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      The sound of crunching gravel snapped Gideon Kane out of his thoughts. The air smelled of wood smoke as he sat on the weathered porch of his Montana cabin. Ancient boards creaked beneath his chair, a sound as familiar as his breathing after years of self-imposed exile.

      Through the towering lodgepole pines, a delivery truck wound its way down his quarter-mile dirt road, its white paint dulled by dust and distance.

      No one came here. Not without a reason. Not to this remote patch of wilderness forty miles from the nearest town, where cell signals died and GPS led travelers astray.

      He told himself it was safer this way. No attachments, no allies. No one to bury.

      The truth though, crept in like a slow bleed, he didn’t trust himself to protect anyone else. Not again.

      His sister had nearly died because of him. Because he’d let someone get too close.

      That night still haunted him, her blood on his hands, her eyes full of pain and disbelief.

      People close to him always paid the price. That was the pattern.

      So he had moved on. Alone. Always alone.

      Years of living off the grid had honed Gid's instincts to a razor's edge. His roughened hand slid beneath his chair. His fingers wrapped around the grip of his father's old Smith & Wesson .38 Special. The metal felt cool against his palm as he watched the truck approach, its engine echoing off the surrounding mountains.

      The vehicle stopped at his gate, its brakes squealing. A young driver emerged, couldn’t have been over twenty, wearing a brown uniform that looked too new. He carried a plain package under his arm, his movements tentative as he surveyed the property. Gid noted how the kid's eyes lingered on the solar panels, the satellite dish, the maintained generator shed.

      The package bore no return address from what he glimpsed, just a printed label with his name, a name that died in a botched undercover raid years back. The sight made the scar tissue along his left arm tingle.

      "Leave it on the step," Gid called out, his voice rough from disuse. The morning sun lingered across the yard, and somewhere in the distance, a raven called.

      The driver hesitated, shifting his weight from foot to foot before placing the package on the bottom step. Gid knew he was trying to decide whether to ask for a signature. He retreated with haste, having decided, the truck's tires spitting gravel as he turned around. Dust clouds billowed in his wake, dancing in the slanted sunlight before settling on the drought-hardened ground.

      Gid waited until the sound of the engine faded before approaching the package. It sat innocently enough, a standard brown box the size of a hardback book, but it felt wrong - too heavy for its size, the weight uneven in its distribution.

      Once inside his cabin, he ran it through the handheld scanner he'd changed from old security equipment, checking for electronics, explosives, anything that might pose a threat.

      The box contained only a flash drive and layers of foam padding. A single sheet of paper lay on top, bearing seven words that made his stomach clench: "It never died, and neither did you."

      The message hit him like a physical blow. The algorithm, his life's work before everything went wrong, was supposed to be gone, destroyed in the same fire that had given him his scars and his freedom. He'd written every line of that code, poured years into its development, until he discovered its true purpose.

      At his desk, surrounded by monitors displaying feeds from his perimeter cameras, Gid plugged the drive into his modified laptop. He'd customized the machine himself, its security protocols unlike anything available. The screen illuminated with a familiar directory: "X-Phoenix."

      His hands trembled as he opened the first file. Lines of encrypted data trickled down the screen, but mixed among the familiar code were fresh additions: timestamps, coordinates, names.

      Each entry corresponded to a death, murders disguised as accidents or natural causes. Near the bottom, highlighted in red: Evan Malik, CEO of QuantumTech, found dead in his Seattle penthouse three days prior.

      The implications turned his blood to ice. They perverted his market-prediction algorithm into a tool for planning murders.

      A sharp knock at the door jolted him from his analysis. On one monitor, he watched a man in a black leather jacket standing on his porch, face shadowed by the setting sun. Gid moved to the window with caution, weapon ready, years of paranoia condensed into practiced movements.

      "Gid Kane?" the man's voice carried authority, confidence. "We need to talk."

      Through the gap in the curtains, Gid glimpsed a familiar insignia on the man's jacket collar. It was the same one he'd worn himself a lifetime ago, when he worked for the agency. The past he'd tried so hard to escape had caught up with him, arriving in a plain brown package on an ordinary Montana morning.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER-2

          

        

      

    

    
      Twilight cloaked the Montana wilderness. Gid held his pistol steady, peering through the crack in the window. The man on his porch shifted his weight, glancing toward the tree line as if sensing he was being watched.

