor Blankenship hurried down the street. He had to get to his computer before his epiphany left him. Everything was coming together now, all thanks to the ad he’d seen on the bus.

      A native of Long Island, Professor Blankenship had made his rounds at all the prestigious progressive schools. But as he’d grown older, he'd found that leaning so heavily to the left was exhausting, especially when you cracked into your forties and everyone was still playing the same game: all change, all the time. But once change had occurred, didn't things settle down and become steady?

      No. All change. All the time.

      It had taken three nervous breakdowns to come to a healthier understanding.

      While he was no further right than he’d been in college, his ideals were better grounded now. He believed in working within the system instead of marching against it. He no longer fought for sweeping structural changes, but for the passage of individual policies that would enhance the lives of current and future generations alike. There was nothing radical about it. It was just the business of a rational citizen.

      His realigned point of view had led him to leave his university and step into a lowly position at a community college in Seattle. His colleagues had been baffled by the news. They’d offered to put in a good word for him at Yale, Brown, or Berkeley.

      "No," he'd told them. "Thank you very much, but I'm happy with my choice."

      And he was. Stepping away from the high stress of elite academia had enabled him to pursue his first love: writing.

      When he’d arrived in Seattle, he’d aspired to write a lengthy novel highlighting the myriad problems in America and outlining practical ways to solve them. That had changed after, of all things, a candlelit dinner date. The woman he’d taken out that evening had mentioned she’d been unable to find him on Blinker. He’d admitted he didn’t have one, and she’d warned him that a lack of social media presence came off as suspicious and limited dating prospects.

      He’d signed up for Blinker the very next day, using the most flattering picture he could find, one that made him look stately, if a bit smug. He’d hoped the profile would improve his dating odds. Seattle was, after all, a notoriously difficult place to find love. But to his surprise, Blinker had gifted him a new calling instead of a soulmate.

      Upon realizing that social media provided him with direct access to the public ear, he’d begun posting topic-specific articles to his blog and sharing them on Blinker. At first, his posts had seen little traffic. But a few months in, one about solving urban poverty had gone viral—and not just across the US, but the globe. Every article he’d shared thereafter had released to widespread success, the internet articles proving more accessible and far-reaching than any book he could have written.

      A local reporter had caught wind of his growing following and taken interest. They’d shared a series of conversations, and later, a series of television interviews. From there, his rise in popularity had been astronomical.

      Professor Blankenship, now a household name, raced around the final corner leading to his home. Inspiration zipped like lightning through his veins. He needed his fingers on a keyboard like a man lost in the desert needed water. His loyal readership was waiting. They looked to him for real-world solutions to real-world problems, distilled down into language the average person could digest.

      He fumbled with his keys as he kicked aside the ever-growing stack of newspapers on his porch. He needed to cancel his subscription. Who read anything in print these days?

      Not bothering to lock the door behind him, Professor Blankenship shuffled to the kitchen and dropped his things on the dining table. He thought about making a cup of coffee but realized he didn't need it. There was already too much adrenaline in his system.

      He pulled his laptop from his satchel and went to the living room. The couch beckoned him to his favorite spot, and he settled into the plush cushion with a smile. Rubbing his hands together, he stretched his neck. Then he opened his laptop and typed away. It took him two hours to write fifteen hundred words. It took another hour to go back through his first draft and pare it down to a thousand words, clean and crisp.

      The article focused on the effects of microplastics on fertility rates. His initial inspiration had come from a lecture on microplastics he’d attended over the weekend. The discussion had intrigued him so much, he’d been captured by the subject all week. And while thinking about it on his bus ride home, he’d seen an advertisement for the local hospital’s new childbirth center. Instantly, the two topics had fused in his mind.

      High-income countries like the United States and South Korea, where consumerism was thriving and households were filled to the brim with plastic this and plastic that, suffered from falling fertility rates. On the other hand, low-income countries like Afghanistan and Mali, where consumerism was limited and plastic wasn’t as prevalent, had high fertility rates. True, correlation did not equal causation, but that didn't mean you couldn't investigate and take sensible precautions. His article not only analyzed the available research linking microplastics to falling birth rates, but it laid out ways the average person could decrease their exposure to plastic.

      "It's perfect,” he said, scanning the finished article. “This will educate the masses and change some lives."

      He picked an image from his growing gallery of royalty-free photos, published the article on his blog, and drafted the Blinker post with the link. After one more proofread, he launched the post. Taking a sip of water from his Klean Kanteen, he sat back and waited for the likes to roll in. Eventually, one did. From his sister. But she liked everything he wrote, so it didn't count.

      Professor Blankenship frowned. It was the perfect time to post, so where was the traffic? People should have been logging on after work right about now. But he could see the views, and there were only a handful. Perhaps staring at the post’s metrics was bad luck. He stepped away to refill his water and grab some yogurt.

      When he returned to his cozy spot on the couch and placed his laptop back on his legs, he found one new comment and zero new likes. Any hope that his post was gaining steam dissolved when he saw the comment was also from his sister.

      You’re so talented! Keep up the great work!

      He ignored the comment . . . until thirty minutes later, when he saw it was still the only one. He decided to like it and reply with a short thank-you, hoping the extra interaction would give the post the boost it needed. Professor Blankenship then stared at his bright white screen, clicking the page’s refresh button over and over to no avail.

      Still. Nothing.

      Maybe there's an outage, he thought. I'll get some dinner and take a look after.

      He closed his laptop and went to get a bowl of clam chowder from Ivar’s.

      When he came home, he saw no more likes, no more comments. The views were in the tens rather than the tens of thousands he was used to.

      He tried to distract himself by reading an actual, physical book for the first time in years, but he couldn’t focus. The pages were static, bland.

      He then tried to watch television. He found he hated the documentary he’d selected from the channel list more than the bland book.

      Finally, he went to bed. Hours of tossing and turning passed. When he dozed off at last, he dreamed of tripping over his own two feet and tumbling into a dark pit, free-falling endlessly until he jerked awake. Sleep didn’t return after that, and he lay with his eyes open, haunted by thoughts of his failure.

      Maybe I was wrong, he thought. Completely off base. Maybe I’ve lost my edge.

      He hadn’t, but there was no way for him to know that. If the professor had been gifted with an all-seeing eye, he would have learned that he’d been shadow banned by the Blinker algorithm. He could use Blinker as he always did, but anything he posted would not be promoted or easily discovered. He’d been turned into a ghost who could watch but not be heard.

      And so, Professor Blankenship's article, which truthfully would've been devoured by more people than had ever seen his work, was never seen. The next day, he went back to the community college, already shunning his brilliant idea. He’d concluded he was a fraud, not knowing that he'd taken two steps toward his fourth breakdown.
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      NEIL PATEL — CHICAGO, ILLINOIS

      "I know that look. You're going to be at this for days, aren't you?"

      "If I have to," Neil said, eyeing the plate of sushi rolls in front of him. Cal had picked it up from the hole-in-the-wall place down the street. It looked delicious. "Cal, I’m busy. Can you please let me work in peace?"

      His friend snatched a piece of yellowtail nigiri from his own plate and dipped it into a small bowl of soy sauce. "No. If I don't feed you and make sure you drink water—"

      "You’ve been talking to Higgins about me, haven't you?"

      "Maybe. Now eat."

      Neil groaned. He wanted to argue with Cal. To say his days of staying up seventy-two or even ninety-six hours straight, sustained by nothing but Red Bull and Soylent, weren’t over. But he knew better. A few months before, he’d had an incident, and afterward, Dr. Higgins had sat Neil down to tell him the honest truth: he wasn't twenty-one anymore and never would be.

      "Okay, so what were Doc’s orders?"

      "Sustenance, hydration, and sleep."

      "Right," Neil said. "Great. And you’re going to hound me about all three the whole time we’re here, aren’t you? Seems I unwittingly brought along a babysitter."

      Cal shrugged. "Just consider me the distracted teenager who’ll check in every so often to make sure you aren’t choking on your macaroni or putting forks in sockets. Otherwise, you’re an adult. You can look out for your own health.”

      "You really are annoying, you know that?"

      "Look who's talking. Second day on the job, and you're ornery already."

      "Yeah, I’m ornery. What do you expect? I got interrupted in the middle of a conundrum." Neil picked up a piece of California roll with his chopsticks. He chewed slowly, thinking.

      "You found something, didn't you?" Cal said.

      "No," Neil said, "but I think I know where I might."

      "Explain,” Cal asked. "And keep it simple for me, would you?"

      Neil nodded, absently popping a piece of spicy tuna roll in his mouth. “The underlying algorithm, of course. The algorithm decides what users see and what they don’t. It controls which posts and ads and recommendations appear on any given user’s feed. It’s a complex component of any intelligent website. The code for it is so massive and dispersed that subtle changes here and there . . . well, they’d be almost impossible to detect. Unless you spent your time hunting for them, that is. Lucky for Miles, that’s exactly what I’m doing.”

      "Okay," Cal said. “But why would someone want to mess with the algorithm? How would that benefit someone trying to hurt Miles?"

      "Let me finish eating, and then I’ll explain.” Neil took his time polishing off his sushi, enjoying the impatient look on Cal’s face. When he swallowed the last bite, he dabbed his mouth with a napkin, took a sip of tea, and cleared his throat. “Consider this. Every business owner has a right to make decisions regarding how it conducts its business, wouldn’t you agree?"

      "Of course. As long as they’re not doing anything illegal."

      "Right. And those decisions include who to serve and how to serve them, correct?"

      "Yes."

      "So, if a baker doesn't want to make a cake for—"

      Cal held up his hand. "Got it."

      "Yeah. It’s the baker’s choice, but that doesn’t mean he’ll make the best one for his business. In all likelihood, that baker is going to lose customers to the guy down the street who makes cakes for anyone."

      "Right. But what does this have to do with a social media algorithm?"

      "Well, like the baker, Blinker gets to choose how they operate, allowing and disallowing whatever kind of rhetoric they want. They implement their decisions through an algorithm. The algorithm follows the rules programmed into it to decide what content is shown to users and what is not." Neil paused, contemplating how to ground his explanation in the real world. “So, if Blinker wanted to enforce an anti-Nazi policy, they’d have every right, correct?"

      "Correct."

      "And if they wanted to enforce a no-politics policy?"

      "Same."

      "What if they wanted a no-offense policy, and they got to determine what's offensive?"

      Cal considered. "Well . . . I'd have to say that’s also their right. But they wouldn’t last very long."

      "Exactly. So, in deciding how to operate, Blinker must weigh user freedom against the public good. It’s a fine line. Mess up in either direction? Someone comes after them. Give users too much freedom, and the government will get angry about the guy using a Blinker group to organize a raid on a senator’s home. Too much restriction, and users will cry out that their free speech is being violated—even though Blinker is a private company so, technically, it isn’t—and start finding other social media platforms to use."

      "Makes sense."

      "So, if you wanted to hurt Miles Manning, and if you wanted to hide your tracks in something convoluted, the algorithm would represent the perfect opportunity. All you’d have to do is tweak the code just enough to throw off Blinker’s precarious balance, upsetting the public or the government or both.”

      “Okay, I’m starting to get it now. But, Neil, how do we know that’s even happening? I made a fake account this morning and poked around. Nothing looks weird to me.”

      Neil’s eyebrows shot up, and his eyes widened in disbelief. “You . . . made an account? Without help? How did you figure out how to do that?”

      “I found a wikiHow article. Gotta love their illustrations and step-by-step instructions.”

      “I don’t know which part of that shocks me more—the Blinker account or the wikiHow.”

      “Give me some credit, Neil.” Cal shook his head and crossed his arms. “I can internet with the best of them. Anyway, back to my question. Why do you think something’s wrong with the algorithm in the first place? We don’t actually have any evidence that someone is trying to ruin Miles from within. All we know is that his security guy didn’t like him. Seems like a leap.”

      “You’re right. It was a leap. Until I took a look at customer service logs this morning. Contacts have spiked over the last few days. People are complaining that they can’t find their favorite content creators or that their posts aren’t getting any visibility. Sure, people have had issues with those things before, but not in this quantity.”

      “So, what does that mean?”

      “It means the Blinker algorithm has likely changed. I just need to figure out how.”
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      HEATHER PINSKY — CHICAGO, ILLINOIS

      Sasquatch had finally responded to her request to talk over the phone.

      Not possible, his message read.

      Son of a bitch.

      She cracked a Diet Coke and took a sip, contemplating her next step. She'd canceled all her meetings so she could stay home and monitor Neil Patel's progress. The man worried Heather. He was too good. Better than her, though she loathed to admit it. If she didn't act fast, Patel would have her ass. It was only a matter of time. And then what? Would she crack? Spill all her dirty deeds? Get dragged away by Cal Stokes and the crew he’d brought to work out of Miles’ home?

      She messaged Sasquatch again.

      Then I pull the plug on the entire thing. Sure you don’t want to talk?

      Five seconds later, her secret phone rang. The call was coming through the same ultra-secure app she used for messaging.

      "Hey," she answered, knowing the app’s phone function would disguise her voice.

      "Make it quick," Sasquatch replied. His voice was protected as well, and though she’d expected as much, the unnatural, inhumane tone sent a chill up her spine.

      "The problem I mentioned—it's getting worse."

      "How much worse?"

      "Like they're-in-our-backyard worse."

      "I’ll take care of it,” Sasquatch said after a moment. "Now, don't ever demand a call again. If you do, you will find yourself wishing it was the feds nailing your ass instead of me. Understand?"

      Heat flared across Heather’s cheeks. She breathed heavily into the phone, a dangerous concoction of rage and fear poisoning her blood.

      "Say you understand."

      "I understand," she said at last, gritting her teeth.

      “Good. Enjoy your evening, Ms. Pinsky.”

      The call ended, and for a second, Heather sat frozen, the phone still to her ear.

      He knew my name.

      Heather threw her phone at the wall and screamed.

      How had he found out? She’d been so careful, had taken so many precautions.

      This whole affair couldn’t end fast enough. At least Sasquatch's incentives were in line with her own. That gave her some level of protection, right?

      She stood up from the couch and walked to the kitchen. Standing on her tiptoes, she pulled a bottle of Grey Goose vodka and a glass from the cabinet above the microwave. She filled the glass with a fifty-fifty blend of Diet Coke and vodka. Then, wincing, she downed the beverage in a few large gulps.

      I’m in deep now, she thought. Maybe too deep.

      She poured herself another glass, then went to look out the window of her high-rise condo. She could see Blinker's headquarters from here. It was a beautiful building. On its side was a mural of the Blinker logo: a half-closed eye with ten thin lashes, each representing a member of the original startup team. She was one of those lashes. She'd made a fortune at Blinker and planned to make a fortune more. The thing to do now was hold on tight and not give an inch.

      Whatever Sasquatch decided to do to her unwelcomed guests, so be it.

      Sometimes you had to take out the competition, and sometimes that wasn't very pretty.
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      DANIEL BRIGG — LAS VEGAS, NEVADA

      He jolted awake, mind grasping at the fading images from his nightmares, and looked over at the clock. Two in the morning. There wasn't a chance he'd get back to sleep, so he turned on the lights, dropped to the floor, and did fifty push-ups. Next, he flipped over and did the same number of crunches. He followed the crunches with fifty burpees. By the time he finished those, he was dripping in sweat and ready for a shower.

      He rinsed away the perspiration from his dreams and his workout, taking his sweet time beneath the hot spray. He tried to recall his nightmares as he lathered himself with soap, but nothing came back to him. When he checked the time after toweling off and dressing, only an hour had passed. He cursed and dropped down onto the hotel room’s lounge chair. He wanted to go for a walk, but he knew exactly where a walk would lead.

      Instead, he did something he did not want to do. He picked up the phone and called Sarge.

      "Hello," Sarge said, his voice more gravelly than usual.

      "Is it okay if I come over?"

      "Daniel? Are you okay?"

      "Yeah, I guess. At least, I think so. I haven't done anything, but I figure it's safer if I’m not alone right now."

      "Sure, of course. Come over. I'll have the coffee waiting."

      The front door of Sarge’s dilapidated apartment was unlocked when Daniel arrived. Sarge was in his wheelchair in the kitchen, waiting for the coffee to brew.

      "Don’t you look nice and ready for the day," Sarge said, letting out a billowing plume of cigarette smoke.

      Daniel didn't reply, just leaned against the counter. Sarge, to his credit, didn't press. They waited for the coffee in silence, and when it was done, Sarge poured each a cup. Daniel pushed Sarge into the small living room.

      "What's wrong, Daniel?"

      "Other than waking up almost screaming and not knowing why? I don't know."

      "You want to talk or just sit?" Sarge asked, not unkindly.

      "Can we sit here for a minute? I'm trying to gather my thoughts."

      Sarge nodded and sipped his coffee. The minutes ticked by. Still, Daniel could not remember what dream had given him such a start. He'd had many premonitions in the past, all after he'd gotten sober, after he'd found his calling. This had been something like that, only much more terrifying.

      "I think He's trying to tell me something," Daniel finally said, setting the mug carefully on the glass coffee table.

      "I assume you’re referring to . . ." Sarge pointed straight up. Daniel nodded. "Dreams are funny things, my boy. Sometimes, they're real. Most of the time, they're not. One time, I dreamed of riding an elephant right down Wall Street. Peering out of every window was a stockbroker, and they were throwing handfuls of cash down to me. Can you believe that? I never looked it up to see what it might've meant. I was hoping to get a big, fat check in the mail so I could retire down in Mexico with a harem of thirty women. But here I am, luxuriating in this splendor."

      Daniel was in no mood to laugh, so he didn’t.

      "Well, I see my little story didn't jog any memories for you," Sarge said. "How about you tell me how you're feeling?"

      "Tired. Afraid. Angry that I can't figure it out."

      "Okay, that's a start. And what are we going to do about it?"

      "Well, I'm sitting here, aren't I?" Daniel said, his tone sharp.

      "That's right. You called me, you woke me up, and you came over here to drink all my coffee. I don't think we need to be smartasses now, do we?"

      "You're right. I'm sorry," Daniel said. "It's just frustrating. My connection is gone, and I don't know how to get it back."

      Sarge titled his head, studying him. "Would it be the worst thing in the world if you never got it back?"

      Yes.

      Daniel had watched friends die. He had almost died, too, from nearly drowning himself in countless bottles of liquor. And then the connection had entered his life, and he'd felt as close to heaven as he imagined a man on earth could. Friends had surrounded him, and he’d protected them. Everywhere he’d traveled, he’d helped innocents. But then the connection had vanished as quickly as it had appeared, taking the good times with it. And that had broken him. It continued to break him.

      But rather than share his grim thoughts, Daniel simply nodded.

      "You told me before about your connection," Sarge said. "Explain it to me again. Maybe we'll find the answer there."

      Daniel leaned forward, putting his elbows on his knees as he looked at Sarge. "The first couple of times, it felt like a nudge, you know? Like somebody was letting me peek at my opponent's cards. It gave me an edge. It let me help people. It kept me safe. Over the years, those feelings got stronger. I knew where to be without being told. It was like some unseen hand was guiding me. But now that it’s gone, I don’t know what to believe. Maybe it was all just luck. Maybe it was all just in my head."

      Sarge slapped his hand on his thigh. "Don't you say that. However fleeting, your connection was a gift, and you know it. Look, I don't judge you or anyone, but let's not ignore the gifts we've been given. Agreed?"

      "Agreed," Daniel said. "What would I do without you?"

      "I don't know. Probably clean the meeting room from top to bottom at three in the morning."

      Daniel laughed and shook his head, knowing that’s exactly what he would have done if Sarge hadn’t answered his call. He was lucky to have the old man in his life. More than anyone, Sarge understood the perils Daniel avoided, the demons he fought, and the beast he hid.

      They dropped the heavy topic and chatted about easier things as they waited for the sun to rise. All the while, in the back of his mind, Daniel kept wondering why the answers to his questions wouldn’t come.

      If only he’d known the answers would not come until he stopped trying. Until then, it was as it was.
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      SENATOR ED ROBERTS — WASHINGTON, DC

      Half of Washington wanted to shut down companies like Blinker or control them outright. The other half wanted to give Blinker ultimate freedom so they could use it to say whatever they wanted. But even within each group, no one could agree on the specifics of the final outcome they desired. It was all a giant headache, one Roberts needed to get back to as soon as his interview ended.

      “Are we almost wrapped up?” Roberts asked Tilly Grange, the Washington Post reporter who’d invited him to meet at her favorite little cafe in Chinatown. Hopefully, this would be his last meeting of the day.

      "Just a couple more questions," Tilly said, flicking a strand of hair away from her eyes as she paused her furious note-taking. Her matcha-flavored bubble tea sat untouched in front of her, right next to her phone, which was recording their conversation. "What is the likelihood that Miles Manning will be taken to trial?"

      "I can't comment on that."

      Ms. Grange glanced up from her notes, and her expression said everything. "Come on, do you really expect me to accept that? I'm not going to let you off easy, and you know it."

      "Of course," Roberts said, grinning, though he had hoped to get off easy.

      "Multiple sources inside Blinker say that you have a personal relationship with Miles Manning. How do you respond?"

      "I'd say I form personal relationships with everyone I meet. As the Senate’s liaison to Blinker, I have met Miles Manning."

      "So, you’re saying you did not attend a poker game with Miles Manning?" Ms. Grange stared him down.

      "No, I’m not saying that at all. I did, in fact, attend a poker game with Mr. Manning. What a sad occasion that turned out to be. It was the first and only time I've found myself disappointed in the young man.”

      The reporter quirked a brow. "Would you care to elaborate, Senator?"

      Roberts nodded gravely. "I'd heard the rumors about his gaming prowess. Legend was that he couldn't be beat, no matter the game. From Scrabble to League of Legends, Mr. Manning was said to be invincible." Roberts shook his head, eyes twinkling with amusement. “But you know what? He was the first one out. There were five of us there, and I won the whole shebang. I would’ve at least liked him to put up a fight, but no, he did not.”

      The reporter gaped at him in disbelief. Then she shook her head and smiled a little. Roberts could see that she'd somehow work the story into her article. Good. He’d saved it for her.

      "And how would you like to respond to the rumors that you are gathering staff for a presidential run?"

      The senator barked out a surprised laugh. "I just got to Washington. I can’t even navigate the streets on my own yet."

      Ms. Grange wrote down a few more notes, then looked up at him and said, "You do have the look, Senator. And if this interview is any indication, you know how to play the game well, despite what you tell the cameras."

      "Was there a question in there somewhere?"

      "No question." Ms. Grange closed her notebook. "Mark my words, Senator: when you run for president, I get the first interview. Deal?"

      Roberts put his palms in the air. "No comment. Now, if that’s all, I have to get back to the office."

      He stood and slipped on his coat. All in all, the interview had gone well. They’d talked for thirty minutes, and he’d made it through the whole conversation without letting anything damaging slip. Not bad for a first-time Senator facing down the notorious reporter.

      He reached out to shake Ms. Grange’s hand and noticed she was still seated. Her briefcase, which looked like it had premiered on Wall Street in 1982, was still under her chair, and her phone was still recording on the table.

      "One more question, Senator," she said with a closed-lip smile.

      "Sure, why not?"

      "Would you like to comment on the statement made by your father this morning?"

      "What statement would that be?"

      Reading from her phone, she said, “I quote: Miles Manning will use Blinker to put an end to Western civilization. As far as I'm concerned, we should burn him to the ground and stomp on his ashes.'" She looked up. "Any comment, Senator?"

