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      NOW | Houston, Texas

      

      It was technically stealing.

      Alexandra Kayne—call her Alex, or she probably wouldn’t answer—had the usual moral and ethical qualms about taking things that didn’t belong to her. But these days she tended to live by two core principles: survive and, maybe more important, finish the job.

      She’d make up for the bad karma later.

      When things settled down, and she was out of immediate danger, she’d make up for all of this. She’d send money. She’d make things right. Sometime, somehow, she’d balance the ledger.

      For now, she had to do things the wrong way to get the right result.

      She’d been spotted.

      This job had required her to be exposed, if only briefly, and she’d gambled that she wouldn’t be noticed. She’d lost that bet, and now she just had to get away from here as quickly as possible.

      The job was done. It was time to run.

      Across the street from the Ethos Software building was an upscale car wash—the type of place that had a comfortable waiting room, free WIFI, even free coffee and popcorn.

      Why those two went so well together, Alex had never managed to guess. But these were strange times.

      She liked places like this. They were on her “resource” list. Car washes, hardware stores, secondhand shops, resort hotel lobbies—when you were making do with whatever you had handy, places like these gave you plenty of options. Especially if you were willing to exercise some “moral flexibility.”

      She knew the clock was ticking. She needed to get as far away from here as she could, in the shortest time possible. But she needed a few things before she could make her exit.

      She slipped out of the Houston heat and humidity and into the air-conditioned lobby of the car wash. The contrast was almost brutal—whatever the opposite of a surprise punch to the face might be, moving from outside to inside during a Houston summer was it.

      She made a conscious effort to slow down, once inside, and to casually slip in alongside dozens of patrons who were milling about, inspecting various knickknacks and snack options. A large woman in a tank top and yoga pants was scrutinizing a rack of locally made fudge, and another gentleman in a camo T-shirt and cutoff shorts was reading a car magazine, lounging against the wall next to the rack.

      Alex slipped past them, scanning the racks and shelves as she moved, looking for things that would be useful, resources that she could put to work if needed. She found several promising options.

      Hanging from a peg in a slat-board display were several canisters of “Dog Repellant.”

      It was a way to skirt local laws about carrying pepper spray—a law that she thought was asinine, considering the rising rates of assault in the area.

      She considered grabbing one of these, but decided against it. Pepper spray would mean being in proximity to her pursuers. If they were that close, she was already toast. She preferred evasion over conflict, when she could swing it.

      Of course, when it came down to it, she didn’t need pepper spray to defend herself.

      Next she found a display of small tools, and among the hanging items was a small scraper—basically a razor blade stored in a flat plastic handle, meant for removing adhesive from glass.

      She grabbed one of these.

      Finally she moved to the display of novelty T-shirts and baseball caps, conveniently located near the rack of sunglasses. She snagged a blue T-shirt that read “I hit like a girl,” with a picture of a broken baseball bat.

      She liked the message of it, in context.

      She also snagged a faux-distressed baseball cap with a tractor logo stitched to its front. The sunglasses were simple, black Rayban knockoffs. Nothing flashy, and nothing that would particularly stand out on a bright Houston day.

      Perfect.

      It was a small collection of items, and would have run her maybe $40 total, if she were planning to pay. Vastly over-priced, for sure, but not a fortune.

      She had the money, but not the time. There was a line, as people waited to pay for their items or their car washes.

      She also didn’t want to linger near the register, where the cameras would get a full-frontal shot of her. She could scrub that video later, but she wasn’t entirely sure when she’d have time. Images might get out before she could get to them. Better to skip it.

      She’d keep track. Send money later. Make it right.

      As Alex moved deeper into the bustle of the carwash, she casually slid the razor blade from the plastic guard of the scraper and used it to cut the plastic tags from the hat and T-shirt. She left the debris, along with the scraper itself, in a small pile hidden behind a set of fairy-tale-themed coffee mugs. She rolled the cap up and shoved that in the left pocket of her jeans. The shirt she held like a rag as she moved, walking past the registers and deeper into the car wash waiting area.

      The girl behind the counter was too busy working with the current customer to even notice her.

      There were restrooms just past the vending machines, in a corridor that ran the length of the building. To her right was a long series of glass windows, beyond which several vehicles were slowly moving through powerful jets of water and beneath nozzles spraying multi-colored soap and wax.