      “Kane,” the stranger called again, his voice calm but firm. “If you’re home, I’m not leaving until we talk. I’m unarmed.”

      Unarmed didn’t mean safe. Gid considered his options. He’d lived off the grid long enough to know that no one showing up unannounced was ever innocent. Twice in one day was too much of a coincidence. He edged toward the door, keeping the gun low but ready, and cracked it open.

      “State your business.”

      The man raised his hands, palms out. Late thirties, maybe early forties, with sharp features and an air of precision about him. “Name’s Daniel Levon. I used to run in the same circles as you. Let’s just say we both have a vested interest in algorithms staying dead.”

      Gid’s grip tightened. “That’s a hell of a statement for someone I’ve never met.”

      Daniel smiled faintly. “You know the name. I’ve been keeping tabs on you, Kane. I had to make sure you were still... useful.” He glanced meaningfully at the cracked door. “Can we talk inside? Unless you’re keen on giving the local wildlife a show.”

      Gid weighed his options, then stepped back, gesturing for Daniel to enter. The stranger moved carefully, his hands still raised, as he crossed the threshold. Gid closed the door behind him, the sound of the lock clicking loud in the tense silence.

      “Talk fast,” Gid said, motioning for Daniel to sit. “Why are you here?”

      Daniel lowered himself into the chair uninvited, moving like a man who understood when not to make sudden moves. He rested his forearms on his knees, fingers laced, gaze steady. “I’ve been watching a pattern unfold,” he said, his voice low. “Bodies showing up in calculated sequences. Not messy. Not impulsive. Cold. Clean.”

      Gid’s jaw clenched. He’d barely had time to process the flash drive’s contents, and now this stranger was confirming his worst fears. “And you’re just here to warn me out of the goodness of your heart?”

      “Hardly.” Daniel leaned forward, his tone dropping. “Whoever’s behind this isn’t just targeting high-profile names. They’re setting you up. Your name’s been circulating in some unsavory corners of the internet, tied to leaks, black market deals. You’re the patsy, Kane. If they succeed, you’ll go down as the architect of a global disaster. Someone’s using it, or something like it. I don’t have proof. Not the kind that holds up in a courtroom. The signatures, the predictability… it’s too familiar to be chance.”

      The room fell silent. As the memories of his past intensified, his mind galloped, overwhelmed by the burden. He’d faked his death to escape scenarios such as that, to bury the algorithm and the man he’d been when he created it. Yet here it was, dragging him back into the light.

      “Why come to me?” he asked finally. “If you know so much, why not handle it yourself?”

      Daniel’s expression hardened. “Because I can’t decrypt the fragments. I tried. Whoever’s using Phoenix, they’ve added layers to it, strengthened it. But you? You built the damn thing. You’re the only one who can unravel it before more people die.”

      Gid’s instinct was to refuse. Walk away. However, the image of Evan Malik’s name on that drive and the cryptic note gnawed at him.

      “How do I know you’re not setting me up too?” he asked.

      Daniel shrugged. “You don’t. But if I were you, I’d focus less on trusting me and more on stopping whoever’s playing this game.” He reached into his jacket slowly, pulling out a slim folder. “Here. Consider it a peace offering.”

      Gid opened the folder, scanning its contents. Photos of crime scenes, names of victims, fragments of code that looked disturbingly familiar. One photo caught his attention: a woman in her early thirties, dark hair tied back, eyes sharp with determination. The caption read: Dr. Mara Wolfe.

      “Who’s this?” Gid asked.

      “Your next stop,” Daniel replied. “She’s a professor at MITT, specializes in algorithmic ethics. She’s been trying to bury Phoenix for years, even before you disappeared. If anyone can help you piece this together, it’s her.”

      Gid stared at the photo. There was something about her gaze, a mixture of defiance and conviction, that made him uneasy.

      “She doesn’t know I’m alive,” he said quietly.

      “Then it’ll be a hell of a reunion,” Daniel quipped, rising to his feet. “I’ll be in touch. For now, you’ve got work to do.”

      As Daniel walked out, Gid remained seated, the folder still open on the table. He’d spent years running from his past, but it had found him. And now, it was dragging him into a fight he wasn’t sure he could win.
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        * * *

      

      Gid’s drive from Montana to Cambridge was a relentless stretch of highway and unease. He kept the windows cracked, the cool air biting against his skin, a poor substitute for sleep but enough to keep him alert.

