
[image: Book cover image]


ALSO BY TAYLOR STEVENS

The Informationist

The Innocent

The Doll

The Vessel (novella)

The Catch


[image: The Mask A Vanessa Michael Munroe Novel The Mask Taylor Stevens][image: The Mask A Vanessa Michael Munroe Novel The Mask Taylor Stevens]


This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

Copyright © 2015 by Taylor Stevens

All rights reserved.

Published in the United States by Crown Publishers, an imprint of the Crown Publishing Group, a division of Penguin Random House LLC, New York.

www.crownpublishing.com

CROWN and the Crown colophon are registered trademarks of Penguin Random House LLC.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data 

Stevens, Taylor.

 The mask / Taylor Stevens.—First edition.

  pages ; cm

 I. Title. 

 PS3619.T4924M37 2015

 813'.6—dc23   2014041698

ISBN 9780385348966

eBook ISBN 9780385348973

Series cover design by Eric White

Cover photograph by Kazunori Nagashima/Getty Images

v4.1_r2

ep

Contents

Cover

Also by Taylor Stevens

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication


Day 7


Day −63 8:00 p.m.


Day −62 5:30 a.m.


Day −62 8:00 a.m.


Day −44 5:50 a.m.


Day −44 10:00 a.m.


Day −43 7:45 a.m.


Day −38 2:00 p.m.


Day −26 7:20 a.m.


Day −14 5:15 a.m.


Day −14 12:10 p.m.


Day −11 2:00 a.m.


Day −5 4:18 p.m.


Day 1 7:30 p.m.


Day 1 11:00 p.m.


Day 2 2:00 a.m.


Day 2 5:00 a.m.


Day 2 10:20 a.m.


Day 2 11:15 a.m.


Day 2 2:15 p.m.


Day 2 5:28 p.m.


Day 3 7:46 a.m.


Day 3 8:40 a.m.


Day 4 8:37 a.m.


Day 5 10:00 a.m.


Day 5 11:32 a.m.


Day 5 4:16 p.m.


Day 5 11:10 p.m.


Day 6 1:13 a.m.


Day 6 2:49 a.m.


Day 6 10:20 a.m.


Day 6 2:53 p.m.


Day 7 12:11 a.m.


Day 7 1:40 a.m.


Day 7 2:58 a.m.


Day 7 4:45 a.m.


Day 7 9:16 a.m.


Day 7 1:51 p.m.


Day 7 5:08 p.m.


Day 7 5:36 p.m.


Day 7 6:53 p.m.


Day 7 9:04 p.m.


Day 8 5:30 a.m.


Day 8 4:30 p.m.


Day 9 12:19 a.m.


Day 9 10:00 a.m.


Day 9 12:10 p.m.


Day 9 3:17 p.m.


Day 9 11:02 p.m.


Day 10 8:43 a.m.


Day 10 12:15 p.m.


Day 10 5:22 p.m.


Day 11 9:00 a.m.


Day 11 9:57 a.m.


Day 11 8:00 p.m.


Day 12 9:29 a.m.


Day 12 9:51 a.m.


Day 12 11:12 p.m.


Day 13 7:08 a.m.


Day 13 8:56 a.m.


Day 13 1:08 p.m.


Day 14 1:46 p.m.


Day 14 3:32 p.m.


Day 14 10:18 p.m.


Day 15 12:36 a.m.


Day 15 1:19 a.m.


Day 15 11:52 a.m.


Day 17 7:00 a.m.


Day 17 7:15 p.m.


Day 18 9:08 a.m.


Day 18 7:23 p.m.


Day 19 6:52 a.m.


Day 20 12:17 a.m.


Day 20 2:00 a.m.


Day 20 9:30 a.m.


Day 20 4:45 p.m.


Day 20 7:18 p.m.


Day 20 9:02 p.m.


Day 21 7:45 a.m.


Day 21 8:00 a.m.


Day 21 9:20 p.m.


Day 22 1:12 a.m.


Day 23 4:21 p.m.


Day 24 12:10 a.m.


Day 24 12:22 a.m.


Day 24 1:32 a.m.


Day 24 2:04 a.m.


        Author’s Note
Acknowledgments
About the Author



for Anne, Christine, and Sarah

knowing you has made my life infinitely richer


[image: DAY 7][image: DAY 7]


The attack, when it came, opened the floodgates of rage. Sound compressed. Time slowed to a water drip plonking into a puddle, echoing a musical note off concrete walls and floors; tires whooshing against the drizzle on the street outside as a car passed the parking garage exit; laughter pealing from the playground down the block. And footsteps, three sets of footsteps, moving in cautiously behind her back.

Vanessa Michael Munroe waited beside the motorcycle, one knee to the pavement, focused on the reflection in the bike’s red fairing. Behind her head, shadows against the evening’s light dropped hints of metal pipes protruding from raised hands, elongating and stretching as they drew nearer.

She counted heartbeats and felt the rhythm.

The muscles in her legs tensed and the chemical surge of adrenaline and anger loosed its addictive calm.

The metal bars came down hard into the empty space where she’d been a half-heartbeat before: metal against concrete ringing loud in the enclosed space, symphonic in the thunder of war.

She came up swinging, helmet chin-guard in hand, all her weight, her full momentum thrown into that backward strike. The man on the right ducked too slowly, moved too late.

The swing smashed helmet into head.

He stumbled. Munroe grabbed the pipe and tore it from his hand. She whipped up and downward, to the back of his knees. He hit the ground and became a barrier between her and the two other men. Boot to his shoulder, she shoved him prostrate and then boosted over him, swinging hard.

The attackers swung, too, and hit for hit she countered, connecting the pipe with their bodies in solid beats because speed was her ally and speed was her friend, in and out and around, until they separated, becoming not one target but two. They were cautious now, angry and, perhaps for the first time, fully aware of the strength of their enemy.

Movement from behind told her that the man on the concrete had pushed to his knees. Munroe rotated back, struck hard, and he collapsed.

She faced the other two again, predicting move against move, guarding the rate of her breathing, conserving strength for a battle that had only begun.

