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Prologue

Jillian strolled down the aisle of the grocery store, barely paying attention to the food on the shelves. Instead, she kept looking at the faces of the other shoppers. She stared into each person's eyes, even the children's. We are so sure of our place in the universe, so sure that we are important and significant and unique.

A half-smile appeared on her face as she fought a chuckle, knowing that her work at Universal Dynamics could soon show just how un-unique humans really were.

The idea that their project could take the human race to distant worlds was almost beyond her comprehension. Three times already that day, she'd been nearly overwhelmed by the sheer enormity of what was happening at work.

She grabbed a can of something off the shelf. We're really going to do it.

She knew the science behind Project Centaurus. She knew it could be done. The idea that Derrick's research team, which she was a part of, were putting the finishing touches on a working prototype engine for faster-than-light space travel sent her into a self-reflective, near-catatonic daze.

Jillian turned out of the canned-food aisle and headed for the produce section.

She never thought that humans would reach another star system within her lifetime.

Ahead, the plastic zippered bags of cherries called to her. She saw the sign, proclaiming her favorite fruit to be on sale. She shook her head and forced her mind out of her wonder-filled stupor. Seeing the sign again, she smiled and walked faster. “Yum.”

The cherries were the first of the season. She picked up a bag only to put it back down just as quickly. Having considered herself something of a connoisseur, she'd long ago learned to pick the best of the bunch just by looking and giving a slight pinch.

Jillian sorted through more of the fruit and was close to giving up when she spotted a bag full of perfect cherries inside. She smiled to herself, feeling a small rush of giddiness.

With Derrick at a meeting tonight, she was looking forward to a night alone in her own apartment with her favorite guilty-pleasure shows. She loved Derrick and loved sleeping in his bed, but she did not love the docudrama crime programs he did.

She'd tried on several occasions to get him to watch an old episode of Star Trek or any of the superhero shows that popped up in the twenty-teens. He just insisted that he preferred stuff that was more grounded in the real world. Every time he said that, she struggled not to laugh. They were, after all, both working toward making one of the core elements of science fiction a reality.

Jillian reached out for the bag of cherries when a muscular hand bumped hers out of the way and grabbed it from the top of the pile.

Her heart sank as her gaze trailed up the man's muscular arm, right over the black-bird tattoo, to his face. He stood just over a head taller than her.

Jillian's eyes locked on to his and she was sucked into the deepest pair of baby-blues she'd ever seen. Shaking her head to break her daze, she realized her mouth was hanging open and closed it. Her brow furrowed into a scowl. “Hey, those are mine.”

He arched an eyebrow. “Well, they're in my hand, so it doesn't look like it.”

Her scowl deepened. “Only after knocking my hand out of the way. I just spent the last several minutes looking for the perfect bag. Those are mine.”

“Then I guess I got lucky since they're the first ones I grabbed.” He smirked, put the cherries into his own basket and turned to leave.

“Dick.”

The man stopped. His shoulders rose and fell with a deep sigh. “Fine.” He turned back and held the bag out to her.

Jillian eyed the man up and down, confused by his sudden surrender. “Okaaay.” She reached out for the bag.

Her fingers brushed the plastic when he yanked it away. The smile returned to his face. “On one condition.”

Oh god, here we go.

“Have dinner with me.”

Really? She scoffed. “That's a pretty lame pickup. You steal a girl's cherries then expect her to go out with you?”

A second later, what she'd said sunk in. Her cheeks burned.

He held out the fruit again. “Sorry, I saw the way you were looking at them and…well…”

“Hrmph.” Jillian snatched the bag away before he could take it back again.

He held his hands up in mock surrender. “Hey, easy. I'm not gonna take them back. They're yours. You earned them.”

She set the bag in her basket. “You're damn right.”

“I'm Crow, by the way.” The man extended his hand.

Jillian grabbed the next best bag of cherries she had found. She shook his hand and held out the other bag. “I should have guessed by that big-assed tattoo.”

Crow glanced down at his arm and smiled. “Yeah, well…”

“Oh, I'm Jillian, by the way.” She smiled and her cheeks blushed. “And I'm sorry to break it to you, but I'm seeing someone.”

“I know.” His voice was flat and suddenly hard as he took the bag.

His words sank in and her smile disappeared. “I…I'm sorry?” Jillian took a step back.

“Don't worry, I'm not, like, a stalker or anything.”

A chill ran up her back and the world around her went silent. She glanced up and down his body noticing a slight bulge in his right jacket pocket. Oh god, is that…? A high-pitched whine rang in her ears. “You stay away from me.”

He sighed. “Relax. I just want to talk.”

“About what?” She took another step back.

“About the engine.”

Goosebumps prickled her skin. Weeks of anti-espionage training flashed through her mind. “I…don't know what you are talking about.”

“Ms. McAdams, I'm not here to hurt you. I'm here to ask for your help.”

“What? What do you want from me?” His eyes bored into her. She felt him searching her very soul. “I don't know anything about any engine.”

Crow set his basket down and held up his hands. “Look, I work for some people who—”

“Whoah. Stop right there.” Jillian shifted her weight and put her grocery basket between them. A wave of panic fluttered in her stomach. “I don't know who you are or what you want, but I have nothing to say to you.”

“Just listen for a second. The people I work for, they think gray something is going on. Something that isn't just about Project Centaurus. Don't trust anyone, especially the people in charge. We think this is much bigger than UDI. This is about the entire hu—”

“Jillian!”

