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			​PREFACE

			First off, thank you from the bottom of my heart for taking your valuable time to read Recoil of Justice. Before you dive in, I think it’s important that I point out a few areas of note.

			I have done my best to ensure accuracy and authenticity in every area of this book. There are certain areas, however, that it will be important to keep in mind that this is a work of fiction. 

			First is the fact that, to my knowledge, Infinity computing does not exist. It was inspired by the exciting possibility of Quantum Computing which I was first introduced to by the amazing author Jack Carr. No, Mr. Carr didn’t call me out of the blue and say, “Brad, got something cool I want to run past you.” Well, he may have, but I don’t answer calls from numbers I don’t recognize. That said, I kind of doubt it. If you are as big of a fan of his novels as I am, you are undoubtedly aware of its role in a few of his James Reece novels. The idea of this technology fascinated me. If it ever comes to fruition, it will revolutionize everything that we know about computing and Artificial Intelligence, and I don’t think I am overstating that it will change our lives. Time will tell if it’s for the better. While I do believe that Quantum Computing becoming a reality is a real possibility (more so a probability), we aren’t there yet. I ask that you temporarily suspend your disbelief.

			Secondly, if you happen to be an attorney, you may notice that I have taken certain small creative licenses with the Texas Rules of Civil Procedure as well as the Rules of Evidence. For the most part, this was done for the sake of readability and to spare the non-lawyer reader from the intricacies of these two complicated, and very boring areas of the law. If you are one that fits into the non-lawyer category, you’re welcome. If you are not, I refer you back to my point about this being a work of fiction, so… sue me. Wait, on second thought, strike that last comment. Either way, I hope you enjoy Recoil of Justice.
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			​PROLOGUE

			April, 2019—Austin, TX

			 

			HE FELT THE SWEAT bead on his forehead and drip down into his eyes. He hoped reaching his destination would relieve his month-long anxiety attack. 

			The weatherman on the local news had predicted the temperature to be mild, with partly sunny skies and light and variable winds. Thanks for zeroing in on the specifics, Mr. Meteorologist. However, the weatherman had been about as accurate as his forecast alluded. There was no reason for Eric Meyer to be sweating, not from the heat, anyway.

			The light on the gas gauge in his early-century Honda Civic had been lit up since late yesterday morning, which made the one-mile drive seem like ten.

			“Come on, just a bit further down the road, and all will be fine,” he thought, or more accurately, he hoped. He weaved through the traffic, passing the slower drivers whose trips weren’t nearly as vital to their existence as his. He shot through a small gap between two cars, prompting one of the drivers to lay on his horn and shoot Eric the middle finger. Eric returned the gesture as he accelerated toward the final intersection a hundred yards ahead.

			“Come on, baby, stay green, stay green,” he said as he approached the traffic light, now just thirty yards away. The traffic light must not have been listening.

			“Fuck! Do I have time to make it? Don’t get pulled over! SHIT!” he said through gritted teeth as he pressed hard on his brakes. Through the cacophony of discarded fast-food bags wadded and piled in the back floorboards sliding against one another, coupled with the grinding of his worn brake pads, Eric came to a stop a few feet before the crosswalk. 

			“Jesus, calm down!” he told himself. 

			Two vehicles rolled to a stop at the intersection. Eric felt the awkwardness of sitting side by side with a driver who, seconds earlier, had gestured for him to go fuck himself. 

			The keychain rattled in unison with the clattering of his engine. Eric begged his vehicle to use the last ounces of gasoline efficiently. He could see the store practically right in front of him. 

			“Shit, is this guy staring at me? Don’t look at him. Keep your eyes straight ahead. Come on, light, fucking turn green already!”

			Mercifully, the light was listening this time, and his car rattled and crawled forward as he pressed on the gas pedal. 

			He thought arriving at his destination would ease his anxiety. The exact opposite was true. He found a parking spot and sat in his car to collect himself and calm his breathing. He wiped the sweat from his brow. As he peered at himself in the rearview mirror, he murmured, “This is the moment of truth. Time to find out if it was all worth it.” 

