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​Epigraph


			“A shepherd who cannot protect his flock from the wolves is just a witness to a slaughter.”

			—Old Military Proverb

		


		


			
​Chapter 1


			Amy pressed her hand against the glass plate. A thin, horizontal blue laser swept over her skin.

			Beep

			Then came the final hurdle: the retina scanner. Amy stepped forward, positioning her eye toward the small, recessed lens. A beam of light momentarily pierced her vision. She forced herself not to blink as the scanner matched the biological map to the one stored in Rowan Vector’s high-security database.

			IDENTITY CONFIRMED: DR. AMY HENDREN.

			The lock disengaged with a soft click in the empty corridor of the Vault, Rowan Vector’s secure research facility nestled deep beneath the corporate campus in Ann Arbor. She’d walked these halls a thousand times over the past three years, but tonight, it felt like the building itself knew what she was about to do.

			The heavy steel door swung inward, revealing the sterile laboratory. Amy stepped inside, letting the door seal behind her with a pneumatic hiss. Eleven forty-seven PM on a Thursday night, and she was completely alone.

			

			Time was not on her side. She had no real plan, just the desperate urge to act before it was too late.

			“Still here, Dr. Hendren?”

			Amy jumped. Dr. Rachel Park emerged from behind a bank of sequencing machines, laptop bag slung over her shoulder, coffee mug in hand.

			“Could ask you the same thing.”

			Rachel laughed. “Grant deadline. You know how it is.” She moved toward the exit, then paused. “You okay? You look stressed.”

			“Just trying to wrap up before the weekend.”

			Amy had been rehearsing that line since this morning, when the email arrived with the subject: Access Reassignment Notification. Effective Monday, November 23, Dr. Amy Hendren would be transferred to the North Campus facility to lead a new project. Her Vault access would be revoked at close of business Friday.

			Less than a day to steal classified research from one of the most secure facilities in the Midwest.

			Rachel studied her for another moment. Then she shrugged. “Don’t stay too late. Security does rounds at midnight.”

			“I won’t. Good night, Rachel.”

			The door hissed shut again. She stood motionless for thirty seconds, listening for any sound of returning footsteps. Nothing. Rachel was gone, heading home to her husband and their golden retriever, completely unaware that her colleague was about to commit corporate espionage on a scale that would make international headlines.

			If I survive long enough for it to matter.

			The transfer wasn’t a coincidence. Amy had discovered what Rowan Vector was really doing with her research three weeks ago. The cure she’d spent eight years developing, the targeted gene therapy that was supposed to treat degenerative diseases, twisted into something monstrous. Project Chimera. A bioweapon that could rewrite human DNA, turning the body against itself in ways that left no trace.

			She hadn’t been careful enough, too persistent in accessing files outside her clearance level. And now they were moving her away from the evidence, isolating her from the truth. After Friday, she’d never set foot in the Vault again.

			It was tonight or never.

			Amy crossed to her workstation. She tapped a sequence on the keyboard, and one by one, the three monitors blinked to life, flooding the screens with the cascading data streams she had spent the past three weeks covertly observing.

			The Vault’s network was isolated, meaning physical access was the only way to enter the servers. No remote hacking.

			Amy took the USB drive from her pocket, the one she’d bought yesterday.

			Someone was definitely watching. The too-convenient meetings with department heads over the past week, the casual questions about her research that probed just a little too deep, and then this morning’s email—polite, professional, final. They suspected something. This transfer was their way of cutting her off from the evidence before she could act.

			They’d miscalculated by one day.

			Amy plugged the drive into the terminal and began the data transfer.

			The files were massive; years of research documentation, test results, email correspondence between executives and the shadow security firm they’d hired to “facilitate field-testing.” Acheron Security. Every document she’d managed to access painted a picture of systematic horror: human trials conducted without consent in third-world countries, a body count buried under layers of shell corporations and falsified medical reports, and worst of all, plans to sell Chimera to the highest bidder.

			The progress bar crept forward with agonizing slowness. Fifteen percent. Twenty.

