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Chapter one
Exit Packet


Jack Rourke hadn’t spoken to anyone all day, and that felt like the only thing still under his control. 
The office had been in hospice for weeks: stand-up boards erased, kombucha taps dry, half the chairs already wearing TEOAF-auction stickers. Jack’s glass cube lingered only because Facilities hadn’t found a sledgehammer wide enough to smash the view.
He sat at the desk while Slack flashed ghost pings from channels he no longer owned
#frontend: archived
#sushi-fridays: archived
#predictive-engine: permissions revoked
Every ping reminded him the system still thought he existed.
A manila envelope lay centered like evidence: EXIT MATERIALS - CONFIDENTIAL. Inside waited severance tables, a COBRA leaflet, and one pastel flyer of Wellness Is a Journey QR codes.
Yesterday his badge had failed at the restroom; today it wouldn’t even coax free coffee from the lobby tap. He sipped cold espresso from a paper cup and glanced at his phone:
	Reddit + 173 karma

	Discord 19 @mentions

	Instagram: six sneaker-bot DMs



Noise equaled heartbeat. All perfectly normal, he told himself.
He thumbed a dented silver flash drive, its cap held on by green gaffer tape. The drive contained midnight code, nothing a compliance team would ever sign off on. No comments, no fingerprints. It stayed with him.
Jack encrypted the contents one final time, closed the laptop, and decided it was time to ghost.
He collected the envelope, a branded hoodie, and nothing else. Nobody looked up as he crossed reception. In tech, disappearance shipped quietly; one day you flew to Singapore to rescue architecture, the next you joined the NULL set.

Eighteen Days Later - Marathon Airport, Florida Keys
A Pilatus PC-12 twin-engine banked over jade-green flats and settled onto sun-bleached asphalt. Heat spilled into the fuselage when the door popped; the air smelled of battery acid and low-tide mangrove. Jack stepped down with a duffel, a Pelican case of laptops, a long hard-sided Browning case and the flash drive.
The “terminal” was a coral-pink cinder-block hut. A teen in flip-flops stacked Jack’s bags on a courtesy cart and pointed to a rattling shuttle van.
“Marina’s five bucks,” he said. “Ten if the driver’s hungry.”
It was 22:40. Jack paid ten.
US-1 at night was headlights and hand-painted signs promising LAST CHEAP GAS and WE HAVE LIVE SHRIMP. Jack reflex-refreshed Reddit; the screen flickered to No Service after two tries. Cell towers in The Keys, he would learn, shared a breaker with the bait-shop microwave: zap! offline.
He pocketed the dead phone and watched moonlit mangroves blur past. Somewhere out there waited a tired Bertram power yacht with a prayer-worthy starboard diesel and no idea it had become Plan A.
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Bertram 46 Express Starboard Elevation
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Bertram 46 Express Interior Floor Plan


Marathon Marina - Slip B-17

The Bertram 46 rocked lazily at her slip like she was trying to forget something. So was Jack. The classic sport fish would have been beyond his budget, but she had got caught up in the post-covid sell off. Former wannabe Great Loopers sluffing mid-sized live-aboard power yachts  like dead skin. Coming to the realization that #boatlife and home schooling was harder than it looked on TikTok. Probably better for the youth of America and definitely better for the used boat buyer. 
Paint chipped, outriggers half-polished; port engine needed a new impeller, starboard needed faith. But she floated, and the paperwork read OWNER: Jack T. Rourke.
He’d rechristened her Code Freeze. The dockhand laughed, “Sounds like a bug or a popsicle.” Either worked.
Jack’s first dawn aboard was spent knee-deep in bilge; there is no Undo below the waterline. By day four he’d shocked himself twice, mis-wired the inverter, and discovered the difference between a cooler and a sump, ice sinks fast.
Still, the cabin smelled of teak oil and maybe-tomorrow, and that was enough.

