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Prologue

Ah, the dreaded Prologue—perennial point of contention among authors and editors and readers since I started writing, with a constantly changing approval status. If you’re one who believes Prologues are info dumps or set-ups an author could handle more subtly, feel free to skip the next few pages! The chapters are complete enough to stand alone.

However, if you read Fatal Errors and wonder what happened to the characters in the intervening ten years (yes ten, in Fatál’s world), read on! Consider this our own version of the cool kids’ club with all the inside scoop.

Either way, enjoy sharing Fatál’s journey!

Me again—Fatál Wood, the gray-hat hacker who sold my soul to the Feds ten years ago. That lasted until the 2016 election, after which [ahem] I left the Department of Homeland Security and headed out on my own. Not a big switch-up, really, since I’d spent almost as much of my time freelance as I did handling DHS projects. I never told my boss, FBI Special Agent Bratton, about those side gigs. He knew, probably, but never called me on it. He’s cool like that.

Plus, we had an unofficial reciprocity going. I’d agree to work his beyond-hacking investigations, and he’d overlook my extracurriculars. Being a younger, unconventional female got me into places any of his suits would have been thrown out of. My natural curiosity and love of getting away with something was a good fit for clandestine undercover work. I refused to carry a gun, on principle, and while he still fights me on that, we mostly agree to disagree. I have other ways of protecting myself.

My favorite assignment was infiltrating a slimy cryptocurrency shop that targeted gullible folks who could almost spell “PC” with promises of big payouts. Most of those are just high-tech pyramid schemes anyway, so I had no hesitation at helping take them down. Wing Chun kung fu came in handy when they caught on to who I really was, but other than a few bruises before the fedsFeds broke down the door, I came out fine. I’d picked up that martial arts training in high school when Grandma Zigana wasn’t looking, and weekly workouts remain one of my few physical exertions. Funny enough, I think I miss Bratton’s adventures more than the official DHS hacking I was hired to do.
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I gave myself some time off after the complicated DHS uncoupling, even took Zigana and her husband Sammy on a cruise as a belated gift for their sixth anniversary. That’s when I met Bryce. I’d resisted any kind of romantic entanglements after the heartbreak that was Adam about the time I graduated from college, but there he was: inked-up bad boy unwillingly on a cruise ship with his rich grandma who was trying to redeem him from his life as a tattoo artist—highly respected by the industry, if not by her. While Zigana and Sammy were enjoying their moonlight walks on the Promenade Deck, Bryce and I explored less-accessible parts of the ship, and each other. I should have known it would end badly. Bryce was too enamored of Grandma’s money to take our time together seriously, and at the end of a whirlwind eight days, he dutifully followed her off the ship and out of my life.

After we got back to Yellow Springs, I gave myself exactly one week to mope before diving into setting up my own cybersecurity business. It was easy to tap into the defense contracting network I’d developed at DHS. With Wright-Patterson Air Force Base practically in my backyard, I didn’t have to travel far for work, and since my security clearance from DHS remained intact—at least to a certain level—clients were only too happy to hire me.

Even though working for DHS had meant I spent most of my time in DC, I’d kept my upstairs apartment over Zigana’s jewelry store in Yellow Springs as a pied-a-terre of sorts. The bungalow abutting Glen Helen Nature Preserve she and Sammy had renovated didn’t have room for me, not that I wanted to intrude on their perpetual newlywed bliss anyway. She didn’t need me that close anymore.

Now that I was home for good, the apartment where I’d spent most of my life closed in on me, so I started looking for new digs. Finding a home to buy in Yellow Springs is always tough. Our slightly tattered reputation as the Berkeley of the Midwest makes the town a desirable location for aging hippies, Millennials, and Gen X/Y/Z people looking for the freedom to live unfettered by Ohio’s increasingly conservative environment. An oasis of blue in a sea of red is our current identity. Throw in a great public school, the rejuvenated and uniquely liberal Antioch College, plus the aforementioned US Air Force base, and houses sell fast—even at the ever-rising prices.