      Every passing headlight in the rearview felt like a threat. Every car that lingered too long in his mirrors had his pulse thumping faster. He stopped only when he had to, quick, grim visits to truck stops, grabbing coffee that was more mud than drinkable, a stale sandwich eaten in the cab of his truck while his eyes stayed locked on the horizon.

      Motel signs blurred by, but he didn’t trust the luxury of rest. Paranoia kept him moving, always scanning, always watching. By the time he pulled into Cambridge, his body ached with exhaustion, but his mind was sharp, wired from hours of constant vigilance. Sleep could wait. Answers couldn’t.
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      The hum of fluorescent lights buzzed softly above as Dr. Mara Wolfe shuffled through a stack of papers in her cramped MITT office.

      Stubborn shafts of sunlight pushed through the half-closed blinds, painting diagonal lines across her desk. She hardly noticed. Her focus was on the labyrinthine legal document before her, another bureaucratic battle to secure funding for ethical AI research.

      The knock at her door startled her. She glanced up, irritated. “Office hours are Wednesdays,” she called, not bothering to look.

      “Not here for office hours,” a voice replied, gravelly and unfamiliar.

      Mara’s eyes narrowed as she looked toward the door. A man stood in the frame, leaning against it like he had all the time in the world. Tall, broad-shouldered, with dark brown hair and a weathered face that spoke of sleepless nights. He was handsome in a rugged way. He wore a jacket that had seen better days and jeans that seemed to hold on out of sheer willpower. She couldn’t place him, but his presence set her on edge.

      “I’m busy,” she said curtly, returning her attention to the papers.

      “You’ll want to hear this,” he said, stepping inside without waiting for an invitation.

      “Excuse me?” Mara’s voice sharpened, her pen clattering onto the desk. She stood, her hands braced against the edge of her desk. “Who the hell are you?”

      The man held her gaze, his expression unreadable. “You might know me as Gib Ryder?”

      Her breath caught. She’d spent three years chasing the ghost of Gib Ryder, the original architect of the Phoenix algorithm. His work had cost lives, shattered reputations, and turned him into a cautionary tale in the world of tech ethics. She’d thought him dead, and now here he was, flesh and blood, standing in her office like a character stepping out of a nightmare.

      “No,” she said flatly. “Ryder’s dead. Try again.”

      He took another step forward, unbothered by her disbelief. “Not as dead as I’d hoped.” He tossed a folder onto her desk. “Look at that.”

      Mara’s eyes flicked to the folder, then back to him. Her instincts screamed at her not to trust him, but curiosity gnawed at her. She hesitated before flipping it open. Inside were crime scene photos, snippets of code, and a list of names, some of which she recognized. Her stomach turned.

      “Where did you get this framework?”

      “Pulled it from a black-box system buried in a data node outside Langley,” Gid said. “You recognize it?”

      “Too much,” she whispered. “It’s mine, or it started that way. A behavioral prediction model I built during my postdoc. Its purpose was anonymous, ethical, and contained public threat assessment. “I walked away from this world for a reason.” She hesitated, shaking her head as if trying to rid herself of the memories.

      “Go on,” urged Gid

      A few years ago, I discovered that someone had co-opted my code and repurposed it for autonomous surveillance systems overseas. People were being profiled, flagged, detained… and I had no control over any of it. I tried to fight it, but all I got was buried in NDAs and veiled threats.” She looked away, jaw tightening. “I swore I’d never go back. Never let someone twist my work like that again.”

      She stepped back, visibly shaken. “But this... this is mutated. Weaponized. Someone rewrote the code, scaled it beyond anything I designed. You’re saying it’s being used to kill people?”

      “That’s what it looks like. They spliced your code with my algorithm and built something far more dangerous.”

      “Then I can’t—” Her voice caught. For years on end, I strived to separate myself from this, to move far away from it. I never wanted it to become what I see on that screen. I don’t want to touch it again.”

      “This...” she began, her voice faltering. “These are murders. High-profile targets. What does this have to do with me?”

      “They’re not random,” Gid said, his tone low. “Someone’s using Phoenix, or a version, to pick them off.”

