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      Run, run, don’t be slow!

      Never stop running from the man below!

      –Anonymous, excerpted from A South Texas Ghost Tale

      

      There had been no light for nearly six days.

      Or for fifty days.

      By this point, the only reference for time that Clara had was the dim display of a computer monitor on the other side of the glass—a computer that may as well have been in another universe. And the time was a digital clock screensaver in 12-hour format, bouncing from corner to corner. No date. No indication of PM or AM. Seeing 12:00 could mean noon or it could mean midnight, she could never be certain.

      It was Schrödinger’s screensaver. Maddening.

      She’d lost track of how many noons had passed—or how many midnights. She thought it was six, but it could have been more. It probably was more.

      The door was locked. From the inside and the outside. She wasn’t sure if that relieved or terrified her at the moment.

      The darkness pressed in on her, squeezing her. She could feel it in her straining eyes, in her temples, in her skin.

      You don’t get used to darkness like this. The faint light of a computer monitor on the other side of six inches of lead-lined glass was not adequate for dispelling this kind of darkness.

      Five miles below the surface.

      Every door, in all five miles, locked.

      You are in a room where no one will ever find you—no one that you want to find you.

      No one could hear her screaming, and she’d given that up days ago. Or hours ago. Again, she wasn’t sure.

      She had food and water. Plenty. This was a military-grade bunker, after all. Or something like one—definitely military, definitely a big secret, buried out here in the mountains of New Mexico, five miles from a former experimental aircraft test site. Fifty miles from the nearest person who might, by some miracle, hear her scream for help.

      Her only hope was the cell phone.

      Before she’d run in here, before she’d managed to escape the man with the face tattoo—the Comrade—she’d sent a text message. It was her last text, before dropping the phone, letting it tumble into the grate, down into the flow of water, out to God knew where. It might be lost. But it might find its way out, into some place where there was sunshine and open air and, God willing, a cell phone signal.

      It was a hope. The slimmest hope. She’d gambled everything on it, and she clung to it now, cringing in the darkness, sometimes squeezing her eyes shut to stop the damned clock from bouncing.

      She wasn’t an idiot. She was a scientist. She was a reasonable person and a rational thinker. She kept repeating these things like mantras, trying to convince herself that tossing the phone into the grate had been a strategy, not a mistake.

      It was logical. It made sense. Even if it made no sense at all.

      That grate led to a stream of flowing water. She’d heard it while she was hiding, keeping herself wedged between two large tanks, praying the Comrade didn’t hear her breathing.

      There was no signal in here. She had no way to reach the outside world. But she was a scientist—she knew how this technology worked. Text messaging had a better shot of getting through with a weak signal.

      Of course, here, in the Pit, she had no signal at all. And no way out, with the Comrade chasing her, cutting her off from every exit.

      Every exit except the grate—the tiny, narrow path that she’d never fit through in a million years. But her phone could. Her phone, with the drop-proof, shock-proof, water proof case. The floating case that had let her find it at the lake. The case that had kept it safe even that time she’d dropped it in a fountain. The case that she was counting on now to keep the phone safe, keep it afloat, straight through the drain and out into the world somewhere.

      If it could be pushed out of the mountain, out into the open, it might reach some place that had a signal. And then it could send that last text.

      That text could save her. It had to save her.

      Because otherwise…

      She whimpered, curled in on herself there in the darkness. It was her millionth whimper. It wouldn’t be her last.

      She didn’t want to whimper, though. Didn’t want to hear it, echoing from the stone walls of this room, with its racks of food and its lead-lined window into another room she’d never reach, and the door that had to be three-feet thick.

      Three-feet of steel. Six inches of lead-lined glass. Five miles of stone and dirt above.

      She was going to die here, if that text didn’t go through. She would die here, alone in this darkness, with nothing but an aging computer monitor and an infuriating screensaver for company.

      The man with the face tattoo—the Comrade—he was still out there, too.

      So she was not entirely alone.

      Instead of giving her comfort, this only made her guts clench worse, made the feeling in her chest tighten, made her want to vomit and scream at the same time.

      Occasionally the Comrade tried to get in. Not as much as he had at first, not as loudly or frantically. But he was out there, and he kept coming back. Kept scraping that… that thing against the door.

      Long. Metal. Jagged and sharp. Like a scythe, like the one tattooed on his face, but… not. Different. Less refined. More organic.

      More monstrous.

      It looked less like a weapon and more like some gruesome extension of the Comrade’s arm. A dark, ragged, thirsty thing.

      Something hungry for her.

      Clara whimpered again, and curled in on herself, hugging her knees to her chest, praying for the first time since she was a teenager. Praying to a God she hadn’t believed in, hadn’t wanted to believe in, for more than a decade now.