			The front desk clerk at the Congress Avenue Pack-n-Ship had a jet-black pixie haircut. Her neck tattoos were outnumbered only by the number of her face piercings. A Hispanic family trying desperately to inquire about sending money to their loved ones in need garnered about as much attention from her as one might expect from an establishment that would not only ship packages for you but also sell you any variety of holiday décor, license plate covers, vape pens, energy drinks, and God knows what out of the back door. They didn’t speak English, and she didn’t speak Spanish. 

			“Not my problem,” Eric heard her say to the desperate family.

			Her attitude disgusted Eric. He was tempted to stop and lend assistance since he had minored in Spanish at Texas State University. 

			“Don’t be stupid, Eric. Just get in and get out. Try not to be noticed. Not my problem, either. Not today,” he thought to himself. The devil on his left shoulder had made short work of the angel on the right.

			He passed the front desk and made his way down a short hallway, having to sidestep random piles of haphazardly stacked boxes. His anxiety was now at a fever pitch. Stopping in front of Post Office Box 1335, his hand trembled as he raised the key to insert it. His first two attempts were unsuccessful. He steadied his right hand with his left and slowly slid the key into its intended position. 

			“Just open the box,” he whispered to himself. 

			Eric took a deep breath, turned the key, and abruptly pulled open the door as if trying to surprise whatever was inside. He stood and stared at its contents. 

			“Holy shit, look at all of those,” he said to himself a bit louder than he expected. He reached in and removed precisely what he had been praying he would see, though he wasn’t sure that he honestly believed it was God who answered these types of prayers. 

			His plan had worked. His paralyzing anxiety was now replaced by pure adrenaline. His mind raced with the possibilities. He realized at that moment that his life would change exponentially. What he didn’t realize is how many others would be able to say the same.

		


		
			 

			​PART I 
THE CASE

			“The judicial system is the most expensive machine ever invented for finding out what happened and what to do about it.”

			 

			-Irving R. Kaufman
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			​CHAPTER ONE

			2020, August—Houston, TX

			 

			RYAN WOLFE PRESSED THE button on the controller located just left of the door leading from his house into his garage. His garage door sprung to life as he had nearly an hour earlier when his daily five-thirty a.m. alarm signaled it was time to start a new day. He had an hour to prepare for the ass-beating of a workout that awaited him. The shrill creaking of the wheels on the thin metal reminded him to pick up some lubricant on his way home. He hated that noise—especially at 6:15 a.m. 

			 Even before the garage door clanged to a stop, Ryan realized his workout would have to wait. Another ass-beating was awaiting him in his driveway. 

			Strong thunderstorms are a common summer occurrence in Texas. Significant damage rarely occurs absent a tornado or powerful straight-line winds. The winds from last night’s storm were more of the moderate variety. Moderate was apparently strong enough to bring down a limb two feet in diameter and at least thirty feet long that now lay in his driveway, blocking his path. After eighty years of searing heat and brutal storms, the ancient tree had finally surrendered its appendage. Walking onto his driveway, he surveyed the job in front of him this morning. His nine a.m. appointment wouldn’t allow the time to call a service to move the giant limb. He knew he had only one choice. 

			He saw the light shining through Mr. and Mrs. Freeze’s kitchen window. At least one of them was an early riser. Not wanting to startle the elderly couple by knocking on their door at this hour, Ryan fished his phone from his pocket and dialed their home phone… yep, home phone. Ryan regretted the concern he was causing by making the call. To someone in their mid-seventies, there was only one reason the phone would ring at this time of the morning—it had to be bad news. Dixie Freeze answered the phone on the third ring. 

			Ryan quickly explained the reason for his call, knowing Dixie was probably wondering who had died when she answered the phone. The tension in her voice said as much. 

			“Mrs. Freeze, this is Ryan from next door. I’m sorry to call so early, but I saw your light on in the kitchen. Last night’s storm knocked a large limb off your big oak out front. It’s lying across my driveway now. It’s such a shame. I know how much y’all love that tree.”

			“Oh, Ryan. I am so sorry. I will send Bill out to help you move it. Did it damage anything? Are you okay?”

			Ryan almost laughed imagining a man Bill Freeze’s age trying to move a limb that probably weighed a thousand pounds. Come to think of it, imagining himself trying to move the limb was equally laughable. 