Eventually I gave up searching for a decent place to buy and threw a bunch of hard-earned DHS money into what I had. First, I bought the downtown building Zigana had rented for so many years. Then I updated her storefront area, expanded the second-floor residence into an open floor plan living space, and the top story where my adolescent bedroom had been became my high-tech workroom. I left the tiny window at the peak of the roof that looked out over downtown for nostalgia as much as for ambient light. Never hurts to have a night sky blanketed with stars to get me through a long hacking session.

Because no matter what name the industry puts on it—security assessment, network auditing, penetration testing—it’s still hacking, just more legal than what I’d been arrested for in 2005. But as I’ve always believed, legal does not mean ethical, and vice versa. The government is good at skirting those boundaries bending the rules in the name of national security when it’s convenient. Out of necessity, since I still worked for defense contractors, I reluctantly kept that mindset tagged onto my own distaste for rules when I set up shop.

But I also maintained the Romani sense of justice Zigana had raised me with. I don’t punch down. Treat people right, and I’ll leave you alone. Take advantage of those who can’t fight back, and I’ll take you down in a heartbeat—digitally, of course. I’m not into physical violence.

Those private, justice-seeking jobs I did at night when I was too wired to sleep. I got a big kick out of the TV show Mr. Robot when it showed the main character using his hacking skills to squash a cheating husband or some rando who was into kiddie porn. I’d been doing that stuff since I learned the tricks of the trade as a teenager. But the show was a good diversion. It gave the best portrayal of real hacking to be found in a wash of Hollywood nonsense. Then the show got gory, and I walked away. I’m not into blood and guts, real or imagined, either.

My day job kept me busy enough that I eventually had to hire help. Vetting candidates, working out security clearances, and getting the newbs oriented took more time than I cared to commit, but it had to be done if I wanted to keep the business humming. I had no intention of forming a conglomerate, or selling out to some corporation, so I did what I had to for the business to operate according to my vision. When things got crowded in my upstairs workroom, I started looking for bigger office space—almost as scarce in Yellow Springs as housing.

Then COVID-19 hit.

No need to go into detail about how that turned everything upside down. I put all my employees—two techs and a business manager—on remote easily enough. Lockdown in Yellow Springs was taken seriously by most of us, and the community rallied to keep local businesses operating. Local textile artists churned out colorful masks, and delivery services became the norm. Most of us survived, and those who didn’t were communally mourned.

Zigana closed her shop and helped organize food delivery and welfare checks through the town’s wonderful senior center. Sammy racked up miles in town delivering for Tom’s Grocery, the pharmacy, and the hardware store to keep everyone supplied with necessities. But even double-masked and socially distanced, the virus caught up with him before vaccines were available. After an agonizing ten days in ICU, Sammy died in January of 2021, two weeks after their eighth anniversary.

Life tilted further when Zigana withdrew into her grief. She’d been an anchor my entire life, all 33-3/4 years. Her only daughter, my mother Harmony, had died when I was born, so I don’t know how Zigana handled that unimaginable loss. Maybe I was her anchor back then, something to hold onto, to pour all her energies into instead of grieving like she did now. I’ll never know, because, as always, we don’t talk about death. In her mind, that encourages vengeful—or simply mischievous—spirits to return. Kinda like some of the indigenous North American tribal beliefs I’ve read about.

It took six weeks before Zigana would let me back into her house. By then, all traces of Sammy had vanished—clothes, DJ equipment, books, everything…except for his favorite coffee mug, hand-thrown by a local potter. She carried that with her constantly, holding it close even when it was empty. When I commented on it, her sharp look guaranteed I’d never ask again. Zigana always had that effect on me. It wasn’t quite the stereotypical evil eye, but close enough.

I finally convinced her to re-open her shop in time for the summer solstice we’d always celebrated. A few hardy tourists returned to town, and she slowly started making her unique jewelry again. The double-layered, filtered black mask hid her lack of smile, but the knowing sparkle in her eyes was gone too. After the Christmas holiday shopping season, she sold the business and all her supplies to her long-time employee, Nora, for way less than it was worth.

Zigana spent New Year’s Eve, what would have been their ninth wedding anniversary, alone, and didn’t leave the house again—or let me in—until I threatened to send the police over on a welfare check a week later. She greeted me with a nod, Sammy’s mug firmly in hand. I filled a second mug from the French press on the counter and joined her in front of the fireplace. Her posture didn’t encourage conversation, so we stared at the flames and sipped our tea in silence.