The men shifted, foot to foot, and tensed for the attack and parry. They gripped their weapons, fingers rising and falling along the pipes in slow motion like spiders’ legs along the ground.

She waited for them to come at her again.

Instead, they exchanged glances: nervous with the uncertainty of foot soldiers marching to someone else’s beat in an evening that had gone off script.

The pounding inside her chest groaned in understanding.

The drive for release, for pain, pushed her at them.

She pointed the metal bar at one, marking territory, intended pocket for the eight ball, then strode toward him in misdirection and distraction.

He took several steps in retreat.

A shadow moved in her peripheral vision: his partner flanking and closing in. Munroe pivoted, swung, and connected the metal bar to his shoulder: small pain, a half second of diversion. He retaliated and opened himself up like a fool. She dodged and dropped, then drove the metal bar across his shin: crippling pain, unbearable pain, she knew.

In the beat between his shock and agony, she wrenched the bar from his hand and with two pipes to his none struck his rib cage. He doubled over. She knocked him flat and rotated toward his companion, who, in those same seconds, had backed away another few steps.

She feinted toward him. His eyes darted from her to his partners, and then he turned and ran. The crippled one dragged himself backward, out of immediate reach. He put up a hand, shielding his face in a show of defeat, and Munroe stood in place, rocklike and solid, eyes tracking him, breathing past the urges that drove her to strike again, to move in for the kill and finish what he’d started.

He grimaced and struggled up. Never turning his back to her, arms wrapped protectively around his torso, he hobbled toward the garage opening and then, moving around the corner, he was gone.

The condensation dripped another plonk into the puddle, another musical note echoed along concrete walls; another set of tires whooshed against the pavement beyond the garage exit; laughter in the distance morphed into the squeals of multiple children; and, with long, slow breaths, the violence of the moment ebbed and faded.

Munroe hefted the pipes and checked her hands, and then her clothes and boots. No blood. That was progress. She walked toward the unconscious man and stood over him, then put a boot to his torso and shoved the body over so that his face turned upward.

He was in his very early twenties, maybe five foot seven, all bone and sinew and stylish hair. She stared out toward the daylight where the other two had gone. Boys like this, full of bravado and without a lot of skill, had no business coming after her. They were a piece of the puzzle that didn’t fit. She couldn’t guess who had sent them, and that raised questions she hadn’t begun to ask. This wasn’t the beginning.

Sometimes it was impossible to start at the beginning.

When the story was complicated and the origin far back in a seemingly mundane pattern of daily life, the only way to make sense of it was to go back to before the beginning, to before the first hint of trouble.

Munroe wiped down the pipes for prints.

In the echo of the garage, footsteps shuffled and clothing rustled: movements small and cautious.

Munroe knelt and placed the pipes beside the body and, without turning, said, “You can come out now.”
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The opaque doors of Kansai International’s immigration hall opened to a wall of bodies and a polite crush of expectant faces: the international arrival’s rite of passage. Munroe scanned the crowd and, dragging the small carry-on around the metal rails, continued into the thick of the waiting throng.

Airport lights in the night sky winked through large plate-glass windows, marking another city and another time zone—this one a long, long stretch from the puddle jumps she’d made out of Djibouti, on the horn of Africa where the mouth of the Red Sea kissed the Gulf of Aden, then through the Middle East, and into Europe.

Frankfurt, Germany, to Osaka, Japan: sixteen hours in transit and now the traveling, the running, was finally over. Munroe shoved the backpack’s slipping strap up her shoulder and turned a slow circle, searching, seeking.

For more than ten years, through untold airports and arrival destinations, strangers had peered beyond her with the same hopeful expressions, ever eager to spot a glimpse through closing doors of loved ones still on the other side. Across five continents she’d come and gone, ghostlike and invisible, while others welcomed family home, but this time—this time—a home waited to welcome her.

Not the country, or the city, or the land, or things built upon it, no. If there could ever be such a thing as home for a person like her, Miles Bradford was that home, and her gaze passed over the crowd again, seeking him out.

She spotted him finally: a splash of white skin and red-tinged blond hair leaning against a window, his face toward his phone, framed by parking lights and tower lights and shadows. She paused, drinking in memories that laughed and babbled like a brook over pebbles of pain, then maneuvered forward through legs and shoulders, suitcases and luggage carts, and the melee of joy that inevitably accompanied reunions.

She was halfway to him when he glanced up. His eyes connected with hers and the volume of the arrivals area shushed into white noise.

He stood motionless for a full second, two, three, phone paused in its descent to his pocket, grinning as if he’d just unwrapped a much- longed-for Christmas gift. She continued in his direction and he strode toward her, and when he reached her, he scooped her up, spun her in a circle, and drowned her smile with a kiss. She laughed as he set her down and didn’t resist when he lifted the backpack off her shoulder and took the carry-on’s handle.

“Good flight?” he said.

She nodded, unwilling to speak lest she break the spells of touch and feel and smell that whispered against her senses. She breathed him in to make a permanent memory and breathed out the dirt and grime and lies and death that had brought her to him.

Bradford dropped the bags and wrapped his arms around her again. He held her for a long, long while, just as he’d held her in Dallas the night she’d walked away, when he’d known she was leaving and had spared her the agony of saying good-bye. He kissed her again, hoisted the backpack, grabbed the carry-on, then took her hand and said, “Let’s get out of here.”

She followed him to the elevator, fingers interlinked with his, and he glanced at her once, twice, matching her grin each time he did. He hadn’t changed much—a few gray hairs added to his temples, deeper wrinkles in the creases of his smile, and maybe more muscle mass beneath his shirt, though it was hard to tell. He looked good. Smelled good. And in a mockery of their eight-year age difference, she’d aged five years in their year apart—still bore the remnants of conflict that had prematurely ended a maritime security company at the hands of Somali pirates—hadn’t yet fully healed from the assault in Mombasa that had nearly killed her.

A four-day layover in Frankfurt had allowed a respite of hotel luxury; given her time to scrub away the worst of the weather wear, the dust, and the salt spray, and the effects of wide open spaces; and made it possible to trade sun-bleached clothes worn threadbare over the last year for new pieces, better suited to less demanding environments.