			Amy glanced at the security camera in the corner of the lab, its red LED dark. She’d mapped the Vault’s surveillance schedule, learning the gaps in coverage created by budget cuts and bureaucratic complacency. This workstation sat in a ten-minute window between automated camera sweeps.

			Forty percent.

			Her mind raced through the fragments of a plan she’d barely had time to assemble. Finish the transfer, wipe her access logs, and get out. Drive somewhere—anywhere—away from Ann Arbor. Ditch her phone and laptop; they’d be compromised the moment alarms triggered. Then figure out what came next. Find someone who could help, someone who existed outside Rowan Vector’s sphere of influence.

			Sixty percent.

			Amy pulled up one of the Chimera files, a test subject designated only as “RV-447.” Male, forty-three, experiencing early-stage Parkinson’s. He’d been promised experimental treatment, hope for his deteriorating motor function. Instead, they’d injected him with the weaponized variant of her gene therapy.

			The clinical descriptions were cold: progressive system failure, catastrophic cellular breakdown, death within seventy-two hours that presented as natural causes. No autopsy.. Family compensated for their loss with grief counseling and a modest settlement.

			Case closed.

			Twenty-seven cases just like it in this file alone. Twenty-seven people who’d trusted the wrong corporation with their lives. Twenty-seven murders hiding behind sterile language and falsified death certificates.

			And she’d built the weapon that killed them.

			Eighty percent.

			I didn’t know, she told herself for the thousandth time. I was trying to help people.

			But ignorance wasn’t innocence. She’d been so focused on the science, on the elegant beauty of targeted gene therapy, that she’d ignored the red flags: the security clearances that kept increasing, the military consultants attending project meetings, the sudden influx of black-budget funding. She’d told herself it was just corporate politics, just the reality of working for a biotech firm with government contracts.

			She’d been willfully blind because the work was everything she’d dreamed of.

			Ninety-five percent.

			The door behind her hissed open.

			Amy spun, her hand flying to the USB drive still connected to the terminal. But it was just the automated air lock cycling, responding to pressure changes in the facility’s ventilation system.

			Breathe. Just breathe.

			One hundred percent.

			The transfer complete notification flashed on her screen. Amy ejected the drive and shoved it into her pocket. Her access logs needed to be scrubbed, the automated backups overwritten with junk data to hide what she’d copied. She’d written the script in a frantic eight-hour coding session last night, tested it exactly once on her home computer. She had no idea if it would actually work in the Vault’s system.

			It had to work.

			

			She initiated the program and watched the terminal screen scroll through deletion protocols.

			Ten seconds.

			The lab’s overhead lights shifted from white to amber.

			Nine seconds.

			A klaxon began wailing somewhere deep in the facility, the sound distant but growing closer.

			Eight seconds.

			“No. No, no, no.”

			The deletion script was still running, wiping her digital fingerprints from the system. If she pulled the drive now, if she ran before it finished, they’d know exactly what she’d accessed, exactly what she’d stolen. But if that alarm meant what she thought it meant—

			Five seconds.

			The terminal beeped. Deletion complete.

			Amy grabbed her laptop bag and ran.

			The corridor outside the Vault was still empty, but the amber emergency lights strobed.

			She sprinted toward what she hoped was an emergency exit, an older stairwell she’d noticed during a fire drill two weeks ago. It should lead to the parking garage, bypassing the main security checkpoints.

			She hadn’t had time to verify the route. Hadn’t had time to plan an escape. Hadn’t had time for any of this.

			Behind her, she heard the pneumatic hiss of the Vault’s entrance sealing. Protocol. Lockdown.

			They knew.

			Amy hit the stairwell door at full speed, slamming into the crash bar. It gave with a clang, and she was through, taking the concrete steps two at a time, one hand on the railing to keep from stumbling as she climbed.

			

			The USB drive is everything. The data is everything. Get it out. Get it safe. Expose them.

			Four flights up. Ground level. The parking garage.

			Amy burst through the final door into the structure, her sedan parked exactly where she’d left it that morning. Keys in hand. Thirty feet. Twenty.