			“That won’t be necessary, Mrs. Freeze. I have been looking for an excuse to use my new chainsaw, anyway. I am fine, and nothing is damaged. I was just letting you know that I will take pictures before cutting it up. Your insurance company will probably ask for them.”

			Asking a man like Bill Freeze to wait inside while another man uses a chainsaw was even more laughable than him moving the limb with his own might. Especially when that chainsaw was being used on a job he knew was his responsibility. Who was Ryan Wolfe to tell a proud man he was too old? 

			An hour later, sweat poured down Ryan’s back and chest making it appear as if he had indeed made it to his workout. He gathered up the last of the small limbs that had scattered from the fall. Bill Freeze swept the sawdust from Ryan’s driveway. They had made short work of the unexpected speed bump that started their day. 

			As they shook hands, Ryan said, “Thank you for the help, Mr. Freeze. I truly enjoyed our visit this morning. I hope the noise didn’t wake up all the neighbors.”

			“Ah, hell. Anybody who’s anybody was already awake. If they weren’t, well, they need to realize a whole world is going on while they’re wasting the morning in bed.”

			Ryan could imagine his father would have had the exact response. A dying breed. 

			His home sat on the oversized corner lot of two beautifully oak tree-lined streets in the River Oaks District of Houston, TX. Originally constructed a year prior to Ryan’s birth, the “ranch-ish” style home’s interior had been updated with all the modern conveniences. “Ranch-ish” was a Ryan Wolfe original. A copyright was surely in the works. Feel free to use the term, but please give proper credit. 

			“What the hell does ‘ranch-ish’ mean?” Doug Warner, a named partner at Ryan’s law firm where he had been employed for the past eight years, had asked him just after Ryan purchased the property. 

			“You know, like a ranch-style home, only not so flat,” Ryan responded.

			“Thanks for clearing that up!” Had Warner harbored any hope of Ryan becoming an architectural designer, they would have been obliterated. “Son, stick to the lawyering.” Good idea.

			While others in his neighborhood all had “yard guys,” Ryan maintained the impeccably well-manicured grass himself. Though he would never be described as a man who was particularly “handy,” enjoying such a beautiful, healthy lawn gave Ryan the “job well done” satisfaction that one can only get through personal effort—like using a chainsaw first thing in the morning. 

			Japanese maples, crepe myrtles, and plum trees gave the beds that wrapped the front and side of his home plenty of height and color, while the hydrangeas, zinnias, and petunias gave them colorful cover. 

			The four-bedroom, three-bath home sat a few blocks east of Sheppard Blvd and about three miles west of downtown Houston. Those who lived west of Sheppard argued that anything east of the “border” wasn’t truly River Oaks. With mansions valued north of thirty million dollars, the owners could never admit that the “tiny” east of Sheppard homes were a part of their township. Old Money. Ryan didn’t give a shit. He loved his “tiny” home and loved the neighborhood, no matter what it was called. 

			Though he loved the home, he wished he had never had to buy it in the first place. But there were just too many memories in the only home they ever shared. They had been married for five years when Holly got the diagnosis. It was stage four. At thirty-five years old, she was delivered her death sentence. Shortly after their sixth anniversary, at just thirty-four years old, Ryan was widowed. Gone in a whisper. It had been five years. Where does time go?

			As he steered his black Range Rover Sport left onto the “border,” from his playlist, Gerry Rafferty told a story of a man who dreamed of buying some land, giving up the booze and the one-night stands. The saxophone solo blared in Ryan’s speakers as he took a right, “winding his way” onto San Felipe Street. God, I love this fucking song.

			Approaching the ten-story glass and stone building that housed The Law Offices of Daniel, Warner, and Crowe, PC, Ryan waved his security card over the sensor that opened the gate to the parking garage. After making a right turn that led up a slight incline, Ryan pulled into his reserved parking spot. 

			Opening the door and stepping out of his vehicle, he gathered his laptop backpack and made his way into the large common area of the office building. Just another normal day. If he only knew. 

			“Good morning, Mr. Wolfe.”