      "On the record," he said, "I have no comment. Off the record, I think my dad should stick to ranching and stay out of Washington."
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      ALFRED MUNCH — BURLINGTON, VERMONT

      Alfred was seventeen years old and had been homeschooled ever since The Very Bad Year—eighth grade, to be specific. Learning at home, away from the toxic attention of his former classmates, suited him well. He even had physical evidence to prove it: over the past eighteen months, Alfred had lost precisely one hundred twenty-seven pounds.

      He was more than proud of his accomplishment. Not only had he shed the weight of a fellow seventeen-year-old, but he’d proven something to himself, something that he hadn’t believed possible: he could accomplish things that, at first, seemed unattainable.

      Alfred Munch had always been the chubby one growing up. His mother had often cried when they’d gone to his annual checkups. As a single mother, she’d tried her best, but she’d never been able to cook worth a lick. And when money had been truly tight, a swing by McDonald's had been much easier and cheaper than a swing to the grocery store. Hence, from the beginning, the cards had been stacked against him.

      Eventually, the fast food and cheap snacks had changed from mealtime necessities to all-the-time addictions. Boxes of donuts had woken him up and packages of Chips Ahoy! cookies had put him to bed. When he’d picked up a job at the local grocery store to supplement his mom’s income, his problems had only escalated. The paycheck had helped them make rent, but the discounted groceries and random free food had fed his compulsions.

      At school, he’d become known as Fat Albert, even though his name was Alfred. His last name—Munch—hadn’t helped his case.

      "Munch, munch, munch," the kids had said when they’d passed him.

      All the teasing and bullying had taken their toll.

      Leading to his attempt to take his own life during The Very Bad Year.

      It had been a half-hearted attempt, though deep in his heart, he'd wanted it. When he’d opened his eyes and found himself on the floor, the rope still around his neck, he’d laughed at himself. He'd been too heavy for the fan to hold him up. He’d just been lucky that it hadn't fallen on his face.

      He'd never told his mother, but he’d asked her the next day if she could homeschool him. She’d said she couldn’t. She’d been juggling two shifts at work, one during the day and one at night. But when he’d shown her his research on a homeschooling program he could complete without an adult, she’d relented, too tired to argue.

      At home, there’d been no bullying. At home, he’d gotten straight As. At home, he’d been happy.

      The happiness hadn’t stopped his waistline from growing, however. Every month, he’d gotten bigger. The weight hadn’t bothered him, though. Not until the day he’d had to pause to catch his breath for five minutes after walking only twenty-five steps up the street. Something about that embarrassment had flipped a switch in his head. He’d returned home, logged into Blinker, and found a story about a kid his age who'd lost an incredible two hundred pounds. The young man had detailed his journey from being bullied to finding a trainer to help him. The post had been full of encouragement for others like him, as well as progress photos and videos.

      Wanting nothing more than to go back to school and have a normal experience, he’d started following a similar routine to the boy on Blinker. He’d also searched for more accounts of people who’d made huge transformations, using them as fuel. Every morning, he’d read their inspirational posts and go on a walk around the block.

      After losing twenty-five pounds on his own, he’d gone down to the local gym and asked to speak with one of the trainers. The woman who’d come out to speak with him had been shiny and clean with a bright, gleaming smile. She’d asked what sort of plan he was looking for, and he’d admitted he didn't have any money, that he’d just wanted someone to talk to. The trainer had taken pity on him. They’d sat outside for an hour, and she’d told him about her childhood, about how, like him, she’d always been the biggest in the class. While she’d admitted she’d never gotten to his level, she’d said she understood the pain of not belonging, of wanting something better.

      "I work hard to maintain this," she’d said, motioning to her body.

      She hadn’t been chiseled like some trainers Alfred had seen, but she’d looked healthy and happy and tan. Oh, how he’d wanted to be tan.

      "Look, I'm not supposed to do this," the trainer had said, "but I'll help you, okay? Give me a day or two, and I'll come up with a plan for you. How are you on food? Do you have money to buy the right stuff?"

      "How much money will I need?" Alfred had asked.

      "Not as much as you think. We'll keep it simple. You might be eating the same thing every day for a while, but if you can hack it, I promise it'll pay off."

      They’d sealed the deal with a handshake, and he’d returned the next day for the plan. Some of the exercises she’d given him in the beginning had been uncomfortable, almost painful, but he’d stuck with them. They’d met outside the gym at the end of every week to go for a walk and discuss his progress. Sometimes, she'd made comments. Other times, she’d just congratulated him. Every time, she’d told him not to focus too much on the scale.

      "I don't believe in vanity metrics," she'd said. "I believe in feeling good, moving well, and staying healthy. For each of us, that means something different. Does that make sense?"

      It had, and he’d hung on her every word.

      Today, he was pacing his living room, thinking about the latest task she'd given him. He was supposed to post two photos on Blinker. The first photo had been taken before the start of his weight-loss journey, and it showed him in a T-shirt stretched so wide that it revealed the bottom of his belly. The second photo had been taken today, and it showed him in that same T-shirt, which now flapped around him like a billowing sheet.

      Posting his progress would be an important step on his road to recovery. He needed to show the naysayers how far he’d come. It would also be a way for him to pay tribute to the people who’d inspired him. Thanks to them, he felt good for the first time in his life. He was running regularly now, up to a mile at a time.

      Resolve growing, Alfred stopped pacing, snatched his phone off the couch, and wrote the post. With the press of a button, it published to his profile. The likes trickled in at first, and then they came in a deluge, increasing from five to twenty to one hundred to five hundred to a thousand in less than an hour. He watched in amazement.

      Before today, the most likes he'd ever gotten on a post had been fifteen.

      Comments began appearing, all from people he didn’t know.

      "Wow, way to go."

      "Holy cow. That's amazing.”

      "Oh man, I feel bad for that guy.”

      "Jeez, look at his arms."

      “Gross."

      And so it went, over and over, each new comment digging deeper and deeper into every one of Alfred Munch's insecurities.

      "Alfred Munch? What the hell kind of name is that?"

      "Man, I wouldn’t want to live if I were that fat."

      He didn't read the rest. He closed the app and stood in his bedroom, breathing hard, thoughts spiraling even as he tried to shake off the negativity.

      “They’re evil bots, nothing more,” Alfred said, lying to make himself feel better.

      Too bad he couldn’t see how right his words actually were. Only two of the comments had been posted by real people. The rest had come from bots designed to subject users to fake negativity. Prior to Heather Pinsky’s machinations, the bots would have been detected and banned by Blinker’s algorithm before doing any damage. But now? They were free to wreak havoc.

      But the truth didn’t matter, because Alfred would never know.

      Miserable, Alfred tried to go about his day. He walked to the kitchen and stared out the window. A yellow school bus drove by. A few minutes before, he’d wanted to be on one of those buses. He’d been excited to go back to school and show everyone his progress. Now he wanted to hide.

      Alfred left the window and searched the kitchen counter. There was a tray full of cupcakes that his mother had made for work, twenty-five in all. He'd helped her decorate them with colorful icing and sprinkles. She'd offered him one, and he’d said no. Sure, he had a cheat meal every once in a while, but the cupcake hadn’t been on the schedule.

      He stared at them now. Then, without deciding to, he reached out and grabbed one. He licked a bit of icing. It was delicious, so he took a little bite. That bite turned into two, and then the cupcake was gone.

      He went to the bathroom, thinking that he'd throw it up, but his eyes went to the medicine cabinet instead of the toilet. His heart began to hammer in his chest. He opened the medicine cabinet and scanned the bottles. They were mostly his mother's prescriptions, but there were two for him: one to treat anxiety, the other to treat depression. He took one of each. Five minutes later, when he didn’t feel any better, he went back to the kitchen and methodically ate the remaining twenty-four cupcakes.

      He didn’t go to the gym that day.

      He took more pills, above his prescribed amount.

      Then he went to his room, where he collapsed on his bed and cried. When his mother came home and asked him where all the cupcakes had gone, he sat up in bed, looked at her, and vomited all over the floor.

      "My God, Alfred, what is wrong with you?"

      All he could do was shake his head, get up, and clean the mess. The last thing he wanted to do was think about feeling better—not when feeling worse was the drug that had once again come calling.
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      CAL STOKES — CHICAGO, ILLINOIS

      On the third day of Operation Dissension Prevention, Neil wanted to work out of a privacy pod at Blinker’s headquarters. They drove in together, then split up for most of the day as they went about their separate investigations.

      When the clock struck six, Cal moseyed back to Neil’s privacy pod and tapped on the glass. Neil startled at the noise, then unfurled himself from his chair with the clicking of several joints. Cal wondered if Neil had gotten up even once since he’d dropped off lunch five hours ago.

      "Come on, let's go," Cal said, motioning for the main exit.

      Neil pushed open the door. "What time is it?"

      "Time for dinner. Now hurry up."

      Reluctantly, Neil gathered his things and shuffled out the door.

      "Oh, don’t sulk," Cal teased. "You'll have all day tomorrow to nerd out. So, for dinner, Top told me about this place called Eataly. Ever heard of it?"

      "No," Neil said, distracted.

      "It's part Italian market and part restaurant. You can get pizza, pasta, desserts—whatever you want. He says they’ve got killer gelato."

      There was a steady stream of Blinker employees going out the exit with them. Cal recognized a few faces, but no one paid him any attention.

      "How was the rest of your day?" Cal said.

      "Fine, just fine." Neil tapped away on his phone.

      "That’s all you’ve got to say? I'm sure you found at least one employee sneaking porn. Come on, tell me who it is. No, wait, let me guess. It’s that guy over there, isn’t it?"

      Cal pointed at a kid jumping around the lobby like a deranged orangutan, making his friends laugh.

      "Don't be ridiculous," Neil said. "Where are we eating?"

      "Eataly?"

      "Oh, right. Yeah, I’ve been there plenty of times. I’m surprised you don’t want something a little more private."

      "Listen, if Top tells me to go eat somewhere, I go eat there. Wait, didn’t you just say you hadn’t heard of it?"

      "What?" Neil said, but Cal could see his friend’s mind had drifted away again.

      They stopped at Miles' home to drop off their stuff before heading to dinner. The maid who took their bags said she would have their beds turned down by the time they returned.

      "A turndown service in your own home? Wild," Cal whispered as they took the elevator down. He looked over at Neil, who was staring blankly at the buttons. Waving his hand in front of Neil’s face, he said, "Hey, Mr. Incommunicado, anyone home?"

      Neil looked up. "What? Sorry. I'm still thinking about work."

      "You don't say. Hey, I've been talking to kids all day. How about you and I have a good old-fashioned dinner conversation tonight?"

      "Sure, sure," Neil said.

      "Fine. Don’t want to chat?” Cal shook his head in frustration. “Then I'll eat every piece of pizza and every pasta noodle they have. If I end up in the emergency room, I'm blaming it on you."

      "Sorry, what about pizza?" Neil asked.

      "Never mind," Cal said, pulling his friend from the elevator so he didn’t stay standing there, thinking.

      Eataly was four blocks away, and the evening air felt fabulous. Cool and fresh, the opposite of what Cal thought of as city weather. He stopped trying to talk to Neil, who followed along without saying a word. Instead, Cal observed the Chicagoans going about their business and appreciated the smells coming out of restaurant kitchens.

      A block from Eataly, they were stopped by a red light. Cars streamed by, and Cal pointed up ahead. "Almost there," he said.

      When he dropped his hand, he noticed something moving in the shadows across the street. He peered closer and made out three men. They were walking with purpose, their eyes locked on them. Cal grabbed Neil hard at the shoulder.

      "Ow!" Neil said. "Watch it!"

      "Shut up and listen to me. Run. Right now. Go in that Walgreens we just passed and call the police. Understand?"

      "What? What's going on?"

      "Now, Neil!"

      "What do I tell them?"

      "Your friend is getting attacked by three men."

      "What?"

      "Do it," Cal said, pushing Neil toward the Walgreens with such force that his friend almost fell.

      Cal kept his eyes ahead, focused on the three men who were now cutting across the busy street, leaving cars honking and slamming brakes in their wake.
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      DANIEL BRIGGS — LAS VEGAS, NEVADA

      He listened to the woman describe her third relapse. This time, she’d lost her husband, her job, her house, and her car, which had been repossessed only a day before. She told her story simply and without emotion. She was doing her best to get back on her feet.

      It was his third meeting of the day, and through each one, Sarge had stayed by his side.

      The woman started explaining what she was doing now to get back into the program. Daniel listened intently—until a peculiar feeling, visceral and all-consuming, shocked down his spine. He shot up from his seat as though he’d been electrocuted.

      Everyone turned and looked at him, including Sarge.

      "I have to get out of here," he said.

      Sarge’s face twisted in concern. "What is it?"

      "I'm sorry."

      On the way out, he pulled his phone from his jeans pocket and fumbled to open his contact list. He was breathing hard now. He could see what would happen next.

      He scrolled down to one contact, but then changed his mind and found another, compelled by his vision. He dialed their number and waited for them to pick up.
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      NEIL PATEL — CHICAGO, ILLINOIS

      He ran as fast as he could, but his damn prosthetic foot made him clumsy. He dodged through the flow of oncoming pedestrians, tripping and catching himself every few panicked steps. His heart raced in his chest. God, he needed to work on his cardio fitness.

      "Over here, motherfuckers!" Cal cried out behind him.

      Neil glanced back at his friend. One of their pursuers, distracted by Cal’s shouting, miscalculated his next step, putting him in the wrong spot at the wrong time. Horn blaring, a car hit him at the waist and flipped him like a matchstick. His head slammed into the windshield, cracking it. The car screeched to a halt, and he flew forward, rolling onto the street like a dropped sack of potatoes.

      Neil sprinted the final few feet separating him from the Walgreens. Fingers gripping the door handle, he turned to look back at Cal one more time.

      Cal pulled something from his sleeve. It was his ever-present knife, which he kept sharpened to a razor's edge. A woman screamed as one of the remaining two attackers made it across the street and lunged at Cal. His friend dropped into a squat and moved his right hand in a wide arc. The blade sliced into the attacker's knee. The man howled, and Cal glanced back at Neil.

      "Get inside!" he yelled.

      All traffic stopped. The man with the cut knee writhed on the ground, screaming. The third man drew his gun, pointed it at Cal, and fired.

      He must have missed, because Cal rushed the man, tackling him head-on. Neil, ignoring Cal’s demand to go inside, stepped away from the door and pulled out his phone to dial 911. The dispatcher picked up, and Neil gave her all the info he could while watching the two men grappling for their lives. Cal knocked the gun out of his attacker’s hands, then twisted around to lock the man’s throat in the rigid grip of his arm.

      "They're already on their way," the dispatcher said. Sirens shrieking down the boulevard confirmed her words.

      Deprived of oxygen, the man knocked out cold. Cal picked the gun off the ground and stood, pointing with his empty hand at a man who'd gotten out of his car. He ordered him to stay where he was, then placed the gun on the car’s hood.

      Cal checked on the man with the split knee. Neil saw Cal's lips moving as he bent over the attacker. When Cal stood, he appeared to wince. Then he looked over at Neil and gave him a thumbs-up.

      Neil breathed a sigh of relief. Sirens sounded from every direction as Cal walked his way. Some helpful citizens muddled about, keeping their eyes on the two living bad guys.

      "That was fun," Cal said over the din.

      Neil's phone rang. He pulled it out and peered at the screen.

      "It's Daniel," he said in excitement.

      But Cal didn’t seem to hear him. He was busy staring down at his chest. Neil followed his gaze, and in the fluorescent light blazing from the tall glass windows of Walgreens, he saw a red dot the size of a quarter blossoming on Cal's shirt.

      Cal looked up at his friend as he crumpled to the ground.
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      DANIEL BRIGGS — LAS VEGAS, NEVADA

      He gripped the phone like it was a lifeline.

      "Answer the phone," he said, rushing down the church hall.

      "Daniel," Sarge hollered from behind.

      Daniel ignored him. The call went to voicemail, so he dialed again. This time, Neil picked up on the third ring.

      "Neil," Daniel said quickly.

      “I can’t talk right now.” Neil’s voice sounded muffled, far away, like he’d set the phone down somewhere. “Cal’s been shot.”

      Ears ringing, Daniel gripped the phone tighter. “What happened?”

      "Come on, Cal, hang in there . . .” Neil said, no longer paying attention to him.

      "Neil? What can I do to help?"

      "God, there’s so much blood . . .” Neil choked out a sob. “Cal, hang in there, man . . .”

      A knife stabbed Daniel right through his heart. "Neil? Neil, talk to me. Neil!"

      "Oh my God . . . Cal . . ."

      Daniel hung up the phone and dashed for the exit. He needed to get to his friends.
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      HEATHER PINSKY — CHICAGO, ILLINOIS

      It was impossible to get any work done.

      When she'd first seen the shooting on the news, she’d waved it off as just another Chicago thing. Violence of that level didn’t hit the inside loop of Chicago's downtown often, but sometimes it did. Then she’d gotten the call from Miles. He’d said there'd been an attack, and that his friends, Neil and Cal, had been involved. He’d told her the attack had been targeted, then warned her to take precautions while Blinker remained in the spotlight.

      When they’d ended the call, she’d poured herself a vodka soda from the supplies she kept in the locked cabinet by her desk. She’d been sitting here, staring at a wall, sipping and thinking, ever since.

      The attack—it couldn’t have been her doing, could it? There was no way Sasquatch would have hired hitmen to solve their problem when there were so many other options at their fingertips. Right?

      She whispered a short prayer to absolve herself of her sins. Certainly, God must know she hadn’t expected this when she’d decided to let Sasquatch handle the situation in whatever way he deemed fit. Who saw a nuisance and immediately jumped to murder as the optimal solution?

      She wanted to claim her rightful position at the helm of Blinker, yes, but without blood on her hands. Heather Pinsky preferred to discretely torpedo her opponents’ careers to get her way, not end their lives.

      "Shit," she said, putting her face in her hands and groaning. “How did I get here?”

      Her phone rang, alarming her. Its volume was much too loud for the empty office.

      Heart in her throat, she picked it up and looked at the caller ID. Unknown. She stared at that word, wide-eyed, unable to move. The ringing stopped. A few seconds later, it started again, and she jumped an inch out of her seat.

      "Hello?" she answered warily.

      "Pick up when we call." It was the modulated voice of Sasquatch.

      "I'm sorry, I was—"

      "You were what? Busy?"

      "Yes, well—”

      "You're not getting cold feet, are you? You asked for our help, and we helped."

      "Yes, but not like this. Not with violence and guns. Oh God."

      Sasquatch laughed, and the modulated sound was eerie, like it came from hell. "You better strap in, Ms. Pinsky, because this fight is far from over. If you don’t have the nerve for it, tell us now. We can send someone to take care of you, too."

      "I have the nerve," she blurted out, gulping down her fear. "I can do it."

      "Good," Sasquatch said. "Now, why don't you get back to work? I'm sure there's plenty on your to-do list."

      "Yes. Right. Thank you."

      "You're welcome," Sasquatch said. "And one more thing: the Banksy knockoff on your wall is crooked. Fix it."

      The line went dead.

      Heather's eyes moved to the Banksy print on the wall above her desk. It was crooked.

      My God, they're watching me.

      She swiveled around to face the huge glass windows that overlooked Chicago. Her skin crawled, and her vision blurred. She pictured herself trembling in her expensive chair, a red dot centered on her forehead. It took everything in her to remain still, to not run away crying at the horrible image. But no, if they were watching, she wouldn’t give them the satisfaction of seeing her nerves.

      She turned back to her computer and pretended to work, to look calm and focused. After ten minutes of putting on the farce, she rose, gathered her things, and went downstairs to find Blinker’s security team.

      "I'm going to the hospital," she told the man in charge.

      A few minutes later, two trusted security guards escorted her to the parking garage. There was an armored SUV waiting. The drive was short, and when she entered the hospital’s main lobby, there were cops loitering about. Only one looked up at her when she passed, and she wondered if the man was on Sasquatch's payroll.

      Stop freaking out. You’re seeing shadows where there are none.

      She texted Miles, and he told her which level they were on. She took the elevator up, one of Blinker’s security guards trailing behind her.

      When she exited the elevator, there were more hard-faced men dispersed throughout the floor. One of them touched his finger to his ear and talked into his microphone.

      "Room eleven," he said to Heather.

      The nurses at the central station whispered to each other as she passed. She wondered what they were saying.

      When she got to room eleven, two men were standing outside, chatting. They looked up at her approach. One of them was a giant of a man, almost as tall as the door frame and bulging with muscles. The man beside him was his opposite, short and sporting a double-braided beard. For some reason, he reminded Heather of the hearty dwarves in The Lord of the Rings.

      "Ms. Pinsky," the larger man said, his voice a low rumble. "Mr. Manning asked that you wait out here."

      "Oh, okay," she said in surprise. She’d expected to be escorted in straight away. "How is he?"

      The bigger man shrugged, and the smaller man stared at her. The door to room eleven opened, and Miles emerged, looking disheveled.

      "Heather, hey, thanks for stopping by."

      "Of course. I wanted to see if I could do anything. Have you eaten?"

      "I'm not hungry, but thanks.” Miles sighed, and his shoulders drooped. “Look, I don't think it's the best time for you to be here right now."

      "Why not?" Heather said, frowning.

      "There's too many people here already. Head home and rest, Heather. I’ll talk to you tomorrow."

      "Okay, but please, call me if you need anything. I'll have my phone on all night.”

      Miles nodded, touched her arm, and then went back into the room.

      The two guards didn't say anything, so she turned and walked back the way she’d come. At the end of the hall, a man emerged from the elevator. The floor grew even quieter than it already was, and guards nodded to him in deference as he passed. He had blond hair and a bristling blond beard. He was dressed like he had just hopped out of a Jeep in the middle of a desert. But it wasn't his clothes or his hair that got Heather's attention. It was his eyes. They locked right onto her.

      I know it was you, they silently accused.

      Her knees buckled, and she almost tripped, but she played it off as the man walked by without giving her a second look.

      As she descended in the elevator, wanting nothing more than to get home and pour herself another drink, all she could think about was Sasquatch’s hellish laugh and the stranger’s piercing gaze.

    

  







            CHAPTER THIRTY

          

        

      

    

    




      DANIEL BRIGGS — CHICAGO, ILLINOIS

      "Well, look what the cat dragged in," Top said when he saw Daniel, his face spreading in a wide grin. He wrapped the sniper in a tight hug. "You look good, Snake Eyes. Like you've been on vacation.”

      Daniel rubbed his beard. "No, I've just had a little time to myself, you know?"

      "Hey, what about me, bro?" Gaucho said.

      Daniel turned and hugged his friend. When they separated, Gaucho raised an eyebrow at him.

      "Growing the beard out again, I see. Well, just let me know when you're ready for a braiding lesson." He stroked his dual-braided beard. “You take a private jet in?"

      "Yeah, Neil sent one for me." Daniel’s eyes drifted to the hospital room door. He hesitated, then said, “How is he? Last I heard from Neil, he was going into surgery.”

      It pained him to need to ask. Before, he’d have known intuitively how his friend was doing. Now, he was lost in the dark. Alone. Scared. Almost too scared to see his friend lying unconscious on a hospital bed.

      Gaucho, sensing his distress, put a comforting hand on his shoulder. “Just got out of surgery. He’s resting inside the room. Neil’s there with him."

      "The bullet barely missed his heart,” Top said. “Then it took a little detour, punctured a lung, and lodged itself on the underside of his collarbone. He's hanging in there for now."

      "How's Neil?”

      Top smiled. "For a guy who doesn't see all that much action, he's a lot better than I thought he'd be. Dude’s tougher than any of us imagined."

      "Glad to hear it. All right, I’m gonna head in.”

      Top and Gaucho exchanged a look.

