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      1 | ALEX KAYNE’S APARTMENT - HUDSON VALLEY, NEW YORK

      The horror was that there were thousands of them.

      Unsolved. Filed away. Cold.

      Alex Kayne couldn’t think of a more appropriate word for any of this. Cold. The case. The trails. And worse, the attitude of many of the agents responsible for these cases. Cold as hell.

      And the victims, she thought. Cold. Forgotten.

      Every case was a person. Every person had a family. Every family deserved justice. These victims deserved justice.

      Each cold case was the exact sort of miscarriage of justice that had put Alex Kayne on the wrong side of the law for years. Running, hiding, dodging every law enforcement agency on the planet over a frame job and bogus charges.

      And she could have kept running. Would have kept running. If not for…

      He’s fine. He’s alright now. He lived, and he recovered, he’s even back at work. He’s fine.

      He hadn’t come to see her.

      All these cold cases, and all the people…

      Kayne knew what it was like to be denied justice. It was the heart of her work—a calling she’d chosen as much as being forced into—and it was why she’d used QuIEK as her first and best tool. The Quantum Integrated Encryption Key. Appropriately pronounced quake, because there were very few inventions that matched its potential to shake up the entire world.

      She’d created it as a tool to benefit humanity. To help overcome corruption, to guide governments in the distribution of resources, to solve the problems that brought suffering to the world. Now—for years now—it was a tool for bringing justice.

      That was the mission, to seek out the disenfranchised and bring them the justice they deserved. That was what kept Alex running.

      When she was still running.

      She’d stopped running. She’d chosen to come in out of the cold—there’s that word again. She’d willingly surrendered herself, and had agreed to work for the Historic Crimes task force. A resource on loan from the FBI, willingly putting herself and QuIEK to work on behalf of her government. And in doing so, she’d thought… she’d wanted…

      Well, she hoped she’d be making a bigger difference than this.

      But here were thousands of cold cases, thousands of victims who needed someone to give a damn. And Kayne seemed to be the only one who cared.

      That’s not quite fair.

      She knew better. That brush couldn’t paint the entire justice system. There were good eggs.

      Director Liz Ludlum, the head of Historic Crimes, she cared. She wanted to do something, to right the wrongs and set things back to the way they should be for those victims and their families. Ludlum was on board with Kayne’s mission, and what Kayne meant to do. But like most cogs in the wheel of bureaucracy, Ludlum’s reach was limited by her role, and by the machine.

      “I just have no more resources to throw at it,” Ludlum told her. She was bothered, Kayne could tell. She was annoyed, or frustrated, but calm and cool and in check. Because Liz Ludlum was a different cut from the rest of the machine. She had been the head of forensics, and had a mind sharpened by science, logic, reason. But she wasn’t devoid of emotion. She saw victims firsthand, in the most vulnerable state they’d ever be in. She was incapable of separating the human from the file, just like Kayne was.

      “As it stands, more than half of our people are working the leads you’ve already provided. Which, by the way, I’m not inclined to ask you how you even know about them. For the moment.”

      The note of crossness in her voice was only half serious, but she did mean it. Given that Kayne was forbidden from using a computer without supervision, and had limited and very monitored access to a smartphone and other tech, Kayne was taking a risk by passing along the intel she’d pilfered and discovered during her unauthorized digging.

      Ludlum was no fool. She had to know that Kayne was somehow playing shenanigans.

      She was tolerant to a point. Kayne figured that as long as the shenanigans worked for them rather than against them, even the strictest rule followers could be persuaded to turn a blind eye.

      Maybe she was being a little cynical.

      Kayne’s trust in law enforcement and the justice system had eroded over the past few years, spent as a fugitive, despite her innocence.

      Jaded or not, though, Kayne had the perspective that even the good eggs might do the wrong thing for the right reasons, in the name of the greater good. That was Kayne’s own philosophy. She had to think that good people would sometimes get their hands dirty, in the name of doing what was right. That was how she balanced herself, and avoided the cognitive dissonance of living a life of crime in the name of justice.

      It was more than moral and ethical ambiguity, however. Kayne had actually bought some goodwill with Ludlum and the rest of Historic Crimes, over the past several months. Her help, along with the power of QuIEK, had made a difference. Had even saved the world, a couple of times. Maybe that was enough to bank her some credit, in Ludlum’s eyes.