      Mara’s eyes snapped to his. “That’s impossible. They ordered Phoenix destroyed.”

      “They also destroyed Kane.” He leaned closer till he could smell her perfume. “But here we are. Someone brought it back. They’ve added layers, made it more sophisticated. And they’re using it to kill people.”

      Mara shook her head, the implications clear. “If this is true, why come to me? You’re the one who created it. Fix your own mess.”

      His jaw tightened. “Because you’re the expert now. You’ve spent years tearing apart algorithms like mine, exposing their flaws. If anyone can help me stop this, it’s you.”

      “Help you?” She laughed bitterly. “You think I’m going to help the man who unleashed this nightmare in the first place?”

      “I didn’t unleash it,” Gid snapped. “I buried it on orders, and I agreed with it, too. Someone else dug it up. And, while you’re sitting here pointing fingers, more people are going to die.”

      The accusation stung. Mara’s hands curled into fists. “You think you can just walk in here, wave some files around, and I’ll drop everything to clean up your mess? Why should I trust you?”

      “You shouldn’t,” he admitted. “But if we don’t stop this, the body count’s only going to climb. Whoever’s behind this is smart, connected, and ruthless. I can’t do it alone.”

      Mara’s gaze lingered on the photos in the folder. Her mentor’s warnings echoed in her mind: algorithms are only as dangerous as the people who wield them. She’d spent her career fighting to keep tools like Phoenix out of the wrong hands. Now, it seemed, her fight wasn’t over.

      Mara was visibly pale. “It’s not that I don’t care, Gid. I do. But I’ve been down this road before.” She shook her head, eyes darkening. “They used it to target dissidents. People died!”

      Gid observed her. “So you walked away.”

      “I walked away,” she said, her voice low. “And swore I’d never let something I made be turned into a weapon again.”

      He stared at her, willing her to come to the right conclusion.

      “Fine,” she said at last, her voice hard. “But let’s get one thing straight. This isn’t about helping you. It’s about stopping whoever’s doing this. And if I find out you’re lying to me...” She left the threat unfinished, but the venom in her tone was clear.

      Gid straightened, nodding. “Fair enough.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “Wait here,” she said. She grabbed her bag, folder tucked under her arm, and stepped outside. She pulled out her phone and dialed a number she’d kept memorized for years.

      “Beck,” came the gruff answer after one ring.

      “It’s Mara.” Her voice was low, clipped. “I need a confirmation. Ryder. Is he who he says he is?”

      A pause. Then, “Kane, you mean. Yeah, he’s one of the good ones. Or as good as they come in this game. Took a bullet for me once.”

      Mara frowned. “And he didn’t tell me that because...?”

      “Because he doesn’t play for the medals. Kane’s not in it for trust. He’s in it to win. If he’s with you, he’s in, but watch him. He’s got scars deeper than most.”

      Mara absorbed the words, glancing back through the window at Gid, his stance tense, alert.

      “Good to know. Thanks, Beck.”

      “Watch your back, Mara.”

      She ended the call, squared her shoulders, and walked back inside. Gid looked up, searching her face.

      “Something wrong?” he asked lightly.

      “No,” she said, her tone even. “Just making sure we’re on the same side.”

      His eyes flickered, but he said nothing. She grabbed her bag and met his gaze.

      “Let’s get to work.”

      He nodded, the tension easing just slightly.

      The battle lines were drawn, but for now, they fought together.
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      The coffee shop at the edge of campus buzzed with the usual afternoon crowd, a symphony of hissing espresso machines and indistinct murmurs punctuated by occasional bursts of laughter.

      Mara and Gid sat in a corner booth, papers spread out between them alongside two untouched cups of coffee. The tension between them was substantial. A taut wire stretched too thin.

      Her pen tapped against the table as she studied a grainy surveillance image of a man’s face. “Leonard Saddler,” she muttered, sliding the photo toward Gid. “An executive at a major cybersecurity firm. Found dead in his penthouse two days ago.”

      Gid took the picture and frowned. The victim’s lifeless eyes stared out from the photograph, his torso obscured by a blanket of forensic markings. “What am I looking at here?” he asked, his voice low.

      Mara’s tone hardened. “They carved it into him. Look closer.”