			Distant tires squealed in the garage, likely security vehicles responding to the alarm.

			Ten feet.

			She reached her car, fumbled with the key fob as she unlocked the doors, and then threw herself into the driver’s seat.

			Headlights swept across her rearview mirror as a security SUV rounded the corner two rows over.

			Amy floored the accelerator. Her sedan shot forward. The garage exit was ahead, an automated gate, card reader, and barrier arm. She saw security closing in behind her.

			The card reader blinked green as her access badge registered. Thank God they haven’t deactivated it yet. The barrier arm lifted with maddening slowness, and Amy shot through the gap the instant it cleared her roof.

			She followed the winding campus road past trimmed lawns and glass-fronted office buildings. A delivery truck was leaving through the perimeter gate; she gunned the engine and slipped through behind it before the barrier descended, merging onto the main road without slowing.

			In her rearview mirror, security vehicles were mobilizing at the campus entrance, but they weren’t following. Not yet.

			They didn’t need to. They knew who she was. They knew what she drove. They knew everything about her; where she lived, where she’d grown up, who she called when she was lonely.

			Amy merged onto the highway, hands gripping the steering wheel, and drove into the night.

			Free. For now. And completely unprepared for what came next.

		


		
			
​Chapter 2


			Amy’s sedan merged onto I-94 eastbound. The dashboard clock read 12:03 AM—Friday morning, November 21. It had been fifteen minutes since she’d fled the Vault.

			She checked the mirror. Again. The highway stretched behind her, traffic sparse at this hour. No headlights closing too fast. No black SUVs with government plates. Just ordinary people driving home from late shifts, oblivious to the fact that they were sharing the road with a woman carrying evidence of corporate mass murder.

			They haven’t come after me yet.

			The thought should have been comforting. It wasn’t. Rowan Vector didn’t mobilize security vehicles and lock down a billion-dollar research facility because someone forgot to clock out. They knew what she’d taken. They just hadn’t caught her yet.

			Amy forced herself to think. She needed a plan. Any plan. Distance first, get as far from Ann Arbor as she could. Then disappear. Then figure out who could help.

			

			The transfer notice had given her a fleeting window for action. A brief moment to choose between allowing Project Chimera to keep claiming lives or putting everything on the line to bring it to an end. She’d spent those hours researching what files to steal and how to cover her tracks, not what to do after she succeeded.

			Stupid. So incredibly stupid.

			Her phone sat in the cupholder. Seven missed calls in the past few minutes, all from Rowan Vector’s main switchboard. They’d started the moment the alarm triggered. Amy’s finger hovered over the power button, then pulled back. Not yet. The phone was a tracking beacon, but shutting it down too soon would confirm she was running.

			Or would it? She had no idea. She should have researched this. Should have planned for this moment instead of hoping she’d figure it out on the fly.

			She took the exit for Ypsilanti, merging onto smaller roads. Out here, the world felt emptier. Strip malls gave way to industrial parks, then farmland broken by islands of forest.

			The Silver Pine Motor Lodge materialized out of the darkness. Weathered clapboard siding, a flickering neon vacancy sign, and exactly six cars in the gravel lot. It looked anonymous enough. Amy had no idea if it was the right choice, but exhaustion was setting in, and she needed to stop moving long enough to think.

			Amy parked in a poorly-lit corner of the motel lot, as far from the office as she could get. She killed the engine and sat for a moment in the silence. What now? She hadn’t packed a go-bag. She had her laptop, her phone, her wallet, and the clothes on her back.

			She grabbed her laptop bag from the passenger seat and then leaned back into the car to retrieve her phone from the cupholder before locking the doors behind her.

			The night manager barely looked up when she pushed through the door. Middle-aged and half-watching a game show on a small TV, he slid a registration card across the counter.

			“ID and credit card for incidentals,” he said.

			Amy froze. Her driver’s license said Hendren. If she showed it, writing a fake name would be pointless. If she didn’t, he wouldn’t give her the key.

			She looked at the sign taped to the Plexiglas: CASH WELCOME. NO REFUNDS.