She’d come to Japan for him, because he’d asked her to. Because she’d known happiness with him, and loved him, and running from that terror had only brought more pain and death instead of the nothingness she’d sought.

They left the terminal for warm air, thick with the promise of coming rain. Bradford rolled the suitcase between endless rows of cars and finally stopped behind an off-white Daihatsu Mira so small it could have fit in the bed of his truck back in Dallas.

Munroe looked at him and then the car.

“Don’t laugh,” he said. “This is the country of itty-bitty things.”

She took a step back and, in an exaggerated motion, turned her head left and then right, where up and down the rows on either side were a vast number of vehicles much larger than the Mira.

Smiling, Bradford shook his head and opened the hatchback. He stuffed the bags into the tiny storage compartment and slammed the door to make sure it shut. “You think it’s funny now,” he said, “you’ll be grateful later.”

“It suits you,” she said.

“Trust me, I asked for something bigger.”

“No, really, it’s very cute.”

He nudged her left, toward the passenger side. He said, “Just keep stroking that masculine ego.”

Munroe sat and buckled, and when Bradford was behind the wheel with his seat pushed back as far as it would go, she stared at him.

“What?” he said.

“Cute,” she said, and then she laughed.

He smiled, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear, kissed her lips, and then, palm cradling the back of her neck, rested his forehead against hers.

She breathed him in.

The parking garage, the bridge to the city, and the bright green neon on a giant Ferris wheel became a backdrop, and the last year a waning history, and it was as if no time apart had ever passed between them. This was contentment and peace. This was home.

That part never changed, in spite of everything else that would.
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Tiny tugs against the sheets jolted Munroe from sleep, into instinct and terror, fight or flight. Memory rushed in close behind, replacing the past, the dreams, the pain, with where she was and why.

Bradford, beside her, rolled onto his back.

The floor fan shushed in oscillation. The window air-conditioning groaned in a low rumble. She drew in the cool dark of the room’s cocoon to quiet her racing heart. Her body clock, still dragging its way out of Djibouti time, told her that it was barely early morning local time. She didn’t know when they’d finally drifted off—late—and she might have grabbed a couple hours of rest, but she was awake now and that was that. Sleep was a cruel master and a fragile friend.

Bradford’s breathing pattern said he was awake, too.

Like her, he slept little and slept light, but, unlike her, his restlessness was the by-product of years in active combat, not trauma, and he didn’t jerk awake, prepared to kill the person lying beside him.

Munroe breathed deeply, and with a soft, slow exhale the urge to flee and strike receded completely.

This was easy now, compared to how things had once been.

The years, as they faded, brought fewer triggers to yank her back into the brutality of adolescence and the equatorial rain forest and the man who’d beat her with fists and kicks and throws until she’d grown strong enough, fast enough, to fend him off; the man who’d put a blade in her hand and used her body as his carving board until the knife became her own way to salvation.

She was seventeen when she killed him, sneaking after him in the falling dusk, with the wind of the coming storm covering the sound of pursuit. She’d shot him in the back with a tranquilizer gun and stood over him as his eyes rolled up. Had straddled him in the driving rain and slit his throat.

The missionary’s daughter, made to walk through the valley of the shadow of death, had come out the other side an apex predator.

She’d left his body to rot and buried the fear instead.

Time had tempered the rage and violence. A little.

Bradford’s fingers stroked her hairline and traced down her jaw.

The touch came without warning and set her pulse racing again, a rush that would have, in another time and place, thrust her into savagery.

He knew this as well as she did.

Eyes closed, she said, “That’s a very dangerous game you play, Mr. Bradford.”

He leaned in, lips brushing against her cheek and toward her ear. “I’m not afraid of you,” he whispered.

The words reached down to her spine and she relaxed into him, felt the soft burn of his touch, measured his weight and movement, and when he continued down to nuzzle against her neck, she found leverage in his body. She pulled his arm out beneath him, flipped him, and straddled him.

He smiled and said, “Yes, please.”

He was stronger, and taller than her five foot ten by an inch or so. He was former Special Forces, now high-stakes private security—a kinder, gentler term for mercenary—better trained, and had likely killed more people than she had. But he would never be faster. Speed was the skill that kept her alive, speed that had been sliced into her psyche one savage cut at a time.

She would need a few more nights sleeping beside him, a few more evenings of calm contentment, before the animal brain began to purr and stretch and the claws retracted. She brushed a finger along his nose and kissed his lips. “You should still be careful,” she said, then stepped off the bed for the bathroom.

Bradford caught her hand and tugged her back. He studied her. Streetlight and moonlight filtered in through the wide glass window. She knew his thoughts, just as he knew hers: a year could be an eternity when filled with death and the threat of losing what meant most.

He pulled her closer.

“You’ll be late for work,” she said.

“They won’t miss me.”

“Let me go with you,” she said.

He squeezed her hand, swung his feet to the floor. “There’ll be plenty of time for that later,” he said. He wrapped his arms behind her and drew her to him.

If she’d trusted him less, if she’d remained guarded around him the way she was in all other aspects of life, she would have sensed what she would only discover in hindsight. Instead she leaned down and kissed him, and he rolled her to the bed, and they both knew that in spite of their best efforts there was no way he wouldn’t be late.

—

Bradford dressed and, knowing that Munroe watched, his teasing smile turned two minutes into five in a reverse Chippendale segue from pants to shirt to string tie. When he pulled the boots off a shelf, Munroe sat up and said, “No way. You can’t be serious.”

He held the brown ostrich leather out for inspection and dropped into the accent, thickening the honeyed drawl that only ever surfaced when he spent enough time back home around his family. “I hail from Texas,” he said. “There are expectations, and no sense bringing disappointment.”

Tone dry, she said, “You’re missing the hat.”

Bradford reached into the armoire, pulled out a cattleman, slipped it onto his head, tipped the rim, and said, “Ma’am.”

Munroe rolled her eyes and scooted toward him.