Ten Days Later
Routine collected like barnacles. Dawn coffee, bilge check, e-mail ping. At 09:30 he checked the fanless ThinkPad and watched ShoalRunner, his modest trading bot, sip public market data on a low bandwidth web socket over a shaky LTE connection with an external antenna mounted to the tuna tower hardtop next to the busted RADAR. No secrets, no inside feed, just vanilla heuristics. That morning it skimmed $23.48 from a mis-priced ETF pair. Diesel money.
Jack took a screenshot of the gain for Reddit but the signal died; upload failed. He shrugged.
Afternoons he tied mono to reels older than most analysts. Sun hammered the rail; a pelican eyed him like QA waiting for bugs. Hap, lean, weather-blasted dockmaster, strode past in board shorts, outlaw-country leaking from a Bluetooth speaker.
“You fix that inverter yet?” Hap asked.
“Kind of.”
“Kind-of won’t keep your beer cold,” Hap grunted, checking his black Luminox before moving on. No wasted words.
Evenings, Jack waved his phone like a divining rod. Sometimes he caught enough bandwidth to doom-scroll; often he didn’t. Without noticing, he began replacing notifications with dockside debates about tide math and the ethics of chumming.

Algorithm Check & Packet Calm
Teak glowed under battery lanterns. Jack re-checked ShoalRunner, another $18 while he rebedded a leaky deck hatch. He almost tweeted a picture the green number, then saw SOS Only and felt.. surprisingly, fine.
The flash drive remained taped in the Pelican case, inert and hopefully forgotten. He cracked a Key West Sunset Ale, read three pages of sun-bleached noir, lost interest, and chased down a flickering nav-light ground.
A gull shrieked, sharp, then gone, and the marina fell abruptly still. Jack listened: no footsteps, no clinking halyards, only the hush of water under hulls. He set the screwdriver down, scanning through the open companionway. Just the pelican, now preening under the dock lamp.
The silence held pregnant, almost reverent.
Jack exhaled. There’d be time tomorrow for new chores: rigging to polish, algorithms to babysit, maybe a trip for live bait. Tonight, the Gulf carried only moonlight and soft tide, and Code Freeze creaked contentedly at her lines.
For the first time in years, Jack felt offline and strangely afloat.
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Chapter two
Latency


Two Months Earlier - San Francisco
The boardroom was glass from floor to ceiling, but the oxygen inside felt thick enough to chew. 
On one side of the carbon-fiber table sat Jack Rourke, CTO, squash fanatic, reluctant moral compass.
On the other: the CEO in a Patagonia vest, two investors whose shoes cost more than a semester at Trinity, and a compliance lawyer whose face resembled cold oatmeal left on a radiator.
“The numbers are solid,” the CEO said, rapping a pitch deck as if authority could be absorbed by percussion. “This isn’t fraud, it’s positioning.”
Jack cocked his head. “So’s shoplifting if you rename it ‘unscheduled inventory optimization.’”
Silence. Investors stared at the skyline; they’d funded disruption, not ethics. The lawyer considered the tabletop, as though it offered a portal elsewhere.
Jack folded his hands. “You asked me for a secure architecture. You never said the threat model was the auditors.”
The CEO’s grin flattened. “Don’t go noble now. Ninety days to exit, Jack. You’ll be rich.”
Technically already am, Jack thought. Chestnut Hill upbringing, stock options, and a compulsive side hustle had seen to that. But money never rewrote the feeling that woke with you after compromise.
He set his pen down. “Take my name off it.”
“Serious?” the CEO asked, leaning back as if gravity changed.
“Gray Rock serious. I’ll vest commons, waive the bonus, just don’t pretend I built that black-box.”
The lawyer exhaled, relief or warning, hard to tell.
Jack left the room, drifted past kombucha kegs and sagging ping-pong tables, stepped into the elevator without touching a button. Twenty-one floors later, the lobby decided for him.
In his fist, the dented flash drive felt heavier than gold. It held Featherweight, an algorithm nobody in that room would ever see. Illegal? Absolutely. Useful? Catastrophically. He prayed he’d never need it.

Present Day - Marathon Marina, Florida Keys
Tide slapped fiberglass. Diesel, salt, and stale coffee perfumed the humid air. Mid-morning sun looked like molten aluminum through the forward hatch. Jack swung bare feet to the cool saloon sole; yesterday’s epoxy dust gritted under his heels.
Outside, the marina performed its daily circus: a golf cart reversed into the same palm twice, diesel shrimpers rumbled in from reef trips, and charter skippers shouted safety briefings at hung-over tourists. Tarpon rolled beneath B-dock like grumpy sages.
Jack sipped coffee from a dented Yeti. Two weeks in Marathon, and the slip already felt more honest than any boardroom.
Below in the nav-station cubby, a fanless ThinkPad blinked alive. ShoalRunner, his mild-mannered, fully legal trading bot, pinged public APIs, scanned ETF spreads, and made seven micro-trades before the LTE coughed. Net: $29.41. Gas and bait. Good enough.
His phone buzzed:
	Reddit /r/algotrading: “OP, did your station arbitrage post disappear?”

