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      Institute of Contemporary Arts—Boston, MA

      Boston had changed a lot over the years, and though Alex Kayne had visited the city a number of times since becoming “Fugitive #1,” she still missed the old school charm of Boston from the 90s. She’d only been a kid when she’d first visited, and her grandfather had brought her to Bean Town to experience what he called “New England culture.” And, he had raved, “real New England clam chowder!”

      He’d said this last, every single time, as “chow-dah,” followed inevitably by the phrase “pahk the cah!” It was the closest her Texan grandfather would ever get to a Boston accent, and he was proud of it, especially when Alex cringed over it.

      Alex had always rolled her eyes, every time, but she had to admit, she thought it was funny. Maybe she thought it more so now, years after her grandfather had passed, and a few years into being continually on the run, never able to settle in any given place for long. Having no family or friends, no one to connect to, could make any quirk from an estranged or passed loved one feel endearing.

      Anyway, she was here now. She had history with the city beyond any of her more recent cases or clients, and it sort of hurt-in-a-good-way to think about it all. Still, it was best to keep her mind on the job.

      “Pahk the cah,” she whispered, and smiled.

      Stevie Reece—the client—was doing exactly what Alex had told him to do, when she’d sent him an anonymous series of text messages over the past week. That was good. It meant she’d won his trust, which was half the reason she gave such explicit instructions to would-be clients. Sending the client on a bit of a scavenger hunt, with little rewards here and there, helped to soften things up.

      The other reason was that she was still working out whether she could trust him. Paranoia was the rule for her life, and it could be a harsh and demanding mistress. It demanded constant vigilance and brutal loneliness. It kept her constantly on the move, kept her from any real connection with other people, and kept her constantly gauging every interaction to find the threat, if there was one. Not the most serene way to live.

      But as things went, Alex only ever regretted the moments when her paranoia lapsed. Her survival had depended on it for so long, she wasn’t sure how to live any other way.

      Her instructions were for Stevie to wander the exhibits of Boston’s Institute of Contemporary Art for an hour, and find a mobile phone hidden in an out of the way spot behind one of the exhibits. Once he picked that up, she sent him a text telling him to make his way out to a designated spot on the grounds. A spot Alex had found, checked, cleared, and prepared in advance.

      She had watched Stevie as he’d meandered about in the museum and had watched the crowds around him with even more scrutiny. Now, as he followed her instructions and the meetup was getting closer, she took extra care to see if Stevie made any attempt to communicate with anyone else, watching for glances, hand gestures, facial expressions, lip movements, even shifts in his posture. Anything that might be a way to alert someone to where she’d told him to go.

      And she wasn’t relying solely on her own instinct and powers of observation. She had QuIEK—the Quantum Integrated Encryption Key, the powerful AI software that made her so enchanting to Federal law enforcement—running its own scans. The AI was tapping into databases worldwide to use the latest and greatest software for monitoring facial expressions, walking gait, eye movements, posture, and even voice and text when available. It had been fascinating for Alex to learn that even the verbiage one uses in a text message, including time to respond, could indicate specific things about the subject’s demeanor and intentions.

      It was a weird and wonderful world, if you lived by paranoia.

      Of course, this time the paranoia was amped up to eleven, and Alex was taking more precautions than usual. She was being extra cautious on this job, given how the client had come to her attention.

      Outside, Alex moved to her pre-determined position, where she could keep lookout until Stevie was in place. Their meeting would happen on a patch of the Institute’s grounds near the end of the Boston Main Channel, looking out toward the airport across the way. The site was idyllic, in its way—a true testament to how lovely urban landscaping can be, if sculpted and maintained with care.

      It was a public enough space that she and Stevie shouldn’t seem out of place by being there, but private enough that the two of them could chat without anyone overhearing. Not without taking extreme measures, at least.

      When Stevie arrived at the rendezvous spot, exactly on time, Alex waited a few minutes, watching. She had used QuIEK to tap into the various security cameras in the Institute and around the grounds, and had it quickly scanning every face, every movement. She was tapped into a database of video analysis tools used by the CIA and NSA, which could tag anyone who might be a threat. But more useful for her purposes was a system she was “borrowing” from some of the bigger casinos in Las Vegas.

      The government had some pretty sophisticated tech and toys, but in some respects they were lagging well behind the curve when it came to casinos. Facial recognition was only one of the tools they employed—they also had AI of their own, reading everything from facial ticks and micro expressions to the walking gait of patrons, looking for people who were having even so much as a thought of cheating the system.

      Scary stuff. Questions of privacy abounded. But it was all useful for Alex’s needs, and QuIEK was running scans on everyone within sight of a camera to see if there was any chance that this whole thing was a setup.

      So far, there were no hits. Things looked clear.

      She gave it a few more minutes, long enough to let Stevie get a little restless. People made mistakes when they got impatient, and someone trying to hide ill intent would often do something to give themselves away. So far, Stevie just showed signs of nervousness and doubt. Both perfectly understandable in this scenario.

      When she was satisfied that all was benign, Alex made her approach.

      She had multiple escape routes ready, just in case. All set up days before she’d even reached out to Stevie to set up contact. She ticked them off in her head as she walked, mentally rehearsing each one.

      Alex was paranoid by default, but this go around she was taking extra precautions because the tip that led to Stevie hadn’t come through her regular channels.

      It had come as a private message.

      Alex typically kept any means of contacting her limited to specific individuals. Agent Eric Symon was, for the most part, her primary link to the outside world. But she had recently extended her “personal network” to include Dr. Dan Kotler, the pseudo-famous anthropologist who was doing regular turns as a consultant with the FBI, and who was a featured figure in the new Historic Crimes task force.

      Historic Crimes—essentially Alex Kayne’s new “employer.” It was a specially empowered joint task force between all the major US law enforcement agencies, as well as civilian, military, and government personnel. It was a veritable who’s-who of agents, operatives, and consultants.