      Kayne had helped with several high-profile cases over the past year, including the thing with Dr. Kotler, in Turkey. And before that she’d helped to shut down a major terrorist action by a group called the Jani, who had taken over an abandoned base in China, stockpiled with weapons and machinery of war.

      That was one of those rare moments when she’d been allowed to have a bit of free play, getting out of the house, and out of the country to boot. It was a huge risk on the part of her law enforcement handlers, and there was a minute there where, despite following orders and doing the job, she’d fallen off the grid. She was certain that everyone—Ludlum included—breathed a sigh of relief when she reemerged.

      The leader of the Jani, a man named Granger, had offered to bring her into their fold as an asset.

      That might have raised some hairs on the necks of various members of the Historic Crimes Oversight Committee, and within the annals of government. Kayne was considered an asset—or at least, in their mind, she controlled an asset that had high value and presented a potential threat to the government, and even the world. Going off-grid was the exact sort of thing they worried about. Less so, obviously, than for her to start actually using QuIEK the way they feared.

      She had followed orders, she had done the job, she had saved the world. Still, from the outside it looked like she was tempted, and that was scary for the bureaucrats.

      Maybe that was why they’d slapped an ankle monitor on her the second she’d gotten back to the States, mission success and test of loyalty be damned. They’d put her under house arrest, limited her “outside time” to walks between her apartment and Historic Crimes HQ—and made it clear she was in someone’s sights at all times.

      Probably gunsights.

      She knew that Ludlum opposed the treatment. But there were factions, including certain members of the Oversight Committee, who trusted Ludlum only slightly more than they trusted Kayne. Ludlum simply couldn’t buy enough goodwill no matter how big of a threat Kayne helped to quell.

      As long as Alex Kayne was the sole means of accessing and using QuIEK, she was considered a threat.

      So Ludlum was potentially taking some professional and personal risks, turning a blind eye toward Kayne’s obvious out-of-bounds activities, considering it justified as long as the objective was to do some good in the world, large-scale.

      The problem was, Kayne missed doing good on the small scale.

      These cases, these thousands of cold cases, were something she had a hard time ignoring. And her noticing them was going to risk others noticing, too.

      2

      It wasn’t that she didn’t enjoy being Historic Crimes’ girl in the chair. The task force did some incredibly good and heroic things for the world. They’d saved the world more times than Kayne could count, from some pretty scary and even unbelievable threats—everything from home-brew atomic bombs to Mayan death curses and interdimensional hell creatures.

      She was still wrapping her rational mind around that last one. She was a science girl. And that… it smacked of the mystic. She didn’t like it.

      Kayne could be at peace with her contributions to saving the world. The large-scale stuff.

      But she’d always been more passionate about the small-scale stuff. The street-level suffering of everyday people. Because the small stuff mattered. Because in the grand machinery of bureaucracy and government and law enforcement, the small stuff usually included the people.

      The innocent. Those overlooked by the system. The everyday humanity whose lives were turned upside down and destroyed by faceless enemies or overly enabled petty potentates and autocrats with more power or more money or just more greed than anyone else. The crowd that did what it wanted to get more of what it wanted, leaving everyone else as the detritus and debris of their plans.

      These weren’t world conquerors, they were street-level despots. Neighborhood Mussolinis.

      What good was it to save the whole world from epic threats if injustice still thrived at the cellular level? It was like disabling the bomb but getting hit by the bullets.

      Kayne felt a deep conviction to right all the wrongs. And these days, electronically shackled and leashed in a tight radius, she was starting to feel that all the wrongs would continue to go un-righted while she played the equivalent of Threat Google for Historic Crimes. She was starting to feel the weight of all those cold case souls still suffering injustice, from a system that acted to save the world from the big threats but let the little people down while their attention was elsewhere.

      That was injustice. Intentional or not. Kayne had always been one to handle that overflow, even with her limited reach, and it was frustrating to feel limited.

      Plus… she was kind of bored.

      Those big cases that required her unique set of skills—really QuIEK’s unique skills, she was just the liaison, maybe the handler—those big cases didn’t exactly come along every day. Though lately they did feel like they were coming about once a month.

      But in the gaps between hunting down mad atomic bombers and tracking the movements of secret societies or thwarting butt-hurt terrorists bent on unleashing hell on Earth, Kayne found herself with a lot of downtime.

      She wasn’t really keen on down time.