Derrick's voice made her spin around. “Derrick.” Oh thank god.

She took a few steps toward her boyfriend and away from Crow. Derrick speed-walked toward her, his face beaming with excitement. Her panic evaporated as he wrapped his arms around her.

“Mmmm…I was looking for you. We got the demo,” he said into her hair.

She leaned back and shook her head in disbelief. “What?”

“We got the demo, we test next Monday.” His smile widened and he vibrated with excitement.

“That's fantastic!” She hugged Derrick close but peeked back from the corner of her eye at the strange man Crow. But he was gone. A tiny flicker of dread sparked in the back of her mind but Derrick's comforting arms melted it away. Jillian resolved to be more aware of her surroundings and not let herself get caught off guard again. Maybe she'd even start carrying that pepper spray Derrick had suggested.

Her boyfriend pulled and looked down into her eyes, his face a mask of concern. “Hey, Jill, you're shaking. You okay?

Jillian banished all thoughts of Crow to the darkest recesses of her mind. She forced a wide smile and let her body relax. “I'm great! I'm just so excited!”

She tossed her groceries on top of the pile. “Let's celebrate.”

Derrick wrapped his arms around her waist and lifted her off her feet. “Good idea. We'll go to Armani's.”

Jillian slipped out of his arms and grabbed his hand. She leaned in close and whispered into his ear. “And then we'll have some dessert.” She pulled the strap of her purse farther up onto her shoulder and stepped backward, leading him out of the store.







Chapter 1

Returning to a normal, civilian life is one of the truest tests of someone who is taught to kill. It's the one thing you don't get trained for.

* * *

Scarlett gazed out over the people staring up at her. Sweat trickled down her back and her heart raced. C'mon, you can do this. You nearly died for godsakes, this is nothing. She swallowed hard to keep the lump from forming in her throat.

Faces blurred until there were none, except one. She shook her head and looked directly at the Sovereigntist Magazine reporter. “I'm sorry, can you repeat your question?” For everything she'd been through, standing in front of more than a hundred technology reporters and Net commentators should have been a piece of cake. She was glad her suit was dark red to hide the abundance of sweat she was producing.

The man sighed and rolled his eyes. If not for his rude attitude, she might think him attractive. “I said… Will CyberBio be applying for funding through the illegal and unethical government program dubbed UltraSoldier?”

Scarlett glanced to her right to see CyberBio's CEO Sven Berglund, who happened to be her boss, smile and nod to her. She clenched her jaw and turned back to the reporter. “Sir, as I and Mr. Berglund have said, the SwarmDoc nanites are for medical, trauma and surgical purposes only.”

“Next?” She reached out and pointed to a woman in the crowd with her hand raised, making sure to pick someone on the other side of the room. “Yes, Nancy.”

The woman, a commentator from Prodigy Tech Online, one of the largest tech news sites on the Net, dropped her hand and opened her mouth but was cut off by the Sovereigntist man. “I'm sorry, but are you going to stand there and deny the military applications for this technology? You're going to tell us that that never crossed Mr. Berglund's mind?”

The urge to jump off the podium and knock the asshole-interrupter in his fat nose rose up in Scarlett, but she shoved it down. Instead, she smiled at the woman and held up a finger. “One second Nancy.” She turned back to the man. “Misterrrrr…”

“Samuels.”

“Mr. Samuels, yes. Military applications of this technology have certainly crossed Mr. Berglund's mind. But, frankly, he abhors that idea. Mr. Berglund, as well as his co-developer Mr. Swift, are doctors and pacifists by nature. They make their livelihoods on saving lives, Mr. Samuels, not ending them. So, while they recognize the potential for it, weapons development and soldier enhancement is not now, nor will it ever be in CyberBio's future. Is that clear enough for you?”

Samuels smiled.

Someone cleared their throat from Scarlett's right. She took the hint and breathed deep. “Now, I'm sorry. Nancy, what was your question?”

“Pretty words coming from a company comprised mostly of people who used to work for defense contractors all over the world.” Samuels's voice was soft, but made loud enough for her to hear.

Scarlett kept her gaze on Nancy. Her inner voice screamed to confront the man, to address the rumors circulating throughout the media and across the Net. It was true that most of the CyberBio staff were once employees at Universal Dynamics Industries, Valkyrie Defense and Smithson-Reyes Astrospace, all major defense contractors in the solar system. But defense work was exactly the reason Dr. Berglund and his partner left to start CyberBio.

Not that it mattered to some in the political spectrum. Sovereigntist Magazine's point of view was, once someone worked for a government-connected company, they were forever tainted by massive greed at the taxpayer's expense.

Nancy smiled back at Scarlett. “No problem. I'd like to know if this will be used purely for life saving kinds of medical treatments or if there is the possibility of human enhancement, whether it's for cosmetic or athletic purposes. I mean, the applications of this are nearly limitless. Could someone come in to a doctor and say they wanted their height increased by two inches, could they do that?”

“That's a good question.” Scarlett smiled at the woman, noting the similarity between her question and Samuels's. “It's an interesting prospect, but right now, CyberBio is focused on saving lives. No matter what, CyberBio's licensing will be very strict. We want to be sure that this technology is being used to help people, not turn them into super soldiers, or even super athletes. That's antithetical to everything this company and its investors stand for.”

“Is the government one of those investors?” Samuels's smile turned into a smirk.

“No.”