			She pulled the wad of twenties from her pocket. She counted out enough for two nights, then added a fifty-dollar bill on top. She slid the stack across the counter.

			“I’m paying cash,” she said. “And I’d prefer not to be in the system. I just need to sleep.”

			The clerk’s eyes moved from the money to her face, then down to her ring finger. He smirked, sweeping the cash—including the extra fifty—into a drawer under the counter. He pulled the registration card back before she could finish filling it out.

			“Room four. End of the row.” He tossed a physical key onto the counter. “Check out’s at eleven. Don’t break anything.”

			“Thank you.”

		


		
			
​Chapter 3


			The room smelled of cigarettes, but it had a deadbolt and a chair she could wedge under the door handle. Amy locked herself inside, flipped on the single overhead light, and stood in the center of the worn carpet, finally letting herself feel it.

			She’d done it. She was out. She’d stolen classified research and driven away while they were still figuring out what happened.

			And now she had absolutely no idea what to do next.

			Amy sank onto the edge of the bed, pressing her palms against her thighs to stop the tremors. She was alone in a roadside motel with a thumb drive full of evidence that could bring down a pharmaceutical giant and make her the target of people who made problems disappear.

			“What have I done?”

			No. She knew what she’d done. She’d chosen to act instead of being complicit. Twenty-seven people were dead because she’d been too focused on the science to see what Rowan Vector was building.

			She wouldn’t let there be a twenty-eighth.

			Amy pulled the USB drive from her pocket and stared at it. Such a small thing to contain so much horror. The Chimera files. The test results. The emails between executives discussing human trials like they were discussing quarterly earnings. All of it was here, waiting to be exposed.

			But exposed to whom? She should have figured this out before stealing the data. The police? Rowan Vector had connections everywhere—local, state, federal. The media? They’d bury her in legal injunctions before the first story ran. A lawyer? Which one? How would she even find someone trustworthy?

			She needed protection first. Someone who could keep her alive long enough to figure out how to make the truth public. But who? Where?

			Outside, a car door slammed. Amy’s head snapped toward the window. She crossed to the edge of the curtain and peered out through the gap.

			Just another guest. A woman in scrubs, probably coming off a hospital shift, trudging toward room two with a takeout bag.

			Amy stepped back, exhaling. She was jumping at shadows.

			She turned from the window, her gaze falling on the liabilities she’d brought into the room. The phone. The laptop. Both were probably compromised.

			Amy grabbed the phone and stared at it. Power it down? Destroy it? Leave it on? She made sure it was powered down completely, then looked around the room desperately for something—anything—to block a signal. The tiny bar of soap in its paper wrapper caught her eye, and next to it, a coffee station with aluminum foil packets of creamer. Aluminum. That blocked signals, didn’t it? She’d read that somewhere online, though she couldn’t remember if it was a real solution or internet nonsense.

			It was better than nothing.

			She tore open several creamer packets, dumped their contents in the sink, and used the foil to wrap the phone, a pathetic attempt that felt more like a prayer than a solution, but it was something.

			She stuffed the foil-wrapped brick in the bottom of the metal trash can and buried it under a pile of paper towels. Then she shoved the laptop bag into the darkest corner of the room’s small closet. From this point on, she had to be a ghost.

			Amy made herself think. She had maybe a few hours before Rowan Vector’s security, or worse, the people they hired to handle situations like this, tracked her here. A few hours to figure out what she should have planned weeks ago.

			Private security. Protection services. She needed someone who operated outside Rowan Vector’s reach, but she had no idea where to start looking.

			She grabbed her wallet and headed back to the motel office. The night manager looked up with annoyance.

			“Is there internet access?” Amy asked.

			He gestured toward a desktop computer on a corner table; one of those boxy, off-white towers from the Windows XP era with a massive CRT monitor that probably weighed thirty pounds. “Two dollars for fifteen minutes.”

			Amy slid the bills across the counter and sat down at the machine. The chair creaked. The keyboard was sticky. But when she opened the browser, it worked.