      There was a set of gun grips mounted to a pedestal along the inside of the windows, and a young girl was using them to aim a large squirt gun mounted outside, in the wash chamber. She was ecstatic about the stream of water hitting cars as they passed by and giggled with loud and adorable glee.

      It might have made Alex smile any other time. As it was, it gave her a stab of nostalgia tinged by grief, over a life she wasn’t likely to have. Connections lost, and opportunities taken from her.

      If there was no time to buy overpriced car wash merchandise, there was certainly no time to grieve over a life that had been over for over almost two years now. She could moon over the idea of super adorable little girls once she was out of the soup.

      The clock was still ticking.

      She slipped into the restroom and locked herself in a stall, pulled off her shirt and replaced it with the new T-shirt, then pulled her hair into a ponytail and tucked it through the back band of the ball cap. The sunglasses completed the look—modern soccer mom chic—hiding her features in a screen of suburban camouflage most people wouldn’t look at twice.

      It should be enough.

      Experience told her she could disappear this way, in plain sight.

      As she opened the bathroom stall, Alex caught a quick glimpse of herself in the mirror. She looked cute. It was a far cry from the designer clothes and power blazers she’d worn just two years earlier. Trappings that she’d barely tolerated anyway—symbols of power and authority that were meant to distract people from the fact that she was a woman heading a technology business that was set to change the world.

      Oh, and make billions.

      The billions were sort of why she was here now, ducking into a restroom to pull on stolen car wash gear, on the run from what was just the most recent in a long string of attempts to put her in a cell somewhere, locked away tight and pressed to reveal a secret she just, frankly, was never going to reveal.

      Billions could suck it.

      She shoved her old shirt deep into the trash bin as she was leaving, piling paper towels and other garbage on top of it, and then stepped out into the long hall, moving along at the pace of the cars in the wash outside the window. Toward the exit.

      Tick, tick, tick.

      An automated door opened for her, and she stepped out once again into a shaded waiting area. A few other patrons lingered here, but made no attempt to talk to her or to each other.

      The heat and humidity were still oppressive, despite the shade and even the faint breeze generated by two outdoor ceiling fans. No one else seemed even to notice the heat. They were used to it, maybe. Or they were impatient to get into their cars and get out of there.

      Alex couldn’t blame them—there were enough people out here, vying for shade, that it was difficult not to bump into each other. Somehow they managed, while hovering, waiting for one of the carwash employees to wave a towel and set them free.

      That was the other good thing about car washes, Alex felt. Plenty of people, but everyone was focused on waiting things out so they could get moving. No eye contact. No chit-chat. No one looking at you and thinking maybe you look a little familiar. Everyone was more concerned with what to give as a tip than whether someone might be trying to hide from the police.

      Alex moved to a corner of the shaded area and watched. Her clock was winding down, she knew. It would only be a matter of time before one of the agents involved in the raid at Ethos Software thought to look here, at the car wash across the street, to find the fugitive on the run.

      If they came through before she’d managed her escape, things could get messy.

      She didn’t want to have to fight. She didn’t want to risk hurting someone. She had a plan—hastily created, but workable. Things could go sideways, of course.

      But that hadn’t happened yet. Right now things were going pretty much according to the improvised plan. She was good. She was fine.

      She just had to keep calm and keep watching.

      One of the car wash workers looked up, scanning the patrons seated and standing in the shade. The worker waved his towel, indicating that the small Toyota pickup he’d been drying by hand was ready for its owner.

      Alex glanced around and noted that no one was reacting. Those who did see him almost instantly looked back at their phones or whatever else had been occupying their attention.

      This was her opportunity.

      She moved forward, reaching into her pocket and taking out some cash. There was around $100 in tens and twenties in that stack, and she shoved all of it into the carwash guy’s hand.

      It was sort of a karmic gesture, to make up for the stuff she’d stolen—though she’d also pay that back, when she could. Also, she was about to do something to raise her karmic debt, and this was a way to at least get some goodwill into the mix.

      But more than that, this was camouflage. The large tip distracted the man who had waved her over, and he didn’t ask to see her receipt. A receipt she didn’t have, of course.

      He smiled and held the door for her.

      The keys were in the visor. The radio was tuned to a Mexican radio station.