      Alex had become involved with the task force, to a limited degree, because of her connection to FBI Agent Eric Symon—her “handler.”

      Alex’s quantum-based AI, QuIEK, was an invaluable asset for any agency or government. It was also the reason Alex was a fugitive—framed for murder, treason, and espionage, all in the name of snagging her creation.

      Until she handed over “Quake,” as the acronym was pronounced, she would remain on that most wanted list indefinitely. And since she had no intention of ever giving up QuIEK to people she could not trust, running was her life.

      There was some slim hope that someday, somehow, this could all be over. She could retire from life as a fugitive, maybe even get back to something resembling a normal life. It was a “maybe” and a “someday.”

      But in the meantime, Agent Symon had managed to have her enlisted as a confidential informant for Historic Crimes. It wasn’t exactly a clean slate—she was still being hunted. But it did mean that any information she shared with Agent Symon could be used legally to take down the bad guys that Alex targeted.

      Bad guys such as the wealthy business man who had framed her new client, Stevie Reece.

      Alex had gotten the tip on Stevie when someone sent her a link to a YouTube video. The link had come in through a forum that Alex had created on her relayed server. The server’s IP address bounced around constantly, with URL redirects happening in real time thanks to QuIEK. In reality, there was no actual server, and instead the forum (and numerous other websites, social media profiles, and other online resources) all lived in a sort of virtual cloud of migratory files managed by QuIEK, hosted across thousands of miniature computers hidden in discreet spots all over the world. Any traffic in or out of this virtual server was routed through thousands more computers and servers worldwide, including some buried deep within that infrastructure of the various US alphabet agencies, though they had no idea this was happening.

      It was untraceable, untrackable, and inaccessible—unless one happened to have a quantum-based AI to manage it all.

      So, for what it was worth, Alex felt confident in the security of the forum, and had left it open for people to find and share stories of injustice and government overreach. For the public, it was a way to vent and beseech help for themselves or loved ones or friends who were suffering injustice. For Alex, it was a way to crowd-source her missions, to find and help those who had been forgotten or disenfranchised by the very agencies and entities meant to serve and protect the innocent. People who, like Alex herself, were caught up in something big and frightening. But who, unlike Alex, had no power, no one to turn to, no hope of help.

      Alex had chosen to be that hope and help, as often as she could.

      The forum was one way for people to reach out without having direct access to her. And though that certainly created an opportunity for danger, she had enough safeguards in place that she felt the risk was mitigated. There was no way for anyone to trace the forum back to her—no IP addresses that would lead anyone to her, and no information that would give any hint to her location.

      No system was perfect, of course, and there was no such thing as an absolutely impervious security system. If she knew anything, she knew that. But this was close enough. It provided so many barriers between her and the rest of the world that it would take… well… her to crack them. And it was worth the risk, in any case.

      As rumors started to spread that someone was out there helping the helpless, Alex wanted to make sure they had somewhere to turn. This was it.

      Balancing her paranoia against the need to give people hope wasn’t easy, but so far, she’d managed. And she’d gotten some very good leads on the forum and had helped a lot of people because of it.

      This particular tip had come as a link to a recent video posted on a YouTube channel called “InjusticeAmongUs.” It was a narrated piece that featured news clips, photos, and video from a variety of sources, detailing the impending fate of a young 20-something college student, Stevie Reece.

      According to the video, Stevie had taken an internship with a wealthy business man named Reed Harltan. While under Harltan’s employ, Stevie had gained access to a wealth of insider information about Harltan’s business dealings, and by extension, into certain sensitive aspects of the market. According to the news sources, Stevie had unprecedented insight into some very delicate and sensitive intel. The sort of tempting fruit that would be hard for a smart kid with low morals to pass up.

      So when some of that intel began being leaked to competitors and investors, influencing some pretty hefty shifts in those markets, Stevie was suddenly targeted for investigation under charges of corporate espionage and insider trading.

      The narrator for the InjusticeAmongUs video had expressed serious doubts about Stevie’s involvement, citing that Stevie showed no signs of ill-gained wealth and that Stevie himself had protested repeatedly that he had never had the level of access he was accused of having. In one clip, an interview with a local news affiliate, Stevie spoke with a journalist about the investigation. He was near tears as he explained that the most he’d ever seen while working for Harltan was the office coffee orders. He had no idea why he was being targeted in the investigation.

      It was a moving interview, and the narrator had clearly believed Stevie.

      So had Alex.

      This whole thing, frankly, was shaping up to look like some kind of scapegoat scenario.

      Alex had immediately dug in to find everything she could regarding the case. She’d checked Stevie’s bank accounts and spending history, discovering that not only did he not have any hidden accounts in the Caymans, he actually had three maxed-out credit cards and a mountain of student loan debt, all of which was still looming, still gaining interest. This opportunity with Harltan had been something of a financial windfall, really—a paid internship that worked around Stevie’s college hours. It was a God send.

      Of course, now that Stevie was facing Federal charges, he’d been suspended from the University and currently had no income at all. He had been bunked out with a friend while he endured near-constant questioning from authorities, mitigated only to a degree by the assistance of pro bono counsel who seemed intent on getting Stevie to take a plea deal and serve a reduced sentence in a Federal prison.

      Stevie insisted he was innocent, but Alex knew it would only be a matter of time before someone convinced him to take the deal. And after giving him a closer look, she was convinced that would be the wrong move.

      There was simply nothing in Stevie’s digital footprint to indicate that he’d been paid for anything, much less a catalog of insider information and trade secrets.

      This had immediately felt suspicious to Alex. Surely if Stevie was trading secrets, there’d be some sort of trail. Money left its oily residue on everything, and following the money usually led you straight to the bad guys. But there was no money trail to follow. And that was the most suspicious thing of all.

      Unlike law enforcement, Alex wasn’t limited to legal channels to track Stevie’s activities. QuIEK was her digital skeleton key and magic X-ray specs. She could go anywhere in the digital realm, and she was the all-seeing eye, thanks to QuIEK.