	Discord DM from bearshort69: “bro pnl or it didn’t happen”

	Instagram: photo tags he’d forgotten he was in.



One thumb-swipe later, all bars evaporated to SOS Only, the Keys’ way of saying talk to pelicans instead. Jack pocketed the handset and enjoyed the hush.

Bait Shack Interlude
The bait shack’s screen door whined like a rusty piccolo. Hap already stood inside, barefoot, shirtless, outlaw country leaking from a portable speaker, a battered mug reading I FIX SH!T YOU BROKE in hand.
“Lines wet by five,” he said without turning. “You’re late.”
“Late for what? Plus, I optimize for REM sleep,” Jack replied, topping a Styrofoam cup from the communal thermos. It tasted like burnt despair and ashes.
Hap eyed him, fifty-something, tan as teak, permanent squint. Georgia drawl mixed with saltwater consonants. The man’s black Luminox dive watch bore more scratches than Jack’s conscience. 
"Lauren's back from up north." Hap said with a side of implications.
"Lauren who?" Jack asked.
A sunburned tourist in a lobster tank top barged in. “Hap, you got live pinfish left?”
“They’re in the cooler,” Hap answered. “If they’re not, they’re not.”
The tourist grumbled about “damn transplants” and clomped away.
Jack raised an eyebrow. “Friend of yours?”
“Only if hurricanes take requests.” Hap sipped, then left Jack with tar-black coffee and humming refrigerators.

Dockside Introductions
Back aboard the Bertram, Jack rigged a one-ounce knocker rig with gas-station squid and let it drift. Peace lasted three minutes.
Footsteps, decisive, feminine.
“Morning.”
A woman in her late thirties approached: curly black hair half-tamed by a pencil, aviators perched on her head, clipboard in one hand, pink mesh bag of boat keys clinking like wind chimes.
“Lauren,” she said, offering a firm shake. “Marina ops. Billing, fuel schedules, and, occasionally, corpse retrieval from laundry rooms.”
“Jack Rourke.”
She eyed the Bertram. “Not shiny, but she’ll carry you through ugly. You long-term?”
“Undecided. Tech refugee, still detoxing.”
She snorted. “Another one.”
“Another?”
“Folks who arrive overnight, pretend their Pelican cases don’t scream trauma, and rewire shore-power with speaker wire.”
Jack fought a smile.
Lauren flicked her clipboard. “Ice in the shack. Don’t drink tap from B-slip. And if something weird happens, think crime, not calamity, call me, not the sheriff.”
“What kind of weird?”
Her bun bobbed with a cryptic smile. “You’ll see.” Keys jingling, she drifted down the dock.
Jack’s rod twitched; the squid was gone. Figures.

Quiet Gains
Teak glowed under battery lanterns. ShoalRunner had eked out another $18 while Jack rebedded another leaking hatch. Legal, boring money, exactly the point.
The dented flash drive lay in a plastic pouch labeled spare fuses, Featherweight dormant behind layers of encryption. Jack prayed it would stay that way. The real world, he reminded himself, rarely needed more clever crimes.
He shut the ThinkPad and stretched in the companionway. Twilight painted the Gulf magenta. A pelican settled on a piling. Jack raised a toast with canned lager. “Seen any good bugs lately?” The bird tilted its prehistoric head, unconvinced.
His phone chirped, signal resurrected, scrolling confirmation e-mails: ShoalRunner deposit, Discord pings, a headline about markets spooking on whisper data. Jack ignored them. He watched the sky instead, real-time, no latency.
He’d traded a glass box full of urgency for diesel fumes, leaky fittings, and uncertain pings, a good swap. Even so, some part of him knew quiet seldom lasts.
Jack flicked the can tab into the trash net and headed below. Tomorrow he’d reseat the inverter ground, hunt live pinfish, maybe inventory spare shear pins.
Maybe.
Tonight, the Gulf lapped lullabies against old fiberglass, and the tech refugee lay listening, offline but not naïve. Storms, he’d learned, can still find you even when your radio’s off.
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Chapter three
Dead Drop