			“Good morning, Valerie,” Ryan said to the security clerk at the reception desk. Valerie Penny was a young African American woman in her early thirties. Standing barely five feet tall, her portly body utilized every inch of her uniform’s dark blue pants and light blue shirt.

			“Mr. Wolfe, can you please put on your mask while in the common area of the building,” Valerie said as kindly as she could. This was her domain.

			As he walked by and entered the elevator, Ryan feigned fishing in his bag for his mask. “Sure, sorry.” 

			“God, I hate this fucking mask mandate!” Ryan thought as he walked off the elevator on the tenth floor and through the law office’s front doors. 

			The reception area of Daniel, Warner, and Crowe, PC was newly renovated with light gray walls and recessed lighting. The blue and tan specks in the carpet were a slightly darker shade of gray than the walls, giving the office a warm, modern feel.

			Ryan warmly greeted Gretchen Avery, who sat at the firm’s reception desk, and she returned the greeting with the same kindness. 

			Gretchen is great, but it just isn’t the same. 

			Teresa Barnhart, or Tree as Ryan called her, had sat at that desk until early the previous year. Teresa had been with Ryan since he hung his first shingle with little more than $5,000 in the bank. His desk back then amounted to a computer monitor sitting on the box that had once contained his Dell desktop, with his keyboard resting on his lap. He would buy an actual desk when he collected his first check.

			Not needing the money due to her success earlier in life, Tree worked for free in the early days of his start-up firm. “Don’t worry about that right now. When you can afford it, you will have to overpay for me.” 

			Truth be told, she was incredibly proud of her baby brother and mainly just wanted to keep an eye on him. 

			Tree was the second oldest of seven children and Ryan’s only sister. With a mother who worked outside the home, she assumed the role of makeshift mom and took to it like a duck to water. She was the glue, and everyone in the family knew it. Teresa died six months earlier after a three-year battle with ovarian cancer. 

			God, I miss her. 

			Just past the reception desk, Ryan took the left-hand turn that led to his personal office as well as that of his legal assistant. Jennifer Browder had been Ryan’s right hand since he started at Daniel, Warner, and Crowe. 

			“Don’t forget about your nine o’clock Zoom call with Perry Baron,” Jennifer said as Ryan walked by her door to say good morning. “I hear Ashton Paige is going to be on the call,” she continued, while raising her eyebrows several times. Ryan could almost hear the words “hubba, hubba” emanating from them.

			“Thank you, Jennifer,” Ryan said with more than a little sarcasm in his voice. Ryan took a couple of steps toward his office but stopped and turned back to Jennifer. “Why did you feel the need to mention that Ms. Paige will be on the call? She is Baron’s in-house counsel, I would have assumed she would be.”

			“Call it a hunch, or… I don’t know, maybe it’s the way you get flustered when a beautiful woman you have a crush on is around.”

			“I don’t get flustered, and I don’t have a crush on her. We enjoy a professional relationship. I can’t help what she looks like.”

			“I noticed you’re wearing your new gray suit the ladies in the office can’t seem to stop talking about. I even heard the term ‘silver fox’ in the ladies’ room the last time you wore it.” 

			“My hair is not silver. I have some gray around my temples, but it’s still mostly brown. And is this an appropriate office conversation?”

			“The ladies in the office sure think so.”

			“Doesn’t make it so. And besides, I am not a silver fox. That’s for guys a lot older than me, like your husband. At most, I am a salt-and-pepper fox,” Ryan quipped in a way that let Jennifer know that even if the conversation was a bit inappropriate, he was still flattered. He could have saved his words. 

			“Rhett is six months older than you. He just acts a lot older, except in the bedroom.”

			“I am going to pretend you didn’t say that,” Ryan said as he walked away toward his office.

			Jennifer Browder had two husbands: her very plutonic work husband, Ryan, and her very not plutonic real husband, Ryan’s close friend, Rhett.

			In a tone loud enough for Ryan to hear as he walked away, Jennifer said, “Pretend all you want, counselor. Oh, and Ryan, one more thing.” 

			Feigning being annoyed by having to reverse his course, he stuck his head back inside Jennifer’s office and answered sarcastically, “Yes?”