He laughed out loud. “Aw, c'mon. You mean to tell me that CyberBio secured forty-seven million dollars in funding, and not one bit came from the U.S., China or Earth Command?”

Scarlett blinked slowly. Don't take the bait, don't take the bait, don't take the bait. When her eyes opened, she was looking at Samuels.

His smile disappeared. “How stupid do you think we are?”

Dammit. “Well, in your case Mr. Samuels—”

Sven's hand thrust in front of her face and bent the thin microphone stand away from her mouth. “And, with that, ladies and gentlemen, I think we've run out of time. We'll be happy to schedule one on one interviews if time permits. Please see our Press Specialist, Dianne, over here, in the blue coat. Thank you very much.”

The crowd erupted as every reporter and commentator tried to get in one last question. Scarlett felt Sven's hand on her back as he guided her down off the small stage and out the conference room's side door. The crowd passed by in a blur.

Outside the room, they turned and headed away through the mass of conference-goers. Scarlett's struggle against a rising sense of agitation from the crowd was made harder by a fog of uncertainty and confusion over what had just happened. As her heart raced, she became hyperaware of her surroundings. Only the constant pressure of Sven's hand on her back kept them moving through the crowd.

“What was that?” Even though he had to almost yell just to be heard, Sven's voice was calm and reassuring, not angry as she expected.

Scarlett's gaze darted from face to face, to every shadow and crevice, looking for something she knew wasn't there. “I…I don't know. I was trying not to engage him. He just…”

“He pushed your buttons.”

She focused on slowing her heart rate and navigating the crowd. “Yeah.”

They wove through the throng of people for a minute without talking. Then Sven broke the relative quiet. “Are you sure that this is what you want to do?”

Scarlett glared over her shoulder at Sven. “Yes. Look, the last six years of my life were not my own. I lost my entire existence…not just who I was, but my memories of everything I knew. I have it back now. I have my passion back to do research and make this a better world. And that's what I want to do.”

He smiled. “I know, but even as our lead research assistant, you don't have to do this whole…” He waved his free hand in the air, “public speaking thing.”

“Yes I do. That's part of the job. I knew that when I went to school and I knew it when I accepted your offer.”

“Alright. It's just that—”

“I know.” Scarlett pointed in the direction of the conference room. “I know. That, won't happen again. You and Dr. Swift have been great. The last thing I want to do is endanger CyberBio and Swarm Doc.”

Sven clasped his hand on her shoulder. “Swarm Doc will be fine, don't worry about that. You know you're a bit of a paradox, right?”

“I've been called worse things.”

He laughed. “No, I mean. Here you are, trying so hard to go back to being just a researcher, a lab rat. And after all you've been through and done, that's not easy. And yet, you still go by the name Scarlett instead of your birth name, Jillian.”

An image of Scarlett's adoptive mother and brother, as well as his family, sprang to her mind. She smiled. “Yeah, well…I only remember bits of who Jillian was. Not to mention, as Scarlett, I have family and people who care about me. I figure I get the best of both worlds now.”

“I suppose that's true. And a good thing.”

Scarlett focused on her slowing her breathing and letting her tension dissipate. Her shoulders relaxed and her smile widened. “Yeah. Yeah it is.”

The crowd pressed in on them. “You know, I had no idea that this conference would be so well attended.”

Sven nudged in closer to Scarlett to avoid bumping into a woman in a white suit. “I'd like to think they're all excited about Swarm Doc, but there are plenty of other technologies being presented this week.”

Habit forced her to scan the area for potential threats. Every briefcase and backpack looked suspicious. In the distance, a man in a green cargo jacket with a brown backpack slung over his shoulder rode the escalator to the second floor. Her stomach fluttered. Easy…He's just a normal guy.

Scarlett looked around to see several other Net commentators wearing similar jackets and casual clothes. Her stomach gurgled and twisted in a knot. She placed her hand on her belly and made a soft grunting sound.

Her boss turned to her. “You okay?”

She smirked, trying to sound as chipper as she could. “Yeah, I'm fine. The crowds and tight quarters make me a bit nervous, that's all.”

“Well…” Sven patted her hand. “I can't imagine anything happening here.”

“No, of course not. Just old habits, and all, you know?”

“I get it.”

Sven tugged at her arm and led her into another mostly empty hall.

She looked at him through her peripheral vision. “Where are we going anyway?”

“I was heading to the exhibition hall, but I figured we'd take a less crowded route.”

Scarlett chuckled. “Well thanks, but I'm sure I can—”

A woman in the distance behind them screamed. Scarlett seized Sven's arm and froze. The dull roar of conversation behind them evaporated.

“Libertatem ex filum!” A man's quivering voice echoed.

The hairs on Scarlett's arms stood on end and a shiver ran down her spine. A massive boom shook the conference center. If not for Scarlett's hold on him, Sven would have been knocked to the ground. She supported him until he could regain his balance. Their eyes locked, his face, a mask of horror. More screams filled the empty hallway. A piercing klaxon broke their daze.

Scarlett cursed. “Run. Now!”

She shoved on his arm to propel him forward but yanked him back. At the far end of the hall, two men in black tactical uniforms rounded the corner and raised their weapons. Even from more than fifty meters, Scarlett could tell the men were heading right for them.

A strange sense of familiarity kicked in, like a switch in her head had been thrown. Scarlett pulled on Sven's arm again, yanking him to the side. With a newfound strength, she tossed him into one of the side conference rooms and dove through the doorway just as a hail of projectiles shredded the air where they'd been standing.