The Keys have two kinds of dawns: the pink watercolor kind tourists frame on Instagram, and the gray, no-filter kind that arrives like a utility bill, unasked, unavoidable, and a reminder that yesterday’s chores are today’s crises. Jack woke to the second kind. 
Humidity pressed down on Code Freeze, turning the Bertram’s vinyl headliner into a clammy ceiling. He shuffled forward, barefoot on the saloon sole, and swung the hatch for air. Out on the finger pier, dock lights guttered against first light, casting long sodium shadows over cleats and fenders.
Routine first. Coffee, cafetera hiss on the butane stove. Bilge check, pumps silent, good. ShoalRunner: ThinkPad fanless hum, a soft clatter of Python logs, $11.03 already ticked green in the ledger. Not bad for five A.M.
Jack carried the mug topside. The water lay slick as oiled slate, broken only by tarpon tails and the lazy V of a lone skiff headed for the flats. He inhaled diesel, mangrove rot, and low tide: the smell of borrowed time.
Then he saw it.
A fist-size black lump nudging the starboard stern cleat, small, waterproof dry-bag, the roll-top cinched tight. Paracord half-hitch. Nothing he ever tied.
Jack frowned. He’d secured the boat last night, double-checked every line. Wind was calm; currents gentle. Stray debris didn’t just lash itself in a tidy bowline.
He crouched. The bag bobbed, bumping gel-coat with soft, deliberate taps.
No one on the pier. No footfalls, no whisper of halyards. Just the hush before Key West charter captains fired their twin four-strokes.
Jack reached down, fingers brushing cold vinyl. Weight: maybe a pound, heavier than a fistful of lead but lighter than a handheld VHF. He untied the cord and lifted the bundle aboard, water slicking off like eggshell.
The deck clock read 05:22. Too early for tourists, too late for shrimpers. Whoever left the parcel wanted privacy and assumed he’d find it quickly.
He unrolled the top. Inside lay a sun-bleached Pelican micro-case, military tan, gouged corners, pressure valve half-corroded. A micro strobe on the foam interior pulsed a faint amber, low-battery heartbeat.
Jack thumbed the latch.
An Iridium 9555 sat-phone stared back, antenna folded, casing pitted by salt. Its monochrome display glowed:
ENTER PASSCODE _
No note. No lanyard ID. Just the device and a question.
Jack checked the dock again, empty save for a pelican blinking indifferent yellow eyes. He lifted the phone; salt crystals flaked off in his hand. Whoever carried it last had been on open water a while.
He powered the unit down, long press, soft chirp and sealed it inside the case again. Then he dropped the whole bundle into a 30-liter dry-bucket under the fighting chair and dogged the lid.
Not now.

The Water Test
But curiosity breeds like barnacles. Ten minutes passed; coffee cooled. Jack’s gaze kept cutting back to the fighting-chair locker the way a dog monitors an unguarded steak.
Fine.
He grabbed a plastic tub, filled it with seawater, and set it on the transom table. If there were a tracker, any passive RF circuit might ping once exposed to open air. In a bucket of saltwater, signals dampened fast.
He retrieved the Pelican case, popped it open, and submerged the phone. Bubbles escaped, then nothing. Jack waited sixty seconds, eyes on the marina: still no movement.
He dried the handset, pried the battery hatch: no GPS patch, no extra board, just factory lithium pack stamped 2019-02. Legit hardware.
Means nothing, he reminded himself; the trick is always in the firmware.
He reassembled but didn’t power up. Instead he scanned the Pelican lid foam: sharp gouges where something rectangular once lived beside the phone. A memory card? Crypto wallet? Long gone.
Jack rerolled the dry-bag and stuffed it under the V-berth, hidden behind life jackets and a moldy copy of Chapman’s.