In the years she’d known him, his uniform, depending on the occasion, had been jeans and a T-shirt, or camo and tactical gear, and his headgear, when he wore it, was a baseball cap or helmet. Out at his house, where land was plentiful and not all roads were paved, he sometimes wore shit kickers and a hat as mud- and grease-stained as his jeans, but he’d never worn anything like this. Hell, she could count on one hand the people she’d met in Texas who’d dressed like this for any reason other than a night out on the town.

“Need to work on your authenticity,” she said.

Bradford grinned, scooped laundry off the floor, and tossed it into a bin beside the cupboard. “No one’s complained about my performance.”

“If they knew better, they would,” she said. “Hey, I brought you something.” Munroe snagged her backpack from the foot of the bed, dragged it toward her, and rummaged through too much traveling crap to get to the bottom, then pulled out a box and handed it to him.

Bradford kissed her forehead, her mouth, and then took the box. “Now?” he said.

Munroe smiled. Nodded. She leaned back to watch as he tore at the ribbon and opened the lid, then chuckled when he laughed, a deep throaty laugh that made her heart hurt.

“You could hardly call this authentic,” he said.

“It’s atrocious,” she said. “Found it in a boutique window, as far away from Texas as you could hope to get. Made me think of you in its own weird way. Had to have it.”

He pulled the belt out of the box: brown-red crocodile leather and gaudy aluminum buckle that half filled his oversize hand in an interesting imitation of western wear. “Nice,” he said. “You see atrocity and you think of me.”

“Was made for you,” she said, and jutted her chin toward him instead of pointing, “given your new taste in clothes.”

If she’d known then how prophetic those words would be, and what pain would come of such a harmless gift, she would never have bought the belt, never have given it to him, would have torn the leather from his hands. Instead, she giggled as he pulled off the old and slipped her gift through the loops.

“I love that you were thinking of me,” he said. He leaned down to kiss her again. “You’re crazy,” he said. “Crazy but perfect.”

Smiling made her cheeks hurt. “Go,” she said, but she was reluctant to let go of his collar and he made no effort to pull away.

She shoved him playfully.

Bradford grabbed a phone off a stack of papers on the floor and tossed it to her. “My numbers are already in,” he said. “Charger’s in the kitchen. So are the instructions if you need them. I’ll call you when I’m on my way home—maybe seven or eight.”

She walked with him to the front and stood there in his T-shirt long after the door had shut, because he hadn’t really gone. The cues reached out to her automatically, silences and lack of vibration on the floor, on the door: subtleties that most people would absorb without thinking if they were accustomed to listening for them, but most people weren’t.

The door opened again and Bradford stuck his head inside.

“I missed you,” he said, and he closed the door before she could reply. To the empty space she whispered, I’ve missed you, too.
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Bradford’s shoebox of an apartment was on the fourth floor of a ten-story block building just southeast of Osaka’s center, where the streets were narrow even for his little Mira, and telephone and electrical wires hung overhead like strung spaghetti, and adjacent structures abutted tightly against each other all around.

They’d parked in an underground garage and taken the elevator to a covered breezeway of clean brick tile and doors that seemed impossibly close together. His apartment opened to a sunken entryway, a genkan, where they left outside footwear, then stepped up to clean wood floors in a tight hallway, where two bedrooms stood across from the one toilet, in its own little closet, the larger sink room doubling as a laundry room, and the ofuro for bathing.

Capping the hallway, like the top of a T, was the kitchen-dining-living room, and there, at the start of the workday bustle, Munroe rolled open the balcony door, stepped out onto the narrow concrete strip, and leaned over the rail, scanning the density of cars and buildings, and glancing over signs and shops, for a first glimpse at how she might fill her daytime hours.

Bradford had been in Japan for a month, his car, apartment, and phone all part of the compensation package on a security contract that danced around the edges of what he did for a living—no guns, no bullets, no personal threats or people to protect, though that had made sense in a strange sort of way when he’d first explained it—while she’d arrived on a whim, with a tourist visa, a carry-on suitcase, and nothing to do.

After more than a decade spent working off-radar, a life spent scheming and adapting to find for some what others preferred to keep hidden, her mind ever plotting multiple moves in advance, she was now, quite suddenly, without purpose.

The absence, like a cloak ripped away, left nakedness in its stead.

In the bathroom-size kitchen Munroe dragged her fingers along Formica countertops so low they barely reached her hips. She nudged through cupboards and then the fridge, finding items that approximated what she would have found on Bradford’s shelves in Dallas, albeit in much smaller sizes. Morning sunlight said food, but her stomach was still on Frankfurt time.

She plugged in the phone to charge, pulled out a liter of milk, found coffee, brewed a cup, and then sat at the two-person table. In the emptiness she stared out the window while the minutes ticked by and small sounds rose from the street to mingle with the electrical hum of the air-conditioner and appliances. She blew at the rim of her mug and sighed.

If this was what retirement felt like, retirement was a bitch.

She left the apartment on foot, carrying the phone, spare keys, and enough money to get her through the day.

She kept to the street edges, walking on gutter covers because there were no sidewalks, peering down intersections with round traffic mirrors that stood in for stop signs and traffic lights. She branched off in new directions at whim while cars squeezed by on streets for two-way traffic that only had space for one. She passed umpteen bicycles and an overabundance of convenience stores—konbini—while snippets of conversation lifted on the air and the jumble of unfamiliar words hit her brain like jumpers to a dead battery, and discomfort, familiar and unavoidable, oozed down her spine into the pit of her stomach.

Soon enough she would find rhythm in the language, prosody to key the aural lock. Like a fish to a hook, her brain would latch on and the patterns would reel her in. Fluency would come whether she wanted it to or not.

This was her gift, her poisonous gift, a cursed blessing that had been with her since her earliest memories: the same ability that had guided her as a teenage interpreter into the arms of gunrunners, the same juju that had bisected her path with the path of the mercenary who, in teaching her to hate, would make her what she was.

Juju. Magic. Destiny.

A few weeks to grow comfortable, then another month—never more than two—for the strange wiring in her head to fully do its thing.