      “Sure, Daniel, but, um . . .” Top scratched his shoulder awkwardly. “Are you okay?”

      Daniel looked up at the tall man, whose eyes were soft and caring. "Yeah, I'm . . . I'm okay. Thanks."

      "All right," Top said. "Now listen, don't hit on the nurses around here. The one with the red hair has a mean streak the size of Alaska."

      Gaucho rubbed his rear. "You got that right, hombre."

      Daniel shook his head, suppressing a smile, and walked into Cal’s room. It was spacious, and he guessed it was a VIP suite. Neil stood close to the door, talking to a guy that Daniel didn't know.

      "You made it," Neil said. He gave his friend a tight hug.

      Daniel's eyes moved over to the bed. His best friend lay there, eyes shut, with a tube stuck in his throat. Daniel's heart nearly broke at the sight. Tears blurred his vision.

      "Hey, are you okay?" Neil asked.

      "I'm fine," Daniel said, wiping away the tears. "It's been a long day."

      "Tell me about it," Neil said. The cuffs of his shirt were still splattered with blood from the compression he'd applied to Cal's wound. "Daniel, this is Miles Manning, CEO of Blinker. Miles, this is Daniel Briggs."

      Daniel shook the CEO's hand.

      "I'm sorry about your friend," Manning said.

      Daniel nodded but didn’t say anything back, not really wanting to get into a conversation. Even though it was good to see his friends, he wasn't ready to talk to anyone. He was only here to make sure Cal stayed alive. He would say every prayer and help any way he could to ensure that happened.

      An image of Sarge appeared in his mind. Remember what's in your control, the old man warned, watching him with a sad sort of understanding on his face.

      Daniel’s gut turned at the unbidden advice. Right now, he felt like nothing was in his control. Not his friend’s fate, not his emotions, not his actions, and certainly not the world that seemed to be spinning too quickly around him.

      He walked to the side of the bed and grabbed Cal's hand. It was cold, but not lifeless. He remembered finding his friend when everyone else had given up. Cal had been imprisoned for weeks with no food or water besides what he could lick off the mountain walls.

      I saved you then, and I'll save you again, Daniel thought.

      He sank into the chair next to the bed, suddenly drained. It was the same exhaustion he’d felt in Costa Rica when Cal had been captured in front of him. The same exhaustion that had ended his connection with the world.

      He wept openly now, cradling Cal's hand in both of his, praying with all his might that his friend would survive.
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      CAL STOKES — CHICAGO, ILLINOIS

      Consciousness returned slowly. The fog in his brain was so dense that he had to wade through melted marshmallows to form a thought. When he managed to crack open his lids, the glare of bright lights assailed him, and his eyes watered. He closed them to stop the sting. Then, out of habit, he conducted a mental scan of his body from the top of his head to the bottom of his feet. Something was wrong, he determined. But what? And where was he?

      First, he remembered his name, Cal Stokes. Next, he remembered his father and his father's company, SSI. Then, all at once, a tsunami of other details washed over him, and he recalled the two women he’d lost, Jess and Diane, and his friends, Neil and Top and Gaucho and Jonas and Dr. Higgins and Brandon and Marge and . . . someone else. Someone he couldn’t quite put a finger on.

      Something squeezed his right hand so hard it throbbed. He opened his eyes and blinked a couple of times until things came into focus. A yellow blob at his side turned into a head of blond hair.

      "Daniel?" he whispered.

      "Yeah, it's me."

      Cal gave the man a drowsy smile. "Ease off the hand a little bit, will you?"

      "Sorry," Daniel said, loosening his grip without letting go.

      "You grew a beard," Cal said, coughing from the dryness of his throat.

      "I did."

      They watched each other, saying nothing for a while.

      "Where have you been?" Cal said when the silence had stretched on too long.

      Daniel looked away. Instead of answering, he said, "How are you feeling?"

      "I don't know, honestly. What happened?"

      A figure moved into his line of sight. Neil? Yes.

      "Look who's up. It's good to see you, man. You had us worried there for a hot minute."

      "What happened?" Cal asked again.

      Neil sighed. "You decided to save the day, got shot, and punctured a lung. You lost a lot of blood and had surgery. You were intubated for a while, but they removed the tubes not too long ago. In good news, I think your pecker still works, although I didn't personally check."

      No one laughed.

      Cal’s gaze settled on Daniel again. "I missed you, my friend."

      Tears filled the man's eyes. Had he ever seen Daniel cry?

      "What's wrong, brother?"

      "Nothing," Daniel said.

      "Well, hey, do you think you could pull some strings and get me out of this place?"

      "Not so fast," Neil said. "You are going to stay here. Now that I know you're not going to die on us, we’re going to get back to work. And give Brandon a ring. The man’s been calling me every thirty minutes."

      Cal’s brows knit together. Sure, Brandon Zimmer, the president of the United States, was a good friend, but why was he blowing up Neil’s phone? They hadn’t seen each other in forever. Brandon couldn’t be that worried about Cal’s health, could he?

      “Didn’t you tell him I’m okay? Why is he so concerned?”

      “Of course I did,” Neil said, “but he’s worried about something else, too. Do you remember the three guys that came after you? After us?"

      "Yeah?"

      "Well, turns out that one of them—the guy killed by the car—has attempted a hit on Brandon before."

      Cal dropped his head back onto the pillow. "Great."

      “The FBI transferred the two surviving attackers into their custody. Doc Higgins is with one of them now. Don't worry, Brandon's safe. But the Secret Service is sitting on him so tight that he can't get out of town.”

      "So, what's the plan?" Cal said. He tried to sit up, but a pull on his chest brought him right back down. He assumed his incision was to blame. Thank God for pain meds, or he’d probably be hurting much worse.

      Neil opened his mouth to answer, but Daniel cut him off.

      "I'm going to find the people responsible for this," he said. His voice sounded so cold—so angry—that Cal caught his breath. An animal intensity overtook Daniel’s features, and his energy morphed into something dark and menacing.

      Before his very eyes, Cal’s best friend became a stranger.
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      PHILLIP DARROW — PERTH, AUSTRALIA

      Phillip lived a good life. He ran a successful small business providing marketing services to law offices all over Australia. He was known as a hardworking, honest, good family man. He and his wife had two children, a thirteen-year-old girl and a ten-year-old boy. Relatives and friends always loved their family Christmas cards.

      He'd met his wife around the time his business had started taking off. It had been a whirlwind courtship. In her, he'd found his home—his oasis. She’d been working as a legal assistant at one of the law offices he’d been wooing, and they’d both had little free time. But as was the custom with young love, they’d made time for one another. Each night, long after the sun had set, they’d raced into each other's arms and loved passionately.

      He'd been overjoyed when their children had been born. Parenting had come second-nature to them, and they’d been a strong team from the get-go, working together to fill their children’s lives with love and comfort. Before long, they’d settled into a picture-perfect life: a nice suburban home, two beautiful children excelling in private school, one family vacation per year, and one parents-only getaway.

      A dreamer since birth, Phillip was a romantic who’d never understood how a couple could let their passion run out. But over time, slowly, subtly, a rift had grown between him and his wife. Perhaps because they’d stopped prioritizing their own love and comfort. Whatever the origin, the rift had sown seeds of dissatisfaction within Phillip. He very much loved his wife and was attracted to her. They'd both aged, but to him, she was the most beautiful woman in the world.

      That's why the lack of intimacy hurt him.

      He craved to be with her, to feel her touch, but she would not give it, and he didn't know why.

      To fill the void, he spent hours online. When he should have been working, he read articles on reinvigorating marriages and rekindling passion. Still, everything he tried fell flat, whether because of his awkward delivery or because his wife no longer cared. He didn’t believe the latter to be the case—at least, not exactly. He knew in his gut that she loved him. She’d also shown him she needed him in other ways.

      Nevertheless, the resentment in him continued to grow.

      And then, over the span of a week, his company lost three major contracts in rapid succession, all from longtime clients he’d picked up in his early days of business. They each blamed organizational restructuring, but Phillip knew the truth: they were leaving him for personal reasons in a culmination of old resentments. In the days that followed, he sought comfort from his wife. She rebuffed him.

      So, instead of yearning for her or dwelling on his failures, he went to work.

      He followed small business influencers on Blinker and did a real deep dive into how they worked. He outlined ways that he could use the same tactics and techniques for his clients. He realized that even though he told the world his firm was leading innovation in marketing, he'd fallen behind. These kids, these influencers, were the new wave, and Phillip Darrow was eager to learn from them.

      For a time, he did feel better.

      But when Heather Pinsky manipulated the Blinker algorithm, Phillip Darrow’s old searches in Blinker's relationship groups triggered a new path for the dejected husband.

      Blinker highlighted old pictures at the top of users’ newsfeeds, rotating them daily. Phillip loved the feature, and each morning, he logged in to scroll through the memories. Before the algorithm’s modification, they’d been focused on his family, on their achievements and birthdays and vacations. He loved walking down memory lane, so he had spent many mornings lingering over photos of his gorgeous wife, reading the years-old comments he’d left on them, all saying some variation of how amazing she was. He’d smiled as he’d reread each comment, thinking to himself, My wife is an amazing woman. Incredible, beautiful, and smart. I'm a lucky man.

      After the modification, family pictures stopped surfacing in his highlighted memories. In their place were pictures of him in his early twenties, years before he’d met his wife. They showcased how adventurous and free he’d been. They reminded him of simpler, easier times, when his happiness had been in his hands alone.

      Accompanying the shift in his memories was a shift in his targeted advertisements. Gone were the family vacation destinations and private tutoring services. Now his feed featured ads for dating websites and local divorce attorneys. The ad he saw most often came from one of the law firms who’d just dropped him. It featured a heart-shaped photo of a young couple, smiling at each other, embracing. A deep crack was superimposed down the middle, and the ad copy read, How long has it been since the passion disappeared?

      Phillip Darrow’s chest ached every time he saw it.

      Especially when a photo of an old girlfriend popped into his featured memories, reminding him of a relationship that had never once lacked an ounce of infatuation. They'd been high school sweethearts who’d followed each other to college, only splitting apart when she’d taken a job in another state post-graduation. Their goodbye had been heart-wrenching.

      “What has it been, twenty years?” Phillip said to no one. He was sitting alone in his car outside his home, not quite prepared to head inside. Already well past late for dinner, he saw no issue with taking a few extra minutes to himself.

      Seeing that his ex-girlfriend was still tagged in the photo, he followed the tag to her profile. He went back in time through her posts, seeing that she'd married, hadn't had any kids, and then divorced.

      He thought about saying hello. It would be so easy to send a quick message. Hey, it's Phillip. How have you been? But no, that wasn’t a line he could let himself cross, no matter how starved for affection. Right?

      Hands trembling, he closed out of his old flame's profile, grabbed his work bag, and went inside.

      “You’re late, so dinner’s in the microwave,” his wife said when he closed the front door behind him.

      “Thank you.” He took off his coat, hung it in the closet, and wrapped his wife in a hug. He went in for a kiss, but she turned her head, so his lips landed on her jaw.

      She gave him a small smile and stepped out of his arms. “I’m going to watch my show,” she said, walking away. “Maybe we can watch something together after you eat.”

      “All right. That sounds good.”

      He warmed up his food and ate alone at the counter, thinking of his children who were already asleep. Then he went to the living room to take his wife up on her offer—only she had fallen asleep, too. He woke her gently, and they walked upstairs in silence.

      “Goodnight, I love you,” she said, crawling into their king-size bed. She adjusted the thick pillow between her half and his, then settled in and began snoring.

      Phillip brushed his teeth, changed, and flipped off the lamp on his bedside table. He lay down, facing away from his exhausted wife, feeling cold and lonelier than ever.

      He turned his phone’s brightness all the way down and opened Blinker. He scrolled through his daily memories again, finding the photo of his ex-girlfriend. He’d taken it on their trip to Fiji, where they’d spent more time in bed than on the beach. Memories of their passion flushed his cheeks.

      For far too long, he stared at the photo, a simmering resentment growing to a full boil in his gut as he listened to his wife’s tranquil breathing behind him. Something in him cracked. He opened Blinker’s messaging app.

      When morning came, Phillip made breakfast for the family and gave his wife a big smile as he kissed her forehead goodbye.

      “Wow, Daddy’s in a good mood today, isn’t he?” she said to the children.

      “I sure am,” he agreed.

      And it was true. Because he’d woken this morning to a reply from his ex, and they’d already made plans to grab drinks tomorrow after work. His wife would never know. And even if she did, he doubted she’d care.
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      DANIEL BRIGGS — CHICAGO, ILLINOIS

      He showed his ID to the plainclothes agents in the lobby of the run-down hotel. Though the FBI hadn’t been happy about it, the president, on behalf of his good friend Cal, had suggested a neutral location for the interrogation. Because of Operation Bounty Killer, Congress had given him certain latitudes to expedite investigations.

      Nodding to the uniformed agents standing guard outside the hotel suite’s door, Daniel entered the room and found Dr. Higgins sitting on a chair, hands folded in his lap. Ten feet away from him was a man shackled to the bed by his ankle. Daniel didn’t need anyone to tell him the man hadn’t talked yet; he could see it in his hard, angry stare. He wasn’t concerned, though. They’d get their answers one way or another.

      Bending down, he whispered into Higgins' ear, "I need to know who hired him."

      Higgins nodded. "We're getting to that," he said, loud enough for their prisoner to hear. "Aren't we, Mr. Bordry?"

      The man didn't acknowledge the question. He simply stared at Daniel with eyes lit up in defiance.

      "We need answers now," Daniel said through gritted teeth, his blood boiling.

      Higgins stood and put a calming hand on his shoulder. "I've got this, Daniel. Why don't you have a seat? Chime in if you have anything to add."

      Daniel's attention homed in on the hand on his shoulder. It did not feel calming at all. It felt like a restraint, like his own personal shackle. Without warning, the beast tore down its shoddy cage. It shoved Higgins away, forcing him to the ground, and lunged for the man on the bed. Straddling him, it began punching, no mercy at its disposal, not even for the man’s broken arm in the sling across his chest. Left, right, left, right—the already-bruised face went back and forth.

      "Daniel!" Higgins shouted.

      "Who hired you?!” the beast screamed, fueled by rage.

      "Daniel, please, come back to yourself!"

      "No. Who. Hired. You?"

      "Daniel, please," Higgins said, struggling to level out his tone.

      The beast did not care. It only wanted one thing: an answer. Then, it saw something change in the man's eyes, and it knew he was capitulating. Satisfied, the beast withdrew its fists and crawled back into its cage.

      A soft mumble came from the man’s bloody lips.

      Daniel bent down, putting his ear close to the man’s mouth. "Say it louder," he growled.

      "Sasquatch," the man whimpered hoarsely.

      "What the fuck does that mean?"

      "We were"—the man paused, wheezing—“hired by”—more wheezing—“Sasquatch.”

      Two men pulled Daniel down from the bed, their grip on his arms gentle but firm. He looked at their faces and recognized them as the guards from outside the door. They stood him upright, steadied him, and then stepped back.

      Sasquatch.

      The name meant nothing to him, but he was certain that the quivering piece of meat on the bed knew nothing else. At least Daniel had something to work with now.

      He left the room, barely glancing at Higgins, who was studying the prisoner, tapping his index finger on his temple in contemplation.
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      MILES MANNING — CHICAGO, ILLINOIS

      "Mr. Manning, how do you respond to rising concerns regarding the integrity of Blinker's operations?"

      Miles smiled from his end of the recorded Zoom call. "I’m sorry, but you'll have to be a little more specific."

      "Then let me rephrase," the reporter said, her tone sharp with impatience. "How do you respond to accusations that Blinker’s algorithm intentionally distorts personal social media feeds to foment fear and anger among its users?"

      Miles suppressed a tired laugh. He was getting more and more annoyed by the ridiculous question, which senators and journalists were throwing at him at least once a day as of late.

      Mustering a somber tone, he said, “Why would we do that? Blinker takes the wellbeing of our users very seriously. We work hard to ensure content is curated with their best interests in mind.”

      "Who determines what their best interests are? Your paid advertisers?"

      "No. We do not allow conflicts of interest into our content moderation processes. We have an in-house team handling those decisions. They are charged with the very difficult task of weighing the protection of free speech against the protection of our users from dangerous content. It’s an insurmountable task, but we are doing our best.”

      The reporter raised a skeptical brow at him. "I understand what you are saying, Mr. Manning, but there’s more to the public’s concern than the banning of content and accounts. Can you confirm that Blinker is not intentionally tailoring users’ experiences to harm their mental health?”

      “As I said—”

      “Let me give an example. Say there’s an article about the ill effects of nuclear power plants on nearby populations. It’s well written and from a reliable source. That’s innocuous enough, right? Your content moderation team would not suppress it. But let’s say Blinker places that article on the feeds of everyone living in the vicinity of a power plant. Would that not unnecessarily incite fear?”

      "Blinker does not place content onto users’ feeds unless their actions have indicated they are interested in such content,” Miles said, folding his hands in front of him and leaning forward. “Once content passes our guidelines, the users are in control of what they see. It’s their choice if they want to read, scroll past, or completely block content. Their feeds generate based on their previous actions. If they seek out and read content that scares them, then yes, more of that content will appear on their feed. If they seek out photos of adorable kittens, their feed will fill with kittens.”

      “So, you’re saying that users bear personal responsibility for any fear or anger they feel in response to content delivered to their feeds.”

      “If the content meets our guidelines, then yes.”

      “I see. Thank you for your time, Mr. Manning.” The reporter ended the call.

      Miles closed his laptop with a groan, longing for the simplicity of his college days, when he’d been a broke student surviving off twenty-five-cent ramen. The interview had left him dog-tired, and for what? No matter how PR-friendly his answers had been, he knew the reporter would write a nasty hit piece.

      That was just how the industry worked.
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      HEATHER PINSKY — CHICAGO, ILLINOIS

      She did her best to run through her daily tasks, but concentrating was hard. The world was beginning to spin around her instead of spinning on her finger. She'd always had a knack for controlling her fate, whether that meant her circumstances, companions, or her mood, but right now, all three felt off-kilter.

      She picked up her phone, thinking she’d call Sasquatch to find out what they should do next. None of this was moving fast enough. Miles Manning needed to step down soon so she could run Blinker. But she knew exactly what Sasquatch would say: hold tight and trust that the pieces were being moved around the chessboard.

      As a woman of action, Heather Pinsky didn't like to wait. So, she took out her frustration on her employees. Her feedback on the midday report was a little too harsh, and in a meeting an hour later, she didn't bat an eye when she made an intern cry. Rather than apologizing or comforting the intern, she told the young man it was her job to get straight to the point, to fix things before they became a problem. Truth was, she knew there were nicer ways to deliver feedback. She just didn’t care today.

      She longed for the prestige of a top title—no, not a top title, the top title. Funny enough, she'd gotten two texts from venture capital firms in the last week, both offering lucrative compensation packages to take over companies they’d recently acquired.

      While flattered, she'd replied with a curt, "Things are busy here. I'll get back to you when it's appropriate."

      She knew Blinker represented the real opportunity, and in any case, she was too far along this path to stop now.

      When she returned to her desk, the first thing she did was check her updates to the algorithm. All still there, undiscovered, and working as expected. She smiled.

      Her plan would not have been possible without the naivety of Blinker’s users. They felt comfortable sharing everything about themselves on the platform: birthdays, locations, romantic and familial relationships, friendships, schools, jobs, hobbies, favorites, health . . . All that data gave the algorithm the foundation it needed to identify each user’s individual peculiarities. In the right hands, that was a good thing. In the right hands, that meant a better, more curated user experience. But the algorithm was in the wrong hands.

      Hers.

      Over the next few days, the algorithm would slowly become more and more insidious. It would grow bolder in its new mission, using content and ads and shadow bans to prey on users’ darkest emotions—their insecurity and fear and sadness and jealousy and rage. It was only a matter of time until chaos overflowed the platform and bled into the real world. Then the pressure from the government and media would come to a head, breaking Miles Manning. Victory would be hers.

      Part of her wanted to speed up the process, but she knew Sasquatch would be furious if she deviated from the plan. Sasquatch had been the one who'd set the timeline. She’d have to stay patient. In less than a week, alarm bells would ring across Washington, and Miles Manning would willingly fall on the blade. That’s the type of man he was—one who accepted full responsibility.

      Heather clicked over to her email and saw she needed to read and respond to more than one hundred messages forwarded on to her by her assistant. That was okay, though. Anything less than two hundred was a walk in the park.

      She’d just begun reading the first email when, out of the corner of her eye, she saw someone walking down the corridor. She glanced up out of habit and was surprised to see the mystery man from the hospital. His long, shaggy blond hair and scruffy beard were unkempt, and the look in his eyes was so intense that Heather believed they could give pause to God himself.

      The man marched past Heather's desk and her gawking assistant. She knew exactly where he was going.

      And yet, for some reason—call it paranoia or premonition—seeing him step into Neil Patel’s privacy pod made Heather's blood run cold.
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      NEIL PATEL — CHICAGO, ILLINOIS

      The back end of Blinker provided an enthralling peek into the mind of Miles Manning. It was a modern masterpiece of information technology, a stroke of pure genius.

      Neil had to try his hardest not to let his curiosity or appreciation run wild. It was a test of will. Given all the time in the world, he’d have spent weeks devouring the code written by Miles and his team. Still, he couldn’t help himself from keeping a running list of recommendations he would make to Miles when this drama concluded. With his ideas, Blinker could speed up their processing time and better secure their data.

      Someone knocked on the glass door of his favorite privacy pod. Neil looked up to see Daniel. He waved him in, displeased with the disruption but happy to see his friend, nonetheless. Any thoughts of his own feelings vanished, however, when he saw the look in Daniel's eyes. He scanned his friend from head to toe, noting the crusted blood splattered on his clothes and knuckles.

      "What happened? Is Cal okay?"

      Daniel shoved his hands in his pockets. "Cal's fine. I need to talk to you."

      "Why don't you have a seat?" Neil suggested, pushing out a chair.

      Daniel pushed it back. "I'd rather stand."

      Neil’s eyes widened. This wasn’t the Daniel he knew. "Okay. Tell me what's on your mind. Oh, hey, before we start, how's Anna?"

      "I haven't talked to her in a long time," Daniel said, a trace of sadness in his voice.

      Anna Varushkin was Daniel's longtime friend, and Neil suspected—even hoped—that the two had been romantically involved at some point. Daniel Briggs deserved the best, and Anna Varushkin—beautiful, brilliant, and brave—was a perfect match for the sniper.

      "Well," Neil said, "we should fly her to Charlottesville or maybe Nashville. I'd love to hear how she's doing with the fund."

      Daniel looked away from him, out the glass windows of the pod. "Have you made any progress with your investigation?"

      "Uh, sure," Neil said. "I'm getting a feel for Blinker’s systems, but there's no promise that I'll ever find anything. So, how did it go with Higgins?"

      "Fine. I have a name for you. I was wondering if you could check it out."

      "Okay if I write it down?" Neil asked, pulling out his journal.

      "I'd rather you just remember it."

      Neil pushed his journal back. "Sure. Give it to me."

      "Sasquatch."

      Neil wrinkled his brow. "Like . . . Bigfoot?"

      "That's all I got."

      "Okay. I can look into it. It's a solid lead?"

      "I think it's more than solid," Daniel said. "Call me when you know something."

      Then, without another word, Daniel turned and left the pod.

      Neil sat down and pondered the name for a moment. Sasquatch. Why pick it? What did it represent? A lurker? A mysterious being? Something people only saw in shadows . . . something that evaded discovery?

      Neil pursed his lips in thought as he opened his browser and started researching. He didn’t get far before another knock on his door pulled him out of his trance.