Winter shadows lengthened while I considered my next move. I was here, finally. She looked okay, healthy enough if a little pale. The house was neat, as always, so she was still functioning in life.

Do I let her be, living alone like this?

When the grandfather clock chimed seven, I took a deep breath. “Look—”

“I can’t live here anymore.” She set her mug on the end table carefully and curled into her chair.

“Okay….”

“Jocelyn wants to put a tiny house in her backyard, now that the zoning board says they’re allowed. With Sammy’s….” She stumbled over his name, cleared her throat. “With his military pension and my savings, I can afford the rent on it for a long while. She’ll be right there nearby, so you don’t have to worry about me.”

Like that’s ever going to happen.

I took in the room. “What about—?”

“Want to buy a house?”
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I bought Zigana and Sammy’s house for what the market said it was worth, not for the pittance she asked. Nora and I worked out a deal for her single-mom daughter and two pre-teen grandsons to rent the upstairs apartment I could now vacate. The combined rent for the business and the living space more than covered the mortgage, so I just about broke even with the new house payment. Zigana and I celebrated the spring equinox in her new tiny house, and she shooed me out the door at dusk.

“I’m fine. Go home. Don’t forget the furnace needs to be serviced before you turn on the A/C.”

She might be fine, but this new normal would take some getting used to.
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My father Matthew called from Florida in mid-May to wish me happy birthday. Our conversations are still awkward. Sammy’s not the only one we lost to COVID, if indirectly. Matthew had reconnected with his old girlfriend, Linda, when she lost her husband in the early days of the virus and came home to Dayton to bury him. The flame rekindled, and after thirty-plus years of solitude pining for my mother, Matthew took the plunge and proposed. When COVID shut us down, he’d sold the bookstore we co-owned, which was fine by me. I stood witness at their courthouse wedding and he had followed Linda to Florida where she cared for her ailing mother.

Seems simple enough, life moves on and all. But Linda is Adam’s mother, the guy who ghosted me after an intense, brief relationship because I balked at following him to Florida almost ten years ago. Six months later, he had married someone else and settled in Pensacola near Linda.

Talk about uncomfortable holiday dinners.

After one clumsy attempt at an apology for joining the enemy camp, Matthew ignored the situation. I sure don’t bring it up. He and I had only had a short time to get to know each other after twenty-five years when I didn’t even know who he was. No sense letting a little thing like an ex-boyfriend keep us apart now, right?

Uh-huh.

This year, since I’d been using COVID as a good excuse not to fly, his mid-May birthday call was the first time we’d talked in months. Awkward, stilted comments were followed by long stretches of silence. I filled him in on Zigana’s new home since there’s no way she would. She still harbored resentment toward him over my mother Harmony’s pregnancy and death. While she’d tried to set that aside when I found Matthew and included him in my life, his marriage to Linda burned that olive branch to a crisp. Even their shared grief over Sammy’s death—he’d been Matthew’s best friend—couldn’t overcome it.

“You’ll be sure to take flowers to Sammy’s grave for his birthday next month, right?” Matthew’s voice broke.

“Of course,” I promised. The pandemic-restrained burial in the Veteran Administration’s Dayton National Cemetery had been rough. As a decorated soldier in Special Ops who had spent his retirement battling alcoholism and PTSD, Sammy’s military honors rang hollow for most of us. Zigana wouldn’t go with me—she never goes to cemeteries—but she and I would mourn in our own ways.

Matthew and I exchanged a few more too-polite pleasantries. I vaguely agreed to fly down for Thanksgiving if COVID didn’t peak again, and the call was over.

I’m annoyed to admit it took me an hour to recover.
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Sammy had built a good-sized workshop at the back of the house to store his DJ equipment and the odds-and-ends he collected from curb giveaways or at estate sales—his only hobby. There was rarely room, or need, for his treasures in the main house, but that didn’t stop him from bringing home all sorts of oddities. He sought out baseball cards and motorcycle memorabilia, mechanical clocks (never electric), and weird sculptures. After offering me whatever I wanted to keep, Zigana had sold the entire contents to a flea market vendor. I’d salvaged a hand-carved desk clock and a couple of Art Deco masks that somehow reminded me of Matthew and Sammy at their goofiest.