      So the fact that she couldn’t find so much as a hint of money flowing Stevie’s way made it very difficult to believe he was some sort of criminal mastermind.

      Someone had to be lying. And the list of suspects on that score was pretty short.

      She turned her attention to Reed Harltan.

      As wealthy businessmen went, Harltan was a prime specimen. He had holdings in hundreds of corporations worldwide, an investment portfolio that would make JP Morgan stand back in awe, and money stashed in accounts scattered among every untouchable, non-extradition country on the planet. And though spying on and verifying physical, tangible assets was beyond even QuIEK’s capabilities, Alex saw plenty of evidence of those as well. Cars, planes, jewels, art, yachts, rare collectibles—Harltan had it all.

      The only thing he didn’t seem to have was a past.

      It wasn’t all that unusual for someone with Harltan’s reach and power to have a secret origin or a hazy past. With enough leverage and wealth, you could reinvent yourself, erasing and eradicating your old identity, expunging it to a level that even Alex couldn’t find it. She’d seen that sort of thing before, among the hyper wealthy—the sort of wealthy who didn’t advertise, and who preferred to remain anonymous. Usually this meant they were dirty, but getting to that level of wealth almost always meant one was dirty anyway. Nothing unusual.

      As Alex had looked deeper into Harltan, she found that she could only go back five, maybe ten years before the man’s history thinned out. In fact, anything beyond ten years ago was patently fabricated. Even the man’s birth certificate was a fake.

      Again, not that unusual. And unless he was accused of some crime, it was unlikely that anyone, even the Feds, would ever really notice. Harltan, Alex figured, was hiding in plain sight.

      Which meant he was careful. And being careful, it was immediately suspicious that he was involved in such a high-profile case, with a powerless college student playing scapegoat and the media digging in to take their swipes.

      There was something else going on here. Reed Harltan was playing some sort of game, and games always got Alex’s neck hair standing like soldiers at attention.

      She was still running searches, still had QuIEK scanning and following every wispy-thin thread in Harltan’s past. If there was something to shake out of that tree, she’d find it soon enough.

      But for now, she had a client to talk to. And, after watching for a long stretch from her hiding spot, she’d finally determined to her satisfaction that he was alone, and that no one was currently tracking him. No one nearby, anyway.

      It was a risk, with the FBI investigating the kid. But Alex had prepared and planned as best as possible.

      It was time to introduce herself.

      

      Stevie Reece was thin, and the slightly oversized peacoat he wore made him seem small and fragile, like a small boy wearing his father’s clothes. His hands were almost delicate looking as he brought them up to his lips, blowing to warm them.

      “No gloves?” Alex asked, approaching from behind him.

      Stevie turned quickly, startled.

      Alex had made her way up to him quietly, still keeping her eyes open for any sign of federal agents or other dangers. She was being as casual as possible with her surveillance—she didn’t want to give the impression that she was spooked. She had her left hand wrapped around her smartphone, in her pocket. It would vibrate if QuIEK detected anything unusual from local security cameras or other systems. But in Alex’s experience, nothing quite matched her eye for trouble.

      Things still looked good so far. She ran the mental gamut of escape routes once gain, ticking off each in her mind.

      “Are… are you the person who texted me?” Stevie asked, his voice quiet, even a little strained. His demeanor was that of someone battered, at the end of his rope. He read like someone who was taking a chance on an anonymous stranger because who else could he possibly turn to?

      Alex immediately felt sympathy and a bit of shame. She’d been so suspicious of him. It was a good habit to have—one that had kept her out of a cell for years now. But she could see that Stevie was rattled. The ordeal with Harltan and the Feds was taking its toll on him.

      “I am,” Alex said, stepping closer. She had her hands shoved into the pockets of her own coat, despite the warm gloves she wore. In her left pocket was a phone running QuIEK, its mic open and recording everything. In her right ear, the one Stevie wouldn’t be able to see, was an earbud connected to the phone. QuIEK was tapping into a database of voice analysis software, listening for cues in Stevie’s voice, alerting her to any signs of deception. The software was around 98% accurate, and QuIEK was boosting that using contextual analysis—something Alex had been tinkering with, trying to improve in the AI. Basically, she was trying to teach QuIEK how to learn from its environment, how to use deductive reasoning and inference.

      She was trying to teach it to have instincts, and how to use them.

      Reading someone by their biometrics was a handy new trick, but Alex couldn’t take full credit for thinking of it. In her recent encounter with Dr. Kotler, she’d seen him use his skill at reading body language to give him an edge. She was studying that skill herself, but wasn’t nearly as proficient with it. Not at Kotler’s level, for sure.

      And so, as she nearly always did, she’d fallen back on a technological supplement. QuIEK could access the latest and best biometric software on the planet, and coupled with the AI’s growing ability to “intuit” things from context, it was getting pretty good at reading people. It was at least doing a fair job of determining the odds that someone was lying, with an ever narrowing margin of error. That was indeed handy.

      Maybe not as handy as being able to read people herself, but she’d take whatever advantages she could get. And having the world’s finest lie detector in her pocket could have numerous advantages.

      She was also using this encounter, and the voice analysis software, to train QuIEK in another new trick—something she called contextual programming.

      It was the kind of thing she’d daydreamed about in the years when she was building QuIEK, before she’d become a fugitive and had to leave everything behind.

      What if, she’d asked herself, software could not only follow typed instructions or voice commands, but it could also intuit the user’s needs from the context of a conversation, or from a user’s body language or gestures?

      It was a radical idea, and not at all easy to implement. In her former life, as CEO of Populus, the idea had been a side hobby, something on the “what if” board that didn’t get much love or attention. She had a business to run, after all, and any coding or development she did was invariably aimed at the core functionality of QuIEK. Improvements were a priority, what-ifs were a roadmap item, something for later.