      But now, curled and cowering in the dark, she clung to God as her only hope.

      Well… God… and a text message.

      

      The phone was in a waterproof case, bought specifically because its owner had dropped and destroyed half a dozen previous models. The phone’s owner was an active person—she put herself and her phone in a lot of precarious places. So it was inevitable that there were many phones before this one.

      The phone was the latest—possibly the last—in a long line of devices that had met their fates with smashed screens, dropped from high places or run over by car tires, their electronics fried when they were accidentally put in microwave ovens, or shorted out when they were dropped into toilets. Or just plain left in the back seats of Ubers or in research libraries or at airports or restaurants or God only knew where else.

      There had been many phones before this one.

      The waterproof, impact-proof case had saved this phone, though, on dozens of occasions. It was a survivor.

      And now it floated, carried along by a rapid stream of water, through a series of pipes running miles below the mountain’s surface. The phone was in total darkness, but that didn’t matter. It was busy, preoccupied with trying to send the last text message its owner had typed into it.

      That had been three days ago—not six. Though it was still a long time. Long enough that things were starting to get dangerous.

      The phone, unlike its owner, knew the exact time and date. But its time was running out. Its battery was getting pretty low. Three days of trying to send a text with no cellular service was enough to kill any battery, even the bigger, bulkier one built into the phone’s impact-resistant case.

      If the message had been cat videos, this whole thing would have been over two days ago.

      But the phone was still active, still trying to transmit as it bumped along in the darkness under the mountain. It hadn’t received any texts or calls or notifications in three days, and so its display hadn’t come on, casting useless light into the darkness. It hadn’t eaten up precious battery power displaying emojis or Facebook updates or dozens of calls from concerned colleagues or family members or the owner’s boyfriend.

      The battery was close to its end, though. The last remnants of energy were ebbing. It wouldn’t be long now.

      Suddenly, however, the phone was thrust out into daylight, and now it was bouncing along in a stream, with trees and sky and birds above. It ricocheted from a rock, spinning on the turbulent water’s surface as it floated downstream. Its screen reflected the open sky above, dappled patterns of tree leaves and limbs reflecting from it, the soft shapes of clouds breaking up patches of blue.

      If it had been alive, or aware, it might have welcomed the sunny day, instead of merely reflecting it back, passive on the outside.

      But active on the inside.

      Still no signal. Still trying to transmit. Still, the battery dwindled.

      It was down to its last electrons, the last tiny bits of power ebbing away, when the signal came.

      It wasn’t much. Barely enough to generate a green bar—one of four. A half-bar. A quarter-bar, really. Not enough for a cat video. Barely enough for anything at all.

      But enough for the text.

      It finally went through. And just as it was finished, the battery gave up its life, taking the phone with it, just as the current was doing. The phone moved on, its work done. Maybe someday it would be reunited with its owner.

      But it was doubtful.

      Clara’s last message now ricocheted from tower to tower, from tower to satellite, and from satellite to even more towers. No battery power needed, now. The signal had its own life, powered by the network of communication that blanketed the whole Earth.

      And finally it landed, finding its mark, alerting the user with a chime or a chirp.

      It was read—another user. Kyle. The boyfriend. The first contact in Clara’s Favorites. A person she knew, trusted well enough, but might not have specifically chosen, had she not been in a hurry.

      The message was interpreted. It was understood.

      And then Kyle started to make frantic texts and calls of his own.

      Mission accomplished, the phone bounced along with the current, until it was eventually wedged between two large stones.

      It was, at least, very well protected by the phone case.
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      Dr. Dan Kotler—Archaeologist, occasional FBI Consultant, newly credentialed member of the Historic Crimes task force—was on a coffee break.

      His third of the evening.

      Though, he would admit, it wasn’t much of a break if you took the work with you, which Kotler had all three times.

      It wasn’t that he was a workaholic. It was just that the current work was so interesting. Or perhaps engrossing was the better word. It seemed like most of the projects he’d become involved in over the past few years were of the sort to absorb every bit of his attention, to the point of obsession.

      A hazard of the trade.

      Over the past few years, as Kotler had started doing more and more consulting with the FBI, he’d more or less strayed from his work in academia. Which was too bad, because he frankly loved his work in academia. Or… well, he loved the work, if not academia itself. He and the established institutions were a bit at odds with each other these days. He was amicable, but the scientific community… not so much.

      It might have something to do with the fact that Kotler was consistently getting involved in things that set current archaeological research on its ear.