Slamming the door closed, she pulled a table covered with water and cups to bar the entryway. She scanned the four walls, looking for another exit. There wasn't one. “Shit.”

Sven ran his fingers through his hair as he backed away. “Oh god! Oh Jesus, what the hell is going on? Those guys shot at us! With…real guns!”

“Well, I think they were tazedarts. No bang like gunpowder bullets would make, but still.” Scarlett shoved her hand into her right pocket and pulled out a hair-tie. “Yep. I believe, as they used to say, we're up shit creek without a paddle.”

“What do we do?”

“You?” She looked around the room again and pointed. “Go hide behind the podium.”

“What about you?”

“It depends,” she said between clenched teeth holding the springy black cord.

Sven took a few steps toward the podium then stopped. “On?”

“If they decide we're not important enough to hunt down.”

“What if we are?”

Scarlett sighed. “It looks like there'll be an ass-kicking.”







Chapter 2

Fate and I are not on speaking terms. Sometimes I think she does shit with the express purpose of pissing me off.

* * *

Sven's agility surprised Scarlett as he sprinted across the room and ducked behind the podium. It wasn't that he was old or overweight—he was barely forty and in fair shape—she had just never seen him work out or do anything remotely physical. Amid the howling fire alarm and the screams from the hall, Scarlett shoved her hand through her hair-tie. She winced at the sound. Damn alarms.

Scarlett shoved her hair through the elastic loops as she scanned the room for some way to surprise the two men about to break through the door. A tiny part of her wanted to laugh at doing this small, mundane thing while in mortal danger. The rest of her just wanted her red hair out of her face.

Other than the small podium, which was barely big enough to hide Sven, the room only contained the table she'd already put in front of the door and the dozen or so rows of chairs.

“Son of a bitch.”

Scarlett knew hiding off to the side of the doorway would not work, that would be the first place they'd look. Her gaze drifted upward as her mind raced to find a reason for the attack. The shouting man sounded like some kind of terrorist, but the guys with guns appeared to be looking for someone. But who? Doubt it's me.

She jumped up onto the table and reached for the lip of molding hiding the overhead lights. The edge was just out of her reach and it looked sturdy enough. “This should work.”

Across the room, Sven poked his head out from behind the podium. “What the hell are you doing?”

She jumped up and grabbed onto the molding to test its strength. “Sven? If you want to stay alive, you need to get down and shut up.” Scarlett hung for a second then dropped back down to the table.

“But…”

“SVEN!”

She didn't need to turn and see to know he was crouched down again. He's probably damn near pissing his pants.

Slipping her high heeled shoes off, Scarlett closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Outside, more screams and the alarm punctuated the silence. The handle on the door jiggled.

She tossed her shoes across the room and jumped. Her hands clasped onto the wooden molding and held fast. Shifting her weight, she swung her body up and planted her feet on the wall. In this position, she could pull against the molding and push against the wall, keeping her feet from hanging down.

After only a few seconds, a warmth started in her biceps and forearms then quickly blossomed into a burning in her muscles. Scarlett squinted her eyes shut and held her breath.

C'mon, c'mon.

The door exploded inward, knocking the table and its contents over. Scarlett's eyes snapped open and she looked down, mentally named each of the attackers by the order they stormed into the room. Number One glided in at a half-crouch and turned to his left, Number Two followed right on his heels, but stayed to the right. She watched their heads turn back and forth as they scanned the room.

Each of the attackers carried a fully automatic magdrive tactical submission rifle. They wore no identifiable insignia. Though, by the type of gear they wore and their level of training, they were pros.

The two looked at each other and Number Two's weapon pointed at the podium. Nodding, Number One hugged the wall and inched toward the front of the room. Number Two fell in right behind with weapon trained on Sven's hiding spot, but as the attacker passed under Scarlett, she dropped.

She landed with a soft thump. Number Two whipped around just as Scarlett rose up and seized the barrel of her attacker's weapon. A half-dozen tazedarts spewed from the end of the rifle as she guided it over her head. The searing metal of the muzzle scorched her palm. She gritted her teeth and gripped the burning steel tighter.

Scarlett planted her foot on Number Two's chest and kicked. The gun came free. The attacker stumbled backward but came charging back. She smashed the rifle's stock into Number Two's face and the figure collapsed to the ground in an unconscious heap.

Number One took aim and fired. Scarlett dove to the side. In the air, she twisted and brought the rifle up to her shoulder. Landing on her back, she rolled and squeezed the trigger.

The end of the other attacker's weapon dipped. A second later, Number One teetered and fell face first.

Scarlett bounded to her feet and sidestepped toward her assailants, all the while, keeping her sights on the door. She knelt down beside the man she shot and felt for his pulse. “Bastard's are lucky they had tazedarts.”

She looked around the room again to make sure the coast was clear. “Sven, you can come out now.”

“Are you sure?” He asked from his hiding spot. “Is it safe?”

“Safe? No.” Scarlett crept up to the door and peeked out into the hall. “But if we're gonna get out of here, now's our best chance.”

She glanced over her shoulder to see Sven staring down at the unmoving form at her feet. “What are you looking at?”

His eyes stayed transfixed on the unmoving body. “Is he… dead?”