			Without looking up from her computer monitor, Jennifer said, “You have a coffee stain on your shirt. Ms. Paige will not be impressed.”

			Looking down at his shirt, he grimaced at the sight. He stood there for a moment, wondering when this had happened. Turning his attention back to Jennifer, he gave his best hat-in-hand smile and said, “That’s why I pay you the medium bucks!”
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			​CHAPTER TWO

			Ryan sat at his desk in his fairly well-appointed office that overlooked the homes inside the “border.” It was located just close enough to downtown Houston to make trips to the courthouse convenient but just far enough away to allow insulation from that same downtown that had become the world’s hub of the energy industry.

			Houston, TX housed the headquarters of the largest oil and gas companies in the world. Recent interest in the renewable energy space had given the city a third energy industry. Houston’s very underrated food scene gave executives and would-be executives the perfect backdrop to show off their pricey toys and pricier women. Clients who are spending billions of dollars with a company can’t be asked to enjoy world-class food and wine without a mid-six-figure “assistant” at their side.

			It was a typical August day in Houston which meant it was approximately the temperature of the sun. Ryan had just won an insanely boring case between a corporate giant and several former employees who left their jobs to work for a competitor. The case mainly involved the fiduciary duties of those mid-level “officers” of the company and their ability to seek other employment. See, told you. He was thrilled the case was over. Even though it wasn’t the exact result he wanted, at least he wasn’t dealing with that asshole from Philadelphia who represented the corporate giant any longer. Not only was he one of the most arrogant pricks Ryan had ever met, but he was also a typical loud-mouthed Philadelphia Eagles’ fan—fuck that dude. 

			As he poured over data on his current project of extreme import, Ryan had a huge decision to make. Should he pick a quarterback or running back in the first round of his annual fantasy football draft? The decision could mean the difference in a year’s worth of kicking his buddies in the balls or vice versa… the stress was palpable. 

			Just as he decided that a quarterback made the most sense in this particular fantasy football format, his phone beeped, reminding him it was time for his call with Baron Tech.

			The pandemic had drastically changed client meetings. Ryan hated everything to do with it. He was more of a fan of looking people in the eyes and ending a meeting with a firm handshake. 

			When the zoom call was connected, Baron Tech’s CEO appeared on Ryan’s screen sitting at his desk in his Austin, TX office. Visible on the shelves behind his desk were pictures of his wife and children at various sporting events and on vacations as well as several decorative items no doubt the brainchild of an interior decorator. 

			Perry Baron was in his late fifties with slightly thinning gray hair that he slicked almost straight back slightly favoring a right-hand part. His clothes were a little too baggy and his body a little too thin. 

			“He is a cool nerd,” Ryan used to tell Teresa. 

			“Ryan, you be nice. He is a nice man and besides, the checks he writes for your fees don’t bounce like half of your other clients.”

			Perry’s father, Milton, started a small tech company in the late 1970’s that supplied phone lines and systems to the commercial sector in one of the fastest-growing cities in the nation.

			Milton was old school but understood that a company could become a dinosaur overnight in this industry if it didn’t stay on the leading edges of advancements. 

			As cable replaced phone lines in the early 90’s, Baron Tech became one of Austin’s leading suppliers and installers of literally millions of feet of black cords with a tiny spike at the end. In the coming years, as advancements moved to fiber and then to wireless connectivity, Baron had invested wisely in these technologies far ahead of the competition. 

			Two more windows almost simultaneously popped up on Ryan’s screen as the Executive Vice President of Cyber Security and Baron’s in-house counsel joined the call. All three took the call from their respective offices though only a few yards separated them. Fucking Pandemic. 

			“Good afternoon, everyone,” Ryan said as he opened the conversation. 

			“Good afternoon,” was the response almost in unison. 

			Perry was the first from Baron to speak, “Ryan, I am so sorry to hear about Teresa. She was such a breath of fresh air every time I called.”

			“Thank you, Perry. I miss her dearly. But I know you only called to flirt with her.”

			Perry laughed, “Well, she was a beautiful woman, indeed. But my wife would have killed me, and her husband would have kicked my ass!”

			“Don’t be silly Perry. They both would have killed you! But seriously, thank you. You were always her favorite client, and I am not just saying that. She held a special place for you after you put your trust in me early on in my career.”