Now, I brought in a contractor to expand and upgrade the structure. Clayton laid in more insulation, brought the utilities up to 220, filled out a private office for me and workspace for the staff, and added a meeting space with a half-bath and French doors opening onto a deck facing the Glen Helen nature preserve. I paid a premium to tap into the village’s new fiber network, but when the chaos of renovation was done, I was able to move my operations into the space and eliminate one more rent burden. With the money I’d socked away living like a monk in DC, I wasn’t hurting financially, but I preferred the business pay for itself.

My office manager, Aja, was thrilled enough with the new digs and a well-deserved bump in pay I could finally afford to give up working from home and come in three days a week. Two techs were still remote during construction, but we had daily Zoom calls and constant chats open to stay in touch. Client meetings usually took place onsite, but now I had an adequate facility just ten miles from Wright-Patt AFB if they needed to come to me.

For the first time since leaving DHS, I felt comfortable in my new life. Zigana was settled into her cozy tiny house. She had dinner once a week with her best friend and landlord Jocelyn, and with Nora at the shop. Since I liked to work uninterrupted in the evening and late into the night, we settled into the habit of a phone call over dinner before I dove into my personal projects.

Things went sideways in early August.


Chapter One

Grandma Zigana always said I inherited the family sixth sense, even though I’m only one-quarter Romani. Granted, sometimes I have a niggling intuition that’s more than uncanny—downright spooky if I were the kind to be spooked. But psychic powers? That’s too woo-woo for me, an ingrained 21st century techie. My almost-legal computer skills and finely honed social engineering knack serve me better than any spirits looking over my shoulder. For all our closeness, since it’s always been just the two of us while she raised me after my mother died, that’s something we agree to disagree about. She doesn’t like computers. I avoid her Tarot.

But I have to admit, there are days when I wish someone/something would nudge me when I overlook the obvious. Like when Fred disappeared.
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“Morning, Fatál. Got a minute?” The Emporium’s owner, Kurt, pulled me out of line where I waited for my double-shot Americano. A pleasant buzz of chatter overlaid by the busy coffee equipment filled the coffee shop/restaurant/wine cellar.

The Empo more than earned its “town’s living room” nickname in our little village of Yellow Springs, Ohio. Bulk coffee beans and micro-brew six-packs lined one wall. Behind the counter, open shelving displayed the morning’s fresh baked goods—muffins, focaccia, loaves of fragrant whole-grain bread, and always a few gluten-free options. Wine shelves and a small liquor shop at the rear led to the kitchen. The other half of the place was filled with a collection of mismatched tables and chairs, a battered piano for public use, and bookshelves crammed with used volumes. Local artists’ work decorated the walls. As usual for this time of the morning, the tables were full of an assortment of casual townies, ad hoc committee meetings, and students and writers bent over laptops. Kurt and I moved over by the beer cooler, away from the crowd.

“Did you happen to see Fred on your walk in?” he asked. “He didn’t show up today, and we had to scramble to cover. He’s not answering his cell.”

Kurt knows my morning routine too well—yay, small town life. I’m not a fan of most exercise, so I use the Emporium’s well-stocked coffee counter and baked goods as incentive to make the mile-plus walk from my home and office at the edge of town every morning and call it a workout. My martial arts practice and an occasional swim at the Antioch College Wellness Center round out my half-hearted efforts at staying fit.

The guy he asked about, Fred, was Kurt’s early-hours baker and kitchen help. He followed the same bike path into town that I did most days, so the question made sense.

“No, I didn’t see him. Want me to stop by his place on my way back?”

“If you could. It’s not like him not to call. And he’s been kinda squirrely lately.” Another customer claimed his attention at the wine shelves, and Kurt moved away. “Let me know if you see him, okay?”

I snagged my coffee and squeezed past the line out the door. Fred rented a couple of rooms over a garage just off the bike path that snaked through town as part of Ohio’s Rails-to-Trails initiative. I lived—and worked—another half mile farther south than Fred, so my offer to Kurt only took me a few steps out of my way. Door-pounding and window-peeking got the attention of the property owner. Fortunately, he recognized me and simply called out from the screened porch across the yard rather than bothering the police.

“I don’t think he’s home. No lights there last night or this morning.”