Scarlett had to force herself not to sigh. Sven knew nothing of this kind of thing. She went back to the unconscious men and rooted through their pockets as she explained. “No. These are Tazedarts, submission weapons. Used by very highly trained people in abductions and rescue ops. Usually by government and military agencies. But not always. These guys are likely here to kidnap someone. Maybe several someones. And, since they came right in here, there's a good chance one of us is on that list.”

“Is…is that one just unconscious, too?”

“Yeah. They're both out cold. Son of a bitch. No radios.”

She picked one of the guns back up and wrinkled her brow. “In fact, this is a Bauersmitz 710. There is not a law enforcement agency in the world that uses this weapon as far as I know. It's capable of firing caseless magnetic bullets or these stunning rounds. It's extremely accurate and can be very deadly. This is the kind of weapon mercenaries and contract terrorists use.”

“Oh. Radios?”

She gave a heavy sigh and climbed to her feet. “Yeah. I was expecting some kind of comms, for them to stay in contact with each other. Thought it might give me some idea who they are.”

“But they don't have any.”

“No, well…they probably have implanted comms.”

Sven looked up from the unconscious bodies at his feet. “What do we do now?”

Scarlett leaned out into the hallway and looked both directions. “Now, we get the hell out of here.”

He pulled a commphone from his pocket. He pressed his thumb to the center of the clear glass rectangle and its surface came to life. “Should we call someone?”

Scarlett snatched the device and powered it off. “Absolutely not.”

“What the hell?”

She pointed at his deactivated device. “They might be tracking you with that.”

“What makes you think that?”

“It's what I'd do.” Scarlett tapped the side of her head behind her left ear. “I'll take care of calling someone. Yeah, Dax. Secure this line.”

Dax's voice echoed inside her head. “What the hell is going on down there? It's all over the Net that there is some kind of terrorist attack or something.”

She looked back at Sven, whose face was contorted in confusion. She pointed to her ear. “Sorry, did I not mention my cell-comm implant when I was hired?” Her boss shook his head. “Huh. Anyway, Dax…”

“Yeah, you gonna answer me?”

Scarlett crept along the wall toward the main hallway, making sure to keep the gun behind her back. At Dax's retort, she fought the slight urge to smile. “You gonna secure the line?”

“Did that like…two minutes ago.”

She reached the corner and her efforts to keep a straight face crumbled, revealing a broad grin. “Good boy. And yes, Sven and I are fine. I need the safest route out of here.”

A distant voice in the background echoed behind Dax's. Scarlett's smile widened even more at Jules's mothering concern. “Is that her? Are they alright? What's going on?”

“Yes. What? Yes. They're fine.”

Scarlett rolled her eyes. “Dax.” Turning her focus back to the task at hand, she peeked around the corner and her grin disappeared.

“Oh, yeah. Sorry. Um, let's see. I'm pulling up the layout of the convention center now, overlaying your GPS locations, and…The fastest way to the garage is…actually, the quickest way out is through the front door. You're right there.”

She shook her head. “Front door's not gonna work.” More men in unmarked tactical uniforms were scattered in the open lobby, herding the other attendees toward the exhibit hall.

“Um…back the way you came, turn left at the intersection. Take the next left then it's a straight fifty meters.”

Sven stepped up beside her. “What's wrong with the front door? Won't there be police out there?”

Scarlett frowned. “Possibly. But so are they.” She tilted her head toward the lobby.

Sven peeked around the edge and gasped. “All this for what? One of us? You?”

Sven's words stung. She knew he was just making a logical guess. Still, as much as she tried to distance herself from her past, it would always taint her future.

She looked him in the eye. “If they'd had any inkling I was here, they would have sent a bigger team. And they would definitely not be using Tazedarts.” She held up the gun.

“Oh.”

“Grab my shoes, will you?” Scarlett tucked the rifle butt into her shoulder and held the weapon ready. Leaning against the wall, she kept watch into the hall. A moment later, Sven trotted over to her with her shoes in hand. “You'll have to hold on to those for me.”

“Uh…Okay.”

“Seriously, I paid like three hundred bucks for them. Either that or you'll see a receipt for three hundred dollars in parking fees.”

Sven's face twisted in confusion, then realization dawned on him and he stared at her placidly. “Fine.”

“Stay close behind me.” Scarlett moved back down the smaller hallway. She kept her knees bent and her steps smooth. “Dax, can you hack into my car?”

“Dax is trying to get a better idea of what's going on.” Jules's voice echoed in Scarlett's head. “I'm pinging your car now.”

“Jules, you know I don't like you doing the hacking thing.”

The woman on the other end of the comms huffed. “Really? Because getting our boss, and you, out of mortal danger is less important than my job? Besides, if he dies, I have no job.”

Scarlett knew she couldn't argue with that logic. “Fine. On my signal, I want the autodrive to bring the car right to the door.”

“Got it.”

She moved up to the next corner and motioned behind her. Sven stepped up and hugged the wall. Scarlett sneaked a look around the edge to find the coast clear. With a quick wave, they continued on.

Halfway to the garage door, Dax's voice interrupted her concentration. “I'm back. Emergency crews are starting to arrive. Police are about two minutes away and the tactical response teams are five.”

“Thank you, sir. That should be just enough time for us to get out of here.”

Scarlett glided right up to the door and stopped. She motioned for Sven to move against the wall beside the door. He stepped to where she pointed and nodded. “I'm at the garage door. Is there anyone on the other side?”

“Can't tell.” Jules replied. “I can't see from where the car is at.”

“Alright…I'm heading out.”