The need for food beckoned and an A-frame chalkboard on the ground level invited her to something like a café—kissaten—one floor up, with enough seating for ten, though she was the only customer. The menu was an interesting take on continental fare. She ate slowly, ears attuned to the television on the near wall with its pitch dipping and climbing between shows and commercials that could only have been produced under the influence of acid.

The discomfort inside her head charged on.

Munroe ate, then left the café to wander again. She took turns at random, stopping to compare the quantity and quality of vending machines more ubiquitous than parking spots; discovered the dichotomy of quiet temples, shrines, and hokora tucked in amid busy city streets; stepped into every shop and restaurant that drew her interest, touching and tasting and breathing and learning, until the evening came and she followed the trail of bread crumbs through Osaka’s crowded footprint, home.
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Bradford leaned in to kiss her as he did each morning, and Munroe opened her eyes when his lips caressed her cheek. Early light from the encroaching sun crept beneath the shades.

“Good morning, beautiful,” he said. “I love you, go back to sleep.”

His smile made her heart hurt with happy.

She stretched and rolled over as if he’d never disturbed her, as if she really would manage to fade back into oblivion after he tiptoed out: the same game they played each morning because pretending that they were normal somehow made it true.

Sleep, though still elusive, had become longer and deeper.

For her. For him.

Munroe followed Bradford’s footsteps into the hall. In a few minutes he’d return to dress and she’d ask him if she could come with him, ask him to give her work, the same as she did every morning. He’d kiss her again and tell her not today, and she’d pretend that she didn’t care.

In so short a time they’d found a routine, as if they’d always been. Being near him, even in spite of the separation that accompanied his long work hours, brought peace and contentment. That was enough.

Bradford’s shadow filled the doorway and she reached a hand for him. He held her fingers and she let go reluctantly, all part of the morning ritual. But this time he leaned back down and, his face inches from her ear, said, “Come with me to work today?”

“Drop you off, keep the car?”

“Nyet,” he said. “Come with me, keep me company.”

Munroe bolted upright, knocking her head into his chin. She rubbed her forehead. “Ow,” she said, then, “Really?”

“Yeah,” he said, his face lit, “really.”

Munroe scrambled to his side of the bed. “Girl clothes or boy clothes?” she said.

Bradford pushed hangers aside in the narrow armoire and then pulled off the only modest dress she owned and tossed it at her. “Girl clothes,” he said. “Very, very girl clothes.”

Munroe stuck out her tongue.

“Hey.” He leaned down and, cupping his hands around her face, kissed her lips, then pulled away and said, “Be quick, woman, don’t make me late.”

She smacked him with the dress.

Laughing, he ducked and she darted around him for the sink room and ofuro and locked him out.

He knocked and said, “Come on, Mike, let me in.”

“Busy,” she said, singsong and teasing. “Go make breakfast.”

—

The commute was a forty-minute stop-start along a route that would have taken thirty without the traffic, and maybe fifteen without the traffic and the stoplights, to a facility on the eastern outskirts of Osaka’s sprawl: two stories aboveground and two below. The building filled nearly half a block and, aside from the two-story glass entrance that sheared off and flattened one of the building’s corners and the crisp neon signage that spelled out ALTEQ-BIO above the glass, it didn’t even come close to imitating the high-tech image the company projected online and in brochures.

The parking lot, with its access arm beside a tiny guard box, wrapped from the street entrance around to the back and, although generous insofar as Japanese parking lots went, was but a fraction of what would have been needed if every employee drove to work. At seven-thirty in the morning the lot was already half filled.

They walked to the sheared-off corner, to doors that opened to a wide entry with a large stairwell at its center. Hallways branched off in multiple directions and the elevator to the lower level was off to one side.

Bradford stopped at the front desk and, under the watchful eye of two uniformed guards, signed Munroe in, then waited for a temporary badge while the ding, ding chimes of employees passing through the entry stiles filled the air.

The machines, like subway ticket controls, had arms that opened in response to the badges, and they lined the front from the rear of the guard desk to the opposite wall—enough to ensure that each visitor and employee had active clearance to enter the building, but nothing to keep a stolen badge from coming in with the wrong person: heavy security compared to other local facilities, but not much at all for a company serious enough to hire Bradford.

As if reading her thoughts, Bradford said, “Most everything up here is boring.”

One of the uniforms handed Munroe a badge and she draped the lanyard around her neck. Bradford nodded toward the elevator, where another guard desk stood behind a small queue of employees. “To get to the fun stuff, you’ve gotta go the extra round,” he said, “and even my badge wouldn’t get us through that.”

Bradford led down linoleum-tiled halls.

With the exception of a few potted ferns at the front, the building’s colors were limited to institutional white or varied shades of beige, making the interior even less impressive than the exterior.

Bradford’s office was worse: a tiny space nearly filled by the one desk and two chairs that stood in for furniture. The window, which was hardly a window, opened out to the concrete of the building next door. Chairs and shoes—and possibly a table at one point—had scuffed up the paint, and the floor was industrial carpeting that had seen more tread and food and god-knew-what than its life span would have indicated.

Munroe said, “They must not like you very much.”

“Nah, this is pretty standard. Money goes into research while everything else falls apart. Come, I’ll show you the rest of the place.”

He led back to the wide glass entry and down another hall just as plain and bare as the one they’d been in. Doors on either side broke the monotony, as did the occasional turn or hallway branch, but nothing differentiated one from the next. 

Employees streaming in through the front stiles arrived in greater numbers, heads down, seeing and yet not seeing as they wound their way to their workstations, but the overall people volume never rose. Rather, the facility hummed with the background noise of electronics and machines and the collective motions of hands and feet on many busy bodies.

In her head Munroe measured distance, a response to the slowly rising disquiet that set her on edge, as if she’d become a rat inside a maze with walls that might shift at any moment.

She’d done time within the corporate straitjacket, short as it had been, back when the trauma carried over from her adolescent years was still an unmarketable barrier toward earning a living rather than the skill set that had set her free, back when each attempt to hold down a normal job and maintain a permanent residence was a more miserable failure than the one before. But this wasn’t that.

With perfect twenty-twenty hindsight, when it was too late to really matter, she’d pin the discomfort down to the muted screams of instinct, that sixth sense of animal knowledge trying to tell her that her other senses were lying, that this was more than what it seemed.