			She started searching. Private security Michigan. Executive protection. Bodyguard services. The results were a mix of corporate firms and individual operators advertising on Craigslist. None of them felt right. Too visible. Too connected to the same networks Rowan Vector could access.

			Amy had no framework for this. No idea what she was even looking for. She was a scientist, not a spy. Her expertise was molecular biology, not evading corporate assassins.

			Amy refined her search, going deeper into forums and encrypted message boards she’d never accessed before tonight. Off-grid security. Ghost units. Disgraced operators. The words felt melodramatic typed into a search bar, but this was her life now, melodrama and paranoia and the very real possibility of not seeing sunrise.

			And then she found it. A single line buried in a Reddit thread about private military contractors, posted three years ago by an account that no longer existed: If you need protection from people who don’t officially exist, try Onyx Tactical. They’ll find you if you’re worth finding.

			No website. No contact information. Just a name and a promise.

			Amy stared at the screen. This was insane. This was all she had. A three-year-old Reddit post from a deleted account, offering no way to make contact, no proof that Onyx Tactical even existed.

			But she was out of options. She’d run out of options the moment she received that transfer notice yesterday morning.

			She cleared the browser history, logged out, and returned to her room. With the USB drive safe in her pocket, she placed the chair under the door handle. Amy Hendren, molecular biologist turned fugitive, lay down on top of the covers fully clothed and waited for morning.

			Morning, when she’d have to figure out how to contact a ghost organization based on nothing but a cryptic internet rumor.

			Morning, when Rowan Vector would realize exactly where she’d gone and who she was.

			Morning, when the real hunt would begin.

			She closed her eyes and tried not to think about how much worse tomorrow would be.

			Amy woke with a start. The digital alarm clock on the nightstand read 2:34 AM. She’d slept less than an hour, and her body felt like it had run a marathon.

			It hadn’t. Yet.

			She sat up, the springs in the mattress squeaked, and looked around the motel room. Nothing had changed. The chair was still wedged under the door handle. The laptop bag sat in the closet exactly where she’d left it. Outside, the parking lot was quiet except for the buzz of the neon sign.

			The USB drive pressed against her hip through her pocket. She pulled it out and turned it over in her palm, this tiny piece of plastic that contained enough evidence to destroy Rowan Vector and everyone who’d profited from Project Chimera.

			One copy. The only copy.

			What if something happened to this drive? What if she lost it, or someone took it, or it got damaged? All that evidence, twenty-seven murders gone.

			She should have thought of this before. Should have made backups before she even left the Vault. But the transfer notice had given her little time, and she’d spent that time figuring out how to steal the data, not what to do with it afterward.

			She needed to know exactly what she had.

			Amy retrieved her laptop from the closet and powered it on, wincing at the brightness of the screen in the dark room. She plugged in the USB drive.

			Amy clicked through the files. She found the folder marked “Clinical Trials - Phase 2.” Inside were PDFs—scanned death certificates and patient summaries.

			Subject RV-447. Deceased. Cause: Systemic Organ Failure.

			She read twenty-seven of them. It was a graveyard in a folder. She needed to know who authorized this. She backed out to the root directory and clicked on “Executive_Comms_Archives” and “Chimera_Source_Code.”

			A dialogue box popped up: ACCESS DENIED. ENCRYPTION KEY REQUIRED.

			She clicked it again. Same result.

			She had the bodies, but she didn’t have the murder weapon or the order. She had enough to know she was in danger, but not enough to take them down. Not yet.

			Amy rubbed her eyes. She couldn’t afford to fall apart. Not now. The data was her leverage, her insurance policy. As long as she was alive, and the files remained unexposed, Rowan Vector had incentive to capture her quietly rather than simply kill her. If she died and the information somehow went public, they’d lose everything. That made her valuable alive, at least temporarily, though she had no illusions about how thin that buffer of safety really was. But the data was also a target painted on her back in letters ten feet high, ensuring that people would hunt her relentlessly until they recovered what she’d stolen or silenced her permanently.

			She navigated to her email. Twenty-three unread messages, most of them from Rowan Vector’s security department. Subject lines ranged from urgent to threatening: Immediate response required. Unauthorized access detected. Contact security immediately.