She took a deep breath and placed her hand over the door's button. Looking at Sven, she mouthed a silent count down. “Three, two —”

The door burst open. What the…? She looked up to see a face covered in a black tactical mask. The eyes behind the mask showed the same surprise that she felt. Shit!

Scarlett lifted her weapon to fire, but the attacker moved too fast. He closed the distance and slammed his gloved fist into the side of the rifle, knocking it from her hands. On his back swing, he connected with Scarlett's jaw.

She stumbled back and shook her head. “Sonofabitch, that hurt.” She rubbed her jaw and assessed her opponent. The man stood at least six feet tall and while he was not especially large, Scarlett's jaw already told her he was strong enough.

She assumed a fighting stance.

The man chuckled. He reached for his pistol strapped to his thigh. Scarlett watched in slow motion as the gun slid free of its holster and rose to aim at her. Oh no you don't!

Already moving, she grabbed his gun hand and pinned it against his chest. She slammed into him, sending the two of them smashing through the door into the garage.

Tires squealed. Scarlett pushed off the man to stop, sending him tumbling backward right into her car. The vehicle screeched to a stop, but not quite soon enough. The man's armored body thumped against her hood, flipped into the air and landed on the far side of her car.

Scarlett slid over the hood of her vehicle and readied to continue the fight, but her assailant wasn't moving. She spun around to see Sven holding the door open with one hand and the rifle in the other. “Dax, trunk.”

Storming over to Sven, she snatched the rifle off the ground as the trunk popped open. Scarlett tossed the weapon in and closed the trunk on her way to the driver's door. She yanked on the handle and froze. Sven still stood in the doorway, his face a mask of confusion and awe.

Scarlett's mouth twisted. “Would you get in the car?”







Chapter 3

It always seems like voices from the past echo on into the future.

* * *

Scarlett parked in the spot closest to the door, despite it being handicapped. Her heart pounded in her chest, even though it had been more than a half hour since they'd raced away from the conference center. She shifted the vehicle into reverse and kept her hand on the lever as she scanned every dark recess and corner in the small parking lot. Her eyes came to rest on the federal agent.

Dressed in his usual black suit and tie, Agent Malory Barnes leaned against the metal plate siding of the building, blocking the entrance into CyberBio. The light breeze tousled his hair and pushed open his coat, revealing his badge and gun.

Scarlett leaned forward and looked up the face of the four-story building. The alternating glass and brushed aluminum bands glinted in the sunlight. She squinted, looking for anything out of the ordinary.

Sven notice the vehicle lingering in reverse. “Everything okay?”

She focused on her gut instinct while her gaze continued to dart around. “I'm not sure yet.” Scarlett shoved the gear lever the last few inches into park. “Don't get out until I signal.”

Barnes shoved off the building and strolled over as she got out and slammed her door shut. With one hand in his pocket, he scratched just above his left eye. “You know, you shouldn't park here.”

Scarlett stepped around him to inspect the damage to her car from hitting the last mercenary. “Cite me.”

“Eh, not my jurisdiction. 'Sides, somehow I think it would get lost in the digital ether.” He waved her off and followed her around the car.

She waved and Sven's door opened slowly. He leaned against the open door. “I thought you said you didn't trust the police.”

“I don't.” She cursed under her breath and rose up to find herself standing between the two men. “Agent Barnes, this is Sven Berglund, CEO of CyberBio and my boss. Sven? This is Agent Malory Barnes with the FBI. He and I have a bit of history. He's one of the few I trust.”

Barnes smirked. “I'll take that as a compliment.

She scoffed. “Somewhat.”

“Thanks. You called and said this was urgent. What's going on?”

Scarlett leaned against the car. “You heard about the Metro Conference Center?”

“Yeah, on the radio, just a couple minutes ago.”

“We were in the building when it happened.”

Barnes reached up and pulled his comms from his ear. His other hand slid toward the gun holster behind his back. “Um…And by in the building you mean you were there attending the conference as a guest, right?”

She let out a deep, loud sigh and cocked her head to the side as if to silently say, “Really? One little space station…”

His hands dropped to his sides. “Little? And, might I add, you dropped it into the Pacific.”

Sven's eyes widened, but Scarlett ignored the comment. “Thank you. No, we were not the cause. We were the targets.”

Barnes muttered under his breath something about not being surprised.

“Actually, he was the target. At least one of them.”

Sven's eyes widened even more. “Me?”

“Think about it, you and all those other science-types. Let's…” Scarlett looked around. “Let's go inside.”

She led the two men into the building just as Dax and Jules ran into the lobby. Scarlett ignored them long enough to direct Sven and Agent Barnes to a small conference room at the back of the building. “Go ahead and start without me, I'll be there in a minute.”

The two men nodded and disappeared into an elevator. Jules bounded forward and wrapped her arms around Scarlett's neck. Scarlett stumbled back from the sudden onslaught. “Oh, geeze! Thank God you're alright.” Her chin-length brown hair bobbed as she quivered with excitement.

Scarlett hugged the woman back then pried herself loose. “It's alright, guys. I'm fine. Sven's fine.” She struggled against the lump forming in her own throat.

“What the hell happened?” Dax's voice was full of anger and concern.

She shook her head. “I'm not sure. One minute we were walking down the hall, then this guy yelled something and boom, an explosion. Pretty classic terrorist attack.”

Jules's hands covered her mouth. “Oh my God. How many people were hurt?”