      She kept fit using the very impressive home gym they’d allowed her, which filled one of the two bedrooms of her apartment prison. She ran leagues on the treadmill, rode continents on the stationary bike, and had collectively lifted the equivalent of the Empire State Building on the free weights. She was trim, lean, strong, and lithe. Not bad to look at in a full-length mirror, either, which was a bonus. Her habit was to keep ready. Years of being on the run had made her aware of just how much running was part of her life. There was a lot of running.

      So she kept fit out of that habit, but physical exercise only occupied so much of her attention and energy. She needed more exercise for her brain.

      She was officially limited in her use of technology, under penalty of—well, what exactly wasn’t clear. They’d lock her up more?

      That was possible, actually, but it wasn’t much of a threat. Locking her away altogether meant they’d also lose access to QuIEK. That was her ace. Kayne knew someone in the chain of power and command was actively trying to figure out a way to eliminate her from the QuIEK equation altogether. But it hadn’t happened yet. And that gave her some degree of power, limited though it may be.

      They needed to observe her. Study her habits, her activities, her work. They needed teams of engineers and hackers and technicians to scrutinize all of her interactions with the AI so they could finally have some hint of how to pry her out of the equation and put QuIEK itself on their leash.

      She was just meatware to them. Sooner or later, they’d figure out how to toss her aside and get what they really wanted.

      The trouble was, there was nothing for them to observe.

      No matter how many times or in how many ways Kayne used QuIEK to help Historic Crimes with a case, to snoop into some locked server for them, to even order a pizza, there was simply nothing to see.

      No keystrokes to record. No conversations to monitor. Not even eye movements to track, since QuIEK literally altered every video image of her as it was recorded.

      They wouldn’t be able to remove her from the equation because she was the equation. QuIEK wasn’t just software they could commandeer. It was one half of a whole. QuIEK and Alex Kayne. Inseparable. Indivisible.

      Kayne’s relationship with QuIEK was more like symbiosis than an interface. So studying what she did and how she interacted with computers and mobile devices and other technology, when they relented and allowed it, was getting them nothing. They were no closer today, might even be further away, than they were a year earlier.

      That’s why the safer play was to keep her locked down, and keep her access limited to zero. Mostly zero.

      They allowed her to have a smart TV. She had unlimited freedom to stream and watch as much as she wanted. Binge until her brain fell out. And she knew that every second of that was monitored, as part of an ongoing psychiatric profile. That was why she had QuIEK reporting fake data to their monitors.

      As far as they could tell she was a true-crime junkie, streaming endless mini-docs on Netflix. Also, apparently, she was a fan of home improvement and makeover shows. That one was QuIEK’s choice… which was weird. Kayne suspected the AI actually did like that stuff, which had all sorts of implications.

      In truth, Alex hadn’t watched much of anything since being locked in her apartment. While QuIEK was telling her handlers that she was a TV junkie, she was spending most of her actual screen time riffling through the databases of the FBI and other agencies and bureaus, looking for cases like those she’d taken on personally over the past few years—the sort of cases that had been her life’s work until she had turned herself in.

      For him.

      Best not to think about it.

      When she was forced to leave the apartment and smart TV behind, she had other little secrets. Some of them made her laugh, if she thought about them too much.

      The very technology they used to track her, to keep her on a leash, was allowing her to bypass them and engage with QuIEK. The cameras. The scanners. The listening devices. The trackers.

      Her ankle monitor, for example. The thing had a constant wireless connection. QuIEK had compromised it the first second it was clamped in place. Not only could QuIEK mask her actual whereabouts if she needed it to, pinging the monitors to tell them that Kayne was tucked away in her apartment or was dutifully walking the route between home and office—no need to worry—it could also piggyback on that signal to keep her constantly connected to the AI itself. She could interact with it through her wireless earbuds. Or, if that was too obvious, she could talk directly to the ankle monitor itself, usually by tapping Morse code on the pressure sensor. The little LED on top could blink back its responses to her. It was clunky, and could be tediously slow, but it was surprisingly effective.

      If they somehow found out about that and took the monitor away, there were a dozen other paths Kayne had discovered. Half of the appliances in this apartment were smart appliances—and even though her handlers had made sure they definitely were not officially connected to WiFi, QuIEK found them and connected to them using the various signals in the air all around.