      Heather Pinsky stepped inside his pod without being welcomed inside. He didn’t mind, though. She was the reason he’d been able to ramp on Blinker’s systems so quickly. She’d been more than accommodating; she'd been downright magnanimous with her time.

      “Hey, I just wanted to check in on you,” Heather said, closing the door behind her. “How are things going?”

      “Good. Thanks again for all your help these last few days.”

      “Of course.” She gave him a warm smile as she stepped closer. “It’s been my pleasure. How’s your friend doing?”

      “He’s hanging in there. The guy hates hospitals, but he’ll be stuck in one for a bit. That bullet sure did a number.”

      "Well, when you see Cal again, please ask him if there's anything I can do.” She reached out and squeezed his upper arm. “I'm happy to have food sent over. I can't imagine what the hospital's feeding him."

      "That's kind, thank you," Neil said. He shifted in his seat, uncomfortable with the way her hand lingered on his arm. His gaze darted down to her hand, and he hoped she didn’t notice. He didn’t want to be rude. But when he looked back at her, she wasn’t smiling at him anymore. She wasn’t looking at him at all. No, she was frowning at his laptop screen, her face paler than it’d been a moment before.

      “What’s this?” she said.

      "I’m looking into a lead on the shooting. We got a name. It might be important, or it might not. Time will tell, I guess."

      Neil couldn't be sure, but he swore panic entered Heather Pinsky's eyes for a flash of a second. She stumbled backward, still staring at his screen, and then turned for the door. “Well, good luck with that. Got a meeting to run to. I’ll see you later!”

      And with that, she was gone.
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      SEÑOR UMBERTO GUAJÓN — TIJUANA, MEXICO

      He polished off his uninspiring dinner of tortillas, beans, and bologna, exhausted after another long day of work for meager pay.

      Señor Guajón was a student favorite. They found him engaging. Smart. Some even called him brilliant. Parents begged for their children to be assigned to his classes. Though he’d started out teaching a basic class in Mexican history, he now taught every subject in the school. He also trained all the other teachers—at least, the ones who were willing to learn from him. Working at the small public school in Tijuana was demanding. It would've been easier to teach at a private school or, even better, drive across the border every morning to teach in San Diego. But he enjoyed his life. It was real.

      He'd studied in the United States, receiving a master's in education from the University of Wisconsin. While he’d appreciated his stay in the US, a single day hadn’t passed without him feeling pulled back to Mexico. Umberto wanted to make a difference, and he knew his hometown was a good place to start. As for how to make that difference? Well, children were the future, weren’t they? He’d picked the elementary school level because young children were often eager to learn. At that age, they were still blessed souls, clean and unhindered by many of the world's problems.

      Today, his sunny outlook was clouded by the snide words of the school’s administrative staff. They liked to swoop in and point out all his irregularities. He rarely taught from a prescribed curriculum. He figured it was better to keep the children curious, to help them find the answers rather than teach them through rote dictation. It was why he was so good at what he did. Why he got the results he did. He fostered creativity and teamwork. Unfortunately, the administrative staff didn’t see it that way. They were paid to keep order, and in their eyes, Señor Guajón was disorder. An anomaly. Something to be pounded into submission.

      Today, Umberto very much felt pounded into submission. He had a stack of tests to grade, but he couldn’t bring himself to look at them right now. He was a night owl and rarely needed more than four hours of sleep, so he knew he would get the work done before morning came. First, he needed to forget about his shabby little apartment and his shabby little life.

      He logged on to Blinker with his laptop, preferring to see the pictures on a larger screen. Immediately, he was greeted with posts from his old friends from the University of Wisconsin. His freshman dorm roommate was in Australia, learning how to surf, teaching indigenous children math and literature. Another friend was carving her way through Wall Street. She logged long days, but Umberto could tell that she loved it. Her posts were mostly about grabbing quick bites at street carts or late nights at the office. When she included herself in the pictures, she was always smiling.

      For a half hour, he scrolled through his feed and knew he did not envy his friends. He celebrated their wins. That's just the way Umberto was wired.

      He stopped at a video posted by a childhood friend, one who'd gone to college in the States but come home early. Watching the video, he noticed a gold Rolex on the man's wrist. He was dancing around a fire with some companions, and every once in a while, the firelight would illuminate a pair of beautiful Mercedes in the background.

      Umberto searched his mind, trying to recall what this particular friend's family did. Maybe he'd gotten a job with them. Wherever he worked, it was obvious that the man was well-off. He and his friends, all inebriated, howled at the moon, and Umberto remembered going camping with his grandfather deep in the Mexican desert. They’d stayed up late, looking at the moon and the stars, coyotes howling in the distance, Umberto shivering against his grandfather.

      His grandfather had wrapped him in one arm and said, "Stay with me, Umberto, and they can't touch you."

      Umberto snapped back from the memory and saw another old friend on his Blinker feed. This friend had once spouted big dreams, but then he'd found drugs and been sent to the States for rehabilitation. After that, Umberto had lost track of him. In fact, Umberto couldn't remember seeing a post from his friend in years. The photo he’d shared today showed two acquaintances sitting on the hood of a gleaming black GMC pickup truck with jacked-up tires. The truck was parked in front of what Umberto would have considered a modest home in the States. Here, it was a small mansion.

      That's when it all came together, and Umberto suddenly knew what these two friends were doing. They were working for the narcos, the drug cartels who had their tentacles wrapped firmly around Tijuana. They were cunning and ruthless, but their illicit dealings and violence paid handsomely.

      For some reason, probably because of the day that he’d had, Umberto went through both their profiles, checking out every photo and video they’d posted in recent years. He imagined himself with a nice car and a home to call his own. Or enough money to help feed the hungry students in his classes.

      Spiraling down the rabbit hole of opportunity, he opened Blinker’s messaging app to check in on his old friends.

      A simple hello, nothing more, he thought.

      A month later, Umberto Guajón found himself teaching elementary school classes by day and lending his services to the drug trade by night, unsure how a scroll through Blinker had brought him to a profession that would one day take his life.
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      SENATOR ED ROBERTS — CHICAGO, ILLINOIS

      When the private plane touched down in Chicago, a somber motorcade awaited. Roberts recognized the mayor of Chicago, the governor of Illinois, and Greenwood's mother standing outside the idling cars.

      Senator Greenwood descended first. His mother greeted him at the last step, stoically wrapping her arms around her son. Greenwood showed no emotion as he let go and walked with her to the car. The others aboard the plane—senators from varying states, coming to pay their final respects to Greenwood’s daughter—followed the Illinois senator’s lead and found their assigned cars.

      The funeral was simple and to the point. Greenwood sat in the front pew, staring ahead with unseeing eyes. The family priest told stories about Greenwood's daughter—and sometimes about his wife, too, though her funeral had taken place months ago. When the priest blessed Senator Greenwood, Roberts thought he detected revulsion on the man’s face, but he could have imagined it.

      "It was a beautiful service," Roberts said at the reception afterward. He’d found Greenwood not in the receiving line, but in a dark corner, staring at the full plate of appetizers in his hands.

      Greenwood shrugged, wincing at the movement. It made Roberts question if the man was shunning pain medication. Or maybe it was just stress that perpetually beaded sweat on his face and kept his complexion ashen.

      They stood there for a time, watching the hundreds of mourners mingle. No one made a move to approach them. It was as though they sensed that the two senators existed in a different bubble.

      "Come on, I need to show you something," Greenwood said suddenly, setting down his plate. He guided Roberts through a dark curtain, into a bright hallway.

      "I was sworn into Congress right outside where we walked in," Greenwood said, setting a brisk pace. "The official ceremony happens in DC, of course, but it felt like all of Illinois was here when I put my left hand on the Bible and raised my right. Margie was with me, our daughter not yet born. She was the perfect wife. Never complained when I worked long hours, always there waiting for me when I got off the plane . . . And my little girl . . ." Greenwood wiped away a tear without looking at Roberts. "She was the best of us. Wouldn't hurt a fly. Would've built that fly a little home and fed it sugar, water, and scraps, then made sure that all his friends were invited. That was my little girl. That's who we put to rest today."

      They passed door after door until they arrived at a flight of stairs. Roberts felt naked without his security team watching. He wondered how long it would take them to find the two senators.

      When they reached the top floor, Greenwood turned around, panting, and fished his cell phone from his pocket. It took him a minute to find what he was looking for. Then he handed the phone to Roberts. It showed a text conversation between Greenwood and an unknown sender. Roberts read it quickly, curious as to why Greenwood had pulled him away from the party.

      Then he saw a message that caught his eye: He's using the algorithm to tear America apart.

      The rest of the messages in the conversation were just as vague and shadowed, and no names were discussed, but Roberts quickly put the pieces together.

      "Who sent this?" Roberts asked.

      "I don't know. But before you say anything about the validity of the information, know that I've received three other tips from this hidden source that have proved to be correct.”

      Roberts handed the phone back. "I don't understand what this has to do with me."

      Greenwood gripped the phone, a vein bulging on his pale forehead. "Don't you see? Manning’s trying to pull one over on us. This is proof!"

      "Bruce, while I appreciate what you're trying to do, could it be that you are searching for problems that aren’t there? That going after Manning and Blinker gives you a false sense of purpose?"

      For some reason, he thought of the Red Scare of the 1940s and ‘50s, of McCarthy’s consuming need to root out the communists while forgetting that the men and women he sought to destroy were Americans.

      "Don't be naive, Ed," Greenwood said. "Manning's a terrorist. So, I need to know—right here, right now—whether you're in this with me. If you are, well, you know who I know. You're a junior senator from Wyoming. If you, a Republican, help me, a Democrat, imagine what we could do for our families. For America."

      His words held a powerful draw, but Roberts remained dubious. Getting pulled into a revenge-driven witch hunt didn’t seem like the best idea, even if it led to ample rewards . . . like full independence from his father’s help.

      "Is that why you asked me to come to your daughter’s funeral? Because I've got the keys to Blinker?"

      Greenwood’s lips quirked in a small smile. Roberts sighed. Though unsurprised, he was a bit disappointed. He'd hoped he’d been invited here today because they were on the path to friendship. He honestly liked Bruce Greenwood—or at least, he liked who Greenwood had once been. Would the Illinois senator ever get back to his former self? Roberts hoped so, but he knew grief of this magnitude was a terrible mountain to summit.

      "Okay, I'll help," Roberts said. "But we do this by the book."

      "Is there any other way?"
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      DANIEL BRIGGS — CHICAGO, ILLINOIS

      He prowled the streets, straying no more than two blocks from the hospital.

      Deep down, he knew the hidden force behind the attack on Cal and Neil would strike again. This time, though, it would be his life they attempted to take. Daniel dared them to try. With his shoulders relaxed and his arms hanging loose at his sides, he painted the picture of a perfect target, inviting foes to step from the shadows and try their hand against him.

      A motorcade sped by, and a handful of pedestrians pulled out their phones to record it. Daniel paid the vehicles and their onlookers no mind. He was too busy trying to connect with the world around him, trying to see and feel what he used to see and feel. While a lingering trace of his connection hummed over his skin, like the static on the screen of an old TV, he couldn't harness its energy. But for Cal's sake, for his own sake, he needed to find a way.

      Daniel walked on, his thoughts trailing off to Sarge. The old man was probably worried sick about him, what with the way he’d run out. He should call and make sure Sarge was okay. But he didn’t pull out his phone. Instead, he kept walking and trying to pray. It was no use; the words jumbled in his mind.

      He found an apartment building with a perfect view of the hospital. All the better, it looked like the top floor was under construction. It was easy to follow one of the residents in, though it was harder to smile at the woman and act natural. He somehow managed, and she disappeared into the elevator with no more than a guarded glance in his direction.

      He found the stairs and climbed to the seventh floor, then slipped under the caution tape cordoning off the door and made quick work of the lock. The hallway he entered was dark and covered in construction dust. He navigated around large power tools and debris, peeking his head through the doorless apartment entrances to find the one with the best view.

      Once he picked an apartment, he went to stand by its wide living room window. He gazed down at the traffic below and realized he didn't know what he was looking for. It wasn't like the bad guys were going to come in with red flags waving.

      He sat down on the paint-speckled drop cloth covering the wood floor and closed his eyes for five minutes. Normally, the meditation would've taken him straight to clarity, straight to his connection. If only he were that lucky today. The connection remained broken.

      "What is wrong with me?" Daniel said aloud, his gut twisting.

      You need to get to a meeting, Sarge's voice said in his head.

      Daniel grimaced. The last thing he wanted to do was be in a room with other people, even his people. He was in no mood to talk, no mood to listen.

      He clenched both of his hands into fists and pounded them on the hard floor. The pain sparked an angry rumble deep within his soul. Daniel paused his pounding, breathing heavily, and closed his eyes, searching for the dark form within. He found the connection—not the one he’d wanted, but the one that had come calling—and gave himself over to it. The beast woke from its slumber . . . but this time, Daniel was still there.

      They opened their eyes and stood to look out over the city, scanning the masses below in search of the enemy. The beast growled in satisfaction. It knew a battle was coming, and it was ready.
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      CAL STOKES — CHICAGO, ILLINOIS

      He put down the television remote when Dr. Higgins strolled into the room. The man was dressed and groomed as though he'd just hosted a tea party for the upper crust of society.

      "Is that a new tweed coat, Doc, or do mine eyes deceive me?"

      “I’m glad to see your observational skills are still intact," Higgins said, adjusting his lapel. "Yes, this is a new tweed. Thank you for noticing. Have you seen Daniel, by any chance?”

      "I thought he was with you."

      "He was, briefly," Higgins said, crossing his arms and walking over to the window. "You never told me what happened to Daniel in Costa Rica."

      "Yes, I did, Doc. I told you everything."

      "There must be something you missed," Higgins said. "Otherwise, I simply cannot understand what has caused our friend to blow his stack.”

      Cal sat up a little straighter, grunting at the pain. "Come again?"

      Higgins turned and walked toward the bed. "Don't tell me you haven't seen it. There's a different look in Daniel's eyes these days. His serenity hasn’t been disturbed; it’s disintegrated. Do we know what he's been up to in Las Vegas?"

      "This is Daniel Briggs we're talking about,” Cal said, avoiding the question, too embarrassed to admit he didn’t know. “He’s our warrior monk, and the most level-headed of us all. There’s no way his serenity is gone."

      "Even great men fall, and I believe our friend is still on his way down." Higgins sighed, then proceeded to explain what Daniel had done to one of Cal’s captured attackers.

      Cal searched for some excuse, any excuse, that would explain Daniel's outbursts—including the one he’d had back in Costa Rica, when he’d beaten a man to a bloody pulp in broad daylight. The violent act had been filmed and posted to social media, going viral almost instantly. He’d only escaped a jail cell thanks to the interference of the CIA.

      Had Daniel had more outbursts in Las Vegas? And if Cal asked him that question, would his friend even admit the truth?

      "What do we do?" Cal said quietly, meeting Higgins’ unruffled gaze.

      Higgins tapped his pointer finger against his chin, his expert mind undoubtedly sifting through the problem and its potential solutions. "I do not believe a compassionate conversation between friends will cure Daniel of his present proclivity for violence. But we cannot let him roam about. Not as he is."

      "You're not saying we should have him arrested, are you?"

      "I said nothing of the sort," Higgins said. "I believe it would be best if I spent some time with him. I'd like to see if I can crack him. It’s unlikely, yes, but worth trying before more drastic measures.”

      Throat suddenly dry, Cal swallowed. Higgins’ suggestion was tantamount to strapping Daniel to a bed and wheeling him off to a psychiatric ward.

      "So, do you know where he is?" Higgins asked him just as Neil entered the hospital room. "Did he come back here?"

      Neil hung his leather satchel on a hook in the closet, then slumped onto the couch. "If you’re talking about Daniel, he came to see me earlier today. I don't know what happened at your interrogation, Doc, but he's riled up. I'm worried."

      Cal and Higgins exchanged glances.

      Facing the door, Cal called out, "Hey, can you two come inside?"

      A moment later, Top and Gaucho stepped in.

      "You rang?" Top said.

      "I want you to hear this. Go ahead and tell them, Doc.”

      Higgins walked the three seasoned operators through Daniel’s actions during the interrogation. Their expressions grew grim.

      "Do you think we should find him?" Gaucho said. "Like, sit on him for a while?"

      "Do you really think that Daniel Briggs would allow us to find and sit on him?" Top asked in a dry voice.

      "It's worth a try. He's our friend," Gaucho said. He looked at Cal. "What do you think?"

      Cal didn't know what to think. He didn't really care about the thug Daniel had knocked around. As far as he was concerned, the guy had gotten what he’d deserved. If the FBI wanted to make trouble, which seemed unlikely, according to Higgins, Cal had favors he could call in. But what if Daniel continued having outbursts?

      He made up his mind. "Let's sit on it for now, but we’ll keep an eye on him. If he steps too far out of line, we make a decision and act together. Are we understood?"

      He looked at each man, and they nodded in turn. Still, Cal could not find comfort. He wondered how far out of bounds Daniel was prepared to go.

      That is, assuming his friend was still playing by a set of rules at all.
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      MILES MANNING — CHICAGO, ILLINOIS

      Controlling his expression, Miles welcomed Senator Roberts and Senator Greenwood into his office. Roberts accepted his offered handshake, but the bedraggled, one-armed man did not. Miles dropped his hand and plastered on a polite smile.

      Any other day, Miles wouldn’t have been so surprised by the unexpected visit of two sitting US senators. But today? Only hours after Greenwood’s daughter’s funeral? Color him shocked. Miles hadn’t attended—Senator Roberts had advised him against it—so he hadn’t even known the reception was over when they’d shown up.

      A glance at his laptop confirmed he had indeed turned off the news coverage of the event. He breathed a small sigh of relief. He’d had it on in the background all day, as had most of the office. The entire city had been somber in light of the funeral today.

      "Thank you for seeing us on such short notice," Senator Roberts said.

      Did I really have a choice?

      "Welcome to Blinker’s headquarters. Please, have a seat. Can I get you anything?"

      Senator Roberts took a chair; Senator Greenwood did not. He just stood with his back against the closed office door, looking like the fluid had been wrung out of him. Veins and tendons bulged against the skin of his hand, neck, and face. There was an unnatural color to him, and his eyes, which bore into Miles’, portended pain and suffering.

      "I'll have a water if you don't mind," Roberts said.

      "And you, Senator Greenwood?" Miles asked.

      "This won't take long," Greenwood snapped.

      Miles raised a brow as he handed Roberts the water. He was rather tired of Greenwood’s hostility. Perhaps it was time to remind the Illinois senator of the power at his own disposal.

      "I took this meeting as a courtesy, Senator," Miles said. "Against the advisement of my attorneys, I might add."

      "A courtesy?" Greenwood said in a lethal tone.

      "Yes, Senator, a courtesy." Miles took his seat behind his desk. "Truly, my condolences for your wife and daughter. I wish I could have—"

      Greenwood lunged forward, slapping his hand on the desk and leaning forward so his face hovered inches above Miles’. The man’s breath smelled stale and sickly, like the reek of impending death that Miles remembered all too well from his grandfather. It froze Miles to his core.

      "Don't you ever mention them again," Greenwood growled. He then straightened, moving a step back. "Do not forget you are under federal investigation, Mr. Manning. I wanted to come here personally to remind you of that. When we find what we're looking for, when we show the world what you and your company have done, I will personally walk you into federal prison. I haven't decided whether I will ask for you to be placed in solitary confinement or a cell full of perverts, but don’t worry, you’re deserving of either.”

      "Senator, please," Roberts said, standing now, trying to play the peacemaker.

      Miles opened his mouth and then closed it, at a complete loss for words. Explaining himself to a committee of senators in a hearing was one thing. Being verbally assaulted in his office by a man so consumed with grief that he'd forgotten the bounds of civil decency was something else entirely. It almost made him want to resign then and there. But this was his home. He was in the right.

      "Senator," he said, fixing his eyes on Greenwood, "I will not stop telling you that I am very, very sorry for your loss. Not until you believe me. And off the record, I'm sorry that their deaths were caught on video. I'm sorry that we have phones that enable us to record unhinged people doing unhinged things. That said, I did not invent the phone. I did not invent the camera. I did not invent the evil.

      "You can say whatever you want to me in public. Say it in front of the cameras. Tell everyone who will listen that I'm the devil. But know that this fight isn't going to bring your wife and daughter, God rest their souls, back to you. It won't change the fact that a madman is on the loose. If you'd come here asking me to track that man down, I would've pulled out every stop to find him. I would've cooperated, even if it meant going against our terms of service, because it's the right thing to do. Whatever you might think of me or my company, Senator Greenwood, I can promise you that I always try to do the right thing. Now, if that's all, I've got work to do."

      Miles pulled his laptop closer and logged back in. As his heart hammered, his legs shook, and he fought the urge to vomit, Greenwood stared at him. Roberts stood and put his hand on Greenwood’s bicep. He guided the Illinois senator from the room, closing the door behind them.

      Once they were out of sight, Miles gripped a pencil in both hands, snapped it in two, and cursed under his breath.
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      SENATOR ED ROBERTS — CHICAGO, ILLINOIS

      He escorted Senator Greenwood back to his hotel room, where the poor man collapsed in his bed without undressing. When he began snoring, Roberts took it as his cue to leave. He nodded at Greenwood’s security detail on the way out and made his way back down to his car. The driver didn’t question him when he asked to return to Blinker’s headquarters.

      Manning’s secretary sent a message to announce his arrival, then directed him to head straight in, her shifting eyes and tapping fingers betraying her nerves. Her discomfort made sense once he reached Manning’s office. Though the glass walls and door were soundproof, he could tell Manning was yelling into his phone. Roberts opened the door, and curses filtered into the hallway. Manning looked up, red-faced and annoyed.

      "Do it right fucking now," Manning said into his phone before ending the call. He slammed the device down on his desk.

      Roberts took his time walking to the mini fridge and pulling out two bottles of water. He cracked one open and took a sip, then walked to Manning's desk to hand him the other.

      "You could have warned me about the ambush," Manning said, accepting the water and twisting off the top, which he attempted and failed to chuck into the trash.

      "If I had known it was going to be an ambush, I would've told you. I promise," Roberts said. "I should not have brought him here. At the time, I truly thought I was doing him a favor. You should have seen him at the funeral."

      "I did. It was all over the news." Manning finished the rest of the water. He tried to chuck the bottle in the trash but missed again. He cursed under his breath, stood, picked up the bottle and the cap, and deposited them in the trash. Returning to his seat, he said, "He's not going to stop, is he? He's got it out for me. How much of what he said was true?”

      "Look," Roberts said, "I want to help you as much as I can, but I'm in a tight spot. Greenwood is compiling a list of allegations, ones that I haven't even seen yet. And before you ask, yes, I have requested to see the list.”

      “Ed, I swear, if the FBI comes knocking on my door—”

      Roberts raised a hand. "It won't come to that," he said, though he couldn’t be sure. He would not put anything past Greenwood.

      "Do you know the stress this puts on my people?" Manning said. "We've had to bring in counselors. Only this morning, we had two kids barely out of college say they wanted to kill themselves. What the hell am I supposed to do with that, Ed?"

      "I’m sorry, Miles, I really am. But . . . these kinds of issues are not unique to your situation. They come with the territory of being a CEO. No one ever said leading a major corporation was easy.”