      Alex returned his smile as she closed and locked the doors. She started the truck and put it in gear, moving out of the space and across the parking lot, turning onto the street.

      She looked in the rearview mirror just in time to see two black sedans skid into the parking lot, and four men in dark suits hurriedly climb out and rush inside. They would lock the place down in a moment. Local police would be alerted to be on the lookout, but unless they’d spotted the Toyota leaving, they wouldn’t know what to BOLO for, right away.

      Alex had time—if she took her time.

      No rushing. No erratic behavior. Just drive.

      She kept to the speed limit, made the first turn she could, and then the next. She found an on-ramp to the highway. She used her signal as she merged with traffic. She kept to the right-hand lane and made no effort to pass any of the slower drivers.

      She spent the next half hour moving at highway speeds in as straight a line as possible before taking an exit and parking the Toyota in the shade behind one of the buildings in an abandoned car lot.

      She put the keys back in the visor and found a rolled-up window shade in the floorboard behind the seat, unrolling it to place in the windshield. It would protect the truck from the heat and UV rays, but it was also a way to make it look less abandoned.

      She dropped around five hundred dollars into the center console, made sure it wasn’t visible from the outside, then locked the doors and closed them behind her.

      Then she walked away.

      The job was done. The client would be very happy—not to mention safe from any more harassment from Ethos Software’s goon squad.

      Her reason for being here, in Houston, was gone, and Alex Kayne could now move on to the next city, the next client. The next distraction.

      The FBI could spend a few weeks looking for her in this area, if they wanted. Whatever made them feel productive.

      She had another client, already waiting.
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        * * *

      

      TWO YEARS EARLIER | San Francisco, California

      

      Alex didn’t like this part of the business. It felt like a perversion of what she’d had in mind, when she’d started all of this. She’d meant her work to keep people safe, to protect them from everything from identity theft to an intrusive and overreaching government.

      Now that very government was her biggest customer, and the majority of her work was labeled as classified.

      The public might never even hear about it, much less benefit from it. If anything, the government would use her work to further erode the thin veneer of privacy left to the population.

      This wasn’t what she’d wanted at all.

      Her partner, Adrian, couldn’t have been happier, however.

      “Cheer up!” Adrian said, pouring more than a couple of fingers of scotch from the wet bar. He beckoned with the bottle, and Alex shook her head.

      “This contract has been amazing for the business,” Adrian continued. “We’ve been able to do all those things on your bucket list, haven’t we? We’ve helped a lot of people.”

      “Not as many as I’d hoped,” Alex said. She stood up and moved to the large window that dominated an entire wall of Adrian’s office. She had to admit the view from his space was much more impressive than it was from her own office. She hadn’t cared which space she occupied when she took on the role of CEO of Populus. She was more concerned with building something on the foundation of the technology she’d invented, creating something that could change the world in profoundly positive ways.

      The encryption tech was only a small part of the goals of the business. Her goals. Though she was starting to realize that she and Adrian didn’t share those goals in common.

      She should have seen it.

      She was too in love with the idea of the good she could do in the world, and too blind to the ways her technology could be misused. Too blind to what was happening, right under her nose.

      “The contracts have our tech locked up for two decades, Adrian. Twenty years before the public can benefit from this. It’s not what I wanted.”

      “What were you expecting?” Adrian asked, sipping his scotch. “Alex, you invented the ultimate password breaker.”

      “It wasn’t meant for that,” Alex said, folding her arms over her chest and staring out at the city below. You could see the river from here, intersecting the park. It was a band of sparkling, dancing light. Alex considered it, wondering what it would be like to harness light in streams like that, to use it to move through the universe, to escape the limits of a world focused so entirely on profit that it couldn’t even see the people below the line.

      “It’s what it ended up being used for,” Adrian replied, snapping Alex away from that promising future and back to here and now. “QuIEK is the most advanced data encryption and decryption tool the world has ever known. You had to know the government would want to keep that close to their vests.”

      QuIEK, pronounced “quake” by its creator, was shorthand for “Quantum Integrated Encryption Key.”

      Adrian wasn’t exaggerating when he trumpeted its power and benefits.

      QuIEK was the most advanced system of its kind, able to lock data in such a way that it would take billions of computers billions of years to even get to the “enter your password now” stage. In fact, the only system in the known universe that could unlock a QuIEK-encoded file was QuIEK itself, along with whatever personal PIN or password or biometric security measure someone might have used to engage it.