			

			Amy deleted them without opening any. They knew she’d taken the files. They knew she was running. What they didn’t know yet was where.

			Or did they?

			Amy stared at the USB drive still plugged into her laptop. One copy. If Rowan Vector caught her, all the evidence would vanish with her.

			She needed backups. Now. Before it was too late.

			Amy grabbed the USB drive and headed back to the motel office. The night manager looked up when she walked in again.

			“I need the computer,” she said, sliding two more dollars across the counter.

			Amy sat down at the machine, plugging the USB drive into one of the front ports. She opened a private browsing window. What was that rule her IT friend had mentioned once? Something about backups. Three-two-one? Three copies of your data, two different formats, one off-site. That sounded right.

			Okay. Cloud storage first. But which service? And wouldn’t Rowan Vector be able to track that?

			Think, Amy. Think.

			Anonymous email. Encrypted storage. She’d read about this stuff in articles about whistleblowers, though she’d never imagined she’d need it herself.

			Amy created a new email account. She typed random characters, backspaced, tried again. Make it memorable enough to recall but meaningless enough that it couldn’t be connected to her. A random string of letters and numbers, no connection to her real identity. Then she searched for encrypted cloud services, picked one that looked legitimate, and began uploading the Chimera files directly from the USB drive, the progress bar crawling across the screen as gigabytes of evidence transferred into the digital ether.

			Was this secure? She had no idea.

			She glanced at the clock in the corner of the screen. This was taking too long. The night manager was watching television, but how long before he wondered what she was doing?

			Several minutes later, the upload completed. Amy wrote the login credentials on a scrap of paper from the notepad next to the computer, folded it carefully, and shoved it in her pocket. She’d deal with that later. Right now, she needed another physical copy.

			She cleared the browser history, ejected the USB drive, and stood up. The night manager didn’t even glance her way as she left.

			Back in her room, Amy stared at the credentials written on the scrap of paper. She repeated the email and password in her head three times, committing them to memory the way she’d memorized molecular formulas in grad school. Then she folded the paper. She couldn’t keep it on her; if they caught her, they’d find it. She’d have to mail it to her parents’ address. If she didn’t survive, at least her father would find it. He’d know what to do.

			But she needed another physical copy too. Amy grabbed her wallet and headed back to the motel office.

			“Is there a convenience store nearby that’s open?”

			He gestured to the east. “Gas station. Quarter mile.”

			Amy hesitated. Walking alone at 3:00 AM to buy USB drives. This was insane. But what choice did she have?

			“Thanks.”

			The walk took ten minutes. Every shadow made her jump. Every car that passed felt like a threat. The store was empty except for a clerk scrolling through his phone.

			

			Amy scanned the aisles. USB drives near the register—she grabbed a two-pack. Then she spotted a small display of basic office supplies: pens, notepads, and a handful of padded envelopes. She grabbed one and a black permanent marker.

			At the counter, she set down the items. “Do you sell stamps?”

			“Nope. Post office only.”

			Of course. Amy nodded, paid cash for the USB drives and envelope, and walked back to the motel, glancing over her shoulder every few steps. At least she had the envelope now. She’d figure out the stamp situation later, maybe at the bus station, or wherever she ended up next.

			Back in her room, she plugged one of the new drives into her laptop and copied the files from the original USB drive, watching the transfer. When it finished, she had three copies: the original, the duplicate, and the cloud backup.

			Now came the hard part. Where to keep them?

			Amy stared at the two identical drives. Keeping both on her person was stupid; if they caught her, they’d get everything. But mailing one meant trusting the postal service, trusting that it would arrive before Rowan Vector intercepted it. Hiding one locally meant she might never retrieve it.

			And she had no idea which option was actually safe. She was making it up as she went, hoping blind luck would keep her alive.

			She made a decision. The original stayed in her pocket; she needed immediate access, needed to be able to prove what she had to anyone who could help her. The duplicate she wrapped carefully with the paper containing the cloud credentials. She addressed the envelope to her parents in Ohio and would mail it when she could.