      Everyone had WiFi these days. Homes and businesses in the area were bleeding signals into her apartment at all hours of the day or night. People passing by or living in the area carried mobile phones and tablets and watches that had signals QuIEK could dive into at will. Delivery vans had constant signals, snitching on their drivers with every turn, every sudden stop, every acceleration. Even the agents who were tailing her and monitoring her at all hours had devices that kept them constantly online, broadcasting their highly encrypted and masked signals on frequencies that gave QuIEK direct access to highly protected government systems.

      It was a wide open world for the quantum-based AI. No fences. No walls. No limits. QuIEK could be everywhere.

      The point was, despite the best efforts of nearly every federal agency in the country, Kayne was always connected to QuIEK.

      And through that always-on connection she’d raided the FBI’s databases for every cold case she could find that fit the sort of profile she was used to dealing with.

      There were thousands of them. It felt daunting, not because it was so much work but because she was supposed to ignore it all and let someone else deal with it. But no one else ever dealt with it. That was the point.

      That was the problem.
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      Kayne was seated on her sofa, letting cold case files slide by one by one on the TV. They often contained photos, video, audio—all meant as evidence. The written reports could be as dull as sugar-free lemonade, but QuIEK gave her quick summaries of these. And they were especially charming now that QuIEK had a voice.

      “The corpse was found in a storage unit in Casper, Wyoming,” QuIEK’s voice said via Kayne’s earbuds. The voice QuIEK had chosen for itself was soft, feminine, and confident. It had a neutral accent, sort of “General American,” complete with contractions and little verbal ticks and pauses that made QuIEK sound eerily natural. Kayne liked it, but it was taking some getting used to. The AI had been a silent companion for years now, and hearing it speak—well, it somehow changed Kayne’s perception of it. It was like meeting someone in the flesh after only knowing them through social media.

      “The site is 1,103 miles from Cassie’s apartment in Seattle.”

      “Cassie?” Kayne asked.

      “Cassie Engel. Twenty-three years old. Graduate of Herron High School, in Indianapolis, Indiana. No college education. She moved to Seattle when she was twenty-one and has supported herself as a freelance graphic designer since arriving in the city. She has contractor profiles on numerous freelance sites, and has three active clients that make up the bulk of her revenue, though she takes on numerous smaller clients regularly. She has a robust design portfolio.”

      The TV filled with design work—logos, ads, websites. It was all very clean and professional. Nothing too awe-inspiring, but pretty good for freelance work.

      “Cassie was active as of the day her body was found. Activity has ceased since then.”

      Kayne looked over the work. “She was talented. Self-taught?”

      “Her browser history shows she routinely took online courses and watched YouTube videos on various design-related topics, particularly in the earliest days of her career. Consumption of instructional media has slowed since she turned 23.”

      Kayne nodded. “She was spending more energy doing the actual work, I’d guess.” She felt a pang of sadness. She imagined Cassie, full of hopes and dreams, struggling to make her living doing the work she loved. Kayne knew what that was like. She had worked her own way up, until she was a co-founder and CEO of a Silicon Valley tech firm. Before the success and accolades, there was the struggle.

      Imagining this girl, training herself with any resource she could find online, improving herself and her skills, only to be murdered at the budding of her career. Her dream.

      “Did she have family?” Kayne asked quietly.

      “No siblings. Her parents were killed in an automobile accident when she was seven years old. She lived with her grandmother, who died when Cassie turned 21. Shortly after, Cassie moved to Seattle. Her social media profile indicates that she saw this as a fresh start.”

      “I bet,” Kayne whispered. There were similarities here. Kayne had been raised by her grandfather, after her own parents died. It was hard not to notice the parallels.

      She shook herself. “She was found in Wyoming?”

      “Casper, Wyoming. Her body was in a freezer stored in unit 83B, second floor of the Store-and-Go storage facility located at 731…”

      “Got it, got it,” Kayne interrupted, waving a hand. Sometimes QuIEK didn’t quite know how much data was too much data. And Kayne hated stifling her—and somewhere along the way she’d started thinking of it as her—but QuIEK’s capacity for absorbing data was infinite. Kayne’s was not.

      Kayne stood, walked closer to the TV, and crossed here arms over her chest. “What was she doing in Wyoming? Did she go there? Or was she taken there?”

      “The FBI speculates that she was taken there by her assailant, but they were unable to find any evidence regarding who that might have been. Security footage provided nothing. All footage of the storage unit extends to three months earlier, and everything before that was erased.”

      “Erased… by the people at the storage facility?”

      “They routinely keep 90 days of footage on site, but all footage is permanently backed up on a remote server facility in Phoenix, Arizona. Files exist, but any file showing activity for this unit over the past year has been erased both locally and remotely.”