      "Don’t spew bullshit at me, Ed. I can handle the day-to-day problems of running a company, but I did not sign up to defend myself every time a politician takes offense to something someone posted on my platform. Frivolous lawsuits ruin businesses, and they ruin lives, too. Trust me, I know from personal experience how damaging our proud government can be. I know plenty of brilliant guys and gals with brilliant companies who withstood onslaughts from government lawyers until they threw up their hands and gave up. Do you know what federal lawsuits cost American businesses every year? Trillions, Ed. Trillions. You want to fix something? You fix that. If a federal prosecutor wants to come knocking on anyone's door, they should have to prove they have a real, legitimate cause first.

      "One of my friends, an honest, good man who immigrated here from Vietnam as a young boy, was just doing his best to make his parents proud. He was building a company with a mission to help America’s poor break out of the poverty cycle. For some reason—who knows why—the government took exception to that. They drowned him in lawsuits and fees until all the money he and his parents had worked so hard for in America was gone. Not two weeks later, they found him hanging from a cherry tree off the mall in Washington. You probably remember the story."

      Roberts did, though he'd never heard the background.

      "His father had a heart attack when he heard the news. Died right there on the kitchen floor, a phone in one hand and a spatula in the other. His mother became catatonic and had to be sent to a long-term care facility. The government pays for her care because she has nothing left. Feels like blood money if you ask me. I visit her once a month to make sure she's comfortable. It's the least I can do.”

      Manning paused, steepling his fingers and leaning forward. He had a wild, dangerous fire lighting his eyes. “So, tell me, Ed, why I shouldn't just pack up my things, take my money, and forget this fight. Because as much as I would love to prove my good intentions, something tells me it's not worth it. If I somehow come out ahead, a new crop of crooked cronies will pop up two seconds later to try to tear me down all over again."

      Roberts waited for more, but nothing came. Manning slumped back in his chair, deflated, as though the wind had left his sails.

      Roberts released a long, deep breath and shook his head. "America is not perfect, Miles, and God knows its government is even less so. But that’s why I ran for office. I want to protect the Constitution of this great country, because it is a great country, Miles. Despite how Greenwood represents his position in the midst of his pain, and despite whatever legitimate or frivolous lawsuits or charges come your way, don't ever forget that the government isn’t some untouchable higher power. It’s of the people, by the people, for the people. Complaining without action leads nowhere. So, what do you say we work together to steer this horse back in the right direction?"

      For a second, Manning did not move or say a word. Then he gave a slow nod and extended a hand.

      “All right,” Roberts said, taking the handshake. “Let’s get started.”
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      HEATHER PINSKY — CHICAGO, ILLINOIS

      She hung up her phone, ending the earful from Miles. It had been an impossible task to hold her tongue while he’d verbally lashed her. But there would be time to highlight their differences later. For now, she needed Miles to think she was in his corner, perfectly aligned with his sentiments. So, she’d agreed with everything he’d said, even though she’d wanted to jump through the phone and cram his words down his throat.

      Heather’s hands tightened into fists on her lap as she seethed in silence at her desk.

      Screw Miles, and screw Sasquatch and his damn patience.

      Without thinking too hard about the consequences, she logged into her laptop and altered the code she’d recently launched, speeding up the malicious evolution of Blinker's algorithm. She was tired of waiting around for the chips to fall. She couldn't take much more of it. She needed Miles gone so that she could clean up his mess.

      A pop-up on her screen confirmed the successful update. Panic welled inside of her, but she shoved it back down.

      "There. That should do it," she mumbled to herself, closing her laptop and looking up at the ceiling. “Now all I need is a stiff drink and a hot bath.”

      Despite the late hour, Miles was still at his desk when she passed his office on her way out. Security escorted her home. When they suggested conducting a brief walkthrough of her condo, she waved them off.

      "I'm sure it's fine," she said, "and I'm tired."

      The man with the ear mic nodded, but she could tell he wasn't happy.

      Well, screw him, too. A hot bath is calling my name.

      She shut the front door, locked it, and went straight to the bar. Wine sounded good, but the effects weren't quick or hard enough. Today, she went for the harshest in her collection, a bottle of scotch gifted to her by the British prime minister. She hated scotch, but she needed to feel the burn. No ice in the first drink, and oh, did it burn going down. She savored the warmth in her belly for a moment, then refilled her glass, adding a few cubes of ice this time, and went to the bathroom.

      She sat on the edge of the tub, waiting for the water to warm, sipping her drink, wondering when she should place the call to Sasquatch to let him know they were now ahead of schedule. He would be upset, but she no longer cared. A satisfied smile curled her lips. The liquor was doing its work, steadying her, calming her, letting her get past the terrible day.

      She'd watched the coverage of the funeral for Greenwood’s daughter today. While she didn’t know Senator Greenwood, she felt for him. Like Miles, she held no responsibility for the deaths of his wife and daughter. But unlike Miles, she did hold responsibility for the subsequent video’s virility. As the head of content, it had been her duty to make sure the algorithm suppressed the video promptly. She’d done the opposite. In fact, not only had she let the video through, but her tweaks to the algorithm had facilitated its spread. By the time Miles had noticed, it had been too late. The damage to Blinker’s reputation had been done, and he’d entered the pressure cooker of her making.

      Sometimes, you have to do dirty deeds to get the things you want, she reminded herself, trying to shove away the memory of Senator Greenwood’s grief-stricken face.

      When the tub was halfway full, she set down her drink, undressed, and walked to the closet to grab a fresh towel. As she stepped back into the bathroom, a hand clamped over her mouth, and something wrapped around her neck. She was then pulled backward against the hard form of her attacker.

      She'd taken a few self-defense classes, but standing naked in her bathroom, restrained from behind, and a bit tipsy, she couldn’t recall any of her learnings.

      Something pressed to her ear. A phone, she realized.

      "You've been busy, Ms. Pinsky," Sasquatch’s voice said through the phone.

      The hand left her mouth, moving to ensnare her waist, and the arm around her neck loosened.

      She sputtered.

      "Take your time," Sasquatch said.

      She didn't know what to say. She wanted to scream. She should have screamed.

      "Let me make myself very clear, Ms. Pinsky. You went out of bounds today. I’ve got eyes watching your every move. Do not make another misstep. Are we understood?"

      Heather couldn't respond.

      "I said, are we understood?"

      "Yes," Heather croaked.

      "Good. Now why don't you turn off the faucet before your tub overflows?”

      “Okay.”

      “One more thing: do not even think about leaving Chicago. Enjoy your bath, Ms. Pinsky. Goodnight."

      The call ended, and the phone came off her ear. Her attacker shoved her farther into the bathroom, flicked off the light, and slammed the door closed. The floor between her bathroom and the front door were carpeted, so she didn't hear him leave.

      She did not return to the bath. She did not fetch her drink. Instead, she lay on the cold floor, gasping for breath, shivering, wishing it could all be over, wishing she'd never started talking to Sasquatch.
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      RALPHIE “BABYFACE” BOGART — DAYTONA BEACH, FLORIDA

      When he rolled over, his ample belly grazed the arm of the woman sleeping next to him. She stirred but did not wake. He couldn't recall her name, even though he’d picked her up at the bar no more than a couple of hours earlier. He didn’t try too hard to remember, though. He’d never see her again come morning.

      Ralphie Bogart, a distant relative of Humphrey Bogart, had received his nickname—Babyface—because, unlike the rest of his biker gang, he had a full head of curly hair and no hint of a beard or mustache. He'd never been able to grow more than a scraggly patch of facial hair. He didn’t mind the nickname, though. It was used with respect, not mean intent.

      As a teen, he’d hated nicknames. Anyone who’d called him Blubber Boy or Tubby Wubby had received his fists in their face until they’d cried and pled for mercy. Sometimes, he hadn’t relented. His whole life, he’d been picked on and teased. The bullying had cultivated a simmering rage deep inside him, one destined to consume him if not tamed.

      It was a middle school football coach who’d finally taken him under his wing and set him on a smarter path. His father had always been on the road selling steel, and his mother, well, she’d done the bare minimum to keep him alive. So, Coach Davidson had been the one to recognize his anger and teach him to harness it in a healthy way.

      With Coach Davidson’s help, he’d grown into a fearsome defensive lineman, making the varsity team his freshman year of high school. By senior year, he’d reached star status at the high school level. He’d been voted the defensive captain, his highlight footage had made the news more than once, and football scouts had started salivating on the sidelines of his games.

      His college football career had lasted less than a season due to a career-ending ACL tear.

      With his football dreams in shambles and his scholarship revoked, he had left school and started working on the docks. Lacking an outlet for his wrath, he’d started picking fights. One day, he’d taken on a man almost as tall and wide as him. He’d let the older man punch him three times, grinning all the while, before grabbing the man by his neck and choking him until he’d lost consciousness. Another guy on the crew, a foreman, had broken up the fight.

      “I’ll take care of the problem,” he’d said. Then he’d invited him out for a beer.

      It had been a slow courtship. At first, they’d just gotten beers together. Then, the foreman had taught him to ride a motorcycle. Later, he’d been introduced to the foreman’s crew.

      Astonished by his quick wit, his knowledge of world events, his encyclopedic wisdom, and most of all, his ruthlessness, the foreman’s crew had accepted him into their fold instantly, dubbing him Babyface. For the first time since high school, he’d made friends. In his mid-twenties at that point, he’d craved friendship more than anything.

      So, when they’d dragged him along for a fight with a rival gang, Babyface had joined the fray without hesitation. After that day, he’d left his job at the docks and become the right-hand bodyguard of the gang's leader.

      Over the years, Babyface had revolutionized the gang’s business model by streamlining the efficiency and anonymity of their supply chain and distribution channels. They were turning more drugs at higher profit and lower risk than ever before, and he was now the leader of the gang by unanimous vote.

      A snore brought Babyface out of his thoughts. He glared at the woman. He needed to take a piss, but she was on the side of the bed where he usually rolled out. Annoyance flared in his gut, and he thought about pushing her off. Instead, he rolled the other way. No sense in ruining a possible morning delicacy.

      He stomped to the bathroom, relieved himself, and then fetched a cigarette. The smoke filled his lungs, staving off his looming hangover. Then he grabbed his phone and sat down in his underwear on the stained couch that he could have replaced long ago. He was saving his money for a rainy day. He didn't need much, and he was rarely home, anyway.

      The one thing he did invest in was technology, including the encrypted phone in his hand.

      Not quite ready to go back to sleep, he decided to have a look through his Blinker feed. He’d signed up under an alias to keep up with what the rest of the world was doing. Usually, he logged in to find varying interests on his feed, shared by people from all walks of life, including regular folk, theoreticians, scientists, celebrities, politicians, and more. Today, however, the updated algorithm curated the content on his feed based on his habit of searching for his gang’s name in the news.

      Babyface’s blood pressure rose as he scrolled through post after post about his gang. People—those he followed, and those Blinker showed him as suggestions—were calling for his head, sharing stories of the atrocities his gang had committed. Interspersed throughout were posts, new and old, from the local district attorney, a young guy who had a hard-on for giving Babyface's gang hell. The DA’s posts promised Babyface’s arrest and imprisonment.

      A scoff burst from Babyface’s lips. Unless one of his men did something really stupid, he’d be fine. The DA had nothing. Still, that familiar rage began to heat his skin as he continued reading, continued scrolling, continued immersing himself in content that only worsened his temper.

      The Bogart gang will be in custody by the end of the year, the DA had posted yesterday afternoon along with a digital wanted poster. The poster included an unflattering, black-and-white image of Babyface leaving a bank. It looked like a capture from a security camera. If you have seen this man or have any information about his whereabouts, call 1-800-DBCrime. $1,000 reward.

      Babyface ground his teeth together. A one-thousand-dollar reward? That was it? Didn’t the DA know his gang made millions per year pushing drugs in his beloved state? That they were responsible for the deaths of dozens? The insult sent his thoughts spiraling deeper and darker, and a rabid sensation threatened to overpower his restraint.

      He scrolled on, fighting against it.

      A suggestion to join a private Blinker group for local protesters appeared on his screen next. The image associated with the link showed the DA’s face with a red X drawn over it. Curious, Babyface requested access, writing a little note about the government’s abuse of power in the open text field of the submission.

      A few minutes later, his request was approved. Surprised by the quick response at two in the morning, he clicked into the group. The post displayed at the top of the page was several years old and only had two likes and three comments. It shouldn’t have been at the top, not by any honest metric, but Babyface didn’t know that. Nor did he know that it had been surfaced there just to capture his attention.

      His eyes narrowed on the post, which showed the same image of the DA that he’d seen attached to the link for the group. The post was a call to protest the arrest of recreational marijuana users. It suggested gathering outside the DA’s home—and it included the DA’s address.

      You’re crazy, one commenter had said.

      Why not protest outside his office? Isn’t it illegal to share his personal address or something? another had added.

      Well, that was a flub, a third had written a day after the protest had been scheduled to take place.

      Babyface reread the post, staring at the address. His ears began ringing, and he became a bit lightheaded. He couldn't believe what he was seeing. No way had someone found the DA’s address and posted it online for anyone to find. No way had the post avoided being taken down. But when he looked up the property on the county assessor’s site, sure enough, it appeared to belong to the DA.

      Babyface logged out of his account and sat there, trying to calm the racing thoughts in his head. When that didn't work, he got up and rooted around the kitchen until he found the right drawer. His brain was still a little fuzzy with alcohol, but he took a bump of the fentanyl-laced cocaine he saved for special occasions, anyway.

      He needed help to find clarity.

      Clarity came, but not the kind he’d intended when he’d searched out his stash. He decided he would visit the DA. Maybe they'd have a little chat. Maybe Babyface would show him the consequences of continuing to pursue his gang.

      He got dressed, snatched his keys off the table, hopped on his motorcycle, and drove to the DA’s house. He left his motorcycle in a city park a few blocks away to avoid anyone in the DA’s neighborhood hearing its rumble, then stalked through the night toward the address he’d memorized. When he reached the modest home, he kicked the door in, located the man’s room, grabbed him out of bed, and hoisted him into the air.

      "What the—?" the DA shrieked, fear emanating from him.

      Babyface basked in it. With a wicked smile, he said, "Surprised to see me?"

      The man flung his arms out, shoving against Babyface’s chest to try to break his hold.

      “You’re not getting off that easy.” He laughed. “Hey, isn’t that what you say in your posts about me? That I’m not gonna get off easy? Well, we’ll see about that.”

      The DA started screaming. He kicked his legs out at Babyface.

      Babyface’s smile turned into a sneer. He gripped the DA’s throat tighter, cutting off his air. “Stop coming after me, or this will only be a taste of what’s coming for you,” he said.

      Then he slammed the DA against the wall, knocking his head into the brick with a satisfying crack. The DA lost consciousness, so Babyface dropped the man to the floor and proceeded to stomp on his arms.

      Then he did the same to his legs.

      Rage spent, he headed for the exit. The DA coughed behind him, a moan spilling from his lips. Babyface turned back to look at him, a conspiratorial smile on his face.

      “Word of advice? Watch your presence on Blinker. It was much too easy to find you tonight.” He tipped an imaginary hat toward the DA and vanished out the door.

      When the DA was discovered by his housekeeper the next day, his bones were broken in no less than thirty places. Somehow, he was still alive, still writhing in pain . . . and still ruminating over Blinker’s role in his misery.
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      DANIEL BRIGGS — CHICAGO, ILLINOIS

      Another man would've thought it was a stroke of luck that Daniel chose to leave his post in the apartment when he did, but Daniel did not believe in luck. He believed in his connection with the world around him, however diminished at the moment. As for the beast, it knew a hunch was more than just a guess; it was a premonition.

      So, when the impulse to prowl the city below came calling, Daniel and the beast listened. They descended the stairs and stepped out onto the street, which was all but empty at this hour, and headed east, setting a brisk pace, pulled by some unseen string. For almost an hour, they walked. A block from the Loop, the pull changed its aim, so Daniel and the beast cut north. After a minute, the pull started tugging this way and that, directing them to an alley behind a condo building. All at once, the pull vanished.

      A service door opened ahead. On instinct, Daniel and the beast ducked behind a dumpster, peeking out to watch. A man emerged from the condo building, dressed all in black. Chuckling to himself, he pulled out his phone, tapped the screen a few times, and then pressed it to his ear.

      “All done. I’m heading back,” he said, strolling in their direction. He went quiet for a moment, then laughed. “Honestly? Easiest money I’ve ever made. Just had to scare the bejesus out of this rich bitch. Get this—I looked her up, and she’s some bigwig at Blinker. Their head of content, whatever that means.”

      Blinker’s head of content? Heather Pinsky?

      They’d located a lead. The beast champed at the bit, held back only by the strength of Daniel’s will.

      “I know. Crazy, right?” the man said after listening to a response. “You have to wonder what this lady’s got her hands dirty with to earn this kind of treatment. Anyway, gotta run. See you tomorrow, man.” He hung up.

      Daniel relinquished his control over the beast. It burst from the dumpster’s shadow with a flying kick that caught the man in the back, sending him sprawling forward, and then it climbed on top of him, pressing its hands to his neck. The beast relished the panicked flail of the man’s arms. He was strong, but not strong enough.

      When the man went limp, Daniel pushed the beast to the back of his mind. He reached down and slipped the man’s wallet from his pants pocket, then took a quick peek at it. Thirty seconds later, the man came to with a gasp, looking at Daniel with eyes wide in terror.

      "Please don’t hurt me," he said, rolling to his side and curling into a ball.

      "Shut up," Daniel hissed. "Did you hurt the girl?"

      "What girl?”

      “Heather Pinsky.”

      The man curled tighter, silent but for his whimpering. Daniel grabbed his arms and forced him onto his back, then held him there with a firm boot to his kneecap.

      “Stop, stop!” the man cried. “I scared her, nothing more. That's all. I swear."

      Daniel narrowed his eyes at the man, who seemed like an ordinary guy, not some hardened criminal. He held the man’s wallet up, flashing his driver's license.

      "Pretty stupid to be carrying this around, Reginald. Is that even your real name?"

      "It is, I swear."

      "You seem to swear a lot, Reginald.” Daniel pocketed the wallet. “Why did you scare the girl?"

      "Someone paid me.”

      "Who?"

      "I don't know. Someone online. I’m not even sure if it's a guy or girl. Look, man, I've got a kid, okay? What would you do if you didn't have enough money to feed your kid?"

      "Get a job?"

      Reginald sniffed, regaining some of his composure, so Daniel increased the pressure on his knee.

      "No, no, no," Reginald said. "Please don't. I need my leg. How am I going to carry my kid around?"

      "How old's your kid?"

      Reginald hesitated, and Daniel saw right through the lie. There was no kid. The beast, worked up into a fury, urged Daniel to smash his boot down all the way. Daniel complied, and the man’s scream echoed through the alley.

      "You broke my knee, man. You broke my knee!"

      "I'll break the other one, too, if you don't tell me what's going on," Daniel said, though he stepped away.

      "I already told you!"

      "But you lied to me, Reginald. You don't have a kid."

      Sweat and tears combined on Reginald’s face. He shook his head as he reverted to the fetal position, clutching his knee in both hands.

      "Tell me, Reginald, how you got into the building. And do not lie this time."

      "I used to work there, okay? I used to do maintenance. They’re lax with their security, so they still use the same employee entry code.”

      "And who hired you?"

      "Like I told you, I don’t know,” Reginald said, his words rushing out of him now. “I got an email from some burner account. Said they had a job that would pay five grand. Hell, man, I've never made five grand. I responded, and they said all I had to do was scare some lady."

      Daniel assessed Reginald and decided he believed him. But they weren’t done yet.

      Bending down, Daniel grabbed Reginald’s broken knee and gave it a quick squeeze. Reginald gasped, then vomited on the pavement.

      "All right, Reginald. I'm gonna go make sure the lady's okay. If she's not—"

      "I swear she's okay. Really, I swear it! All I did was hold a phone to her ear so she could talk to someone. That’s it. They just warned her not to make another mistake. I don’t even know what the mistake was! The whole thing took a minute at most, then I was out of there."

      “What phone number did you call?”

      “You can check my call history and write it down. Phone’s in my right coat pocket. I’m an open book, man. Please, don’t hurt me again.”

      Daniel stifled a sharkish grin. The mystery employer had really made a poor choice when they’d picked Reginald to do their dirty deeds. First, the guy had called his friend to brag about his easy payday while still exiting the scene of the crime, sharing important details for anyone nearby to hear, and then he’d declared himself an open book the second he’d found himself in hot water.

      He nabbed Reginald’s phone, unlocked it with the man’s tear-stricken face, and pulled up the call log. Two calls had been placed this evening, the first to a contactless number about ten minutes ago, and the other to someone named Alan Finch about seven minutes ago. Daniel memorized both numbers.

      "Thanks for sharing this with me, Reginald. Now, tell me how to get up to her condo, and we’ll be all done here.”

      Reginald gave him the code to the building and described how to find Heather’s condo. Daniel nodded, then tossed the phone on Reginald’s abdomen and took two steps back.

      "You might want to get that knee checked out, Reginald,” he said. “It doesn't look good. You won't be bouncing your imaginary kid on it anytime soon."

      "Jesus, man, you're a real freak, you know that?"

      "Yeah, maybe I am," he agreed, “but look in a mirror, Reginald. You’re the one who broke into a woman’s condo to frighten her on the whim of an internet stranger.”

      Daniel headed for the service door. After a few steps, he paused, turning back. “Oh, Reginald? I wouldn’t recommend mentioning my involvement in your injury. If you do, it’ll be a toss-up of who gets to you first: me, or your anonymous employer. I’m sure they won’t be happy to learn you were involved in an incident minutes after completing your task. They’ll think you might have rolled. Anyway, have a good night, Reginald.”

      At the service entrance, Daniel plugged in Reginald’s employee code. The light on the keypad turned green, and the lock on the door released. He entered the building and made his way up to Heather’s unit, praying she could—and would—answer the questions burning holes in his brain.
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      NEIL PATEL — CHICAGO, ILLINOIS

      He rubbed his eyes, readjusted his glasses, and looked down at his laptop.

      "You should get some sleep," Top whispered.

      "I'm not tired," Neil said, his voice equally quiet. He glanced at Cal to ensure he was still asleep in his hospital bed.

      "You don't look particularly alert. Come on, man. Go back. Get some sleep. You'll be fresh in the morning."

      "Isn't it already morning?"

      “No, it’s the middle of the night,” Top said, yawning.

      Neil wondered how the big man was still functioning. He and Gaucho were both here during the day, and then they switched off night shifts. Their presence wasn’t truly necessary—there were plenty of SSI security personnel guarding the hospital—but the two loyal men would not leave their injured friend’s fate to anyone else. Their preoccupation with Cal’s wellbeing didn’t leave Neil off the hook, though. Top and Gaucho insisted no less than four men accompany Neil on his trips between the hospital, Blinker, and Miles’ home.

      "We're not taking any chances," Gaucho had said when Neil had argued. "You're a ripe target, hombre."

      Neil thought that was unlikely. Despite the attack a few days ago, and despite the foot he’d lost to an enemy, he still had an idealistic view of the world.

      Shifting in the uncomfortable hospital chair, he said, "How long do you think he's going to be here?"

      "The doctor said he’ll be released to our custody sometime in the next couple of days, so long as everything goes all right." Top’s expression hardened. "I'm more worried about Daniel."

      "Yeah, tell me about it," Neil said. "Have you seen the look in his eyes?”

      Top nodded. "It's not good."

      "What does Gaucho think?"

      "The same.”

      Neil nodded. "Should I—?"

      Top shook his head. "No. We have to trust him. At least, until he goes way out of line. He's one of our brothers."

      Neil wasn't so sure he agreed. Daniel seemed like he needed help, not trust and space. But every time Neil had been tempted to pull footage from Las Vegas to see what kind of trail Daniel had left there, he’d stopped himself. Doing so would cross a line, and he wasn’t ready to take that step. Not yet.