      If something was QuIEK-encoded, it could only be opened by whoever had locked it. Or whoever they entrusted it to.

      But the same couldn’t be said for any other form of encryption, quantum or otherwise.

      That’s where things got complicated. And a little scary.

      Thanks to the AI framework and the quantum-computing aspects of the system, QuIEK was insanely compact. It could run on practically no resources whatsoever, while continuing to provide a level of computing power equivalent to every microprocessor ever made, working in tandem on the same problem, with unlimited resources behind the effort.

      In other words, QuIEK was the most powerful system ever created. And its limits had yet to be determined—and might not even exist. No computer, no AI, no software ever created was its equal. Nothing humanity had ever built could match it, in terms of data encryption or, worse, data decryption.

      Basically, QuIEK could walk through even the most advanced data security as if it wasn’t there.

      QuIEK could unlock anything.

      No database, no password, no security system on the planet was immune to it. Which meant no government’s secrets were immune to it.

      Forget data privacy or security. Both concepts had just gone extinct.

      Whoever controlled QuIEK controlled everything.

      This was exactly what was giving Alex a lot of sleepless nights. She’d built QuIEK to help protect everyday people from an increasingly intrusive government, but also to guard against the more mundane threats that were becoming such a common occurrence in daily life. QuIEK would make identity theft and stolen credit card numbers and leaked passwords a thing of the distant past. Hazy memories, at best, from a dark era for online data and privacy.

      That had been the idea, at least. That innocent, foolish, utterly naïve idea.

      Adrian took up position next to Alex, looking out over the city below as if they were two rulers surveying their domain.

      Except Alex had no desire for an empire. She’d wanted to build something that made the world better. She’d wanted to build lots of things that made the world better. And because of this, because of her greatest work, everything else she’d hoped to do in the world was in jeopardy.

      Maybe even the world itself.

      It had become a very real possibility, she’d come to realize, that the tools she’d built could end up destroying the world she’d meant to save.

      “So the deal is they want us to shut down all other operations,” Adrian told her, sipping again from his scotch. “Too many variables to control. Too many opportunities for leaks or security breaches. To compensate, the contract they’re offering us pays nearly six times our annual revenue.” At this Adrian grinned. “More money than we even projected in our ten year figures, Alex. More money than we ever dreamed. And all we have to do is keep developing and improving QuIEK.”

      “For them,” Alex said. “For the government.”

      “They’re going to take it anyway,” Adrian said, shrugging. “If we don’t agree to these terms, they’ll shut us down, lock us into confidentiality agreements if not a couple of small and windowless rooms. And they’ll take QuIEK anyway. This deal makes us rich, at least.”

      “And completely robs us of any freedom to make anything else. It’s a bad deal.”

      “It’s the only deal,” Adrian said, his voice hard.

      Alex thought about it, looking out over the city.

      She had worked her whole life for two things: Complete independence, and the ability to make a better world. Now, both of those were being ripped away from her, and she was being told that her only choice was to take it.

      She was being told that what she built wasn’t hers, that it had always been up to others what she could do or build or keep.

      Or who she could help.

      “No,” she said, her voice quiet but firm.

      Adrian was staring out at the landscape. “No,” he repeated quietly, ironically. Then he nodded. “I get it, Alex. I’ve known you longer than just about anyone. I get it. You can’t stand the idea of someone telling you what you can and can’t do.”

      “That’s not it,” Alex said, shaking her head.

      “You can’t stand anyone controlling any aspect of you, telling you that you have to stay in a box. That you have no say,” Adrian said, his expression twisted into a look of complete disdain.

      Alex said nothing, because there was nothing to say.

      “But this is what it is, Alex. This is the US government telling you that you’re in a box. So you’d better make it as comfortable as possible. Otherwise they’ll put you in a different box, where you can rot for all they care.”

      Alex understood this, but it didn’t matter. “I won’t let them take it, and I won’t let them tell us what we can do as a business. That isn’t going to happen.”

      Adrian laughed, and it was a sharp and bitter sound that made Alex feel a sick twinge. “And what the hell are you going to do about it, exactly? It’s done, Alex! I…”

      He hesitated. Then shook his head, clearly deciding there was no point in putting it off. “I signed the contract this morning.”