I waved my thanks and moved on. Like so many Springers, Fred juggled part-time shifts at several different places in town, including nights tending bar.

Probably picked up a date at The Gulch.

Fred was Ukrainian, a lonely refugee displaced by the war. I’d call Kurt later to let him know what I’d learned, such as it was. For the rest of the walk, I mentally reviewed the details I needed to finish before a new-client meeting scheduled for that afternoon. The computer security business I’d started at home after I parted ways with the Department of Homeland Security kept me comfortably busy.

When I got to the office, Aja, my business manager extraordinaire, was engrossed in a phone call. TK, my chief tech and best bud, was at an onsite. Izzy, always spectacularly dressed no matter what gender they chose to present on any given day, rounded out our close-knit quartet. I made sure they were focusing on a priority project before settling in at my desk.

Two hours later, Aja’s intercom call broke through the playlist pounding through my headphones. “Fatál? I know you said no interruptions, but Zigana’s on the phone, and she’s pissed.”

I slammed through the command line I was working on before answering. “S’ok. Put her through.”

“Nora’s been robbed. You have to help her.” Zigana’s voice simmered with rage, and more energy than I’d heard from her since her husband Sammy died. No one was allowed to abuse her family or friends.

“Robbed? Is she okay?”

Nora had bought out the family jewelry shop when Zigana retired into her grief, and she was still as much family as friend.

“Of course she’s not okay! Somebody emptied her bank account, and the credit union isn’t helping.”

I bit back the urge to correct her “robbed” definition since Nora hadn’t been physically confronted. Stop being pedantic. I settled for, “So, her money’s been stolen. What happened?”

“Something about unauthorized access and a stolen password.”

Without being there, I knew Zigana’s hands flicked away the technology issues she refuses to understand.

How did she ever run her own business?

“Okay, I’ll give her a call.”

“No! Go see her at the shop. She’s hysterical.”

I brought up my calendar. “Did she call the police?”

Zigana sighed loudly. “I don’t know. You can ask her when you get there.”

Move my one o’clock or get TK to cover it, I guess.

“Fine, I’ll go see her.”
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My lead tech TK and I have been friends forever, occasionally with benefits unless one of us is involved elsewhere. He’d been happy to dump scrabbling for freelance work and join my team, although he refused my offer to make him a partner in the business.

“Too much responsibility,” he insisted. “And I don’t want to be tied down.”

He was willing to take the profit-sharing I insisted we add to his contract, though. I needed his talent, and extra dollars might keep him around when the next tempting opportunity appeared and overcame loyalty.

TK’s better at physical security than I’ll ever be—tracking devices, alarms, motion sensors, biometric keys, and the like. But we have an ongoing wager over who’s the better hacker. So far, I’m up fifty bucks. He could easily handle the client meeting while I took care of Nora.

Prodded by Zigana’s urgency, I drove instead of walking to the store, even though finding parking took almost as long as the drive would have. I circled the two-and-a-half block long business district twice before slipping into a spot on Short Street next to the hardware. The sign warned “30-minute limit.” Fortunately, our local police write very few parking tickets, except during our semi-annual Street Fair, so I was safe no matter what this crisis might need.

I hadn’t been in what was now Nora’s shop since she’d reopened full time after COVID, so the transformation was startling. Gone were Zigana’s flowing multi-colored wall coverings and melancholy Romani music. Instead, the showroom featured earth-tone tapestries, African tribal masks, and a trio of ebony stools near a rough-hewn wooden counter. A recording of what I recognized as the local drum circle played softly in the background. Several remaining pieces of Zigana’s wire and crystal creations nestled with chunky wooden necklaces and impossibly large hoop earrings.

At the tinkle of bells over the door when I came in, Nora burst into the showroom in a whirl of color and Rastafarian incense. She enveloped me in a fierce hug, her short but ample arms stronger than they looked.

“Oh, hon, they took it. They took it all.” Tears streaked her normally placid face.

I gently peeled away and steered her to one of the stools. “Tell me what happened.”

Yes, her checking and savings accounts were empty.

Yes, she called the police. They told her to call the credit union first to verify the account.