      But these days Alex had loads of time to keep tinkering with her invention, to keep improving it. In fact, in many respects, she had a mandate to do so—for the people she helped, and for herself. Since QuIEK was often her only resource for staying out of a cell for the rest of her life, which would cut short her mission to help the disenfranchised and hopeless, it behooved her to make the AI better, more efficient, more powerful. Care for the goose, so the golden eggs would just keep coming.

      Contextual programming was the next level for her next-level AI.

      Right now, though, it was doing a fine job of being her early warning device, letting her know if her new client was deceiving her in some way. Sort of a technological Spidey sense. If it sensed danger, her Quake Sense would vibrate in her pocket. Bazinga!

      Kidding aside, though, so far Stevie was reading as clean. No signs of trouble. So far.

      “I wasn’t sure you were real,” Stevie said, turning back to look out over the water as a passenger jet descended into the distant airport. His voice was quiet and had a slight tremor. His nerves were shot, Alex assumed. And with good reason. She’d studied his file and knew the ordeal he was facing. The entire weight of federal law enforcement was pressing down on him, and he barely had two nickels to rub together in the name of a defense.

      “I’m real,” Alex said, her own voice softening as she let the suspicion fade a little. “It’s your boss who seems to be a fiction.”

      Stevie shot her a look. “Mr. Harltan?”

      Alex nodded. “His past only goes back about ten years at most. Before that, he’s a ghost. No real sign of him. I think he’s living out a false identity.”

      Stevie let out a deep breath. “Well, that makes sense, I guess. Or, I don’t know… maybe it doesn’t make any difference. He’s still trying to send me to prison.”

      “We’re going to find a way to keep that from happening,” Alex said. “Now, tell me everything, from the beginning. How did you first hear about the internship with Harltan?”

      Stevie nodded, took another deep breath, and began giving her the full details.

      After enrolling in his courses, Stevie had started attending classes full time, his parents footing the bill on his living expenses. He’d come in to the MBA program on a full scholarship, which did help pay for both courses and books. This, at least, had been a big help. But everything else was on him and his family, and living expenses in Boston weren’t exactly college-student friendly.

      His family was lower income. His parents ran a bodega in a small town in Pennsylvania, and the income wasn’t tremendous. They barely made enough to keep the lights on most months.

      As proud as they were that their son had gotten the grades to get a scholarship and admission into one of the nation’s top business schools, the strain of paying for his room and board, not to mention the excess out-of-district fees, was starting to wear them down and put them in a bad spot.

      Desperate to keep his family from going broke in the name of his education, Stevie had set out to find some sort of gainful employment that would allow him to earn while continuing a fairly grueling class and study schedule.

      He’d done the circuit of odd jobs near the campus—waiting tables, washing dishes, working as a barista. He’d even started delivering food on one of those gig apps, borrowing a friend’s Vespa to make his rounds. Three jobs at a time were barely making ends meet, but it was also taking a tremendous toll on his grades and his health. He was exhausted. He was barely able to make time to study. And he was having a hard time even staying awake in class.

      Then, one day, a flyer caught his attention—an advertisement looking for a paid intern to act as a personal assistant to a wealthy businessman. The flyer promised a decent salary, flexible hours, and the opportunity to be mentored by someone who had achieved phenomenal levels of success in the business world. A trifecta of opportunity.

      Stevie had raced to apply and had cut classes to prepare and to make the successive interviews. In the end, after a final interview with Harltan himself, conducted in a high rise office in downtown Boston, Stevie had landed the gig.

      He thought it would change his life forever.

      Turned out it did.

      After two months of working for Harltan, performing menial tasks such as getting coffee orders and running dry cleaning back and forth, Stevie had yet to see any real forward movement on the “mentoring” front. He had asked some of Harltan’s employees about it, trying to nudge things. Most said they’d rarely seen the man themselves, but that the job was good—the pay, the flexibility, the light workload. The very light workload, in some cases. Most confided in him that they did tasks that seemed almost meaningless and took their paychecks without complaint.

      Stevie was told to be grateful for the opportunity, and that he was able to make a good living while still going to class. Wasn’t that enough for now?

      Despite some qualms, he ultimately decided it was.

      Then, one day and out of the blue, Harltan had called Stevie to his office, and had given him a laptop.

      “You’ll start keeping track of things with this,” Hartlan said. “It’s loaded with all the software you need. Links to everything are right on the desktop. There’s a text file with instructions, passwords, all of it.”

      Stevie had gratefully accepted the laptop, assuming that this was the first step toward the promised guidance and mentorship.

      The tasks Stevie was asked to perform from that point on changed slightly. Though they still seemed a bit menial at times.

      For the next thirty days, he was asked to scan newspaper headlines and financial reports to input information in various fields among several different spreadsheets. He was asked to research corporations online, to complete profiles on CEOs, to make phone calls to offices scattered all over the city and on Wall Street, and to use Harltan’s proprietary software to analyze market data, culled from public sources and newspapers.

      The “analysis” didn’t amount to much more than charting trends for certain stocks. Stevie equated the role to being a professional chart maker, only the computer did all the work of actually generating the charts. He was just the grunt entering numbers on demand.

      “Did Harltan ever ask you to talk to insiders at these financial firms?” Alex asked. “Or at any of the businesses you researched?”

      Stevie nodded. “Sometimes. It wasn’t much, though. Interviews, sort of. Questions that didn’t always make sense to me. Like calling someone to ask what they preferred for breakfast, whether they worked out in the mornings, things like that. Fluff stuff. But I almost never got through to the people he had me calling. He gave me a list of numbers and names, and when I called I usually got someone’s personal secretary, who would tell me that the person I was calling was too busy, and only accepted calls by appointment. And they’d never give me an appointment.” He huffed, sniffed, shook his head. “It was all… well, I mean, I was thinking at the time that it was all pretty useless. Handy for me, I guess. I really was learning about various corporate practices, how to track stocks and investments, things like that. Stuff I had sort of known about, but hadn’t done on my own. But it was all kind of… I guess self-guided?” He shrugged. “Mr. Harltan was hardly ever around.”