[image: DAY −44 10:00 a.m.][image: DAY −44 10:00 a.m.]


Bradford stopped at a door with a card reader on the outside. He tapped his security badge against it.

The door clicked and Bradford pushed through into a room six times the size of his office. Monitor banks filled two walls, and the third was lined with desks and computer stations.

Two men stood when they entered, in their late twenties at the outside, both in street clothes as Bradford was, unlike the security guards at the front desk. They avoided direct eye contact while their strained expressions questioned Bradford for having broken protocol by bringing in an unauthorized person.

“Junior team members,” Bradford said, and his words came with the unabashed, unconcerned quality of knowing he wasn’t understood.

The young men kept rigid in Bradford’s presence, a cross between awe and awkward, and Munroe understood then why Bradford had chosen such a conspicuous uniform to wear to work each day: the boots and the starched jeans, the belt and the hat, weren’t about fulfilling expectations so much as creating a persona, a legend. Problem was, a legend could be interpreted in multiple ways and a legend could be its own downfall.

Bradford asked for Tai Okada and the senior of the two answered in Japanese, which Bradford couldn’t understand, and with sign language that indicated half an hour.

Bradford turned toward one wall of monitors, glanced at Munroe, and said, “What do you think?”

Behind her back, one of the desk jockeys said, What’s he doing here? Who’s the woman?

The other replied, Nobody told me anything.

Should we report this violation?

The big bosses hired him, they know more, better to let him do his job.

Munroe studied the jumpy black-and-white images tracking across the monitors—nothing spectacular, just standard CCTV fare. Bradford’s question could have meant one out of a hundred things.

“Are you looking for something in particular?” she said.

Bradford’s smile was impish. “Just wondering what your immediate impression might be. No filters.”

“A lot of cameras,” she said. “Not much for quality though. Probably for show—prevention—rather than discovery.”

She looked askance at him and Bradford ignored her unspoken question. “There’s more,” he said.

More turned out to be another security room on the other side of the building, down another bland hallway, behind another nondescript door. They passed employees along the way, a few women who blushed and covered their mouths when Bradford said hello, and men who seemed to separate themselves between those who walked by as quickly as possible, eyes to the floor, as if by not acknowledging Bradford’s presence he ceased to exist, and those who were over-anxious to be his friend. In the wake of the final blushing, giggling woman, Munroe rolled her eyes.

“It’s the clothes,” Bradford said.

Munroe couldn’t argue that the clothes had something to do with it.

Bradford tapped his card to another reader.

This room looked like any paper-pushing office in the basement of a federal building but for a wire rack of digital equipment in one corner and the enormous double monitors on each desk. Four walls, no windows, no art, just five cluttered desks littered with file folders and in-boxes and the stale air of too many bodies in too tight a space for too many days.

The man farthest from the door stood when they entered. He was as much foreign as he was Japanese, at least six feet tall with light amber eyes and wavy brown hair and, seeing Bradford, his expression darkened.

He stepped around his desk in their direction, eyes tracking up Munroe from shoes to head, and then, as if she was a trifling inconvenience, he turned to Bradford and said, “What do you need?” His accent spanned three continents and came to rest in Australia. His tone was from Antarctica.

“Thought Tai might be here,” Bradford said, and then, in timing that amounted to a sigh of oh-well, he said, “Hey, Mac, this is Vanessa. Vanessa, Mac. Mac runs this department and he’s damn good at his job.”

Munroe offered her hand.

“Makoto Dillman,” he said, and he shook with more aggression than necessary. “Makoto or Dillman, never Mac.”

“Got it,” she said.

“And you are?”

“A visiting friend without transportation.” Munroe tipped her head toward Bradford. “Had to twist his arm to be allowed to keep him company for the day.”

“Right,” Dillman said, and then turning to Bradford again as if Munroe didn’t exist, “Not in here. You know that.”

“My bad,” Bradford said. “If you see Tai, send him my way.”

Bradford reached for the door before Dillman could respond and Munroe could feel the stares as they stepped out. They started down the hallway, and if the compass in Munroe’s head was correct, they headed back around toward the front. “What was that all about?” she said.

“That,” he said, “was the Security Operations Center, the half of the security team that scares the bejesus out of the employees.”

“I meant him. What was his problem?”

“That I was hired.”

“You, you or just someone in general?”

“Started as someone in general,” Bradford said. “I mean, the shame, right? What better way for your boss to announce to the entire company that you’re lousy at your job than to bring in some outside guy to do what you haven’t? But now he has a problem with me personally.”

“You’ve been poking the bear.”

“Yeah,” Bradford said, and he grinned.

“Bear’s gonna bite you.”

“Possibly.”

“What’s the deal with bifurcated security?”

“Think NSA in the SOC, as opposed to the feebs in front of the CCTV monitors on the other side of the building.”

“Which half do you work for?”

“Sandwiched between, not welcome in either, dependent on both.”

“Yuck.”

“Tell me about it,” he said. “I figured if I was going to tour you, it’d be poor form to skip the main attraction.”

“Main attraction,” she said, and smiled.

But Bradford had been right about that. Everything he’d shown her, she’d need again, and the question that would burn her in weeks to come was whether Bradford had already known at this stage, and if knowing was the real reason he’d brought her in.

Yelling seeped out from beneath a door and Munroe paused and stared in its direction. Bradford shook his head and she sighed and kept on walking. She didn’t need to ask and Bradford didn’t need to explain. This was just a louder version of what she’d already experienced from city streets to countryside among a rule-following population that feared shame above all else in a society that cultivated a fear of sticking out and making mistakes. Discovery came swift and sure for those rare few who stepped out of line, encouraging collective decision making at every level of public and private life so that only none, or all, could be blamed: a small step of progress from centuries past when citizens were expected to police one another and groups would be punished as a whole for the crimes of one.

Here, behind corporate walls, bosses badgered and bullied the junior staff—sempai—shooting down rock stars and star players before they were born, promoting for tenure rather than effort, and calling out and dissecting even minor blunders in group sessions, ensuring that being one with the hive was the only way to survive.