      He angled the photo toward the dim light; the details emerging in a stark, gruesome display, but how had he missed the tiny initial? Lines, symbols, and fragmented code, tiny, were etched into the man’s chest, precise yet jagged, an algorithm tattooed in agony.

      “Fragments of the Phoenix algorithm,” Mara said, her voice tight. “It’s like they’re testing it, on people.”

      Gid exhaled sharply, dropping the photo onto the table as if it burned. “They’re perfecting it. Using Saddler and God knows how many others as their canvas.”

      “It’s a message... or a warning.”

      “No,” Gid said, shaking his head. “This isn’t about warnings. This is them showing off. They’re signaling anyone who might get in their way to say this happens when you resist.”

      She nodded grimly. “I’m sure Saddler wasn’t just a random victim. He must have worked for a competitor, perhaps someone they couldn’t control. This is as much about eliminating threats as it is about proving they can.”

      “If they’re willing to do this just to test the algorithm…”

      Mara finished the thought. “Imagine what they’ll do when it’s fully operational.”

      The stakes crystallized in Gid’s mind. He stared at the grotesque evidence before him, a deep unease settling into his chest.

      “We stop them,” he said finally, his voice like steel. “No matter the cost.”

      “Saddler’s firm handled encryption for classified government projects,” Mara said, her voice cutting through the din. “If someone’s targeting people with connections to national security, we’re looking at a bigger conspiracy than just corporate espionage.”

      “Bigger conspiracies are a lot harder to untangle,” Gid said. He crossed his arms, his expression unreadable. He had barely spoken since they left her office, and the silence wasn’t making things easier.

      Mara’s frustration bubbled over. “If you have something useful to add, now would be a great time.”

      He didn’t look up from the file in his hand. “He was an easy mark. High profile, predictable routine, no heavy security. Whoever’s running this operation wanted attention, but not too much. They’re escalating.”

      “You think this was deliberate?”

      “They’re sending a message,” he said simply. “That’s why they’re not just killing people. They’re making a statement.”

      Mara frowned, her mind racing through possibilities. “So, what’s the message?”

      Gid shrugged, leaning back in his seat. “That’s what we’ve got to figure out. If they’re working their way up the chain, though, the next target won’t be so easy to get to.”

      “You’re assuming they have a next target,” Mara countered. “What if this was just about Saddler?”

      “It’s not,” he said, his voice firm. He tapped a finger on the table, drawing her attention to a string of numbers scrawled in the margin of a report. “This code showed up at his penthouse. Investigators found the same sequence at two other Phoenix-linked scenes. It’s a signature.”

      Mara leaned forward, studying the numbers. “This looks like part of an encryption key. Did you run it?”

      “Not yet,” he admitted. “Figured you’d have better tools for that. I’ve been out of the game a long time.” He didn’t bother telling her about his SEAL training afterwards. There seemed to be no point.

      She shot him a withering look. “So, you’re just here to drop clues in my lap and hope I’ll do all the work?”

      He smirked, the first crack in his stoic facade. “You’re better at it than me. Why waste time pretending otherwise?”

      Mara rolled her eyes but didn’t argue. She pulled her laptop from her bag and opened it, her fingers flying across the keyboard. The decryption software hummed to life, and the numbers resolved into something coherent.

      “Here we go,” she murmured, narrowing her eyes as the program finished its run. “It’s a partial coordinate. Latitude and longitude. Looks like it’s pointing to...” She paused, a faint line of worry creasing her brow. “The docks on the South Side.”

      Gid’s expression darkened. “That’s cartel territory. If we’re heading there, we need to be careful.”

      “Wait,” Mara said, holding up a hand. “This makes little sense. Why leave coordinates at the scene? It’s sloppy.”

      “Unless they wanted us to find it,” Gid said grimly. “It’s a trap.”

      Mara met his gaze, her unease mirrored in his eyes. “Do we follow it, anyway?”

      “We don’t have a choice,” he said, already gathering the files. “If they’re setting a trap, they think they’ve got the upper hand. That gives us a chance to turn the tables.”

      Despite not being convinced, Mara shoved her laptop back into her bag and stood. “Fine, but if this gets me killed, I’m haunting you.”

      A dry “Fair enough,” was Gid’s reply, his tone conveying a sense of resignation or perhaps subtle disapproval. He tossed a few bills onto the table and led the way out.