      “Did you have a point of contact within the company?” Alex asked. “Anyone other than Harltan?”

      Stevie nodded. “Several. People Harltan sent to give me assignments. I never saw them around the offices. They just showed up when they wanted me to do something, and then they left. It was never the same person twice. I did have a mobile number for one guy, named Mr. Elliot. I never actually met him face to face.”

      Alex nodded, knowing that QuIEK would hear the name and start scanning any records for a Mr. Elliot in connection with Reed Harltan. She didn’t hold out much hope of a revelation.

      Stevie continued, outlining a long list of relatively boring and unproductive tasks. It was tedious work, at times, but he’d done it gladly. He was making enough to not only pay for housing and food. And at Harltan’s prompting, he was able to buy some luxuries as well. New clothes, a new phone, even a scooter of his own.

      He’d gotten all of these things on credit, over the course of his final month with Harltan. Which he now realized was a huge mistake. That final paycheck—the one he’d counted on to help pay down his credit cards and cover his rent—never came. Instead, the FBI had knocked on his door early one Saturday morning, and had taken him into custody, traipsing him in handcuffs out of his dorm through a gamut of television cameras and reporters peppering him with questions.

      The story of an MBA student engaging in insider trading was a big, fun story for local media, and it made national news.

      “My parents were a wreck,” Stevie said. “Their son… a criminal. They were ashamed, I could tell. They’d seen the new clothes, all the new stuff.” He shook his head, and Alex saw that there were tears in his eyes. “They thought I’d bought it all with stolen money. That I’d cheated my boss.”

      “But you didn’t,” Alex said, gently, watching him. “You went a little overboard, counted your chickens a little early, maybe. That’s all. It was a mistake. But it wasn’t a crime.”

      He sighed, a trembling sound, and nodded, wiping a sleeve across his eyes.

      “Doesn’t change much,” he said. “I’m still being investigated. I may go to prison. My parents are barely speaking to me. Or… I mean, I don’t call them. What can I say? I’m sorry?” He shook his head, a bitter expression on his face. “And now I’m in so much debt I can’t afford to live anymore. I can’t leave Boston, because of the investigation. I’m staying with a friend, but that can’t go on much longer. I think he thinks I’m guilty. I’m… I just don’t know what to do.”

      Alex could sympathize more than Stevie would ever know. For the past couple of years, she’d been on the run, hiding, dodging the FBI and other law enforcement, using everything she had to keep ahead of those who were chasing her. She was forever afraid that at any turn, at any moment, they’d be there. The cuffs would go on. She’d be shoved into a cell, buried in some dark hole somewhere in the world, forced to live the rest of her life in captivity.

      Or worse—they’d somehow force her to hand over QuIEK. Something she could never do.

      She shook her head. “Well, I won’t kid you. Things aren’t going to be easy. But I’m going to figure this out for you. I promise. I’m going to find out what Harltan’s up to, and I’m going to figure a way to clear your name.”

      Stevie looked at her, and in a flash she saw a flicker of hope in his eyes, then watched as it turned to something else. Suspicion. Disbelief. Bitterness “How can you help me?” he asked.

      She smiled. “Well, first, I’m going to get you off of your buddy’s couch and into a place of your own.”

      She took a small bundle out of her inner coat pocket and offered it to him. When he held up his palm, she dropped it there.

      “In that package is a new phone. Check the contact list and you’ll find a number to reach me, but you’ll also find an address for an extended stay hotel. I’ve already stocked it up with food and everything you need. Everything’s on my tab, so don’t worry. Get your stuff and go there. Use the app to unlock the door.”

      Stevie stared at the bundle, then looked back up at her.

      “There’s also a credit card,” Alex said. “Use it to buy anything you need. But stay in the room as much as possible. Order food, watch TV, do homework.”

      “I’ve been kicked out of classes,” Stevie said.

      “Maybe,” Alex nodded. “But you need something to keep your mind occupied. I’ve left a laptop in your room, and it’s loaded with course work and digital text books. Do the work. Do the assignments. We’ll work out how to get those applied when I manage to get you back into classes.”

      Stevie was still staring and shook his head. “How? How can you do all of this?” He paused then, before asking the real question. “Why would you do this?”

      Alex smiled. “You don’t have a lot of gift horses right now. Do you really want to look this one in the mouth?”

      He hesitated, then shook his head. “The last time I had an opportunity that seemed too good to be true, I ended up under federal investigation.”

      Alex nodded. “Fair point. But Stevie…” She turned, facing him. Her expression serious. Her eyes locked on his. “You’re already in trouble. It can’t get much worse. You lose nothing by trusting me, and you have everything to gain. Any hope is good hope, isn’t it?”

      He met her gaze, then nodded.

      She nodded in return, then left him standing there. She quickly made her way to one of her exits—a rented moving van parked in a metered spot less than two blocks away. As she drove it to her next waypoint, where she would trade it for another procured vehicle, she thought through the conversation with Stevie Reece.

      It can’t get much worse.

      Famous last words. Because, she knew, things could always get a lot worse.

      But she was committed. Stevie needed her, and that meant she had a job to do.

      The job started now.
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      Harltan Enterprises

      Harltan’s offices were located on a couple of upper floors of a downtown Boston high rise. The building itself was secure, but only to the point that a guard manned a desk in the lobby and another made rounds to each floor. It was a door-checking sort of security, and not much of a challenge compared to other places she’d infiltrated. Each tenant of the building was expected to have their own internal measures in place.

      Alex had studied the measures taken by Harltan’s company—creatively named Harltan Enterprises, Inc. And like their corporate name, there was nothing fancy, and even a bit lazy. An alarm system included triggers on the doors, motion sensors covered the waiting area, halls, and offices, and there was a keypad next to the main door, just outside the bank of elevators, to disable the system and allow entry. Straightforward. Easy. Even a little low-tech, compared to what she was used to.