      “So whoever did this has access to those files,” Kayne said. “Okay, see if you can find any way to recover that footage. And get me a list of anyone who would have that level of access.”

      “A file has just been placed in your personal cloud storage. The list contains only three names. One of whom has been deceased for three years. The remaining two are the manager of the facility and the technician who maintains the remote servers. There are others with individual access, but currently only these two have access to both the storage facility and the server facility.”

      “Okay, get me histories on these two. I’ll…” she was about to say I’ll look into them, before remembering that she was currently on a leash. “I’ll… pass them along to Director Ludlum.”

      She was again looking over the collage of files on the TV. She took a breath, sighed, shook her head. “Wait… you said Cassie was active as of the day her body was found. She was working that day?”

      “One of her clients received work via Cassie’s personal email address on the morning her body was found.”

      “She sent it via email? Can you trace the IP address?”

      “Done. The IP was masked by a VPN, but I have backtraced it to an internet café in Denpasar City, Bali, Indonesia.”

      “Indonesia?” Kayne asked. “So… Cassie wasn’t the one sending that email?”

      “Correct,” QuIEK replied.

      “Then who did?”

      An image appeared on screen, a live video image from a security camera. A young Indonesian man, perhaps in his early twenties, was seated in front of a computer in a room that looked as if it might have been built from scrap wood and found items. He was deeply engrossed in his work, leaning in to stare intently at his display.

      “Was Cassie paying remote contractors to do her work?” Kayne asked, confused.

      “Evidence suggests that may be the case,” QuIEK responded. “Her bank records show there are recurring payments to several contractor services.”

      Kayne shook her head. “That’s… I know that’s the kind of thing budding internet entrepreneurs are doing. Hiring remote contractors so they can generate passive income.” She thought for a moment. “But it seems odd to me. My gut is telling me there’s something off here.”

      “Would you like me to continue searching her work history?”

      “Yeah,” Kayne nodded. “Take a look and see when she started paying outside contractors. See what you can compile.”

      “Would you like me to include the other similar clients who have hired this designer in Indonesia, as well as the other remote contractors they have in common with Cassie?” QuIEK asked.

      “There are others? How many?”

      “I have found fifteen portfolios containing work matching the files on the portable hard drive currently connected to this designer’s computer.”

      Fifteen. “Okay, yeah, get me a list of those. I’m not sure why yet. But it feels… important.”

      “Would you prefer that I include the cross-reference with the FBI database?”

      Kayne felt her blood go cold. “You… you’re saying that this guy is tied to more cases? More than just Cassie?”

      “Of the fifteen additional clients, four have case files in the FBI database. Each is an unresolved murder case.”

      The cold in her blood crept deeper, into her very bones. “Show me,” Kayne whispered.

      And for the next hour she shivered through a slideshow of horror. Murder victims, found in disparate parts of the country, always far from their homes. And, according to QuIEK’s findings, each of them was active right up to the day their bodies were discovered.

      There wasn’t enough for Kayne to make any leaps, to give her any clues as to how all of these murders were connected. There was a pattern here, but she couldn’t quite make it out. Not yet.

      She needed a closer look.

      Her access to technology was supposed to be limited to nearly zero. And her handlers had made sure she had no mobile phones or tablets or other devices. They had overlooked a few things, but would have no way to know that.

      One piece of technology was available to her. Quaintly archaic and antiquated—an analog, hardwired phone was mounted to the wall. It wasn’t even a wireless phone, showing how paranoid her watchers were.

      She picked it up and listened for the old-fashioned dial tone. Her options for who she could call were extremely limited. And it was an absolute certainty that every word she uttered was being monitored and recorded. But she could call at least one person she trusted.

      She dialed Agent Eric Symon.
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      1 | THE FOLLOWING DAY - ALEX KAYNE’S APARTMENT

      Agent Symon had been putting this off for months.

      He wasn’t afraid to see Alex Kayne. He insisted on that, to himself.

      But a lot had changed since the last time they’d seen each other, face-to-face. For him. For her.

      He hadn’t been avoiding her, exactly.

      Symon had spent months recovering from being shot, back in San Francisco. There was physical therapy, and with that, psychological counseling. Both were necessary, but they were also mandated by the FBI and Historic Crimes. No escape. His time was spoken for.