			Assuming she lived long enough to find a post office. Assuming Rowan Vector didn’t intercept it. Assuming any of this worked.

			Three copies. Three chances for the truth to survive, even if she didn’t.

			Amy shoved the original USB drive back in her pocket and powered down the laptop

			She left it on the nightstand. The phone was still wrapped in foil in the trash can, but that wouldn’t stop a determined tracker.

			The car was sitting in the parking lot right now, probably equipped with GPS that she’d never thought to disable because why would a molecular biologist need to worry about being tracked by her own vehicle?

			She crossed to the window and peered through the gap in the curtains. Her sedan sat in the corner where she’d parked it, looking innocent. How long did she have before someone triangulated her position? Hours? Minutes?

			Amy grabbed her wallet, the original USB drive, and the envelope with the duplicate and the credentials. Everything else stayed behind.

			The night air was cold, damp, and carried the smell of diesel. She headed toward the motel office one last time.

			The night manager was exactly where she’d left him, still watching TV, still radiating the kind of boredom that came from too many years of night shifts.

			“Can I use the computer again?”

			“Two dollars.”

			She paid and sat down at the desktop and searched: How to tell if your car is being tracked. How to disable GPS tracking.

			The results were a mix of conspiracy theory forums and legitimate security advice. Most of it required tools she didn’t have or expertise she lacked. But one article mentioned something simple: if you suspected your vehicle was compromised, the safest option was to abandon it.

			Abandon her car? Walk away from the one piece of transportation she had and hope she could find another option before Rowan Vector’s people found her.

			It was the right choice. The only choice. She just wished she’d thought of it sooner, planned for it, instead of figuring it out on a motel computer in the middle of the night.

			She typed a new search. Bus stations near Ypsilanti Michigan.

			The closest Greyhound stop was three miles away, on the eastern edge of town. Open twenty-four hours. Cash only for tickets.

			She could do this. She had to do this.

			She’d run half-marathons in grad school when she still had time for things like exercise and hobbies. Three miles was nothing.

			Except it was late and she was alone, and somewhere behind her were people who killed without hesitation.

			She typed one more search. Onyx Tactical.

			Nothing. Not a website, not a social media presence, not even a mention in any official database. Just that single Reddit post she’d found earlier.

			If you need protection from people who don’t officially exist, try Onyx Tactical. They’ll find you if you’re worth finding.

			Amy pulled out her wallet and counted the cash she had left. Two hundred and ninety-three dollars. Enough for a bus ticket and maybe a day or two of cheap motels. Not enough to hire professional protection, assuming she could even figure out how to contact them.

			She navigated to a few more forums, looking for any other mention of Onyx Tactical. A name in a thread about private military contractors. A passing reference in an encrypted chat room she barely knew how to access. And then, buried in a tech forum about secure communications, she found it: a phone number with no context, just ten digits posted by a user.

			It could be nothing. It could be a scam. It could be a trap set by Rowan Vector to catch desperate people exactly like her.

			Or it could be her only chance.

			Amy pulled out a pen from the cup next to the computer and wrote the number on her palm. Then she cleared the browser history again, logged out, and stood up.

			The night manager glanced at her as she headed for the door. “You checking out?”

			“Not yet. I’ll be back.”

			It was a lie, but he didn’t need to know that.

			Amy stepped outside and started walking toward the bus station, away from her car and her laptop, and every piece of her old life. Leaving her phone behind had been like tearing off a piece of herself. She kept pressing her empty pocket where she kept her phone.

			The USB drive was in her pants pocket. The duplicate drive and credentials were in the envelope and secured in her jacket pocket with her wallet.

			The streets were empty at this hour, just pools of light from streetlamps and the occasional passing car. She kept her head down and her pace steady, trying to look like someone with a destination instead of someone running for her life. Thank God for the sneakers she wore in the lab; if she’d been in heels, she wouldn’t have made it past the parking lot.

			Three miles. She could do three miles. And then she’d make the call. The question was whether anyone would answer. And whether she’d made the right decisions tonight, or if her lack of planning would get her killed before sunrise.
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