      She’d done some more digging into Harltan Enterprises and discovered that it was a catch-all sort of business, an umbrella corporation that owned other businesses worldwide. It dabbled in investments, but it wasn’t strictly speaking an investment firm. Instead, it seemed to be set up to respond to whatever whims Reed Harltan showed up with for the day.

      Her profile on Harltan was painting him as a wealthy eccentric. His hazy past aside, there wasn’t much about him that stood out in a “criminal” light. His business deals could get a little shady, and he seemed to have no qualms about striking up relationships with more nefarious personalities. What little Alex found that might be considered illegal was so minor she didn’t think he’d get more than the nuisance of an FTC investigation, or possibly an IRS audit, if any of it came to light. She could save both agencies the trouble, though—everything about Harltan Enterprises was squeaky clean. And though there were hints at some immoral and unethical practices, there were absolutely no signs of actual illegal activity.

      Which, in and of itself, made Alex nervous and suspicious.

      Harltan’s shadowed past, combined with amorphous business practices and a white-washed personal and company history, all combined to make her think she was missing something. That she had to be missing something. Nobody got that rich with so few traces of wrongdoing, or at least attracting the ire of powerful competitors. Harltan didn’t even seem to have corporate enemies.

      Regardless of that tickle of something is wrong here however, Alex still had a job to do. If Harltan had deeper, darker secrets, perhaps she’d find them once she’d penetrated the lion’s den.

      In the meantime, she had her sights set on Stevie’s laptop.

      In the FBI’s files on Stevie, she had noticed that all the evidence was in the form of digital records, and all of it was provided by Harltan Enterprises directly. There was nothing physical that tied Stevie to the crimes, just a data trail that seemed pretty tight. It was largely a crime of opportunity—the implication being that outside firms had figured out that Stevie was a weak link in Harltan’s operation, and had approached him, offering gobs and gobs of money in exchange for insider information. There were records of phone calls that Stevie had made to all the firms he had allegedly dealt with. Stevie had insisted that he’d been told to make those calls, by Harltan himself, to conduct informational interviews, and that in most cases he’d never gotten past the gatekeepers. But the records only reflected that he’d been calling, and that some of the calls had lasted from 30 minutes to nearly two hours in some cases.

      It wasn’t exactly silver bullet stuff, in Alex’s opinion, but in conjunction with the digital evidence, it didn’t paint the best of pictures.

      What confused Alex was the money. Or rather, the lack of money.

      The fact that the gobs and gobs of money Harltan alleged had been stolen, moved, or diverted seemed nowhere to be found was an odd thing, and was, by the very notes of the investigators, the one thing keeping Stevie from going straight to a holding cell. But to Alex, there was something else amiss.

      She had pored over everything the FBI had on the case—every damning scrap of it—and had eventually noticed something else was missing.

      There was no laptop.

      In all of this, the endless rounds of questioning and probing into Stevie’s background and finances, the reams of files and photos and documents that had been gathered during the investigation, not once had the FBI’s file on Stevie mentioned any cybercrime analysis of the laptop that Stevie had been issued. They had followed threads and trails that supposedly started from Stevie, both his mobile phone records and the inner office line assigned to him, and IP records from the Harltan Enterprises servers. The investigators wound their way through a growing trail of trading and investment firms, but it was all digital breadcrumbs. Nowhere, in all the evidence they had on file, was there a report about the laptop itself.

      Alex had thought this must be some kind of oversight. Surely someone had thought to request the actual laptop. Or at least its hard drive. But there seemed to be no physical evidence gathered whatsoever.

      Alex was flummoxed over this. It was the equivalent of the FBI simply “taking the word” of Reed Harltan, letting the billionaire point a finger at an intern without doing any due diligence to determine whether Stevie actually even had access to the data he allegedly stole and traded.

      If that was true, it was such a dumb oversight that it smacked of corruption—anyone could have sent that information digitally, and anyone who had high-level access to the systems at Harltan Enterprises, Inc. could have used Stevie’s accounts to do it. Stevie was the lowest man on the pole and had all the reach of a penguin wearing mittens.

      To Alex—and, she believed, to any honest investigator—this was an obvious cat’s-paw play, with Stevie Reece taking the hit for something only the big fish should have been on the hook for. Stevie was just a minnow. So why was the FBI so quick to reel him in?

      They had, at least, correlated Harltan’s charges with discovery from the benefactors of Stevie’s so-called corporate espionage. Through warrants and court orders, they were able to gain access to records from the various businesses who had benefited from the insider information and trade secrets. They discovered, among other things, records of some of Harltan’s patents, corporate strategy documents, proprietary market research, and lists of private contact information for Harltan’s clients and partners. All of this was listed by Harltan as information Stevie had stolen and shared while he had access to the company’s servers.

      What the FBI had not done was subpoena Harltan Enterprises, Inc. for Stevie’s laptop, or any other equipment or materials that might back up Harltan’s claims against the young intern.

      It was an unconscionable oversight. One that could cost Stevie his freedom.

      It was the whole reason Alex was here.

      Getting into the building had been easy enough. She had been watching the place for days now, since well before making contact with Stevie. She’d found that one of the ground floor doors was locked with a digital card reader, and the corridor beyond was covered by two cameras, one on each end. In between those was a door leading to the building’s electrical and elevator service room.

      Alex used QuIEK to tap into the building’s video surveillance, and had gained access to weeks of archived footage. QuIEK made quick work of scanning through all of it, looking for patterns of activity in that corridor. Both the exterior door and the corridor were rarely used, and so the lone guard walking his route through the building went there infrequently, by a predictable routine.

      Perfect.

      In the old days, she would have grabbed some of the camera footage and run it on a loop so that anyone watching would continue to see the empty hallway. That old gag. And it could still work… but it had its flaws.

      What if the guard did decide to add that corridor to his rounds, after all? What if the power went out, and the emergency lights kicked on, but that footage still showed full-bright light? What if the utility room door was left open on this one and only day, but there was no footage of it being open from the weeks prior?