      He was about to cave to Top’s suggestion to get some shuteye when his phone buzzed.

      "Speak of the devil,” Neil said, looking down at the screen.

      "Daniel?" Top asked.

      Neil nodded, answering the call. "Hey, we were just—"

      "Neil, I need your help."

      Neil stiffened. "What’s going on?"

      "I need you to come to Heather Pinsky’s building. I'll text you the address."

      "Wait, what?"

      "I don't have time to explain," Daniel said. "You need to get here now."

      The call ended, and Neil looked up at Top. "He’s at Heather Pinsky’s house. She’s the head of content at Blinker. He said I need to get there right away.” He shook his head, trying to clear the fog from his thoughts. “What the hell is going on?"

      "I don’t know, man, but if Daniel said you need to get over there pronto, you need to get over there pronto."

      Neil fumbled to gather his things.

      "Leave that here. I'll take care of it."

      Top escorted him from the room, rounded up four SSI men, gave them instructions, and ushered them out the door. Neil was swept up in their wake, wondering what he would find when he got to Heather's home.
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      HEATHER PINSKY — CHICAGO, ILLINOIS

      Her hands trembled as she turned off the faucet. She wasn’t sure how long she’d cried on the bathroom floor, but she’d been forced to regain some semblance of self-control when she’d felt warm water seeping beneath her naked body. She reached into the overflowing bathtub and pulled the plug on the drain, watching with swollen eyes as a whirlpool formed, sucking the water down away.

      In a zombie-like state, she ambled to her closet and put on some sweats and a T-shirt, not bothering to dry off first. Then she went out to her kitchen, grabbed a knife, and sat down in the armchair in her living room that faced the front door. She watched the doorknob, eyes burning, goosebumps overtaking her wet skin. She didn’t expect the man to return—he’d accomplished what he’d come to do—but she had to prepare herself, nonetheless.

      The doorknob shifted. Heather caught her breath, zeroing in on the movement. She lurched to her feet, knife out, as the door burst open and the blond man from the hospital entered her home. He pushed the door closed behind him, and she shrieked, charging with her knife pointed at his chest. The man disarmed her in an instant.

      “Sit down,” he said, his powerful eyes boring into her. “I’m not here to hurt you. And by the way, that’s not how you should hold a knife.”

      She slumped into her chair, sniffling.

      “Good,” he said. “I heard you were attacked tonight, so I wanted to check if you were okay. My name is Daniel Briggs.”

      “Why didn’t you knock, then?” she said, tone incredulous.

      The man titled his head. “That . . . would have been a better idea. I’m sorry. I didn’t think you’d open the door, though.”

      She probably wouldn’t have.

      “Are you okay? Did the attacker hurt you?”

      “No, he didn’t.” Her shoulders sank, and the sudden desire to spill everything, to beg for this man’s help, swept through her. Rather than ignore the desire, she considered it. What would happen to her if she gave in? If she told him about Sasquatch and what she’d done?

      “Good. I made a few calls on my way up. Miles and Neil will join us shortly.”

      The mention of Miles snapped her out of her stupor. She focused on regulating her breathing until her rash thoughts ceased. By the time Miles, Neil, and a horde of bodyguards showed up at her place, she was calm and collected. They didn’t need to know that, though, so she kept her expression a bit frantic. She needed to be an actress tonight to get out of this mess.

      "My God, Heather, are you okay?" Miles said, wrapping her in his arms.

      How dare he think he can comfort me, Heather thought, her skin crawling at his touch.

      “I’m fine,” was all she said.

      He let go, stepping back. "Anything you need—time off, more protection, more . . ."

      Heather stopped listening. Neil and Daniel were talking, and she wanted to hear what they were saying. She put a hand on Miles' arm to quiet him, but when Miles finally stopped jabbering, so did Neil and Daniel.

      Daniel faced her, and for some reason, the power emitting from his eyes triggered an animal instinct, one that compelled her to cower. Something about his presence pushed the world away from him.

      "I know you received a phone call, Ms. Pinsky," Daniel said. "What did the caller tell you?"

      She gathered herself, preparing to deliver the story she’d crafted over the last few minutes. Telling the truth wasn’t an option. She’d go to jail if she admitted to her arrangement with Sasquatch. But a half truth? Done right, it would get everyone off her back without incriminating her in the process.

      "He said something about staying in line," Heather whispered.

      "Staying in line? How so?" Neil asked.

      "I don't know.”

      "You said ‘he.’" Daniel’s eyes narrowed. "You sure it was a man?"

      "I don't know,” she said honestly. “He had one of those voice modulator things, so it was hard to tell. But yeah, I think it was a guy.” She furrowed her brow in pretend thought, then forced a gasp and locked eyes with Neil. “I—I just remembered something,” she said. “His name was Sasquatch. I saw it on the caller ID.”

      Neil’s mouth dropped open, and he looked over at Daniel. "Isn’t that—?"

      "Yeah," Daniel said, but his tone sounded more suspicious than surprised. Heather avoided his stare, which felt too knowing for her liking.

      “Can you remember anything else?” Miles asked. “Any little detail could help."

      Heather stood from the couch and paced the room.

      "I—I can’t be sure, but I suspect Sasquatch is working with someone on the inside. The inside of Blinker, I mean. The way he was talking . . . it was like he was threatening me not to go looking for them. I think he wants to destroy Blinker. He kept saying it’s the devil.”

      Miles paled. He looked at Neil, then Heather, then Neil again. “Wouldn’t we have detected internal interference if that were true?”

      “We have systems in place to detect such things, yes, but nothing’s foolproof,” Heather said. “I haven’t seen anything suspicious or noticed any warning signs, though. What about you, Neil?”

      Neil frowned. “I haven’t spent enough time investigating to say anything for sure.”

      "Tomorrow, we can start looking together,” Heather said, giving Neil a solemn nod, like they were two warriors preparing for battle.

      "Sure. Yeah. I'd love your help," Neil said.

      "Okay. It’s a plan.” She flashed the group a tired smile. “As for tonight, I’m exhausted. Thank you for coming, but I think I should get some sleep.”

      Miles and Neil stood, but Daniel didn’t move from his position by the wall. He was watching her intently, and she knew without being told that he did not believe her story. What was he, some sort of human lie detector?

      Before the men could say goodbye and file out of her condo, the phone in her kitchen rang. They all went quiet, their eyes following the noise.

      "Who’s calling at this hour?" Neil asked.

      "Probably a robocall,” she said, though she didn’t buy it herself. “Ignore it.”

      The ringing stopped for a few seconds and then picked up again.

      “Want me to check it?” Neil asked, walking toward the kitchen.

      She rushed to cut him off. “No, that’s okay. I’ve got it.” Dread pooled in her belly as she picked up the phone and answered. “Yes?”

      There was a crackling sound, and then a familiar voice said, "Enjoying your company?”

      Sasquatch.

      The blood drained from her face, and everyone in the room noticed.

      Miles and Neil came closer, but Daniel did not. Instead, he tensed, and his eyes searched the room.

      "I’m, uh—” Heather said, stumbling for words. “Is there a problem?”

      "Yes, there’s a problem, Ms. Pinsky. Did you really think you could get away with saying my name out loud? I’m disappointed in you. It was only an hour ago that I warned you not to make another mistake."

      "I don’t know what you—"

      "Don't play stupid with me," Sasquatch said. "We had a deal, Ms. Pinsky. I promised you the world, but you couldn’t hold up your end. Lucky for me, you already finished your part, making what I have to do now much easier."

      "What? No.” Her breathing accelerated. “No, there’s more. I’m not—"

      "Stop the act, Ms. Pinsky, and come smile for the camera."

      "The what?"

      She stepped closer to the floor-to-ceiling window in the dining area attached to her kitchen, scanning the dark horizon. In the distance, a quick flash caught her attention. Her lips formed an O right as a high-caliber bullet blasted through the glass and took off half of her head.
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      SENATOR ED ROBERTS — CHICAGO, ILLINOIS

      The shrill ringing of his phone woke him from his shallow sleep. He’d tossed and turned all night, unable to find respite after the stress of the day before.

      "Ed, there’s a situation here,” Miles Manning said when the call connected. “I can’t meet with you today.”

      "What happened?"

      "Heather Pinsky, my head of content—she's been shot. She's dead. I can't go into details now, but I thought you should know. The people around me are in danger, Ed. That might include you.”

      “Thank you for telling me, Miles. I appreciate the heads-up. You take care of what you need to. We’ll talk later."

      “Stay safe, Ed.” Manning ended the call.

      That started his day off early. He turned on the television to check the news while he dressed, but there was nothing about the shooting. So, he went about his morning, trailed by his private security detail. At the hotel gym, no one paid him any mind. He spent twenty-five minutes on the treadmill and another fifteen on the flat bench, then checked the news again. Still nothing.

      Deciding he’d spent enough time in the gym, he hurried to shower and dress. He needed to see Senator Greenwood and make sure the man was okay. Fifteen minutes after his last rep, he arrived at Greenwood’s door. He recognized one of the men standing guard outside from his father's Wyoming security detail. Roberts hid his surprise as he shook the man's hand and asked about his family.

      "The kids are getting excited about ski season,” the man said, beaming with pride. “They’re better than me these days. I can hardly keep up on the slopes.”

      "I'll bet. We'll see if DC gives me time to ski with my kids this winter," Roberts said. “Well, good to see you, John. I wish you and your family well. I’ve got to head in there now.”

      “Of course. Have a good day, Ed.”

      He entered the suite. His father was standing by the fireplace, holding a mug of coffee in one hand.

      "Greenwood's in the shower," Tom Roberts said.

      "What the hell are you doing here?"

      "Is that any way to greet your father? Come on, son, where’s that gentle nature you’re so proud of?" He swirled the dregs of his coffee. "You know, I always thought you were too nice. But then I saw how far it got you, and I started trying it myself. Imagine my surprise when I realized it works. A smile here and a wave there sure can go a long way."

      "Dad, you need to leave."

      Tom Roberts' face went cold. The anger radiating off him sparked unpleasant memories for the younger Roberts. He recalled the stick his father had often hit him with when he’d been in a mood, and a phantom ache materialized on his backside.

      "No, son. I think you need to sit down.”

      "I’m not a kid anymore, Dad. I’m a senator. You can't order me around," he said, regaining his composure.

      "I can order you around whenever the hell I want. Remember who put you in office, my boy. Now, tell me why you looked so tense when you walked through that door. What’s going on?”

      “If I looked tense, it’s because I didn’t expect to see you here.”

      “I don’t believe you. It’s something else, isn’t it? Perhaps Ms. Pinsky’s death?”

      Senator Roberts’ brows shot up, and for a moment, he didn’t know what to say. “How do you know about that? It hasn’t made the news yet.”

      A slow grin spread across his father’s face. "You tell me, son. Give me your best guess."

      "How would I know?”

      "Oh, don’t give me that. Think about it. Remember the old game we used to play, where we would guess what the other was about to say or do next?"

      Of course Roberts remembered it. Standing in front of his father, trying to read his mind and stay three steps ahead, had been an exhausting exercise. He’d hated every minute of it, but he couldn’t deny it had prepared him well for debates and campaigns.

      "Just answer the question, Dad. How do you know about Heather Pinsky?"

      Tom Roberts grinned at him, and a terrible suspicion took root in his mind.

      "Too grown-up to indulge your old man in his favorite game, huh?” His father set down his mug and crossed his arms. “Fine. I know about Ms. Pinsky’s death because I'm the one who made it happen. And if you don't fall in line, I’m going to make the entire world think it was you."
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      SENATOR ED ROBERTS — CHICAGO, ILLINOIS

      He went rigid in astonishment.

      "Say something, son," Tom Roberts said. "Show me that smart lip you were using a second ago."

      Roberts couldn't think of anything to say. He’d always known his father was ruthless, but murdering a woman in cold blood . . . He tried to unravel the facts, tried to put the pieces together, but shock muddled his brain.

      "Gotta be quick if you want answers," his father said. "He just started the shower, so I think we have about five minutes until we're joined by the Democrat."

      "Why?" Roberts croaked out.

      "Why? I expected a better question from our future president.”

      “What are you talking about?” he said, finding his voice. “Is that why you did this? Is this some play on your chessboard? You know I don’t want to be president.”

      “I don’t care if you want it. I didn’t spend a fortune on your education and Senate campaign so you could bumble around in Congress. I’ve got bigger plans for you—for our family. I always have, but I think you've forgotten that. You got to Washington, put on your red cape, and decided you were going to put the masses in front of your own kin. Well, let me tell you something, son. I won’t allow that to happen.”

      Roberts took a step back, pulse quickening. His father often gave grand speeches about power, but this one had a different tone to it. More maniacal, more conniving.

      "You don't own me," he said.

      His father laughed. "You may think that now, but give it a minute. You see, Ms. Pinsky received a threatening phone call about an hour before she was killed. She received another call right as a .50-caliber round took off her head. Want to know where those calls came from? In the interest of time, I’ll tell you. They came from your phone. You were sleeping, yes, but you’ll never be able to prove it. So, you see, my boy, I do own you. One little tip to the police and your life as you know it is over."

      "What kind of father frames and blackmails his own son?" Roberts asked, struggling to keep the horror from his voice. The world felt like it was crumbling beneath his feet. He thought of his wife, of his two girls. Would they believe the evidence if it came out? Think him a murderer? Would they hate him?

      "Don’t pity yourself, Ed. Man up. Do what I say, and I’ll get you into the White House in the next election."

      "That’s impossible. I’m a junior senator with hardly any political backing."

      "Don’t worry. I’m going to turn you into a symbol of America. The voice of freedom and justice. Ms. Pinsky was going to help, but I’ll find a replacement for her soon enough. She proved too petulant for my taste, too unreliable, so she had to go. Taking her out in a way that gave me control over you was one of my finer achievements. Killed two birds with one stone, so to speak.”

      Roberts wanted to punch his father full in the face and then hand him over to the cops. And yet, he did no such thing. He stood rooted to the spot, myriad scenarios and consequences tumbling through his head. Was his father lying about the calls tracing back to his phone? He doubted it. Most of his security detail had previously worked for his father. One of them could easily have snuck his phone while he’d slept.

      “How was Heather Pinsky going to help?” he asked through gritted teeth. “Does this have anything to do with you harassing me about Miles Manning?”

      His father sat on the hotel room’s lone armchair, crossing one leg over the other. “I was helping Ms. Pinsky usurp Manning’s crown. In exchange, she was going to answer to me. Lucky for us, she finished setting the necessary balls in motion before her unfortunate end. Blinker’s algorithm is a powerful tool, my boy. It influences its users like they’re little puppets. Tweak it right, and you’ll get whatever reaction you want. With it at our disposal, we can control public sentiment and give you the most successful presidential bid this country has ever seen.”

      Roberts took another step back to lean against the wall, wild thoughts rampaging through his head. How had they planned to oust Manning? He’d told Roberts he had no plans to retire, and he was too stubborn to be persuaded to change his mind. So, for him to step down, he’d have to be forced.

      The Senate hearing. Greenwood’s vendetta.

      A sick feeling turned in Roberts’ gut.

      Voice quiet, dangerous, he asked, “Were you behind Operation Bounty Killer?”

      His father huffed a laugh. “No, but I’m sure glad it happened. A few months before you took office—yes, this has been in the works for a long time, son—Ms. Pinsky altered Blinker’s algorithm to stop suppressing inflammatory content and start preying on users’ darkest fears and tendencies. We theorized the change would fuel chaos among Blinker’s users, bleeding into the real world and triggering a shitstorm for Miles, leading to him stepping down or being arrested.”

      The shower turned off. The elder Roberts sat up a little straighter, uncrossed his legs, and folded his hands in his lap. The younger Roberts glanced at the bathroom door, wondering if the senator could hear them.

      “We thought his downfall would take years,” his father said, lowering his voice, “but then Operation Bounty Killer happened, and Ms. Pinsky’s altered algorithm identified the video and began disseminating it on a colossal scale. How lucky were we to have such an offensive video—involving the murder of a senator’s wife and child, no less—get posted at just the right time? I couldn’t have imagined a better recipe for a shitstorm.”

      "You're a psychopath," he said, seeing his father through a disturbing new lens.

      "Oh, cut the naive crap. No one comes to power without getting down in the mud first. Now, by my calculation, we've got another thirty seconds before Greenwood gets out. What do you say, son? I've got an alibi, but your ass is flapping in the wind. Open your big mouth, and you’ll go to jail. But if you do as I say, and nothing but what I say, and we'll get through this. The entire world is addicted to the internet, boy. We'll use their addiction against them. You keep your mouth shut, and I'll give you the presidency. What do you say?"

      Not much of a choice, Robert thought, grinding his teeth together. But once I get to the Oval Office, I can break free from his clutches.

      Father and son stared at each other as Bruce Greenwood walked from the bathroom wearing a white hotel robe, which he clutched closed at his midsection.

      "Hey, Ed," Greenwood said.

      "Morning, Bruce,” Roberts said, peeling his eyes away from his father. “How you feeling?"

      "Fine. Would you mind helping me tie this robe?” Greenwood said with a twinge of embarrassment. “I can't quite . . ."

      Roberts walked over to Greenwood, grasped the two ends of the cloth belt, and tied them together. All the while, he considered telling his friend everything. But he was a coward, so he did not.

      "Better?"

      Greenwood nodded, then went to fetch some clothes from the dresser, unblocking Roberts’ view of his father. The older man gave his son a wink, and Roberts knew the deal was set. He was now a powerless pawn in his father’s sinister game.
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      MILES MANNING — CHICAGO, ILLINOIS

      Miles had brushed his teeth three times, and yet he could still taste the bile he’d spewed on the floor of Heather’s condo after watching her head come apart. The horrible moment replayed in his mind, consuming his vision. His stomach turned, and he fell to his knees over his office garbage can, retching.

      Pull yourself together, he thought. Your employees need you.

      They looked to him for guidance and leadership, especially amid raging storms. Normally, he thrived under such pressure. But right now? Between the bureaucratic onslaught from the government, the betrayal of his head of security, the attempts on the lives of Cal and Neil, and the murder of Heather—not to mention the threat of a Trojan horse within Blinker—Miles was at his breaking point. It was all too much. He wondered what would happen if he went to the board and said that he wanted to cash in his chips and head for the door.

      No. He'd worked too hard to give it all up. He couldn’t quit now.

      Miles dove into his emails with renewed vigor. The news had just broken, and everyone—reporters, government officials, investors, heads of other companies—had questions. While he sorted through them all, he imagined the senders as a flock of carrion birds circling overhead. He and Blinker were bleeding, and they knew it.

      Two hours in, he determined a break was in order. He would take a few minutes to check on Neil, then return to his desk to comb through the rest of his inbox. He logged out, locked his computer in his top drawer, and left his office. Ginny, his secretary, looked up when he emerged, her eyes bleary.

      "Why don't you go get some rest?" Miles suggested.

      "There's too much to do," she said.

      Miles nodded, deciding it was better not to argue.

      Neil was working in a privacy pod three floors down, so Miles headed for the elevator bank. He reached it just as Senator Roberts, flanked by two men wearing FBI windbreakers, exited one of the elevators. His face was unreadable as he met Miles’ eyes.

      The man to the right of Roberts stepped forward and said, "Miles Manning, we are here to take you in for questioning."

      "What is this all about, Senator?"

      Roberts shook his head. "Don't fight it, Miles. I'm sorry. I did all I could. I'm not even supposed to be here right now."

      The agent who’d spoken pulled out a set of handcuffs, so Miles put his hands in front of him.

      "I don't think that's necessary,” Roberts said.

      The agent looked up at him, then backed off, stowing the handcuffs.

      They escorted Miles out of the office and into a waiting Chevy Suburban. Senator Roberts watched the car drive away, remorse plain on his face.
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      SENATOR ED ROBERTS — CHICAGO, ILLINOIS

      "Oh my God. What should I do? Should I call his family?"

      Senator Roberts reached out and put a hand on the secretary's trembling shoulder.

      "Miles is going to be okay."

      "Are you sure?"

      "Yes. He'll be fine, I promise. But he needs our help." The lies tasted bitter coming out of his mouth.

      She looked up at him with big doe eyes. "Of course. I’ll do anything to help Mr. Manning. I mean, he's been so kind to me. When he hired me last year, I was completely underqualified. But he believed in me. And then, when he heard my mom's been sick for years, he paid off all her hospital bills and had her flown up to the Mayo Clinic. They finally figured out what was wrong, and she’s doing better. I owe him everything."

      "That sounds like Miles," Roberts said.

      "Yes, sir. He's a good man. Oh God, what if he goes to jail?"

      The secretary’s overwhelming concern stacked more guilt on the pile in his soul. However, he had a job to do. He glanced at the nameplate on her desk.

      "Ginny, I was wondering if you could do me a favor."

      "What do you need? Is it for Miles?”

      "Yes, it is. When the FBI agents detained him, he asked me to bring him his laptop. He needs it to prove his innocence. I don’t know where it is. Can you help me find it?”

      Ginny’s eyes lit up. “Oh, of course he needs his laptop! Why didn’t I think of that? But . . .” She glanced up at him, her burst of enthusiasm waning. “I should probably take it to him myself. It’s not that I don’t trust you, Senator, it’s just that we follow a strict chain of custody around here.

      “Miles is lucky to have you, Ginny,” he said, forcing a smile.

      “Thank you, Senator Roberts,” she said, beaming.

      He nodded. “While I respect your adherence to policy, I’m sorry to say you won’t be able to bring the laptop to Miles. He’s in federal holding. Only select people have access. So, either I can bring him the laptop, or it can be taken by the FBI when they arrive with a search warrant.”

      “Oh no.” Ginny put a hand to her mouth. “I see. In that case, let me grab the key to his desk. That’s where he keeps it when he steps away. Thank you for looking out for him.”

      She reached down to type a code into the keypad of a locked drawer. It popped open, and she rifled around for a few seconds. When she found the key, she closed the drawer, waited for it to beep, and directed him to follow her into Manning’s office.

      "If they don’t let him have his laptop, bring it back here. I’m sure Mr. Patel would happily help us get the evidence Mr. Manning needs.”

      "Mr. Patel?"

      "He's Mr. Manning’s friend. He came to Blinker not too long ago to help with an investigation of some sort. From what I’ve seen and heard, Mr. Patel is brilliant. He can get Mr. Manning what he needs should it come down to that."

      “I see,” he said, hoping Mr. Patel wouldn’t cause a wrinkle in his father’s plans.

      Ginny unlocked Manning’s top desk drawer and pulled out his laptop. She slipped it into a protective sleeve and handed it to him. “Here you go. Tell Mr. Manning I’m one phone call away if he needs anything.

      “Thank you, Ginny,” he said, accepting the laptop with freezing hands.

      There is no going back after this, he thought.
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      NEIL PATEL — CHICAGO, ILLINOIS

      He was deep in what researchers called “flow” and ordinary people called “the zone.” The current crisis had propelled him into it, giving him access to a level of mental acuity that allowed him to work faster, process more, and feel like he could see everything.

      Sasquatch is working with someone on the inside.

      Heather’s suspicions bounced around in his brain as he sat huddled over his computer in his privacy pod, mind swimming through Blinker’s servers. He scanned every line of code he could find, looking for that tiny morsel that would lead him down the trail of the culprit. He was intent on unearthing a clue, a mistake, a blip on the radar, even though he’d found nothing after hours upon hours of digging. What kept him going was the memory of that poor girl bleeding on her kitchen floor, and the knowledge that he'd been very close to death yet again.