			After a sincere thoughtful smile from everyone, Baron’s in-house attorney, Ashton Paige took over. Jennifer’s eyebrows pulsed up and down in Ryan’s head as they whispered, “hubba, hubba!”

			“Since Mr. Wolfe is a busy man, and let’s be honest, we are paying him by the hour,” a wink and a joking smile on her face, “we should get down to the purpose of our call.”

			“Yes, my understanding is that you fear some of your intellectual property has been compromised?” Ryan responded. 

			“The product is called InvisiData. We believe it is the most secure data-sharing and storage software ever produced. To ensure this level of security, the data must be stored in the deep recesses of what is commonly known as the dark web. InvisiData operates on level seven.” Ashton responded.

			Showing his ignorance, Ryan said, “I never truly understood levels of the internet. I hear ‘dark web,’ and I think of cryptocurrency and child pornography.”

			“Michael, you want to take this one?” responded Ashton. 

			Michael Baldwin had been the head of Cyber Security at Baron shortly after Perry returned from a ten year stint in California, where the two met at the same start-up. Baldwin had been employed at FizioCode for all of six months when Perry joined the team, which qualified him as a grizzled veteran at a tech start-up. Baldwin had received interest in FizioCode as a signing bonus. When the company sold a year after Perry left, Michael Baldwin became a multi-millionaire. 

			Though it wasn’t discernible via the webcam, Baldwin was a tall man. At just over 6’3” tall, his broad shoulders and square jaw screamed former jock. Whether natural or from a bottle, his dark brown hair showed not an ounce of gray. His olive skin and dark, wide-set, unemotional eyes gave off an intimidating air.

			Taking Ashton’s cue, Baldwin responded, “That is true, Mr. Wolfe. Think of it this way: the first level of the internet is called the surface web. That’s where about 95% of all internet activity in the world is found. Google, Bing, Firefox, and your everyday search engines are on this level. The two you just mentioned operate on level two, and a few operate on level three of the dark web. The more levels you get to, the better your equipment and capabilities have to be. But with it comes added security. The federal government stores military and top-secret information on level four. InvisiData operates on two levels more secure than that. And for the record, my math isn’t wrong. The sixth level exists to simply link levels five and seven, so we don’t count that one. The reason we call it InvisiData, as you may have gleaned from its name, is that any data stored within our software and on our servers is virtually invisible to anyone who hasn’t been given explicit access. The only way to achieve this level of security is to bury it in the darkest recesses of the web and incorporate the most advanced artificial intelligence technology. To achieve that requires the most powerful equipment and technology in the world, which is something called Infinity computing technology. I won’t bore you with the details, but this technology processes data in parallel versus processing it using binary code like traditional systems. This parallel processing allows a computer to perform functions infinitely faster than traditional computer technology. Our server, the Forsythe3, utilizes the latest advancements in this technology and can perform a task in one second that would take a traditional computer weeks. Further, the technology used in the Forsythe not only allows but also requires two parties to share an encrypted key to gain access to the hidden data. Let me assure you, Mr. Wolfe, you don’t find this level of technology on the sales rack at Best Buy.”

			Ryan interrupted, “That makes sense, but if it’s hidden so far into the web, how do those with authorization access it?”

			“That’s a good question, Mr. Wolfe,” Baldwin continued, “Eight levels of authentication must be met for someone to even gain access to this level of the internet. Three of which require specific biological information—retina scans, facial recognition scans as well as heat sensing fingerprint scans. The other five include a series of passwords that change every thirty seconds and can only be accessed from a device that also requires the same biological information. Even if someone was able to get through all eight steps, they would simply have access to level seven of the dark web. At that point, they would have to figure out where to search on level seven to find where any particular data is stored. It’s not like website names readily exist at this level. It’s infinitely more specific than that. If by some miracle of God, they were able to find where your data is stored, there are six more independent levels of authentication required to gain access to your data. Even then they would only have access to the data that is specific to the authentication data entered. As you can probably tell, Mr. Wolfe, we have spent an extreme amount of resources on this product.”