      There were lots of ways that things could go wrong.

      But Alex had learned some new tricks, thanks to QuIEK. And one of those was something she called “live masking.”

      It was an extension of her work to perfect contextual programming, and in this case the context was a live video feed of the corridor and a living, moving subject who needed to be cut or “masked” out of that footage, live and on the fly.

      QuIEK’s intuitive AI could analyze the feed and live-edit Alex out of the footage without altering the feed itself in any other noticeable way. In fact, Alex could be standing and chatting with the security guard on patrol, and all that the person monitoring the front desk would see would be the guard talking to empty air.

      It was a neat trick, and one Alex had started using regularly, having QuIEK mask her out of video footage from any local security cameras and CCTV systems, especially those that law enforcement might use to trace, track, and find her. As long as she had her phone on her, and turned on, QuIEK could scan for local networked cameras and start cutting her out of their feeds.

      It effectively made her invisible without leaving any telltale traces that a keen video forensics team could find. It wasn’t perfect, of course. But it was good enough and getting better with every go.

      So, issues of security video sorted, all Alex needed was for QuIEK to disengage the keycard scanner and unlock the door. She turned the handle and pulled, and smiled as everything went to plan.

      Inside, she wasted no time. She ran for the maintenance door and knelt in front of it as she took out a small lock pick gun.

      One of the operating rules of Alex’s life was that she keep in mind, always, that not every problem had a digital solution. It was tempting, sometimes, to think that QuIEK could get her out of every tight jam—the AI did make navigating the increasingly digital-reliant world much easier. But sometimes you couldn’t avoid dealing with solid matter.

      QuIEK might be a digital skeleton key, but physical barriers could still be her kryptonite.

      In this case she needed a physical skeleton key, and the little motorized pick was close enough. It made quick work of the deadbolt on the door, and in seconds she felt the handle give and turn. She was in. She slipped inside, closing the door behind her.

      The utility room was not large, but there was plenty of space to move around. Here she found breaker boxes and conduits covering every wall. But she was looking for one panel in particular.

      This room butted up against the back of the bank of elevators, designed to give a maintenance crew access to the electrical and mechanical workings of that system. Alex took a slender, battery-powered screwdriver out of her pocket and used it to remove each of the screws holding the panel in place. She then lifted the panel and set it aside, creating a gap that allowed her to enter the elevator shaft.

      This was the most dangerous part of her plan to infiltrate the building. Within the shaft, there were several ways she could be caught and crushed, if the elevator started moving. But she had it covered. She took out her smartphone and used QuIEK to tap into the elevator’s controls, then sent it up to the third floor, holding it there, temporarily.

      She then climbed, hoisting herself upward to the second floor, where she was able to engage the release on the doors and slip out of the shaft and into the corridor beyond. The second floor accommodated several small office spaces, but at this time of evening there was no one still here. No one to spot her.

      Using QuIEK, she brought the elevator back down, and as it settled with a DING! she stepped inside and punched the button for the sixteenth floor, where Harltan Enterprises, Inc. had their dedicated suite of offices.

      She smiled, stowing her phone back in her pocket. She hadn’t even gotten dirty on this one. Piece of cake.

      A moment later there was another DING! from the elevator, and she stepped out into the darkened front lobby of Harltan Enterprises, Inc.

      Immediately, off to her left, there were a series of beeps, repeating in succession—the precursor to an alarm going off and alerting security to the presence of someone on this floor. If she had the code, she could punch it in and disable the alarm before her 60 seconds were up.

      She did not have the code.

      But she did have QuIEK.

      She slipped the phone out of her pocket again and held it close to the panel.

      Then cursed.

      The alarm system was older, dated. Something that looked like it had been around for a decade, despite the fact that these offices looked modern and updated. So it was not WiFi or Bluetooth connected—which presented a problem.

      QuIEK couldn’t help her crack physical barriers. And, though the code that would disable the alarm was technically stored digitally, the only way to input that code was by physically punching buttons. It was a case of old school security being less vulnerable than modern technology.

      She would have a stern word with management about this. Thief accessibility starts with you.

      But jokes aside, just because QuIEK couldn’t remotely crack the system didn’t mean it couldn’t help her to do it. She’d just have to think fast.

      Alex studied the keypad, using the flashlight on her phone to illuminate it. This also had the advantage of letting QuIEK see the pad using the phone’s rear cameras.

      To Alex’s naked eye, there wasn’t much to see. There were slight indications of wear on the rubberized keys, from years of office dwellers punching in various disarm codes. But none of the wear particularly stood out, and there was no obvious pattern.

      The people who maintained this system might change the code regularly, which would mean a more even wear on the keys, and less chance for someone—say, the world’s most wanted fugitive—to sniff out the code by looking for the most worn and used numbers.

      The human eye had no chance of working out a pattern based on the apparently random wear on these keys.

      QuIEK, on the other hand, had certain advantages over the human eye.

      Using the phone’s built-in vertical-cavity surface-emitting laser—which was a lot of hyphenated words that amounted to “laser 3D scanner”—QuIEK instantly created a 3D model of the alarm’s keypad and analyzed it to extrapolated every scrap of data it could and synthesize that into…

      Well, into what could only be called a “digital best guess.”

      Basically, QuIEK could “see” telltale signs that Alex would miss, right down to microscopic 3D renderings of fingerprint oils on the keys.

      The most recently used keys would have more stacks of fresh fingerprints—overlapping patterns from anyone who punched in the code. It was likely that one particular person, such as a receptionist, punched in daily and more frequently than anyone else. So by finding those most-layered and common fingerprints, QuIEK had its first lead. It knew, with a very narrow margin of error, which four numerals were punched most often.

      Now it came down to determining the order they were punched. And that was where the numbers got big.

      A code consisting of four digits meant there were 5,040 possible combinations. And it was possible that punching in the wrong combination, even once, might not just waste time, it could set the alarm off instantly.