      Alex looked at him sharply. “You what? You don’t…”

      “Have the right?” Adrian laughed. “The authority? Read my contract again, Alex. I’m one of two people in this company who has decision making power at that level. Me and you. And our advisors back me.”

      “They’re not a board of directors,” Alex said. “This is a private company. My company.”

      “I know,” Adrian waved, dismissive. “A private company with an even more private owner,” he sneered. “But the investors own a large enough percentage, along with mine, to make this happen. And it has happened. It’s done.”

      Alex turned and studied her friend—her oldest friend—and felt sick.

      Not because she’d been betrayed. She’d known that Adrian was set to turn against her in this, at some point. He’d been pushing for a deal like this almost since QuIEK was invented.

      It was Adrian who had started all of these wheels in motion in the first place. Alerting the government, proposing deals and contracts, agreeing to concessions. Alex knew all of that, despite Adrian’s attempts to hide it. Adrian had betrayed her a long time ago.

      No, Alex felt sick because of what she was about to do to Alex, and to their advisors, and to Populus—the business they’d built together, in the name of what she’d always believed was a just and righteous mission.

      She felt sick because of her own impending betrayal.

      She checked her smart watch, and saw the notification there, waiting. The events she’d put into motion were ready for her. All it would take was a touch.

      She touched the watch, and everything started.

      She turned away with Adrian still staring out at the landscape. Her friend was thinking that he’d won, she knew.

      Alex, on the other hand, was thinking she wanted to get to the ground floor before the automated systems shut down the elevators for good.

      The deadlock would be a cascade of shutdowns, with the elevators being the last to go, and only once the AI monitoring system determined they were empty.

      But it would be a fairly rapid shutdown. Everything was about to go offline. She needed to be at ground level before that happened.

      In the private, executive parking section of the garage, Alex climbed into her silver Tesla. She paused only long enough to let out the breath she’d been holding.

      Then she started the Tesla and sped away from the building that she’d more or less thought of as home for most of the last decade. She’d just spent the last moment there. She’d never see it again.

      Soon, it wouldn’t even exist.

      Her phone rang, and she answered, already knowing who it would be and what it would be about.

      “Alex, what did you do!” Adrian shouted, panicked. “Everything… everything’s shutting down! Everything in the system is gone!”

      “It’s not gone,” Alex replied. “It’s locked.”

      There was a pause. “Wait… did you… did you use QuIEK? Did you just lock us out of our own systems?”

      “For good,” Alex said. “All the data, all the research, everything that was QuIEK, it’s all locked in our systems. You’d need QuIEK itself to unlock it. That, and my personal access code. It’s finished, Adrian. The government will just have to learn to deal with it.”

      “You idiot!” Alex shouted. “You’ve killed us! You’ve killed us!”

      “Adrian, relax. The US government isn’t going to take out a hit on us over this. At most they’ll imprison me and try to force me to unlock the data. They…”

      “It’s the Russians, Alex!” Adrian shouted into the phone.

      She paused. Blinked. “What?” Alex felt herself go cold. “What are you talking about, Adrian? What did you do?”

      There was the sound of heavy breathing over the phone, and Adrian finally responded. “I cut a second deal. Under the table. I… I sold QuIEK to the Russians. It’s a secret. Something I’ve been working on for months, since they approached me.” He laughed. “Approached me,” he said again, an ironic note in his voice. “They didn’t give me a choice, Alex. They want to… they’re going to use this for disinformation, and for cracking US security. They’re here, in the building. I was on my way to meet with them when… when everything went crazy.”

      Alex felt her own breathing increase, her pulse pounding in her throat. “No, Adrian, you didn’t. How could you?”

      “I told you, I had no choice! I couldn’t say no! But it was more than that, Alex. It was… it was money. More money than you’ve ever imagined! Money enough to buy our own country, for God’s sake! By the time they brought the US down, we could be anywhere in the world. We could be anyone. We could be…” He didn’t finish, and Alex didn’t bother trying to imagine whatever twisted fantasy he’d concocted.

      He was delusional.

      Insane.

      She hadn’t let herself believe it until this moment, but it was clear.

      “But now,” Adrian said. “Now…”

      “Now they’ll kill us,” Alex said. “Or worse.”

      “Worse? What could possibly be worse?”