      Memories of Nate Ponder cutting Neil’s foot off overpowered his focus, pulling him from his flow state. He cursed, trying to recapture control of his mind by turning his thoughts to his friends. They’d helped him through the aftermath of that awful day, so perhaps they could help him now.

      Picturing the faces of his friends gave him an idea. Maybe he was going at this all wrong. Neil preferred concrete proof over assumptions, which was why he loved code. Code was absolute. It left trails you could follow to find answers. But that wasn’t how most of life worked, so maybe his beloved practices wouldn’t help him here. Maybe he needed to flip his mindset and take a different point of view.

      What would Daniel do? he thought.

      He closed his eyes and visualized the scene from this morning, remembering everything Heather had said to them and to the mysterious caller. He dissected every word but found nothing. So, he rewound the tape and watched it again, focusing on her mannerisms this time. Had he missed anything?

      She'd been shaky from the moment they’d arrived, but Neil couldn't remember whether that had changed when she’d picked up the phone. He did remember how she'd looked toward the window, like she’d known the bullet was coming. But that was impossible. It was just a coincidence. Right?

      What would Daniel do? he asked himself again.

      "Look beyond the physical scene," Daniel had told him once.

      What was it that he couldn’t see?

      The attacker, the phone call, the bullet—how did it all fit together?

      Neil remembered the time after being kidnapped. Not only had he undergone intense therapy with Higgins, but he'd also learned how to meditate and clear his mind. Perhaps doing so would help now.

      Eyes still closed, he imagined he was on a boat, swaying gently in the middle of the ocean. It was a beautiful day. Sometimes, an idea would swim by like a dolphin. He acknowledged each one and let it pass. All worries melted away, and he found inner peace amid the sun and sky and sea. His breathing steadied, and he slowly entered a deeper mental state.

      What if I make an assumption and see where it goes?

      Yes, that seemed like a good idea. So, he assumed Heather had been right: there was an insider pulling the strings. What did that mean?

      I’ve searched everywhere. Since I haven’t found them yet, then they must be hiding in plain sight.

      For some reason, the image of Heather holding the phone to her ear, glancing toward the window, flashed through his mind again.

      His eyes shot open.

      How could I have been so stupid?

      Heather had been the one hiding in plain sight. As Blinker’s head of content, she’d had more than enough influence and power to destroy Blinker from within. But what had been her motive?

      Neil thought back on a call he’d had with Miles the year before. During their discussion, Miles had been excited, reinvigorated, and no longer ready to give up the helm at Blinker. He’d mentioned Heather shelving her acceptance speech and not being happy about it. The pieces began to click together.

      Running on a hunch, he went looking for Heather’s digital footprint. She was one of the best coders in the world, but no one was perfect. Everyone left a trail.

      There was a pattern somewhere. He just had to keep digging.
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      MATTHEW WILCOX — CHICAGO, ILLINOIS

      The call from Daniel Briggs had taken him by surprise. He held the man's skills in high esteem, but they weren’t exactly friends. Nevertheless, he’d answered, and now here he was, standing in the tiny speck of a motel room he’d arranged for their meeting.

      A knock signified Daniel’s arrival. Wilcox jumped to his feet and pulled open the door, his jaw dropping when he saw the sniper. Daniel’s hair and beard were all grown out and scraggly, and he stank of sweat and the streets. Wilcox would’ve been less alarmed if the man had jumped out of the jungle wearing a loincloth and chewing on a saber-toothed tiger’s leg.

      "Did you get what I asked for?" Daniel said, stepping inside.

      "What kind of greeting is that? I saved your best buddy's life in Costa Rica, then let you kick my ass, and I don’t even get a thank-you smooch?"

      Daniel stared at him.

      "Sheesh. What are they feeding you guys at SSI headquarters? You could use a dose of laughing gas, my friend.” Wilcox pointed at a black duffle bag on the bed. "Everything and more."

      "Thank you," Daniel said, walking to the bed and unzipping the duffle.

      "You know, I don't mind if you call," Wilcox said. "I kind of like it, even. But it did make me wonder what kind of fun you’re up to, Mr. Briggs. You and Calvin have a tiff? Did he put the toilet paper roll on backward again?"

      "No," Daniel said, pulling out the submachine guns and pistols one by one. He ejected each round from the magazines and then organized everything on the bed.

      "It's all there, I promise. But go on. I know you marines always like to make sure that your socks are on the right feet. I can respect that, but doesn't it get tedious, always following the rules?"

      Daniel turned to glower at him. Had Wilcox been a lesser man, he would have taken a step back.

      "Goody, goody," Wilcox said, intrigued. "You are on an adventure, aren't you? Please, please, please tell me I can come?"

      "I don't think this is an adventure you want to go on," Daniel said, reloading the magazines and stuffing the weapons back into the bag.

      "God, you’re just like Calvin. Such a bore. Come on, Daniel, prove me wrong and give me one up high." Wilcox held up a hand, waiting for a high-five. It didn't come. "Fine. Whatever. Be a grouch.”

      He didn’t see what Lena loved about the silent warrior, but he knew he should learn to like him, anyway. A friend of my friend is my friend, he thought.

      “Anyhoo, I figure there are two active groups that have the balls to attack Neil and Cal in public, plus the skill to pull off the shot you described. One’s busy in Nairobi this week, so that leaves us with the other. Hey, how is Calvin? Think he’d let me come see him in the hospital?”

      Daniel shook his head.

      "Darn. I’ll send him some heart-shaped chocolates then. Or maybe some Life Savers. He seems like the type to prefer hard candy."

      "Who is this group?" Daniel asked.

      “That’s for me to know and you to find out.”

      "What the hell does that mean?"

      "I would rather keep it in my noggin for now, that's all. Safer that way. Not trying to be mean, Daniel, but you look a little, uh, unhinged. Like your cracker's about to crumble. Please don't take that as an insult. Personally, I think having one's cheddar slip the Ritz here and there does wonders for a man."

      Daniel didn't answer.

      "So, you’re gonna let me stir up some trouble with you, just this once, and I’ll give you the details as we go."

      "I’d much rather do this alone."

      Wilcox grinned. “Too bad, buddy boy. My intel and I are a package deal. Now, better prepare yourself for your first tidbit.” He did a quick drumroll on his lap.

      Daniel’s expression remained stoic.

      “Golly, you really are a tough nut to crack. Good thing I like crackin’ nuts. All right, tidbit number one: word on the street is there’s going to be another attack on your buddies tonight. In order to stop it, our hands are going to have to get a little dirty."

      Interest sparked in Daniel's eyes.

      "Alas, a sign of life!" Wilcox said, pointing at Daniel’s face. "I haven't seen that look since you went all Hulk on me in Costa Rica. Oh, I believe this is the beginning of a long, long friendship, Mr. Briggs. Now, how about we put our two smart little heads together and figure out how to save the day? Eh? Sound like a plan?"

      Daniel nodded, and Wilcox mapped out what he knew about the attack, jittering in anticipation at the mayhem they were soon to cause.
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      SENATOR ED ROBERTS — CHICAGO, ILLINOIS

      "We'll start with the blistered shishito peppers, raw oysters, and hamachi poke. For the main, we'll have the chili crunch chicken, roasted pig face, and goat belly," Tom Roberts said to the waitress.

      "Perfect. Would either of you like another drink?" she asked.

      “Just water for me,” Senator Roberts said.

      "Ignore my son. You can bring us both another drink."

      The waitress nodded and disappeared.

      "You're going to love the chicken. I don't know what kind of magic seasoning they use, but it’s delicious."

      Roberts studied his father for a moment before saying, "This doesn't seem like your type of place, Dad."

      "I won’t argue with you there. I always made fun of hipsters, but turns out they really know how to cook some meat. Never knew I liked goat belly, let alone pig face, until I tried this place. I've eaten all kinds of ranch cuts, but those were two I'd never had."

      Their drinks arrived, and even though he didn't want it, Roberts took a healthy swig. It had been a long day. He wanted to get out of here as soon as possible.

      "Did you find what you were looking for?" Roberts asked, thinking of the laptop he’d delivered to his father this morning.

      "In a way," his father said, raking his eyes over the blond beauty walking by. Tom Roberts had always had an affinity for blondes, especially the long-legged ones.

      "My part's done then," Roberts said, the booze already going to his head.

      "Not by a longshot." The elder Roberts' eyes went from the blonde to his son, and his expression turned hard and cold. "You're in for a real treat. Maybe I should have given you a better licking as a kid, like the kind my father gave me. Then you wouldn't be sitting here whining about the sacrifices you’re making for our family’s legacy."

      The waitress returned with their three starters, and his father scooped up an oyster. He slurped it down with an appreciative sigh, then picked up another and showed it to his son.

      "Do you know how many steps it took to get this oyster from the ocean to our table? Probably some poor oyster farmer plucked it from the sea and delivered it to a wholesaler, who then sold it to a distributor, who then shipped it to Chicago, where the oyster hit a warehouse and was loaded on a truck and delivered here."

      "I don't see what any of that has to do with my attitude," he said, tired of his father's lessons.

      "You think you know how the world works, but you have no idea. Food just shows up on your table, and you just assume it'll always be there. But there are no certainties. One break in the chain and poof—your oysters are gone.” The elder Roberts slurped down the second oyster. “Look, your Senate campaign was barely a fight. We got lucky. Your presidential campaign, on the other hand, will require a lot of steps and a lot of work.” His father stared him down. “Don’t get complacent. Don’t make assumptions.”

      “Understood,” Roberts said, masking his frown by eating a shishito pepper.

      "Good," his father said. "Your next task is simple: avoid Neil Patel and Cal Stokes. Manning brought them to Chicago to investigate Blinker’s employees and systems. Not sure what they think they are looking for, but trouble’s headed their way, and we can’t have you associated with it. We must protect your image as a good, upstanding man at all costs.”

      It's not just an image, Senator Ed Roberts wanted to say.

      But he couldn’t because he knew it was no longer true.

      "Now have some of that poke before it goes warm, but don’t spoil your dinner with too many appetizers. The chicken’s the best thing on the menu, so you better stay hungry for it."
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      SENATOR BRUCE GREENWOOD — CHICAGO, ILLINOIS

      He stared at the picture of his wife and daughter, which encapsulated their silly relationship perfectly. It showed Margie smashing a snowball on top of their daughter's head as they both laughed. He'd taken the picture during their Christmas vacation in Park Valley, Utah, not knowing it would be their last holiday together. God, how could he go on without them?

      He locked his phone and dropped it on the bed next to him.

      Thank God for Tom Roberts, a true patriot who didn't give a damn about political aisles. He was providing Greenwood with everything he needed to take down Miles Manning for his role in spreading that evil video. Greenwood had wanted to blow up the whole company on his path to vengeance, but the elder Roberts has advised him not to be so rash.

      "Don’t throw the baby out with the bathwater," he'd said.

      As far as Greenwood was concerned, the baby was just as evil as the bathwater. Blinker was at the center of disinformation, violence, and corruption. It oozed chaos and spread evil like a disease. No one could convince him otherwise. Just this morning, he’d received a report that a district attorney in Florida had been attacked in his home in the middle of the night by a gang leader who’d found his address on Blinker.

      The platform needed to shut down, but he didn’t have enough power to make that happen. So, for now, he would settle for Manning’s head. Once he had it, he would keep an eye on Tom Roberts and Blinker. He wasn’t naive—he knew that Tom Roberts had an agenda. Any sign of malicious activity, and he’d renew his fight.

      He retrieved his phone and pulled the photo of his wife and daughter back up. He kissed the screen, then set the phone down on its wireless charger on the bedside table. Sensing sleep was on its way, he cozied down in the sheets. His tears kept him company until it arrived.
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      SIMON THE ZEALOT — CHICAGO, ILLINOIS

      At one in the morning, a security guard met the six-man team in the empty loading dock behind Blinker’s headquarters. The name on his badge matched the one Sasquatch had told them to watch out for. Simon the Zealot, the man leading the charge, nodded to his team and followed the security guard into the receiving area of the building.

      His given name was indeed Simon. His troop had added the zealot part because one of his men loved history and had thought it would be funny to call their leader by a biblical name. He'd gotten a broken nose for that, but he was still on this team.

      “Where is he?” Simon said in his thick Lithuanian accent.

      “The basement. Lowest level. Mr. Patel likes to work in silence.” The security guard fiddled with his watch. It looked shiny and new. Expensive. “Freight elevator is on the other side of that wall.”

      Simon wondered if the lumbering security guard was getting paid more than him. That could not stand. Tomorrow, he’d clue Sasquatch in to his displeasure.

      He flicked his hand in a signal to move forward. His team fell in line, and they advanced on quick, quiet feet to the elevator. The security guard kept up with them, scanning his badge to call the elevator once they were ready.

      “Good luck,” he said, turning and walking away.

      Simon watched him depart, noting how his pace picked up the farther away from them he got.

      The elevator doors opened. There was a Blinker employee inside. The team sprang into action, efficiently subduing, drugging, and binding the young man. One of his men held open the elevator while two others deposited the employee on the loading dock. They didn’t know it, but the poor man had been on his way home after working late to earn extra money in preparation for the arrival of his first child. Bad timing for him.

      They gathered in the elevator, moving back into formation and slipping on their identical goggles, which showed a perfect heads-up display. Simon sent a message to his handler: Checkpoint 1. With a cheery ding, the elevator doors closed, and they began their descent.

      B1.

      B2.

      B3.

      Ding.

      Simon motioned to the two men in the middle of the pack. They were his stealth geniuses, both trained in Russia. One of them even had a grandfather who still lived in Moscow. Though none of the six were strictly of Russian descent, they could each trace lines back to the motherland. They were brutal mercenaries, adept at breaking into places they shouldn't and conducting hits on innocent and guilty souls alike. In Simon’s experienced opinion, it was never a good idea to inconvenience or upset someone who had the means to order a hit on you.

      "Scope the floor," Simon said to the two men. “You have two minutes.”

      "We'll do it in one," one of them said, a particularly cocky twenty-two-year-old, who, in Simon's estimation, was a little too quick to jump into danger.

      The two men left, and Simon looked around. The room they’d entered was expansive, looking like it took up the entire level. The gray concrete floors and bland white walls were lit up by bright fluorescent lights, and the air held a crisp chill to it. Fans hummed in every direction, working to prevent the endless rows of servers spread evenly throughout the space from overheating.

      Simon frowned. Why was their target working in a server room? Weren’t there better options for peace and quiet?

      He counted the seconds that his men were away. One of his skills was keeping perfect time in his head, even when he engaged in combat. A veteran of Chechnya, limited skirmishes in Syria and Afghanistan, and some unfortunate massacres in Central Africa, Simon was no novice to violence. But as he'd gotten older, he'd learned to appreciate simpler jobs. Especially low-effort, high-reward ones like this, which promised a hell of a payday at the end.

      The lights flickered twice.

      "What was that?” one of his men asked.

      "I don’t know,” Simon said.

      The lights flickered again. Then they went out. The glow of the servers cast the room in an eerie hue.

      "What the hell?" Simon said.

      Muffled gunshots sounded from across the room.

      "They’re being attacked," said the reliable warhorse Simon had found mining for lithium in Kenya.

      The shooting stopped. Simon activated the night vision in his goggles and turned to look at his men, who had their weapons ready.

      “Spread out. I’ll take the lead.”

      Simon crept down the length of the server room, pausing at each rack to peek between the rows. The smell of cordite grew stronger the deeper he went. When he reached the last row, he double-checked his weapon before peering down the aisle with one eye. He saw his two men on the floor, blood pooling beneath them.

      He ducked back behind the rack, disregarding his fallen men even though there was a chance they were still alive. Simon’s time was better spent dispatching their shooters. If they were still alive at the end of this, he’d scoop them up and take them home. If not . . . his men understood the danger their job entailed. The risk of death was always in the back of their minds. That’s why none of them carried identification when they went out on an operation. But Simon the Zealot had no thoughts of dying this day.

      "I see you," a voice teased, seeming to come from everywhere and nowhere all at once.

      For some reason, the childlike taunt crept into Simon's bones. He would've rather met a hail of bullets than that voice. Simon tapped a button on the side of his goggles three times, sending a signal to his team that it was time to shoot their way out. He didn’t bother sending a message to his handler.

      He pivoted to face the elevator and began creeping toward it with expert skill.

      "Oh goody! More fun coming my way," the voice said. This time, Simon could tell it was coming from near the elevator.

      Shit, Simon thought, realizing they’d been tricked into giving up their position by the room’s only exit. He let out a burst of rounds, hoping to force the voice away from the elevator.

      "Lawdy lawd! Look, Briggs ol’ fig, he's trying to shoot us. I’m so scared!”

      So, there were at least two enemies slithering about. They’d walked into an ambush. Instinct told him these men weren’t here to put them in cuffs. No, they were here to kill them. Just as well, he supposed. He'd spent time in prison and refused to go back.

      He pulled back the trigger again, blasting away as his legs picked up speed. One by one, his men burst forth from the server racks to join him, firing their weapons in every direction. Bullets ripped apart the servers, sending sparks flying and filling the room with smoke. The fans cooling the servers kicked into overdrive. No return fire came, but Simon didn’t have time to consider the reason. They were almost to the exit.

      "Oh, look! Now they think they're home free. How cute." The voice came from above him.

      Simon looked up just as two shadows leaped from the top of a server rack. They landed on the two men taking up the rear. Simon whipped to face them, finger already depressing the trigger, but rounds pummeled him full in the chest before he could aim. His weapon fired straight up as he fell back, missing the shadows completely. He tried to bring his weapon to bear, but for some reason, his hand wouldn't work. And when he opened his mouth to check if his men were still alive, no sound came out. His tongue tasted like blood.

      One of the shadows stepped over him.

      "My oh my, what do we have here?" said the owner of the teasing voice. He was masked and wearing all black. "I don't think he'll last long. Ready to head out? We can go on upstairs and check on Mr. Big Brain. Tell him we just saved his life. I’m sure he’ll be overjoyed."

      “We’ll tell him later.” The other shadow came into view. "Right now, we get out of here. And we take them with us. All of them."

      "Oh, come on. That's a lot of work," the first man whined.

      "Quit it. You’re already on the hot seat. Don’t make it worse."

      “Hey, how was I supposed to know the bottom level was a server room? And I didn’t shoot the equipment, they did!” He grabbed Simon by the ankles and dragged him to the freight elevator. “Besides, that security guard we bought off with the pretty watch could’ve warned us. I blame him.”

      By the time he was thrown in the van, he was dead and gone.

      No longer the Zealot. Just Dead Simon, the man who’d taken down Blinker.
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      MILES MANNING — CHICAGO, ILLINOIS

      Solitary confinement proved detrimental to Miles’ mental and physical wellbeing. The room he’d been dumped in was gray, and the same went for the few things in it. The lack of visual variety drove him a bit mad, so he tried to sleep to pass the time, managing only a few quick wisps here and there. As for food, someone came by to deliver a plastic cup of lukewarm water, some stale saltines, and a stick of mozzarella cheese. He asked for his attorneys, but the man said nothing as he departed.

      Late afternoon on his second day, there was a knock on the door. He fully expected another glass of water, hoping for some animal crackers this time. That would be nice. But it was Senator Ed Roberts who came in.

      "Ed, I'm so glad you're here."

      Roberts took a seat on the uncomfortable metal chair in front of the small metal dining table. The senator looked tired, maybe even more tired than Miles.

      "Are you okay?" Miles asked.

      Roberts chuckled. "Shouldn't I be the one asking you that?"

      "Oh, I'm not too bad. They're feeding me like I'm in the second grade, but I can survive that. So, when do you think I’ll get to go home?"

      Roberts shrugged. "Greenwood convinced the FBI that they should hold you. He says he has evidence to prove you’ve committed a crime. But that’s not why I came here. There’s something I think you should know, Miles, but it won’t make you happy.”

      "They're going to burn me at stake, aren’t they?"

      Roberts sighed. "Blinker is down."

      The CEO's face went numb. "What do you mean, it’s down?"

      "Somebody got inside early this morning. There was a shootout in a server room. We don’t know the details of the shootout yet, but your teams are working on the outage. It’s worldwide. Blinker has been down for about twelve hours now."

      Miles sat back on his bed. If the servers had been shot, then the data was likely unrecoverable. His life’s work was in flames. He would rather burn at the stake than go through this.

      "I don't understand. I don't . . ."

      Roberts looked at him, his face shrouded in grief. But there was something else there, too. Something that looked a lot like guilt.

      The door opened, surprising them both, and a woman dressed in a gray, perfectly cut pantsuit stepped inside. She wore a badge around her neck, and the confidence she exuded made Miles shiver.

      "Mr. Manning, I'm Yolanda Green. I'm a federal marshal. I’m here to discuss your next steps with you."

      Miles looked at Roberts, who would no longer meet his gaze.

      Green nodded to the senator. "Sir, I didn't know you were going to be here. May I please speak with Mr. Manning alone?"

      Roberts stood, motioning for Green to take his chair. She sat, resting her bag on the ground against a chair leg.

      "No, I'd like to stay. Mr. Manning is a friend,” Roberts said, appearing sad and spent.

      Green nodded, though annoyance flashed in her eyes.

      Yet another knock came from the door. All three looked over as it opened to reveal the man who’d delivered his previous “meal.” This time, the man was holding an ornate metal tray, like the kind you got when you ordered room service at a fancy hotel. He set it on the small table in front of Green and left without a word.

      "Would you please lock the door, Senator?" Green asked.

      To Miles' shock, Roberts complied. After locking the door, he took a standing position next to the marshal. His hands were in his pockets, his suit coat open, his tie loose at the collar.

      "Senator, I don't know what's going on," Miles said, "but if you can—"

      Green held up a hand to stop him. "I’m going to cut right to the chase, Mr. Manning.” She reached down into her bag and pulled out some papers. Setting them on the table beside the tray, she rotated them to face him. “These stills were taken from your laptop, Mr. Manning. Can you tell me what you see in them?”

      Miles stepped forward to scan the papers. “These show a section of the code supporting Blinker’s algorithm. How did you get my laptop?”

      “But what do you see in the code, Mr. Manning?”

      He read the code line by line. When he finished, he met her gaze. “This isn’t my code. It’s either fake, or my code has been manipulated.”

      “Lying until the end, I see. Well, I don’t need to hear any more from you. Our experts have spent the last twenty-four hours analyzing the sections of code tipped off to us by an anonymous informant. We’ve concluded that you falsified your testimony to the Senate committee during your hearing. You did design Blinker to do harm, and you did intentionally enable the viral spread of the Operation Bounty Killer video. Do you know, Mr. Manning, what the punishment for perjuring yourself before Congress is?”

      “I did not do this. I would never use Blinker to hurt people.” Miles worked to steady his breathing as his thoughts spiraled out of control. “I am being framed.”

      “You’re facing up to five years in federal prison, Mr. Manning. More if we determine your actions qualify as domestic terrorism, which I believe they do.” Green leaned back in her chair and smiled, crossing her arms. “Your time as CEO of Blinker is at an end, I’m afraid. And Blinker might be done, too, considering its current state.”

      “This is ridiculous,” Miles said. Anger welled in his chest. “Where are my lawyers?”

      She ignored him. “So, Mr. Manning, with your life’s work in shambles and your future looking like a prison cell, I figured you might want to take matters into your own hands.” Green removed the lid from the serving tray, revealing a plate with mashed potatoes, green beans, and a large, juicy steak on it. Beside the plate were utensils—including a wicked-looking steak knife. “If you want to go out with any sort of dignity, Mr. Manning, I suggest you enjoy your meal and then put an end to things.”

      "What? I don't understand."

      Green trailed her finger over the knife, then looked up at him. Her voice was smooth, calm, and deadly serious as she said, “Use the knife. Don't make this harder than it needs to be."