Scarlett bit the inside of her lip. “Don't know. Plenty, I'm sure. The weird thing is that right after the explosion, two mercenaries came after us. I mean, they knew exactly where we were.”

“Well…” Dax put his hand on Scarlett's shoulder. “We're just glad you guys are okay.”

She looked at his hand then to his face. He pulled his hand back.

“I need you two to do a little research for me. First, I need to know what the man shouted before the explosion. I don't speak Latin, so…He shouted something like 'liberatus hex fillem'.”

Jules noded. “Got it.”

“Good.” A faint smile flickered at the corner of Scarlett's mouth. “Now Dax, I need you to find out everything you can on the Bauersmitz 710 Magdrive Flex Assault Rifle. Dig up anything and everything on who uses that weapon.”

Dax nodded. “No problem.”

“Sorry to cut this short, but I have to go deal with Agent Barnes.” Scarlett turned and headed for the elevator. She stopped halfway across the room, turning around. “Oh and guys?”

Dax and Jules had reached the door into the main office cubicle area. In the doorway, they stopped and turned around.

“Make sure you mask your traceroute. Last thing we need is someone knowing what we are looking for.”

Dax's eyes narrowed. “Scarlett. Do I tell you how to do your job?”

Scarlett reared her head back. “Sor-ry, Mr. Sensitive.” She flung her hands up and continued on her way. Behind her, she heard a muffled whack and Dax's whispered “Ow.”

When Scarlett reached the conference room, Agent Barnes was standing outside the glass-walled meeting space with his commphone up to his ear. Barnes nodded to her as she came down the aisle of cubicles. “Hey, I'm calling to get some info on what's going on and to make sure they don't put you on the list of missing persons. Oh, yeah…hey, Polaski, what's the situation down at the conference center?”

Panic flared in her mind. Scarlett waved at him and shook her head. “Barnes, no. Don't say anything about us. Don't—”

Barnes wrinkled his brow and held his hand up. “What? Yeah, hold on.” He took the commphone away from his ear and pressed the mute button. His gaze turned up to Scarlett. “What?”

“I said, don't say anything about us. Let us be listed on the missing persons. The last thing we need is whoever did this coming after Sven again.”

“Scarlett, I really don't think this entire thing was just over your boss or client or whatever.”

“Boss. I'm just a researcher now.”

He waved her off. “Whatever.”

“No, not whatever.” She stormed over to him and snatched the commphone from his hand.

“Hey—”

Scarlett held the device just out of arms reach. “I'll give it back, you big baby. Listen. I don't know if it was just about him or what, but those men were pretty targeted on Sven. Maybe he was part of some list or whatever, I don't know. It doesn't matter. You tell anyone he's here and you're putting a target on his back.”

Barnes sighed loudly through his nose. “Fine. Can I have my phone back now?”

She nodded and held his commphone out. He reached for it. Just before he could grab it, she yanked it away again. “Not a word.”

“Jesus, not a word.”

Scarlett smiled. She tossed the glass rectangle into the air.

Barnes lunged for the device and caught it, pulling it in tight to his chest. “See, this is why we only went out once.”

“Ah, no. We only went out once because you couldn't handle dating someone who can kick your ass.” She walked past him and shoved open the conference room door. A chirp on her comms implant made her stop in the doorway. “Yeah, Dax, what's up?”

“Okay, so, that weapon is a pretty well-used gun. I mean, the cops and such don't use it 'cause it's too expensive—”

Scarlett shifted her weight to one leg and leaned against the open door. “Yes, Dax, I know all this. Get to the good stuff.”

“Alright, alright. The list of merc groups that use this weapon is pretty long. Really, though, it was Jules's research that clued us in.”

“And?”

“This whole thing was done by some anti-tech group who have given themselves the brilliant name of The Movement. That Latin phrase, 'Libertatem ex filum', was in their announcement. It means 'Freedom from the wire'.”

Scarlett's brain worked overtime trying to remember any past reference to a group called The Movement. “I've never heard of them.”

“That's not a surprise. They're pretty new, at least to this kind of thing. Apparently, last week they made their big debut in Berlin.”

“Berlin? It's unusual for a new terrorist group to have international reach like this.” She looked over to see Sven's eyes glazed over as he stared at a holoscreen above his commpad. From her angle, she could barely make out that he was writing a communique to everyone in the company.

“Dax, hold on. Sven! No, Sven don't send that.”

Her boss turned toward her, his eyes wide with surprise. “What? Why not? I have to let everyone know we're okay.”

“No, no you don't. We need to lay low for a bit. Let's figure out what's going on here first.”

Sven raised his hands up to surrender. “Okay.”

Scarlett turned and stepped out of the room, letting the door close behind her. She walked out of earshot then continued with Dax. “Jeez, it's like babysitting with these two. What was that about Berlin?”

Dax chuckled for a second then stopped. “Oh, well, I guess this isn't funny. I was laughing at you. Well, not laughing at you really, but…”

“Dax.”

“Yeah, Berlin. Last week they claimed responsibility for an EMP blast in Berlin, right in the middle of the Earth Medical Technology Conference.”

Scarlett's eyes widened. “Shit. That's the one we were supposed to go to but canceled because Sven was sick.”

“Well, you guys got lucky. The blast blacked out eight city blocks, including a shuttle that was passing overhead. The thing crashed right into the conference center. Two hundred and seventy-three people died or are missing.”