      In the past four years alone, Kotler had been instrumental in uncovering a Viking presence in Pueblo, Colorado; had found a potential site for the lost city of Atlantis; had been part of the exploration of a newly discovered Mayan city; and had helped to stop a criminal enterprise from using materials stolen from Göbekli Tepe to overthrow the world governments and shift the balance of power. He’d helped to stop bad guys from unleashing plagues, mind control devices, advanced stealth technology, and an army of cloned gods.

      The usual.

      It was at a point where even Kotler himself was having a hard time believing all the trouble one lone archaeologist could get involved in. If he’d had a whip and a fedora, there’d be movies made about him.

      Instead, his trademarks tended to be a cup of hot coffee and an iPad stuffed with translations, photos, and 3D models.

      The current research was an exploration of Por-Bajin, in the Tuva Republic.

      Recent carbon dating had revealed that the enigmatic island structure was not an elaborate Uighur khan palace, as current theory proposed, but was instead a Manichaeist monastery, which had gone unused due to the khan being killed in an anti-Manichaeism uprising.

      As you do.

      The return of the region to the shamanistic tradition of Tengrism had spelled the end of the brief conversion to Manichaeism. And it had left behind a mystery that lingered since the site’s discovery in the 19th century.

      Until now.

      A new approach to carbon dating the site had led researchers to discover that it was built in 777, which was fascinating all on its own. The date put the structure’s construction during the life and reign of Tengri Bögü Khan—the khan who had forced the region to switch from the traditional shamanistic Tengrism to Manichaeism. Which, inevitably, had led to the Khan being ousted and executed, as the region’s faith was restored to “normal.”

      These details were intriguing and lent volumes of speculation and insight to potential solutions to the enigma of Por-Bajin.

      But the reason the island fortress was currently occupying digital real estate on Kotler’s iPad was because the link to Manichaeism indicated that the layout of the structure may have more meaning than anyone had first assumed. It may have been designed to convey a secret message—one that hinted at a long-lost trove of knowledge, treasure, and wonder.

      Kotler simply loved troves of knowledge, treasure, and wonder.

      He sipped coffee while seated at his usual table, in front of the window facing a busy Manhattan sidewalk. This was a cafe he frequented, just a few blocks from his high-rise apartment. The owners and wait staff knew him by name, and knew that he was prone to long hours spent pondering whatever was on his iPad. They kept his coffee cup full, bless them.

      Kotler hadn’t had the chance to spend much time here lately, thanks to his work with the FBI. There had been months of travel during the latest “case,” and Kotler had found himself sleeping in uncomfortable, sometimes wretched conditions, occasionally dodging bullets or free-climbing his way out of death traps.

      Again, the usual.

      Kotler enjoyed the consulting work, however. Even the death traps. He spent a lot of time traveling, helping to keep nefarious people from doing despicable things, from using out-of-place history as a weapon or a tool for world domination or whatever dark purpose they had in mind. It was good and worthy work, worth the discomfort and the risks.

      He enjoyed all of it all the more, though, because his girlfriend—Dr. Liz Ludlum—happened to be the current Director of Historic Crimes.

      The two of them kept things strictly professional on the job, but just like the research he was studying now, Kotler tended to bring his work home with him. It was good to bring it home to someone who understood it and knew why he was doing it. Someone who understood that risk was part of the job, and that the job was worth doing, for the sake of making the world a safer place. Kotler couldn’t be more appreciative of Liz’s understanding.

      She’d given him the cases, after all.

      Well, him and his partner, Agent Roland Denzel—the FBI agent who had gotten Kotler into this line of work in the first place. And—though Denzel might be reluctant to admit it—Kotler’s best friend in the world.

      Their friendship wasn’t lifelong. They’d only met a few years earlier. But they were bonded by battle, having faced life-threatening challenges together. They knew and trusted each other. And, Kotler believed, there were few who were more loyal, dedicated, and dependable than Agent Roland Denzel.

      As if merely contemplating his name had conjured the man himself, Kotler blinked as he spotted Denzel passing by the coffee shop window. The agent stopped, checked his phone, and then entered the shop. He stood in the doorway, looking around until he spotted Kotler, then joined him at the little table.

      “I figured I’d find you here, when you weren’t at your place,” Denzel said.

      “Why here?” Kotler asked. “Why not the university? The museum?”

      Denzel shrugged. “They don’t like you there as much as people like you here. And Hemingway’s was closed.”

      Hemingway’s was Kotler’s local pub of choice, and he had to admit that if the day had been just a little later, there was a good chance he’d be there. He had his own booth in that place as well. He tended to be a regular when he was in town.

      Kotler smiled and laughed, shaking his head. “Something up?” He sipped from his coffee.

      “You haven’t answered your text messages or your phone calls.”