      The late afternoon sun was blinding as they stepped onto the sidewalk, but she barely noticed. Her mind was already racing ahead, calculating risks, forming contingencies. She wasn’t sure if she trusted Gid, but she couldn’t deny that his instincts were sharp. If anyone could help her navigate this deadly puzzle, it was him.

      His solid, confident stance and the way he moved suggested a man who could handle himself in any situation. It eased her nerves, a contrast to her own bookish, academic world. He brought a physical edge to their duo team, the strength that reassured her he could manage whatever rough encounters lay ahead.

      As they climbed into Gid’s beat-up truck, Mara cast a sidelong glance at him. The engine rumbled to life, a low growl that matched the tension between them.

      “You’ve done this before, haven’t you? The cloak-and-dagger routine.”

      He didn’t answer immediately, his gaze fixed on the dark road ahead. The headlights cut a narrow path through the shadows, illuminating little. When he finally spoke, his voice was low, edged with something unreadable.

      “Once or twice. But it’s been a long time.”

      Mara studied him. There was a calmness to him, a sense of readiness that didn’t come from academic training or theoretical knowledge. It was the way he scanned their surroundings, the easy but controlled grip on the wheel. He moved like a man who had seen enough of the world’s rough edges to navigate them without flinching. She noticed all of it. He brought a physical presence to the ordeal that she lacked, a strength she found oddly reassuring.

      Still, unease pricked at her.

      “Why did you come to me?” she asked, her tone softer but no less pointed.

      He hesitated, as if weighing the answer. “Daniel Levon gave me your name. Said if anyone could make sense of what’s happening, it’d be you.”

      Mara’s stomach tightened. Daniel Levon. The name echoed, laced with suspicion. He was always just out of reach, tangled in shadows. Months ago, she’d received fragments of the algorithm, cryptic, incomplete, anonymous. Except for one thing: a subtle mark, a pattern she’d later linked to Levon’s signature work.

      She frowned. “Funny. This Daniel also made sure those algorithm fragments found their way to me. No name, no explanation. Just... delivered.”

      Gid’s eyes flicked to her briefly before returning to the road. “Maybe he wanted you involved.”

      She crossed her arms, leaning into the door. “But why? What’s his endgame? Levon doesn’t seem like a man who acts without purpose. So whose side is he on? Ours? Theirs? Or his own? Maybe we’re just pawns in whatever canvas he’s painting.”

      The question hung in the air, unanswered, and neither of them seemed eager to break the silence. Mara stared out at the darkness, her mind spinning with possibilities. Levon’s motives were a maze she couldn’t navigate, not yet. One thing was obvious. They’d need to tread carefully.

      And whatever Gid’s reasons were for being there, she’d be watching him closely.

      He hesitated, his grip tightening on the steering wheel. “Because I needed someone who cares about stopping this more than covering their own ass, and because I’ve got enough blood on my hands. I need no more.”

      Mara didn’t reply. His words felt haunted. As the city blurred past, she realized just how high the stakes had become, and for the first time, she feared for her life. How far she was willing to go to see this through.
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      The docks smelled of salt and rust, a biting wind cutting through the maze of shipping containers stacked like oversized tombstones. Mara pulled her coat tighter, glancing at Gid, who seemed unaffected by the cold.

      His eyes swept the area, sharp and unyielding. She noticed the way his hand rested near his jacket pocket, close enough to the concealed weapon he carried. Experience had created that habit, and she wasn’t sure whether it made her feel safer or more anxious.

      “You sure about this?” she asked, her breath clouding in the air.

      “Nope,” Gid replied, his voice flat. “But we’re here, so let’s make it count.”

      The coordinates had led them to an abandoned shipping terminal, its lights flickering like dying fireflies. It was the perfect place for an ambush, and they both knew it. Gid motioned for her to follow as he moved toward the shadows, his steps silent against the concrete.

      “Stay close,” he said over his shoulder. “And touch nothing.”

      “Noted,” she muttered, suppressing the urge to roll her eyes. As much as Gid’s caution irritated her, she couldn’t ignore the knot of anxiety tightening in her chest. She didn’t need to be warned because she was frightened enough.

      They rounded a corner; the containers towering over them like silent sentinels. A faint hum of machinery echoed through the air, mingling with the distant cries of seagulls. Mara’s fingers brushed against the strap of her bag, where her laptop rested
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