      After returning to duty, now in the Hudson Valley offices, he might have come to call on her. The offices were only a block or two from where Kayne was under house arrest. But soon after his recovery he’d gotten involved in a case, and he’d ended up flying to Urfa, Turkey, assisting Agent Roland Denzel and Dr. Dan Kotler in… something. Something truly weird.

      He still wasn’t sure he had all the details straight, about what had happened there. Dr. Kotler had assured him that it was more about quantum physics than magic. But the whole thing had looked a hell of a lot like magic to Agent Symon.

      For a few weeks after the case, he’d stayed in Turkey to help tie up loose ends. That had also kept him away. More of his time spoken for.

      Once he was back in the States there was the debriefing, and the paperwork, and…

      And…

      I was avoiding her.

      He knew it. Which meant she probably knew it, too.

      When he’d been shot, he’d gone into a coma. And even when he’d come out, between surgeries and recovery, he’d spent a lot of time unconscious. So it was weeks before he’d learned that Kayne had turned herself in.

      They’d made it clear that she’d done it out of some sort of loyalty to him, and he’d even been congratulated on it by some people at the Bureau. As if he had somehow gotten them their win, after years of chasing Kayne all over the country.

      He’d had mixed feelings about her new status.

      On the one hand, he was relieved. After years on the run, to finally have Alex Kayne in custody really was something to celebrate. It was good for his career. More to the point, it was good for Alex Kayne. He believed that.

      Symon had his doubts about Kayne’s guilt.

      No… that wasn’t quite accurate. Symon entirely doubted Kayne’s guilt. The woman he’d come to know, from years of chasing her, brushes of nearly catching her, occasionally working with her—that woman was not a murderer. Nor was she a traitor. He believed she’d been framed for both crimes.

      That wouldn’t have stopped him from bringing her in, of course. He’d sworn an oath, and he did his duty. But he believed bringing her in was the best way to help her. If she could stop running, they might find a way to clear her. He’d always thought that.

      But now? After a year of Kayne being on the leash of Historic Crimes, there seemed to be no more effort to clear her name than there had been before. He could see that the powers that be were more concerned with using her than helping her. They wanted QuIEK. They weren’t about to give her a means of walking free.

      They’re never going to let her go free.

      When he was being honest with himself, that was the biggest reason he hadn’t come to see her. It was shame. Guilt. He felt he had somehow let her down.

      Now, however, there was no avoiding it. Her call seemed pretty urgent, and she made it clear that she needed his help. Needed him. And only him. She wouldn’t talk to anyone else at Historic Crimes or elsewhere.

      So he was going to have to suck it up, get this over with.

      He knocked on the door of Kayne’s apartment, and when she answered he tried to keep his features composed and passive. Nothing unusual here. Nothing out of the ordinary. Just an FBI agent and his former CI, having a chat.

      “Come in,” Kayne said, and to Symon she seemed agitated, even anxious. And that was definitely not like her.

      Alex Kayne was the coolest head Symon knew. She didn’t get agitated or anxious. She could stand still in an earthquake.

      Symon followed her as she pivoted and moved into the apartment. He closed the door behind him. There was no one else living in this building, at the moment. The other apartments were all being used by various Federal agents—either those monitoring Kayne, or those laying over or laying low on various assignments. The whole building was some weird combination of prison cell and safe house.

      It still felt weird to think of this, or any place, as being Kayne’s home. It was the fanciest sort of prison, really. Plenty of space, modern appliances, stocked with food. If you were going to be under house arrest, this was a good place to ride it out.

      Knowing Kayne the way he did, Symon was sure she was hating it. She was a runner, in every sense of the word. Being confined to these walls had to feel like hell.

      “I think I’ve uncovered something,” Kayne said. She looked at him. “I… I need to show you something. But it’s going to put you in a weird position.”

      He shook his head. “If you’re doing something illegal…”

      “I am,” she said bluntly. “I always am. And if I show this to you… I know you, Eric. I know what this is going to force you to do. And what it’s going to mean for me. But I can’t help it. It’s the only way.”

      He watched her face for a moment, then nodded. “Show me.”

      She turned toward the TV, which came on by itself. And then Symon watched as it filled with images, video, audio files… high clearance documents.

      FBI files.

      “Alex…”

      “I know,” she said. “You’re going to have to report this to Ludlum. I get that. And I know it’s going to mean tighter restrictions for me. I’ll have to live with it. But look at it, Eric. Do you get what this means?”