      So even if she had the time to run through all 5,040 sequences, she’d likely set off the alarm within the first three tries. But all that was moot anyway, because with something short of 40 seconds remaining she definitely did not have time to start going down the list, hoping to get lucky.

      QuIEK wasn’t out of tricks yet, though.

      For this part, QuIEK had to factor in a variable it wasn’t quite as good at understanding—human psychology.

      Habits aren’t universal, and humans may pick patterns such as a combination of numbers for a variety of reasons. A sequence of four numbers could also be anything from a birth date to the last four digits of a social security number, the year someone bought their first home, or even just a random pattern with no discernible meaning at all.

      In her pre-paranoia days, Alex had been fond of using her locker combination from Junior High.

      The point was, without some insight into the psychology and history of the person who set the code, figuring out the sequence was next to impossible. And again, now with just over 30 seconds remaining, it wasn’t like QuIEK would have time to do a deep dive into the background and history of whoever was in charge of punching this code each day. Her habits were unknowable.

      Beep, beep, beep.

      But while habits might be unknowable, tendencies were predictable. And assuming a few facts about whoever it was who worked here, QuIEK could make what would effectively be “educated guesses.”

      First assumption, culture of origin.

      In Western culture, and particularly in the Boston business world, most people were right-handed, and read from left to right. And most human beings use the index finger of their right hand to do tasks such as punch in a numeric code. All the full fingerprints on the keypad, therefore, could be reasonably assumed to be from the index finger of a right hand.

      Second assumption, economy of movement.

      As habits form, humans tend to slip into autopilot. The brain, being the most efficient computer on the planet, likes to “economize.” It gets the movements of a habit down to the very minimum motion required. Sort of a “laziness of genius” thing.

      When doing something like punching in a memorized code, there would be a prevalence for a person’s finger to move rapidly in a motion that completes the pattern. Economy of movement would cause their finger to lift only enough to accommodate moving over the irrelevant keys to make contact with the relevant ones. This would in turn create a tendency for the person to occasionally graze other keys with a finger or part of their hand. This could include their index finger, but it might also include a knuckle, a pinkie, perhaps just the edge of their palm. These brief instances of contact would leave trace oils and patterns, even partial prints. Indicators that hinted at a sequence.

      Beep, beep, beep, beep.

      Just over 20 seconds now.

      Using the phone’s lasers to grab a 3D scan, QuIEK looked now for these brushes of contact, and found them.

      Using the rule “Westerners read from left to right,” QuIEK was able to use its digital inductive reasoning to draw a conclusion: A single, full-fingerprint contact indicated the first number.

      The logic was simple—anyone punching in the security code by memory would put the most emphasis on the first digit of the code, the starting point of the whole pattern, and would then branch out from that first punch to fulfill the rest of the pattern. The first number, then, would have the clearest fingerprints.

      Following from there, the hand would move in the direction of the second number, and there would be contact traces indicating the direction of that movement. And the same to the third, and then to the forth.

      Basically, these brief contact traces could show QuIEK the most likely pattern of movement, from key to key. So finding the first number would improve the odds of knowing the whole sequence.

      All of this—from scanning to calculating to determine a “best guess”—took time. Precious seconds that were counting down as beep, beep, beep, beep and driving Alex nuts. Nearing ten seconds now.

      When QuIEK finally spit out the most likely combination of keys, Alex still felt she had to rush to punch it in. She forced herself to take a breath and double check, glancing between her phone and the keypad, ensuring that she had gotten every digit right.

      Then, with three seconds remaining, she punched in the code and hit the ENTER key… and held her breath.

      The beeping stopped. The room fell into silence. The code was disarmed.

      She was in.

      Letting out the breath, she moved away from the keypad and deeper into the offices. There was light from some of the overhead panels of fluorescents. Security lights staggered throughout the offices. This gave her plenty of light to see by.

      There didn’t seem to be cameras in the offices, which she found odd. In fact, beyond the security panel she’d just disarmed, she couldn’t find a trace of anything so much as a motion sensor in the place. Given that Harltan Enterprises apparently had things like trade secrets and insider information, it seemed odd and even a bit incongruous that there was such a low level of security.

      Something felt off.

      She had memorized the floor plan of the offices and moved now with relative confidence. Stevie had given her a description of his workspace and had told her where he’d been ordered to store the laptop when it wasn’t in use. He hadn’t been allowed to take it out of the offices and was told to secure it in a locked cabinet in his cubicle when he was away. That cabinet seemed as good a place to start as any.

      Alex moved into the space that housed the cubicle farm, a veritable maze of demountable wall systems and configurable workstations. She made her way to Stevie’s desk.

      She had just reached it, and was just about to start working on opening the locked cabinet, when every light in the office came on at once, blinding her.

      She felt her heart pounding as she blinked into the light and looked across the room to see three people standing in the doorway. She froze.

      One of them was Stevie.

      He was bound, his hands zip-tied in front of him, and there was a gag tied over his mouth. His eyes were wide with fright, and his hair was matted to his forehead by sweat.

      He didn’t look injured, thank God, but the mammoth brute standing next to him had an iron grip on the smaller man’s arm—the man’s massive, thick fingers nearly encircling Stevie’s bicep.

      The guy was tall. Very tall. And built like he might be three bulls wearing a human suit. Even through the folds of his coat Alex could see the bulge of muscle. He was the kind of massive that would be able to take a lot of hits without going down—a real threat she’d need to get creative in dealing with, if it came down to a physical confrontation.

      The third man, almost slight by comparison, stood just ahead of Stevie and the brute. He was trim and fit, and very well groomed. A close-cropped beard and an expensive haircut framed his smirking face, and he was wearing what Alex recognized as a five-thousand-dollar bespoke suit.

      This, she decided, must be Reed Harltan.

      “Hello, Alex,” Harltan said. He gave a light laugh. “Have I been waiting to meet you!”
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