—

They found Tai Okada outside Bradford’s office, leaning up against the wall, his face to a stack of papers, and jotting notes. His work attire, white shirt and dark tie, the same as every other man in the building, somehow managed to appear slightly askew and sloppy, and his hair, just on the edge of needing a cut, dangled over thick-rimmed tortoise glasses.

He looked up when they approached, and seeing Munroe, he smiled.

Smiles from men in Japan were rare and his was the first she’d been offered within the facility. Munroe couldn’t help but like him.

He bowed first, juggling pen and paper to shake her hand, and managing to affect the same sort of sloppiness in his actions as he did with his clothes. In English chipped and halting in the way of someone who had a lot of book knowledge but not much practice, he said, “Very nice to meet you.”

Bradford opened the door. To Okada he said, “You could have used the desk. Let yourself in next time, okay?”

Okada nodded yes but the rest of his body said no.

To Munroe Bradford said, “Tai’s my guy Friday. Runs interference between the departments, handles the language issues, explains the innuendo behind the corporate culture, and gets me what I need from the haters at the NSA and FBI.” Inside the office, he paused. He looked at Munroe, then at the room, and glanced at the door. “You can wander if you want,” he said, “or stay here. We’ve gotta go over some stuff. I’ll surface for air for lunch—that okay?”

Munroe dragged the extra chair over to the corner and held up her phone. “I’ve got a book,” she said. “Don’t mind me.”

Bradford’s focus turned toward Okada and work, as if a switch had been thrown and she’d ceased to exist. So she sat and fought the urge to listen in, her mind still stuck on what Bradford had said about Okada’s role. Information was only as good as its source, and if Okada was the funnel through which all of Bradford’s information was sourced, then on this job Okada was Bradford’s point of weakness.

Munroe shut down the thought.

Those were old patterns, old ways of thinking. This was Bradford’s mission, not hers, and in spite of her requests to work along with him, he’d made it clear she wasn’t welcome.

Bradford and Okada left the room and Munroe stared at the door. After all the times she and Bradford had worked together, had guarded each other’s backs, kept each other alive, he now relied on someone else and had left her behind. It was new, this sensation of feeling useless, of feeling unneeded—unwanted.

Eyes to the screen, she tried to focus on the book but couldn’t.

She pulled ear buds from her purse, tamped them into her ears, and cranked up the volume. Shut her eyes and drew a deep breath, moving backward into black and nothingness, but still the tingling burn persisted.



Be extremely subtle, even to the point of formlessness. Be extremely mysterious, even to the point of soundlessness. Thereby you can be the director of the opponent’s fate.

—MASTER SUN TZU
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The light flashed green, the machine chimed, the arm swung open, and Nonomi Sato, in flat, comfortable, ugly shoes, walked on toward the elevator bank, invisible in the routine.

The soft dings rang on behind her, right and left, layering over footsteps and hushed conversation. This was the company’s morning music, a melody of dread carried inside every employee, dread that today might be the day the corporate gestapo wanted another review.

Dread, harmonized with fear and suspicion.

Really, it was a beautiful song.

Sato stopped outside the guard station that led to the elevator. The prescreening procedure only allowed for one employee at a time.

Cameras watched, but she didn’t worry about them. They were deterrents for conformists and rule followers, an obvious announcement that the eyes were always, always recording, keeping honorable people from violating their own sense of honor. For deceivers, the threat was in what couldn’t be seen.

And even about those Sato didn’t worry.

She belonged here.

She was five foot two, with shoulder-length hair pulled tight into a bun, and wearing a drab knee-length skirt and dress shirt; clothes indistinguishable from those of every other female in the building. For that matter, she was a woman, indistinguishable from any other woman in the building. But, unlike most of the others, her teeth were straight and white and her chest a full cup size bigger, courtesy of Thailand’s best.

Sato handed the security man her badge and stood patiently, eyes lowered, as he matched the picture to her face, studying her intently.

He returned the badge, and when she reached to take it, he didn’t let go. Her eyes rose to meet his. He licked his lips. Folds of his chin pressed down into his collar and tiny beads of sweat dotted his hairline. Sato blushed, as was appropriate, and averted her gaze. The culture demanded such things.

The culture was suffocating.

Even nights tumbling in Bangkok’s dirty alleys, or working a hustle in Manila’s red-light district, would have been better than the claustrophobia and polite face-saving of Osaka’s corporate halls. But business was business.

She would remain proper and demure for as long as it took. Would keep her thoughts concealed in the same way that conformity concealed her individuality. Mother would be so proud.

Sato pressed her palm to the scanner embedded in the desk.

The machine rolled and whirred and chimed the all-clear.

She bowed several inches while her face maintained a polite mask. The guard’s hand brushed her thigh as she passed, his fingers racing in and up, claiming ownership for that brief second over what did not belong to him.

His boldness had grown, and with his boldness the violations had become more frequent. This, too, was part of the melody of dread and fear and suspicion. This was discordance, born from the ability to retaliate that emboldened those in positions of power to lord over the powerless.

Sato glanced at the guard’s badge and caught the name again, confirmation of what she’d read the day before yesterday. Haruto Itou, his badge said. In spite of her mother’s best attempts, kanji would always be a struggle and concealing this weakness was Sato’s daily atonement.

Itou was in his twenties, perhaps, recently promoted and full of self-importance. His insolence was an annoyance Sato could endure for the sake of the job; his obsession and stalking was another matter.

He’d attempted to follow her home for the third time last night.

This was a problem.

Sato continued from the guard’s post to the locker station around the corner. The door was already open, a workmate stuffing jacket and shoes into one of the many square cubbies that lined the room floor to ceiling.

Half of the lockers still had keys.

Sato chose an empty box and put her purse inside, performing for the hidden cameras and the audio recorders. She’d never searched for evidence of their existence—she wasn’t a fool—she simply assumed they’d be there, of all places, where peasants, mistrusted by the feudal overlords, exchanged one garb for the next.