Dock-Mouth Rumors
By seven, the marina bloomed with noise: outboards coughing awake, gulls shrieking for bait, somebody swearing at a jammed winch. Jack hit the bait shack for coffee round two. Hap leaned on the counter sharpening a bait knife; Amber, the grad-student dockhand, counted pinfish into a flow-through bucket.
“You look like you slept on a question,” Hap muttered.
“Thought I heard something tie up last night,” Jack said, neutral tone.
“Storm lines don’t tie themselves.”
“No, they don’t.”
Hap met his gaze, scratched a scar behind one ear, then slid a second mug over. “If weirdness shows up, that slip radio still works. Channel 68.”
Noted.

Afternoon Algorithms
Back aboard, ShoalRunner reported $47.88 net on a volatility scalp, best morning yet. Jack wired half into diesel credit, half into checking. The process felt reassuringly dull.
He avoided the V-berth locker, worked topside instead: scrubbed rust stains, retaped a chafe guard, bled the stubborn air bubble from the port fuel line. But each clang of wrench echoed with the unasked question Who tied that knot?
At 15:00 he surrendered. Powered the phone up, still standing on deck so any spurious transmission would radiate into open sky. Screen lit:
ENTER PASSCODE _
Four digits? Six? Ten? He tapped the side button: nothing else. Menu inaccessible. No way to read inbound logs without entry.
He killed power again.

Sundown Cross-Current
Evening brought a fresh breeze off the Gulf and a mutter of distant thunder. Jack fired the genset, kicked on cabin AC, and sat in the saloon tracing possibilities on a legal pad:
	Cartel dead-drop

	Misrouted smuggler gear

	Government op (dumb but plausible)

	Random junk? (unlikely; too tidy)



He circled “dead-drop” twice, then drew an arrow to two words: test run?
ShoalRunner pinged him from the nav-station: market closed, +$71 on the day. A win, yet he barely felt it.
He sealed the sat-phone case a second time, slipped it into a vac-seal bag, and heat-sealed the plastic with a galley lighter. Then he pried up the teak step at the companionway, space enough to hide a brick, accessible only if you knew the screw pattern.
Phone stashed, board replaced, screws flush. Invisible.
Jack cracked a beer, sat on the stern, and watched the sky bruise indigo. Somewhere west, a shrimp boat’s mast light bobbed like a distant star; somewhere east, neon bled from cheap sunset bars.
His phone buzzed, signal back, Discord DM: bearshort69: still waiting on that pnl screenshot. Jack locked the screen and set it face-down.
Night folded over Boot Key Harbor, humid and anticipatory. The Bertram creaked. Water slapped pilings. Jack’s shoulders eased, but his mind refused to idle.
Someone had left a question on his cleat.
He just wasn’t sure if the right answer was ignore it or call it back.
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Chapter four
Ghost Signals


Jack Rourke had been in Marathon exactly two weeks and two lessons had already etched themselves into his bones: 
	Nothing here was as urgent as it sounded.

	Except the things nobody talked about.



The galley of Code Freeze smelled like WD-40, teak dust, and defrosting squid. Jack balanced a stub-nose screwdriver between his teeth, shoulder-deep in the mini-fridge, trying to re-seat a latch that kept popping open and dumping provisions into the bilge. It was 09:03 and already 87 °F, humidity thick enough to butter toast. Outside, a no-see-um swarm patrolled the companionway like airborne piranhas. He’d killed a mosquito earlier big enough to request air clearance.
Behind him, the sat phone perched on the Formica counter, pulsing a lazy amber blink:  …  …  …   …  …  … .
Forty-eight hours of restraint. That was a personal record for a man who once jail-broke a router because the status LED annoyed him.
He tightened the final screw, spat the driver into a drawer, and peeled sweat-glued cotton off his neck. Life aboard was simple, coffee, bilge check, a cautious glance at ShoalRunner’s P&L, then whatever the weather permitted. No boardrooms, no Slack pings, no moral contortions.
The phone blinked again as if yawning at his self-discipline.
Curiosity, he reminded himself, can be expensive. Still, ignoring a live device felt like ignoring a ticking engine alarm. He toweled grease off his hands, picked up the Iridium, and thumbed the power button.
Boot screen: charcoal gray, no logo. The interface looked stripped for war-zones, monochrome, four-pixel font.
SYNC REQUEST DETECTED  Connect to Nearest Relay?  >  Y   N
He




SYNC?   Y   N
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