			Wolfe inquired, “I am not trying to be flippant, here, but if it’s so secure, how has it been compromised?”

			“It hasn’t been compromised. It’s been stolen,” Perry chimed in. 

			“That still begs my question, if it’s so secure, how has it been stolen?”

			Baron’s in-house lawyer responded, “No stored data has been stolen, Mr. Wolfe. The code data we used to develop the software has been stolen. Further, we feel it has been stolen and utilized by Bidwell Technologies which led to us losing billion-dollar contracts with both the United States and Mexican governments.” 

			“Holy shit! So, tortious interference, too? I assume you had contracts in place with both governments?”

			“That we did Mr. Wolfe.”

			“Please call me Ryan, Ms. Paige. That is if I can call you Ashton.”

			“Deal!” Ashton responded with a careless schoolgirl smile, which she quickly extinguished before anyone noticed the blunder.

			“Do you have proof that Bidwell is involved somehow?”

			“We are working on it,” Baldwin responded. As head of Cyber Security at Baron Tech, this problem lay directly in his lap. He had questions to ask and, more importantly, others to answer. 

			“What do you have so far?”

			Baldwin continued, “Once we got word that we had lost both contracts, we went into fact-finding mode. Our contact at each governmental entity told us the same thing independently. Bidwell’s technology does the same thing ours does, just at a much better price.” 

			Perry spoke up again, “Even if they had a similar technology, there is no way it could do what InvisiData can. We have been working on it for over five years. We have kept security on this project under the tightest controls possible. All departments are compartmentalized so one doesn’t know what the other is doing. There were only a select few of us who knew the complete picture. The real secret to the technology was written by a small company owned by a friend of Michael’s he met in Silicon Valley. After we bought his company, we added to and improved that technology over the years. But without his original coding, we could have never gotten off the ground. He didn’t even realize what he had developed until our team discovered how groundbreaking it was. He was granular with his approach to the product, but our team saw the infinite applications over multiple disciplines and industries. We did forensic tests on all his systems prior to purchasing his company, and he had never so much as sent an email concerning the software. Hell, he would only speak to us over the phone and even that was limited. We had to go to California to see the product. He stored everything on a server connected directly to his computer. It was never online for anyone to access. No backup copies were ever made. We had never been more certain that what we were buying had never been duplicated. Besides, Bidwell approached me two years ago when he heard what we were building. He wanted to buy it from me.”

			“Possibly Bidwell figured out the same thing?” asked Ryan.

			“No way in hell. It’s too specific and at first glance, it was virtually impossible to tell that the first piece of software had this capability and there was no way he could have developed this in less than two years.”

			Satisfied that the Baron executives truly believed they were victims of theft, Ryan asked “So how did they steal your technology?” 

			Ashton responded, “We were just getting to that. We think it had to be a bug.”

			[image: ]

			“Treat me like I am an IT moron, which shouldn’t be hard. What is a bug? Like a listening device?”

			“Similar in scope, but instead of listening, it records not only every keystroke being made by whoever’s system the bug resides, but it extracts every keystroke and every ounce of code previously written,” explained Baldwin.

			“Do you know how it got there?” 

			“Not as of yet, but we all feel strongly that the bug couldn’t have been placed by someone on the outside.”

			“Shit, so this is an inside job?”

			“It certainly appears that way,” Baldwin responded.

			“So let me see if I have this straight. Someone places this bug into your system. The bug extracts whatever code it’s been instructed to extract, and that code is transferred to another server and essentially, whoever committed this breach would have full access to its use?”

			“That’s basically correct, with some nuances, but you have the gist,” confirmed Baldwin. 

			“There weren’t procedures in place that would detect a bug? Also, is there any way to trace where the information was transferred to?”

			Baldwin continued, “There were procedures in place. However, when everyone had to be moved off-site to work from their homes due to the pandemic, some procedures had to be… relaxed, for lack of a better term,” the security director explained. “Prior to the lockdown, all our servers and systems for this particular piece of software were on a company intranet. Someone would have to completely hack our system to even have a remote possibility of accessing this software. We have iron-clad security procedures that would have made a breach like this virtually impossible.”

			“You said, ‘would have made.’”