Yes, she called the credit union, only to be put on hold. They were swamped with similar calls. A harried manager eventually assured her the funds would be returned after the theft was verified, but it could take days if not longer. In the meantime, Nora and the shop had no money, with auto-pays bouncing back to rack up overdrafts and late fees, and, thanks to our corporate-centric finance system, dinging her credit.

In anticipation of banking contacts, I’d brought along my standard client release forms. She signed them readily, her handwriting so stiff and angry I wasn’t sure the credit union would recognize the signature. Her daughter witnessed, which helped assure I’d have unfettered access to her accounts.

I stashed the papers into my bag and hugged her shoulder. “I’ll be back after I talk to the credit union.”

Most of the shops on Xenia Avenue opened at noon. It was quarter-past, and tourists already filled the tree-lined street. Heat built slowly with all the trees holding in the coolness, but by afternoon, Ohio’s summer humidity would be stifling. I dropped my jacket in the car before making my way up the block to the credit union. Maneuvering through the lunch crowd dining at small aluminum tables outside the Current Cuisine took a deft quick-step. I waved at Kurt through the Emporium window as I passed.

Need to call him later about Fred.

Near the other end of the long block, the credit union lobby was filled with angry, confused customers, social distancing be damned. Both service windows were staffed with frazzled tellers, a hovering supervisor bouncing between them, working frantically under the drone of anxious conversation and the incessant ringing of phones.

The manager pulled me into her office and closed the door. I’d worked with her on a few other hacked accounts, so she knew my creds. After a perfunctory greeting, her eyes focused more on the activity in the lobby through the glass wall behind me than on the paperwork I offered. She barely glanced at Nora’s release forms.

“It’s not our fault,” she said defensively. “It looks like the third-party vendor for credit union debit cards got hit big-time. They’re still assessing the damage, but they froze all the cards without warning. People are furious.”

“Were all the accounts wiped out?”

“No, thank God. But they have to re-issue new cards to everyone, and with the number of people involved just in our office,” she gestured toward the lobby, “it could take weeks.”

“And the missing funds?”

“We’re restoring them as fast as we can, returning automatic overdraft fees and such, but you have to understand. Each of those amounts has to be verified before we can put the money back.” She closed her eyes briefly and shuddered. “I’ve been here since 5 a.m. when the alert came through, but sorting this all out….” Her voice trailed off, the strain showing in her tense jaw and haunted eyes.

“I get it.”

A short, humorless laugh got lost as multiple phone lines lit up. She raised one finger, put the first two lines on hold in succession, and said, “I wish everyone did,” before returning to the first caller. She tapped Nora’s release, nodded her understanding, and cupped her forehead while trying to calm the agitated voice echoing through the handset.

Getting back through the overflowing lobby took forever. Friends and neighbors who knew my work had seen me in the manager’s office, and they peppered me with questions I couldn’t legally answer. My reassurances that the credit union would sort it all out were met with understandable skepticism. I turned back toward Nora’s shop and met with more similar exchanges on the street.

I answered them all as best I could while half my brain whirled with the possible ramifications of the attack. The chain bank on the corner handles my business accounts for ease of transactions nationwide, but I use the credit union for personal banking.

So does Zigana.

Two-factor authentication secures all my accounts, personal and business, but Zigana would have none of that.

For privacy, I had to escape to my car for a few minutes so I could call Aja uninterrupted. After giving her the details and allowing her a moment to freak out, I said, “After you check your card status, do the same for me and Zigana. Get Izzy to help if you want.” Aja took care of my personal finances on the side, so she had access to the accounts. Izzy didn’t live in town, and I was pretty sure they banked elsewhere. TK never used debit cards, so he was safe. Staccato typing in the background told me Aja had already started the process.

Nora was harder to console. With no specific time frame for replacement of her money, she was stuck. We worked out a loan transfer into her account as soon as I’d verified it was secure. She had enough room on her business credit card—not the debit—for bills and essentials in the short-term. I left her moving from despair to anger at the attackers.

“You gonna find out who did this, right?”

I promised her I’d do my best, knowing full well it was probably a hacker farm in some remote country that would be impossible to track down.