      He looked, leaning in to read some of what was there. Among the documents were concise summaries, pertinent information in bullet points. It made it easy to make quick work of it, to catch up.

      It took a moment, but as he studied what was before him, things started to coalesce. He looked back to Kayne, his eyes wide. “These cases are connected.”

      She nodded. “Dozens of them. Cases from all over the U.S. Different jurisdictions, which is why nobody has put it together yet. Someone out there is targeting people, making them disappear, and then… I don’t know. Stealing their identities, I think. Pretending to be them. Keeping them alive online.”

      Symon shook his head. “I’m not really sure what this is adding up to.”

      Kayne stepped in beside him, squared off with the television, and started moving her hands in the air. The images shifted and responded to what she was doing. Symon didn’t bother asking how.

      “Look, this was the first one I found. Cassie Engel. Her body was found in a freezer in Wyoming. That obscured her time of death. The M.E. ran a histological test to try to get a bead on it, but the best she could do was narrow it down to sometime within the past year. QuIEK is running through Cassie’s work history over the past nine months, though. I think that’s our timeline.”

      “Nine months?” Symon asked.

      “There are contractors all over the world, mostly in Indonesia. I’ve been able to trace all of her work from the past nine months to all of these. And there’s a VA…”

      “VA?”

      “Virtual assistant,” Kayne said. “A young woman in the Philippines. She’s the one who’s been responding to emails and other messages on Cassie’s behalf. She takes the assignments, gives them to one of the contractors from a list, and makes sure the work is done. Then sends it to the client. All while pretending to be Cassie.”

      Symon shook his head. “So this girl, Cassie, was running some kind of virtual business? Using contractors to do her work? It’s not illegal, as far as I know.”

      “I think it’s something else,” Kayne said. “I think that whoever killed her is the one paying all these people, using Cassie’s money to do it. The client pays invoices sent to them by the VA, and that money goes into an account that automatically converts it to cryptocurrency.”

      She looked at Symon. “Whoever is doing this… they’re smart. They’re good.”

      “Why crypto?”

      Alex shrugged. “Harder to trace. Encrypted by default. And if it’s the right coin, it can appreciate quickly.”

      “Encrypted, but QuIEK can still trace it, right?”

      “Yes and no,” Kayne said. “I can get us to specific IP addresses, but so far I haven’t been able to track down who has been using them. They’re a ghost, Eric. Like I said, they’re good.”

      “Better than you? Better than QuIEK?”

      “I think it’s more about us playing different games on the same field. Whoever this is, they’ve thought all of this through, playing the game a hundred moves in advance. They may be using an AI, but I don’t think it’s on the level of QuIEK. Actually, I think it’s worse than using an AI.”

      “How could it be worse?” Symon asked.

      She looked at him. “I think they’re doing this themselves. On the fly. Just… straight-up hacker skill.”

      “Hacker,” Symon said. “You’re saying they’re a better hacker than you?”

      “I’m not a hacker,” she said, shaking her head. “I’m a coder. A programmer. I built QuIEK, but it’s the one doing all the heavy lifting. Whoever this is, they have the skills to do this stuff without the AI. That’s what makes them scary.”

      Symon agreed that was more than a little alarming, and he was at a loss as to what to do about it. He thought for a moment. “I think I’m going to have to take you in,” he said.

      She nodded. “Okay. Yeah. I figured. But look, no matter how this goes for me, please just keep looking into this, okay? Please just… keep looking for whoever is doing this. Stop them. For Cassie’s sake. For all their sakes.”

      “I will,” Symon promised. “But I think we need to explain this to Ludlum. If this is what you think it is, we’re going to need some help.”

      2 | SOMEWHERE IN THE PACIFIC NORTHWEST

      They found Cassie.

      That was to be expected. Eventually, they find them all. As meticulous as the planning could be, as careful as things were arranged, orchestrated, coordinated—well, you really couldn’t plan around the random incompetence of others. Things happened.

      The storage unit was ideal in every respect. Remote, but modern enough to have WiFi. The power was stable, with backup power on-site, meaning that customers who had items that required climate control should be able to rely on it to work, even after a massive lightning storm.

      The facility owners had intended all of that for wine, or vinyl album collections, or artwork—the sort of things that the local-wealthy would own, as they retired to their remote estates, separating themselves from the world by thousand-acre wilderness. The owners had invested, and had built a storage facility designed specifically to keep the artifacts of wealth
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