			“That’s right. When we moved everyone into their homes, we couldn’t just shut the project down. Too much money was at stake, and we had deadlines to meet. We had to make our system available over the Internet—not just our intranet. We did put procedures in place where employees had to access our servers via a secure VPN, but no matter what procedures you follow, when it’s out on the world wide web, it’s never fully secure.”

			“I think I am following. Have you contacted the authorities?” Ryan asked.

			Ashton took this question. “We haven’t. First, we didn’t want the word out there that InvisiData wasn’t secure. That would have been devastating to our reputation. Especially considering the software we are developing is claiming to be the most secure information system ever invented. Second, we aren’t sure who is responsible for this theft. We don’t put it past either the government or someone working with them being the culprit.” 

			“OK, that makes sense, but from a legal standpoint, we will need more evidence that Bidwell stole this intellectual property. I do believe it will be much easier to prove tortious interference. Whether they stole the software or not, you had a contract and now Bidwell has it. If they knew these contracts were in place and then willfully and intentionally interfered with those contracts, that’s textbook tortious interference. I suggest that is where we start and see if we can determine whether they stole your software. We can always add the intellectual property claim later. One last point, there is certainly the potential for breach of contract suit against each governmental entity. That will be a much bigger fight and a different animal altogether. I am going to have one of our senior attorneys with experience fighting that battle handle that part if that is acceptable to you guys.”

			Ashton responded, “I would agree with that Ryan. Possibly something will turn up through discovery. Also, concerning the breach of contract claim, if you are referring to Morris Hightower as the other attorney you will consult, you definitely have our blessing. I have worked with him before—he is excellent.” 

			“I am, and I agree, you will be in good hands with Morris,” responded Ryan. 

			Ashton shifted in her chair and after a slight pause, she continued, “On another note, Ryan, and this may be a little bit embarrassing to the company, but we have sunk well over a hundred million dollars into this project. With the contracts in place, we ramped up staff and equipment knowing we would easily recoup the expense. That said, the legal fees on a case of this magnitude could be astronomical. We aren’t faulting you for that, but it’s certainly a concern for us.”

			“I understand that, trust me I do.” Ryan thought for a moment, “Tell you what I may be able to do, here. Tortious interference is a tort, which is obvious by its name. As you know, Texas rules allow lawyers to have a contingent fee agreement with their clients when there is an alleged tort. This means we would receive a percentage of the proceeds awarded at trial or collected in a settlement instead of billing hourly. Let me speak with my partners and see if this is something we would be willing to do. Obviously, any expenses the firm incurs from experts, travel, depositions or what have you, would have to be recouped from Baron, but our legal fees would be paid only if we win. If we lose, we get nothing.” 

			“Thank you, Ryan. That means so much to us and we will not forget it. You’ll let us know what your partners decide?’’ Perry asked.

			“My next call will be to the managing partner. You will have an answer the moment I have one.”
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			​CHAPTER THREE

			December 2019—BEANR Port, Antwerp, Belgium 
Nine Months Earlier

			 

			THE FREEZING RAIN AND snow seemed to be falling in sheets. As the tiny ice pellets peppered the windshield, the wipers on Jules Baert’s Volvo VNL semi-truck were laboring to keep up. With the defrost on high, his cab was seventy degrees warmer than the outside ambient temperature and a hundred degrees warmer than the wind chill. It was difficult to discern whether his truck shook from the wind or the men who were attaching the forty-foot sea container to his hitch.

			The knock on his window interrupted his thoughts. A man dressed in a black down parka and balaclava had stepped onto the driver’s side running board and peered through the window face to face with Jules. Rolling down his window the cold cut straight through to his bones.

			Quickly shoving a stack of multicolored papers into Jules’s hands, in broken English the man said, “Good to roll. Deliver to address on paper. Don’t be late!” 

			Quickly rolling up the window, Jules typed the delivery address into the GPS on his iPhone. He would be spending the next two hours on treacherous roads. Don’t be late. 

			After texting his wife his plans, Jules put his semi in gear and disengaged his parking brake. Slowly pulling to a stop at the main gate, he prepared to show his paperwork to the guard on duty, who sat snugly in his heated guard shack. It was far
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