But I would damn sure try.
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Unfortunately, business contracts take precedence over personal retaliation. The new client I’d foisted off onto TK earlier in the day, one of the few that wasn’t a defense contractor, needed my personal attention. No, I assured them, of course I wasn’t ignoring their crisis—caused entirely by their lack of sufficient security practices, but I couldn’t say that part out loud. Those lapses kept me in business, and my services always included a good bit of security training for their IT staff along the way.

I spent the rest of the afternoon and well into the night wading through the client’s laughable firewalls and all-but-nonexistent network access protocols. Half a left-over sandwich that probably belonged to Aja constituted dinner during my evening call with Zigana—longer than usual, because she needed reassuring, too—and my only break from the keyboard until midnight. I gave myself one hour (which stretched to almost two) to catch up on the credit union fiasco and map out an investigation before giving in to sleep. I’m not a kid anymore.


[image: ]



Next morning, I slept late and had to skip my Emporium visit. While coffee brewed in the fancy Cuisinart I’d splurged on for the office, I reviewed my notes on the credit union hack and sent a preliminary report to Nora. I needed to verify things with the manager, but it looked like her funds would be restored by Monday. Five more days, including the busy weekend, and a lot of headaches for her. I tried to be encouraging—more of that reassurance stuff that comes so hard to me—and promised to stay on top of the situation. I didn’t go into details because it was best she not know some of it. Besides the monetary gain, some hackers just get off on causing chaos. Returning the favor moved to the top of my late-night project list. For now, I had paying clients to tend to.

Aja fielded a few more calls on the credit union mess while TK, Izzy, and I held our daily case review. TK was on tap to evaluate security access on the new building a defense contractor wanted to relocate to. Izzy, organized and fluent as they were, would write up the detailed proposal needed for the new client, which I would then deliver in person to appease them. Until then, I was stuck with my least favorite job: administrative paperwork with Aja.

Manager extraordinaire that she is, most everything was in order and needed no more than tech clarification or my signature. One thing I insisted on doing myself was changing the pass codes for the building’s back door.

TK and I had deliberately designed the rear entry to the storeroom as an access control vestibule—what the industry used to call a mantrap—so deliveries could be made securely if we weren’t in the office. A combination on the door allowed entry into a small lobby, but no one could gain access to the actual storeroom without a second key. All our vendors knew enough not to let the outside door close behind them while dropping stuff off because they’d be locked in, and if they tried to force the inner door, an alarm would sound—loudly.

I ran a random code generator on my phone to create a new six-figure number we both memorized. Just to get a rise out of her, I said, “Don’t forget to include that cute new UPS driver you like when you’re updating the vendors.” She rolled her eyes and gave me her back, laughing.

As a reward when that chore was finished, I treated myself to lunch in town before my two o’clock meeting at Antioch College. Twenty minutes on the bike path led me straight to Peach’s, the local sports bar, and I hoped for an empty table on the patio. Summer tourist traffic, even mid-week, made that iffy. The walk helped clear my head, though, and I tried to focus on the walking meditation we were studying at the Dharma Center’s book club. Balance and all…thank you, Zigana.

On my way downtown, I detoured onto the pavers through the Women’s Park, a quarter-mile strip bordering the bike path. Rampant wildflowers and patches of mosaic tiles added a colorful escape from the asphalt strip that skirted Glen Helen Nature Preserve. A man on a tiled bench just west of the park flinched at my greeting.

“Fred! Kurt was looking for you yesterday.”

He tucked something into his pocket as he stood to face me, not meeting my eyes. “I, uh, was not feeling well. I will call him to apologize. Please excuse me.” He brushed past me at something approaching a run, crossed the bike path, and disappeared into The Glen.

I watched him vanish into the trees, puzzled at his uncharacteristic shortness. When Fred had arrived in Yellow Springs some five months ago, sponsored by good folks at the local Presbyterian Church, the only people he knew were at the Central and Eastern European Countries Community Center in Dayton—abbreviated “CEEC” but pronounced “seek.” His fragile refugee status overrode long-standing continental bigotry against my Romani roots, and we bonded over our shared regional heritage. He’d even started warming up to Zigana, whose brashness could be an acquired taste.

I’d have to settle for a message to Kurt about spotting Fred. After that much-needed lunch break at Peach’s, duty called.

That sixth-sense Zigana insisted we shared but that I usually laughed off tingled a bit. Unfortunately, I ignored it.
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