Sato traded her shoes for company-provided slip-ons, closed the locker, and clipped the key to the lanyard with her security badge. Aside from her clothes, no personal belongings were allowed beyond the elevator doors.

They’d check her more thoroughly coming out.

These were layers of precaution for which she could thank legions of industrial spies throughout the decades: Chinese hackers, American government, Israeli military, corporate spies, in any combination, mixed and matched and more because the world was one big pond in which hypocritical thieving scum controlled an ecosystem where the many, many little fish living near the surface snapped at flies, squabbling over scraps, playing in the sun, blissfully unaware of what went on in the murky depths.

Sato, too, was a bottom feeder, but not like the others.

The security protocols focused on preventing data transmission.

Thick walls without windows and self-circulating ventilation kept the lab free of contaminants and prevented listening devices and lasers from stealing data out of the air. Without cables leading to the lab computers, without wireless connections, there was no pathway for hackers to break in and steal.

If the security protocols worked as the company had designed them to work, the other players, with all of their intelligence, gadgets, and technology, were locked out of the game, but none of the precautions were designed with a woman like her in mind. As long as she worked here, nothing they did could stop her from taking what she wanted.

Sato returned to the elevator, where the line was now backed up with two people waiting for the body scan. At the building’s front entrance, the cowboy walked in.

Sato kept her face toward the floor and observed him to the degree that she wasn’t obvious. He stopped at the front desk and chatted with the guards for a minute, letting them practice their English on him and buying goodwill for cheap. He stayed in the open area longer than any other employee would dare, smiling and nodding like a simpleton while his eyes tracked over each person, taking in more than he let on.

That was easy when most everyone wrote off his behavior as just more of the gaijin being a gaijin, even those who believed the rumors and gossip.

Sato moved forward one space in line.

The cowboy intrigued her. He was a hunter, keen enough to sniff out a trail. He’d proven that already, though he likely didn’t know it yet.

As if he’d read her thoughts, the cowboy’s head ticked up and he walked toward the elevator bank. Sato shifted her back to him slowly, a natural movement that wouldn’t flash evasiveness and challenge the pack leader to chase.

The line moved forward. She stepped between the screening walls beside the elevator so some pervert in the security department could get a good snapshot of her body, and when she stepped out, she glanced up to find the cowboy watching her.

Sato blushed when she made eye contact and covered her mouth when she smiled so slightly, because the culture demanded this, too. She turned to the elevator and pressed her thumb to the biometric reader while the cowboy’s eyes bored into her back. By the time she’d stepped inside and pressed her thumb to the interior reader, he was gone.

The doors closed and her hands and feet tingled.

For three years she’d toyed with her competition and teased the men in the security departments, but they were all like babies, easily taken and confounded by games of inai inai ba. But the cowboy, he was a man and a warrior, and the idea of facing off against a worthy combatant made her toes curl.
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The Kawasaki dealership, part showroom, part garage, was in a corrugated building off the inner loop, a wide thoroughfare just north and across the river from Osaka proper. Bradford pulled the Mira into the small frontage parking area next to a flat-nosed delivery truck and shut off the ignition.

Munroe squeezed his hand.

Lining the building’s front window was an array of motorcycles, their aerodynamic curves and bright vivid colors a mocking laugh at the bleached concrete, harsh angles, discount stores, and factories that made up the area.

It had taken a while to find the place. That was a problem in a country whose address system only made sense to city planners and GPS: sets of numbers pinpointing block and building not geographically, but according to when each structure was built. There was irony in having left Africa for one of the world’s most developed countries only to discover that directions by way of signage, restaurants, and landmarks were still a part of life.

Fingers interlaced, they walked toward the tight row of bikes in the way of treasure hunters who’d finally struck gold after so much searching.

Beyond the window other models filled the floor space, scooters and off-road bikes squished together and adorned with handwritten sale signs in reds and yellows like washing machines in a discount warehouse that just had to go, but these outside were the supersports, the big-girl machines; these were the murdercycles.

Munroe brushed her fingers across a headlamp and need tingled through her limbs the same way saliva flowed at the idea of vinegar. She knew the models by sight, could quote engine size, speed, torque, weight, trail, rake, and wheel base; knew how they handled, what she wanted, and why.

She continued the slow walk to the end of the line and stopped in front of a Ninja ZX 14-R: black-grilled, deep cherry-red, faster, angrier, and half the price of the Ducati she’d left behind in Dallas just over a year ago. And there she stayed, motionless, staring down at the machine, afraid to touch it, contemplating the freedom the bike represented and what it would mean to ride again.

Bradford put his arm around her shoulders and drew her tight to him. He kissed her temple and whispered, “Like getting back on after the horse has thrown you off.”

Munroe nodded, unable to speak, but she didn’t need to, because Bradford understood the present and the past in a way that defied the need for words.

She knelt beside the bike, one knee to the pavement, pressed a palm to the molded plastic, and let the memories wash through her. Bradford knelt beside her and placed a hand on her thigh, reassuring and fully present. Munroe rested her hand on top of his and wrapped her fingers between the empty spaces.

“You’ll be okay,” he said.

She leaned her head on his shoulder.

Nearly a month of concrete, grime, and population density had left her wanting to go where things were green and there was air, in a way that didn’t require chaining her time to train and bus schedules or to Bradford’s work hours the way borrowing his car did. Acquiring her own wheels was inevitable, but that didn’t make one of the fastest production bikes around the default choice.

It had been a long time, too long, since she’d felt the roar, the self-induced terror, and the adrenaline rush that only a machine like this could give.

The last time she’d ridden she’d been tranquilized and kidnapped.

Then her world had burned down as, one by one, those she’d loved most had been tortured or killed as a way to control her.

Bradford tweaked her thigh and, keeping his hand in hers, Munroe stood. She stared down at the machine again, bright red, conspicuous and loud, everything opposite the nonstatement black on black that had always adorned her carnage on wheels.

Things were different now.

Different machine.

Different colors.

Different country.

Different circumstances.

Different life.

She wasn’t superstitious in that way, but she’d be happy for the placebo effect all the same if that’s what reverting to superstitions would bring her.

It wouldn’t. But she couldn’t have known that then.
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