“Son of a bitch.” She was quiet for a long moment, lost in her own thoughts, reflecting on how lucky she and Sven actually were. “Get me everything you can on that Berlin incident. No, wait. Don't. This is outside of our hands. We need to let the feds deal with this.”

“You sure?”

She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “Yes. We're here to be normal people, not to sneak around in the dark and fight crime.”

“Alright.” Dax's voice was unusually genuine.

“Thanks, Dax. I appreciate your help. I'll be down there in a bit. Right now, I have to go make sure the FBI doesn't get Sven killed.”

Scarlett tapped her ear and strolled back over to the conference room. Agent Barnes was already in the room talking to Sven again. She stood with her hand on the door for a moment. A brief wave of doubt flashed through her, but the idea of being sucked back into a life of secrets and killing reaffirmed her decision.

She shoved open the door and took the open seat opposite Barnes and next to Sven. Barnes stopped whatever he was saying until she sat down. “I was just telling Mr. Berglund, here, that the FBI has a lead on who's responsible. Now…I'm a little reluctant to tell you what I know. I—”

“Why not? I would think, as the victims, we have a right.” Sven's tone was more than annoyed. Though he rarely raised his voice, this was the closest she'd ever heard him to yelling.

“Well,” Barnes looked straight at Scarlett. “To be honest, the last thing we need is for Scarlett here to go pull another Zinchenko.”

He looked back at Sven. “Bad guy suspects tend to end up dead when she gets involved.”

Scarlett swallowed hard. When she spoke, her voice had an edge of ice to it, and she didn't care. “Agent Barnes, you don't have to worry. My past is over. I have a decent, normal life now. I have no interest in being a vigilante or whatever. I'm done with that life.”

She felt Sven smile, but when she turned he was frowning instead. Agent Barnes leaned back in his chair. Through narrow eyes, he stared at Scarlett. “Alright. I have a friend working this case, she said the leading theory is that it's a new terrorist group called The Movement. They recently attacked another technology conference in the Germano-Prussian Republic.”

“Anti-technology terrorists?” Sven whispered.

Scarlett stared at Barnes, keeping her expression flat.

Barnes arched an eyebrow. He locked gazes with her. “I assume, from your expression, that you already know this.”

She nodded.

“Fine, but what you may not know, is that in less than an hour, an Earth Command and FBI joint strike force is going to assault a small ranch in the middle of Wyoming. We think this is where they are operating from.”

A wave of relief washed over Scarlett. “So, this was not just about Sven and CyberBio.”

“No. It just so happens that they targeted seventeen other prominent technology speakers at the conference. There's too much chaos right now to be sure, but at least nine are missing so far. Mr. Berglund, you are very lucky to have this woman on your side. She saved your life today.”

An odd twinge formed in the pit of Scarlett's stomach. Somehow, Agent Barnes's compliment felt uncomfortable. She knew it was true, but still…

Sven put his hand on her shoulder. “Oh, I know. I don't know how I'm going to repay her.”

The weight of her boss's hand pressed down on her. She closed her eyes to fight off a wave of nausea. An overwhelming sense of guilt rose up and put her in a daze. Scarlett disliked the person that killing Derrick had turned her into. She hated that she'd been put in a position to kill other people that, sometimes, were not always guilty.

Images of the burning space station rushed through her mind. Phantom sounds of people screaming, from the conference center and the space station, filled her ears until it was a roar of white noise. Her heart raced and her breaths came faster and faster.

“Scarlett?” Sven's voice echoed behind the chaos. “Scarlett?”

Finally, she snapped out of her panic-induced daze. She shook her head and looked around. Sweat trickled down her back and the side of her face. “Huh?”

“You okay?” Sven's hand gripped her arm and he leaned around to see her face. His own face was a mask of concern.

Barnes's brow wrinkled. “You looked like you were having an attack or something there.”

She wiped the sweat from her soaked brow and rubbed her throbbing forehead. “Uh…no. I think I'm just really tired. Can we get this over with?”

The FBI agent nodded. They spent the next forty minutes reciting everything Sven and Scarlett could remember. When they were done, Agent Barnes had them go over it again.

By the time Barnes left, they'd been in the conference room for almost two hours. After the door closed behind him, Scarlett plopped back down into her seat. “Ho, boy. Helluvaday.”

Sven sat down in Barnes's seat opposite Scarlett. “I, uh…wanted to ask you something.”

“Sure thing.”

“I know how you feel about your past life and all, but as a CEO, and someone who's life was recently in mortal danger, it is my job to assess people on their skills and put them where they can do the most good.”

Scarlett's eyes closed. “Sven…don't.”

He took her hand in his. “I think I know what your answer is, but just hear me out. You are a very talented researcher. But your skills at that pale in comparison to what I saw today, both at the conference center and here, dealing with Agent Barnes.”

“I—” She looked up into his eyes.

“Just…Just listen.” Sven squeezed her hand gently. “I want you to consider becoming our Chief Security Officer. You can use your skills to keep this company, and me, I might add, safe. Keep our data and our people safe. Protect. Use what you know to help people.”

Scarlett's face burned. Her breath came in ragged bursts. Chaos and panic threatened her calm. She closed her eyes and focused on the black nothingness of the backs of her eyelids.

When she opened her eyes again, she kept them glued to the table. “Thank you, Sven. But no.”

She pulled her hand free from his and stood. Smoothing her shirt, she kept her eyes away from her boss's face. She knew that looking at him right now might shatter her resolve.

Scarlett turned toward the door and left.
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