      Miles looked at Roberts, who still wasn't looking at him. His hands had slipped from his pockets and were hanging in defeat at his sides.

      That's when he realized Roberts had been working against him the entire time.

      "No, I won't do that," Miles said. "I believe in our justice system. I will prove I am not behind whatever happened to Blinker’s algorithm." He stuck out his chest, and even though his heart hammered, he felt brave. He had nothing to be ashamed of. If this was how they wanted to deal with him, then he would fight back.

      “Dammit, Mr. Manning, I didn’t want to get my hands dirty,” Green said, sighing. “But Blinker needs a new CEO today, not years from now, when your trial ends. Senator Roberts, hold him down. We need to stage this right.”

      She picked up the knife.

      Time slowed. And at that moment, his mind went to the strangest thing. He remembered his first year of living with his friends, when they’d coded twenty-four hours a day to build something they’d all loved. He remembered Heather, how her hair had smelled like ginger candy, and the way they’d flirted but never gone further. He remembered walking barefoot on the front lawn, looking up at the sky and thanking the heavens for the opportunity to build something that would change lives for the better.

      When his awareness snapped back to the room, he saw Senator Roberts lunge for the knife. Green tried to sidestep him, but he was too quick. He took the knife from her hand and skewered it cleanly through her neck. Her jaw dropped open in shock, and a wet, bloody gargle slipped past her lips. Roberts stepped back as she fell to the floor. Miles stood there, wide-mouthed and wide-eyed.

      Roberts stared down at the woman, whose legs were twitching. "Now we're both in for hell," he said. "There's a lot to explain, but we have to save it for another time. In a few seconds, this room will be full of agents. They're going to ask you questions. Blame it all on me. Understood?"

      Miles could only nod and gape in wonder at the man whose right hand was covered in blood. When Roberts finally met his gaze, he looked different. The pain and guilt were gone, replaced by fire. He looked like Caesar reborn.
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      DR. EMMETT SCALES — CHICAGO, ILLINOIS

      There were only two cardiac surgeons in America who could compete with Dr. Emmett Scales. He was the man who’d revolutionized the use of robotics in surgery while also wowing the titans in his field with his dexterity. Though he had proven himself long ago, he still enjoyed showing off his nimble hands at dinner parties. His guests often asked him to perform tricks. Their favorite was the one where he snatched cards from the air as if by magic. His upper-crust friends loved watching, unaware that he’d honed his dexterity as a kid nabbing wallets on the subway.

      While he wouldn't call himself a celebrity, he'd certainly saved the lives of more than a couple of famous folks, including a country singer who hit the top five of the Billboard charts with every major release. Some of his most famous clients, however, were people he couldn’t talk about in public, like the Russian oligarch he’d performed a double bypass on last month. Private surgery was a very discrete, very lucrative business. The oligarch had paid Dr. Scales ten times his normal fee to travel to his mountain dacha in the hinterlands of Russia, eating all the costs of transporting his trusted anesthesia team, surgical techs, and equipment separately.

      Dr. Scales loved the thrill of his double life. To his colleagues at the hospital, he was just a normal surgeon, albeit an exceptional one. But as soon as night fell or the weekend hit, he transformed into a new man, one who saved lives in some of the fanciest castles, hideouts, and government facilities around the globe. One who smiled in the face of operating with a literal gun to his head, which, yes, he’d experienced before.

      Today, however, his two lives were merging. He’d never intended for such a thing to happen, but sometimes intentions went out the window. It had all started when he'd operated on an African warlord late last year. The warlord, while convalescing in Bora Bora, had asked Dr. Scales, "Have you ever had an accident in surgery? Have you ever accidentally killed anyone?"

      “I’ve never had an accident, but men and women have died on my table,” Dr. Scales had answered. “Sometimes, they’re too far gone for my help. It’s the inevitability of life.”

      A month later, he'd gotten a request from the warlord. One of his cousins, an up-and-coming power, had needed an operation for a heart defect. The warlord had paid Dr. Scales ten million dollars to kill his cousin in surgery and make it look like he’d never had a chance. Like a professional crime scene fixer, Dr. Scales had pulled it off flawlessly. So flawlessly that word had spread, and an online presence by the name of Sasquatch had found him.

      Sasquatch wanted a man dead, and his first attempt had failed, landing his target right on Dr. Scales’ doorstep by some wild serendipity. If only Sasquatch had reached out to Dr. Scales before he’d performed the target’s first operation. Then his machinations would have been much easier to hide. In any case, he did not fear killing this man in his own hospital. He knew how the law worked, and he knew how to avoid questions from authorities within the medical establishment.

      "Can I get another look at the chart, please?" Dr. Scales asked.

      One of the operating room nurses brought him a digital tablet, and Dr. Scales scrolled through the chart.

      Calvin Stokes Jr., he read to himself, though he knew the name by heart.

      He’d read Mr. Stokes’ chart three times already in preparation. The man sedated on his table was healthy and healing well from the bullet he’d taken to his chest a few days before, but Dr. Scales needed a reason to operate, so he’d told Mr. Stokes that he had new internal bleeding, and that it was getting out of control. He’d shown him the scans—which he’d had falsified by a radiology tech he’d bribed—and whisked him off to surgery.

      Once he opened Mr. Stokes up, Dr. Scales would cover his tracks by bringing the falsified scans to life. All it would take was the slip of his scalpel into one of his perfect stitches. He would then struggle to find the cause of the out-of-control bleeding in time, resulting in the death of poor Mr. Stokes and a premium paycheck for Dr. Scales.

      "Okay, people. Let's get started."

      His team was the best and needed no guidance. They went to work without speaking, knowing exactly what Dr. Scales wanted. When they finished their preparations, Dr. Scales lifted a blade from the instrument tray. He nodded to the anesthesiologist and gave a confident wink to the others. Just as he was about to make the initial incision—he liked to do that part himself—the door opened, and a giant black man entered the operating room without a surgical gown or mask.

      Dr. Scales turned. "You can't be in here."

      "Put the blade down, Dr. Scales," the huge man said in a deep baritone.

      "I beg your pardon? This is my operating—"

      The big man rushed Dr. Scales, grabbing him by his neck with one hand. His grip was tight around the doctor’s throat as he hoisted him into the air, slammed him against the wall, and pinned his arm with his other hand.

      "Put. The. Blade. Down."

      Dr. Scales looked to his team for help, but none of them stepped forward. A few had their attention elsewhere, so he tracked their gazes, startling when he saw a Hispanic man with a dual-braided beard blocking the door, pistol in hand. Dr. Scales dropped the blade, and it clattered to the floor.

      "Much better. Thank you, Dr. Scales," the big man said, easing him to the ground. "Now, if you would be so kind as to follow my friend, we need to have a word."

      More men entered the operating room, all brandishing weapons. They spread out as Dr. Scales followed the first two intruders out the door. A twinge in his gut told him his time had finally come, but he ignored it. He had gotten away with much worse; he knew he would get away with this, too.

      Unlucky for him, he wouldn't.
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      CAL STOKES — CHICAGO, ILLINOIS

      He woke to find his friends gathered around his hospital bed.

      "Good morning, sunshine," Top said. "Can I get you a cup of coffee?"

      "After that little adventure, he needs a beer. How about a beer?" Gaucho said.

      Cal blinked, clearing his vision, and saw two men standing near his feet. One was Daniel, but who was next to him?

      No, please, God, not him.

      The man waved. "What’s up, Calvin? Miss me? I sure missed you, old pal.”

      Matthew freaking Wilcox.

      "What the hell is he doing here?" Cal croaked.

      "Don’t be so salty," Wilcox said. Then he perked up. "Be sweet instead!” He pulled a bag of Life Savers from his coat pocket and tossed them onto Cal’s lap.

      Cal stared at the candy, then looked at Daniel, who said nothing.

      "Does anybody want to tell me what in the Savior's name is going on?"

      “I’ve got you, Cal, but settle in.” Top took the chair next to him. “It’s a long story.” He took a deep breath and told him about how Daniel and Wilcox had stopped a team of hitmen who’d come after Neil, inadvertently destroying a bunch of Blinker’s servers in the process, causing a worldwide outage. Then he explained how Dr. Scales had been paid to kill Cal in surgery, making it look like an inevitable outcome of his condition. "We need to get you out of here, Cal. Somewhere safe."

      Cal chuckled, but it came out as a cough. "I can’t believe you guys figured out what Scales was up to. I never would have thought a top surgeon would be a mercenary."

      "I’ll take a thank-you whenever you’re ready," Wilcox said. He walked around the bed and stuck his hand out for Cal to shake. Cal slapped it away.

      "Oh, come on, Callie-poo. I’m the reason you’re still kicking. Hey, if I play nurse for you, will you like me more?"

      Cal looked at Top. “Where’s Neil? And what’s going to happen to Blinker?”

      Top opened his mouth, but Wilcox cut him off, beaming as he said, "I've got to give your buddy some credit. Neil figured out Sasquatch had Pinsky on his payroll. She was diddling Blinker’s algorithm behind the scenes. Probably pissed him off and got popped in the noodle as punishment.”

      "Diddling?"

      "It's a technical term. I don't expect you to understand it. Anyhoo, we haven't uncovered Mr. Sasquatch’s identity yet, but we're close. I have all my considerable resources working on it. And our buddy Neil is busy putting Humpty Dumpty back together again."

      "Humpty Dumpty?" Cal asked.

      "Come on, you need to keep up," Wilcox said, snapping his fingers. "Blinker is Humpty Dumpty. It fell off the wall and broke its head right open, and now Neil’s trying to keep it from cooking on the pavement. Who needs scrambled eggs, am I right? I much prefer a tasty omelet.”

      “Okay,” Cal said, dragging out the word. "Got it. Blinker’s on the fritz in more ways than one, so Neil’s working on it." He looked at Daniel. "How are you doing?"

      "Fine," Daniel said, though he didn’t seem it.

      Before Cal could pry, two men walked into the room. One was Miles Manning. The other bore a striking resemblance to a younger John Wayne. Both men looked exhausted.

      "Fellas, meet Senator Ed Roberts of Wyoming,” Manning said. “He has something he needs to tell you."

      The senator gave the group a solemn nod as he closed the door behind them. "Before I begin, I want you to know I'm going to turn myself in after I say what I have to tell you.”

      Cal narrowed his eyes at the senator, suddenly noticing the blood splatter on his sleeve. He sat up, tugging his IV lines with him.

      "First and foremost, I'm Miles' friend. But I'm also an accomplice to what happened to Miles, Cal, Neil, and Blinker. Maybe not in the beginning, and not of my own volition, but I certainly played a part, and for that, I'm sorry.”

      "Can you get to the point? I’m falling asleep," Wilcox said, forcing a yawn.

      Top elbowed him. "Would you shut up? That's a US Senator you're talking to."

      "As if I give a hoot, big man. Sorry, Senator, but I don't vote in silly American elections. Hope that doesn't hurt your feelings."

      Senator Roberts gave Wilcox a strangled look.

      "Don’t mind him," Cal said. "He's got whipped cottage cheese for brains. Please, go on, Senator."

      "I’ll get to the point, then. This whole thing has been a power play for control of Blinker and its algorithm."

      "A power play?” Gaucho asked. “Who's behind it, Senator? Who do we need to go after?"

      The senator's face twisted in pain, and it took him over a moment to respond.

      "It's my father,” he said at last. “Tom Roberts is behind this whole thing."
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      TOM ROBERTS — WILSON, WYOMING

      His plan had turned into an absolute mess. He'd fully expected the feds to rain down on him on his last day in Chicago, but they hadn't. They hadn't even nabbed his son. They’d both made it out unscathed, but Tom Roberts needed to regroup. So, he'd gone home to Wyoming.

      It’d been a week now since his failed attacks on Manning, Patel, and Stokes. A week since Blinker went offline because of the mistakes of the idiot hitmen he’d hired. Things were getting back to normal. Not the normal he wanted—Manning was back in the CEO chair at Blinker and Ed wasn’t answering his calls—but a normal he could bear until he came up with a new plan. Tom Roberts had learned his lesson. Next time, he would be wiser.

      He finished his first cup of coffee of the morning and thought about making his first drink. A little bourbon helped him think. However, when he looked out the window, he figured it’d be smarter to go on his daily walk first. He’d stretch his legs, soak up his native land, brainstorm, and then really get to work.

      Tom Roberts laced up his boots, strapped on his CamelBak, and slid his Smith & Wesson into his drop holster. It was best to plan for the worst when hiking with bears and moose about. He set off, and within thirty minutes, he felt refreshed. Clear. The next steps to secure his son’s future in the White House were already falling into place in his mind.

      He walked over a small rise that dipped down and led into his favorite glade. Within the glade, a ring of trees surrounded a stocked fishing pond. The water was clear, spring-fed, and teeming with a species of trout that had been specially bred by his own father. The fish were hardier and more delicious than the wild species.

      Should have brought my fly rod, he thought. Oh well. I can always bring one tomorrow.

      He made this same hike every day and could do it in his sleep. That’s how he knew something was wrong as soon as he came into the glade. He slowed but continued forward, uncertain what he’d sensed. That's when he saw them—six bodies hanging from the trees above him by their necks, all wearing tactical goggles.

      Tom Roberts froze, hand on his weapon. Right when he gathered his senses and pulled out his pistol, he felt a shock in his left leg. He glanced down and saw a crossbow dart impaling his calf. Half the dart was inside his leg, the rest was exposed on either end of the dart. Stumbling backward, he screeched in pain and shot his pistol in every direction.

      Thwap!

      Another crossbow dart sliced through his right arm, tearing tendons, forcing him to drop the pistol. He screamed again. A third hit him in the right thigh, taking him fully to the ground. But Tom Roberts was a tough old bear. He got to his knees and crawled back the way he'd come, grabbing the pistol with his left hand as he passed it. By his count, there were still two rounds: one in the chamber, and one in the mag.

      "Come out where I can see you," he said, spittle flying from his mouth, rage setting his skin on fire.

      Two figures appeared over the rise. The one on the left was wearing a Bozo the Clown mask with red hair and a shiny red nose. The one on the right was bare-faced. He had shoulder-length blond hair and a scruffy blond beard, and there was something about the look in his eyes that was far more terrifying than any clown mask could hope to be.

      Tom Roberts fired his last two shots at the men, but they were too far, and the shots went high and wide, respectively.

      The one in the Bozo the Clown mask started dancing around like a crazy person as he came closer. The other just stalked ahead, his striking eyes pinning Tom Roberts to the spot. He fumbled in his pocket for his extra magazine, but when it came into his hand, the pain radiating from the crossbow wound caused him to drop it.

      The clown kicked the pistol out of his hand, sending it flying into the long grass. The blond man reached his side, towering over him.

      "What do you want?" he asked, his eyes flicking to the hanging bodies. "I'll pay you anything. I'm rich, you know."

      "We don't want your money, silly," the clown said. "We want your ha-has."

      The clown reached down and tried to tickle Tom Roberts under his arms. He flinched away.

      "Oh darn," the clown said, looking over at his friend. "He's not in a ticklish mood, but I'll bet he's in a dying mood."

      The wind kicked up, blowing hair over the stone-faced man’s sharp eyes. Tom Roberts thought of the old Western movies he loved. The blond man before him was a cowboy, hands on his hips, ready to duel. Only one of them would be left standing when the tumbleweed rolled by.

      "Please, I'll do anything," he begged.

      Neither man answered, but the blond man's eyes narrowed. He pulled something from his wrist with such speed and precision that Tom Roberts barely had the wherewithal to recognize it was a blade.

      It slashed cleanly across the old man's neck.

      Tom Roberts didn't even feel it.

      He tried to speak. Blood surged from his lips instead.

      When he fell back onto the dirt, the land of his ancestors, he stared up at the blond man, who never looked away. His was the last face Tom Roberts ever saw.
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      CAL STOKES — ARRINGTON, TENNESSEE

      Cal resisted the urge to scratch his healing wound by taking another sip of his drink. He was back at SSI headquarters with his friends, sitting in the lodge. It was spacious and beautiful. They’d claimed all the couches in the lounge next to the bar while waiting for their final two guests.

      "My wife runs the business,” Senator Roberts told the group. “My daughters are in college. I try to get back home to Wyoming whenever I can, but you know Washington."

      "Here's to never going back to that hellhole ever again," Gaucho said, raising his drink and trying to get a clink from Top.

      Top withheld his glass. "Gaucho, if I ever hear you call our nation's capital a hellhole again, so help me . . ."

      "Sorry, sorry," Gaucho said. "Can I at least call the people who work there bastards? No offense, Senator."

      "None taken."

      Top shrugged and finally clinked his drink against his best friend’s. "To the bastards."

      "Too bad Miles can’t be here," Roberts said.

      "He's got his hands full," Cal said. "Good thing Neil's helping him. I’m sure they’ll get Blinker pieced back together between the two of them."

      Neil had called every few days to keep them updated. He was helping Miles scrub Blinker’s code and employee list from top to bottom. They’d already brought the police in to arrest three long-time employees who’d been working for Senator Roberts’ father, and there were warrants out for the arrest of two more who had fled the city.

      “I sure hope Blinker’s altered algorithm didn’t mess up too many lives,” Top said.

      The group went quiet for a minute, thinking about Senator Greenwood. They’d sat the old man down before leaving Chicago to tell him everything. He hadn’t said a word the whole time. When they’d finished explaining, he’d ambled away without a goodbye, his shoulders hunched and shaking. They’d expected Senator Greenwood to reach out eventually, but instead, he’d gone on television and announced his retirement from the Senate. Cal hoped the man would find some inner peace away from it all.

      Roberts sighed. "If there's anything I know about Miles Manning, it’s that he’s going to try to make things right as best he can. The man has a big heart. He really does believe in Blinker’s mission to do good for the world.”

      The front doors of the lodge opened, and four Secret Service agents entered. They fanned out around President Zimmer, who was accompanied by his chief of staff, the former CEO of SSI, Marge Haynes. There were handshakes all around.

      "Well, you look like hell," Brandon told his friend.

      "Thanks. At least I haven't been sequestered at the White House for the past month." Cal turned to Marge. "Hey, Hammer, how are you feeling?"

      "Like I could use a drink," Marge said, hugging him.

      "Ouch," Cal said.

      Marge pulled back. "Oh my . . . I'm sorry, Cal."

      "Stop. It's the best pain I've had all day."

      "Where's Daniel?" the president asked.

      Cal shrugged. "He's gone again."

      Brandon grunted. "And Wilcox?"

      "The same, though he's been sending me roses—red fucking roses—and Life Savers every week."

      "You could make a movie about that guy," Brandon said.

      "I'd watch it if I got to play myself," Gaucho said.

      "You'll be played by the old lady from Titanic," Top said. "I'll play myself and make sure I get the pretty girl in the end." He looked at Marge. "Sorry, Hammer."

      "What are you sorry about?" Marge said, heading over to the Top and punching him in the shoulder. "Has it been too long since I gave you a whooping on the mat?"

      Top held up his hands, looking at Cal. "Please! Please! Don't let the lady hurt me!"

      Everyone laughed. Marge punched him lightly in the abs.

      "Oof," Top said. “We sure have missed you around here, lady."

      "I've missed you guys, too."

      When everybody was seated with a drink, President Zimmer looked at Roberts.

      "Senator," he said, "I appreciate what you did. I know naming your father couldn't have been easy. Someday, I'll tell you about my father and how he tried to manipulate me. Not right now, though. There are better things to discuss today."

      "Let me guess, Mr. President," Gaucho offered. "You and Marge have been taking hula lessons and are working the Disney Resort in Honolulu."

      "I know Marge could get away with that, but I doubt I could," Brandon said, his smile a bit wider than when he’d first arrived.

      His friend was loosening up by the second, and Cal was pleased to see it. He couldn't imagine the pressure the man had been under while in office. His hair had gone almost completely gray. Some said that the presidency aged the commander in chief twenty-plus years in a single term. Cal didn't doubt it.

      "So, what are we discussing first, then?" Cal asked, taking a sip of his drink.

      Marge winked at him, then scooted over on the couch and laced her fingers in Brandon's.

      "Holy hell," Top said.

      Marge gave him the middle finger with her free hand.

      "No, no, no. You misunderstand me," Top said. "I'm happy for you. In fact, I'm ecstatic."

      Brandon and Marge beamed, looking happier than ever. Cal was excited for them. They deserved to find joy together.

      "That was going to be my second topic of discussion, but I guess Marge wanted it to be first.”

      “Sorry, honey,” Marge teased, kissing Brandon on the cheek.

      The president flushed, and everyone laughed.

      “All right, go on with what you were going to say before I threw off your mojo.”

      Brandon cleared his throat and looked at Roberts. “Ed, one thing you should know about me is that I trust my friends with my life. That ugly fellow with the chest wound over there is quite possibly my best friend in the world. I trust his judgment above all others."

      "Hey, what about me? I introduced you to that special tequila from Oaxaca," Gaucho said.

      "You’re my second favorite, Gaucho," the president said.

      “It’s an honor, Mr. President,” Gaucho said, saluting him.

      Brandon laughed. "As I was saying, Ed, Cal told me that you are a good man. So, while I can't promise anything about how the future will go—you know as well as I do that elections swing as fast as the news cycle—I can promise that I’ll stand by your next campaign, whether that’s a bid for Congress or a bid for the presidency."

      "Thank you, sir," Roberts said, stunned.

      "You’re welcome. Now, there’s one more thing you should know. Once I leave office, I'm taking a new job. Margie gave me her consent a while ago, and I’ve already taken my oath. So, let me tell you about the Council of Patriots."
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      DANIEL BRIGGS — LAS VEGAS, NEVADA

      Sarge was supposed to meet him at baggage claim, but when Daniel got off the plane, he wasn’t there. He waited thirty minutes, then tried calling the old war dog. There was no answer. He left a voicemail and went outside, hailed a taxi, and gave the driver Sarge’s address.

      He knocked on Sarge’s door. No answer. The old man was probably at a meeting.

      Daniel needed a meeting himself. If he'd learned anything during his recent trips to Chicago and Wyoming, it was that he was playing a delicate game of tug-of-war with the beast. There was work to do on himself and his expectations of the world. Sarge was the only man who could help him through it.

      He knocked on the door again, just in case. Still no answer. A strange sensation tugged at his gut, so he peeked through Sarge’s front window, something he’d normally never do. A portion of the curtain was open, and when his eyes adjusted to the gloom inside, he saw something that made his heart sink. Stepping back, he kicked the door open and rushed inside. He found Sarge lying on the floor next to his wheelchair.

      The old man's eyes fluttered open. Daniel pulled out his phone, but Sarge gripped his wrist, whispering, "No. Pray with me."

      "Our Father, who art in Heaven—"

      "No," Sarge said, shaking his head. His eyes gleamed with tears. "The other one."

      Daniel cradled Sarge's hands as he started the next prayer. Sarge’s weak voice joined his, and they said it in unison.

      "Lord, grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, the courage to change the things I can, and the wisdom to know the difference."

      As the last syllable of the last word left his mouth, Sarge's eyes went blank, and his hands went limp. Daniel looked up at the ceiling and screamed, then looked back down at his friend, tears flowing freely. Still clutching Sarge's hands, he closed his eyes and repeated the Serenity Prayer five full times while waiting for his heart to slow. Then he opened his eyes and kissed the forever-sleeping cheek, saying, "Thank you, my friend. Thank you, my brother."

      After an ambulance came and took Sarge's body away, Daniel locked the apartment door as best he could, walked down the street, barely seeing the other pedestrians, and entered the familiar church.

      He took a seat in the back of the room, and he got back to work.
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