      Before Alex could answer a truck in the oncoming lane swerved toward her. She reacted quickly and on instinct, slamming the wheel to the right and spinning the Tesla sideways. The maneuver itself saved her, kept her from a head-on impact, but she didn’t have the speed. She couldn’t avoid the crash entirely.

      The truck clipped the driver’s side, just behind her seat, sending the Tesla into a spin and slamming Alex against the door.

      The airbags deployed, and Alex was slammed backwards and sideways all at once. She felt something give in her ribs, followed by a sharp pain.

      At some point in the chaos the car stopped moving, and Alex heard the sounds of the city, people stopping and exiting their own vehicles, concerned, already calling for emergency services. There was a ticking noise from under the dash of the Tesla, and Alex noted it but couldn’t place what it was. Everything seemed slowed, including her own thinking.

      She was dazed, not sure what was happening and what to do about it. The airbags sagged, and she looked up to see someone exiting the truck, looking completely unfazed and moving with hardened purpose.

      He had something in his hand.

      A gun.

      Alex had no time. She had to think of a way out of this. She knew, mostly by instinct, what was coming next.

      The Tesla was dead on the street and not going anywhere. The man was approaching, weapon in hand, and it was clear what was coming next. Alex frantically ran the situation through her mind, looking around in her mental landscape at her inventory of resources.

      There were always resources.

      Everything she needed.

      Everything you need is right in front of you, her grandfather’s voice was saying, echoing around inside her head.

      Everything she needed.

      Everything was…

      She reached out to the dash and took her phone from the magnetic mount. She held this up to the window, pushing it against the glass with a click. The move was so unusual and unexpected it made the gunman pause.

      “If you shoot me,” Alex said. “Your bosses will never get the key. Only the US government will have it, and Mother Russia will forever lose its place on the world stage overnight. All your secrets are belong to us!”

      Big talk. And possibly a corny pop-culture reference that might go right over the guy’s head—she couldn’t be sure in her current state.

      It was also a total bluff. The US government had nothing, and never would.

      The gunman might be fully aware of that. His presence here meant that someone had been monitoring them closely. The Russians that Adrian had planned to meet with, the ones that were in the building when Alex had shut everything down, had clearly had someone watching her, following as she’d left Populus.

      They might know everything. They might be fully aware that Alex had quantum locked QuIEK itself. This might be Alex’s last day on Earth.

      The gunman quickly glanced around, then yanked open the door of the Tesla, with the sound of wrenching, anguished metal. He grabbed the phone from Alex’s hand and then grabbed Alex herself. He yanked her out of the car, barely letting her unbuckle her seatbelt first.

      Another car squealed to a stop, and the gunman shoved Alex inside before climbing in beside her.

      In seconds they were racing away from the scene, and Alex marveled at the irony of being safe and completely screwed at the same time.
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      NOW | Orlando, Florida

      
      Smokescreen was what made all of this possible.

      For the past two years, Alex had meticulously built the network, traveling from city to city and town to town, scouting any open WiFi hotspots that she could exploit. If she couldn’t find an open signal, she’d use QuIEK to make one, connecting her “bots” in a way that was practically invisible on the network. She always and only used public places with lots of foot traffic. Zebra stripes to confuse any lions who might be lurking.

      The bots were little microcomputers built from readily available kits she could pick up from hobby shops and electronic retailers nearly everywhere. Each bot ran an open-source operating system and remote desktop software. They were cheap, disposable computers that were also tiny and easy to hide right out in the open. Their power consumption was low, and it was easy to make them look like part of the scenery.

      Alex would scout a location and build the bots to look like they were just another gadget or gizmo linked to the utilities or security systems or electrical fixtures of a small business. She would hijack power from other systems nearby, using it to charge a backup battery as well as power the system itself.

      Smokescreen allowed her to log in to any one of thousands of these bots in cities and towns all over the country. It was how she could be in Cornswallow, Texas and appear to be in LA, Manhattan, or Denver on any given day, or even hour by hour.

      Anyone who might be looking for her online would have a difficult time of it. Even if they staked out the coffee shop or bar or grocery store where she appeared to be, she’d “exit” unseen, and be a thousand miles away—virtually speaking—the next time she logged on. In reality, she might still be in the same Airbnb or hotel room she’d been in for weeks.

      Alex knew that tracing her online wasn’t something that happened often. She had unfettered access to every network of every agency that was on her tail. She could see the progress of their manhunt, and though they were sometimes a little close for her comfort, the near misses usually came more from them getting lucky and her getting sloppy—either by accident or out of necessity.

      If she played it smart, she could be invisible forever.

      The problem was, she sometimes couldn’t play it smart. Sometimes the job made it impossible to stay off the radar.

      This last gig had been one of those, and she was still freaking out about it, just a little. By now she’d managed to put quite a bit of distance between her and that car wash, had switched vehicles half a dozen times, and had left some virtual breadcrumbs to lead the Feds in the opposite direction. It hadn’t entirely worked—they’d assumed that anything digital would be compromised, which was smart of them. But it delayed them briefly, each time, which was all Alex needed.

      She felt safe enough for now. Which was to say she was in a public place where she could blend in and be anonymous while using a VPN to remote into a Smokescreen bot in another state, while keeping an eye on all the exits locally.

      It was about as safe as she could expect these days, but it had served her well, so far.

      At the moment, she was in Orlando, and she was preparing to meet with a new client.

      The client entered through the front door of the restaurant. And she wasn’t hard to miss. She was attractive, but that wasn’t what caught the eye of everyone as she walked in.

      It was her arm.

      The obviously missing arm.

      She seemed self conscious and alert all at once, but once she spotted Alex’s smartwatch on the edge of the table, the signal they’d arranged in advance, she put her head down and moved quickly. She stopped in front of the booth. “Are you…” She hesitated, as if uncertain how to put it. “I’m looking for someone.”

      “Some people say I’m a someone, Abbey,” Alex said, smiling and motioning for her to take a seat.

      Abbey eyed the room, looking around nervously, which was something Alex really wished she would not do. But most of the patrons were doing their best not to look at her, or not to look at the stump of her left arm.

      Deformity, Alex mused, might just be the best camouflage.

      She doubted anyone in the room could describe Abbey or pick her out of a lineup, other than to say she was missing an arm. Alex filed this away as a useful bit of information to add to her resource list—that growing mental database of handy things to know, just in case.

      Of course, she’d rather not actually lose an arm, just to keep hidden. But she could always fake it.

      Ponder this later, she chided herself. Work now.

      She focused on what she knew about the client, waiting for Abbey to relax enough to talk, to answer questions, and to receive some instructions.

      Abbey Cooper. Twenty-five years old, and a fairly recent graduate of the University of Florida. She was a transplant to Orlando, having moved here for school after spending the first 18 years of her life in Dallas, Texas. She had graduated in the top five of her class and had entered college life with a resume stuffed with AP classes and a couple of scholarships to pay most of her way. She worked for the rest, primarily with paid research jobs that were a bonus part of her program.

      She wanted to be a marine biologist—a career that she’d stuck with even after losing her arm in a shark attack.

      Alex really liked the girl’s obvious character and

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/break-rule-gradient-screen.png





OEBPS/images/hatdigitat.png
KNOVELTON





OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Also by J. Kevin Tumlinson
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Chapter 1
      


      		
        Chapter 2
      


      		
        Chapter 3
      


      		
        Chapter 4
      


      		
        Chapter 5
      


      		
        Chapter 6
      


      		
        Chapter 7
      


      		
        Chapter 8
      


      		
        Chapter 9
      


      		
        Chapter 10
      


      		
        Chapter 11
      


      		
        Chapter 12
      


      		
        Chapter 13
      


      		
        Chapter 14
      


      		
        Chapter 15
      


      		
        Chapter 16
      


      		
        Chapter 17
      


      		
        Chapter 18
      


      		
        Chapter 19
      


      		
        Chapter 20
      


      		
        Chapter 21
      


      		
        Epilogue
      


      		
        Alex Kayne is Still Running!
      


      		
        A Note at the End
      


      		
        Here’s how to help me reach more readers
      


      		
        About the Author
      


      		
        Also by J. Kevin Tumlinson
      


      		
        Keep the Adventure Going!
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Title Page


      		Copyright


      		Also by J. Kevin Tumlinson


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		About the Author


    


  


This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/qr-001-shaken-front-2024.png
BESTSEELING &AWARD -WINNING AUTHOR

Ji KEVIN TUMLIN SON