      Kotler nodded, placing the cup down next to his iPad. “Liz ordered me to turn it all off for a couple of days.” He grinned, leaning back slightly. “I’m not allowed to play with you right now.”

      Liz Ludlum—Dr. Liz Ludlum—the Director of Historic Crimes, had been pretty busy lately. While still managing to keep the entire operation running, she was working long hours to get the new task force organized and populated with agents from the entire alphabet of US government law enforcement. She also spent most of her days courting experts from nearly every field.

      Historic Crimes was a new division of law enforcement itself—an inter-agency partnership run by a joint civilian and government oversight committee. Which, of course, meant it was a beast to organize and run.

      The agency’s motto was Ad serve historia, praesidio homnibus.

      To serve history, and protect humanity.

      No small endeavor.

      Denzel had been asked to be her second-in-command for the task force. So far, he’d dragged his feet on accepting, though it seemed a natural fit. Kotler wasn’t sure why his friend was reluctant, and he respected him too much to ask. Denzel was a private person, and until he was ready to share, he wouldn’t. No sense poking around until he was ready.

      “She’s the one who had me find you,” Denzel replied. “Something’s come up. An agent’s gone missing. One of the civilian agents.”

      Kotler considered this. “Missing persons? Not typically my thing.”

      “It’s kind of an all-hands thing,” Denzel shrugged. “But you’ve been requested. There was a text message, and it contains something that made Ludlum think it might be best to bring you in.”

      “Text message?” Kotler asked.

      Denzel took out his phone and showed a screenshot to Kotler. “This was sent to the agent’s boyfriend.”

      

      Kyle, I need help! Still in Los Lunas. Found the Pit. Decalogue translations plus quantum encrypt totally worked. There’s a man with a face tattoo chasing me. He’s blocking every way out. No signal, so I’m hoping you get this. SEND HELP!

      

      Kotler looked up from the message, surprised.

      “You recognize it?” Denzel asked. “The deca-what’sit?”

      “The Decalogue stone in Los Lunas?” Kotler replied. He shook his head. “It’s sometimes called the Mystery stone. It’s… well, to be frank, it’s considered by most academics and researchers to be a fraud, perpetrated by Frank Hibbins back in the 30s.”

      Denzel nodded. “And what do you think?”

      Kotler considered this, shaking his head. “I’ve never been sure. Hibbins had a… well, let’s say a bad history. He’d been caught faking data to support his theories. Hibbins and others claimed the writing on the Decalogue stone was Paleo-Hebrew, or maybe Cypriotic Greek. Both languages that should have no place in New Mexico at that time, or any other, really. I’ve seen photos of the stone. The characters could be Phoenician, but again… not something you’d expect to find in New Mexico in the 30s.” He shook his head again. “I’ve never looked that closely at it. Never seen it in person.”

      Denzel nodded. “Well, you’re going to have your chance. Ludlum wants us both on a plane to New Mexico this afternoon.”

      Kotler huffed, blowing a breath out through pursed lips. “I’ll swing by my place and get my gear. Anyone going with us on this one?”

      Denzel scowled and shook his head again. “Yeah,” he said. “This time we’re bringing someone along.”

      

      Agent Eric Symon was seated in Director Ludlum’s office, looking past her empty desk at the Manhattan skyline. To his left was Agent Julia Mayher.

      The two of them had been partners in the FBI for some time now, brought together on the hunt for Alex Kayne—the brilliant creator of an advanced AI that someone in the government wanted badly enough to put nearly every government law enforcement agency on the case.

      Kayne was one of the most wanted fugitives Symon had ever hunted.

      She was also innocent.

      That was what Symon believed, at any rate, after pursuing her for months. He knew her pretty well, by this point. She’d managed to slip through his fingers on more than one occasion. Beyond that, however, he knew that at any time she could disappear off of the face of the planet, wipe any and all records of her existence clean, and be nothing but a memory in a heartbeat—and yet, she stuck around, risking her freedom and her life to help bring justice to the disenfranchised.

      Symon would pursue her, and he would arrest her. He’d do his job, no question. But he couldn’t help believing that she was innocent. It was an instinct. Something about her case didn’t click for him—his sense of fugitives was honed by hundreds of man-hours on hundreds of man-hunts. And there was something about Kayne’s case that didn’t fit.

      He suspected she was being framed.

      And he couldn’t help but also suspect that Alex Kayne might be the biggest reason—maybe even the sole reason—that he and Agent Mayher had been offered a slot in Historic Crimes.

      It was no secret that Kayne was the fugitive everyone wanted. Kayne… and QuIEK—the Quantum Integrated Encryption Key. Pronounced “quake” to those in the know, which wasn’t many.

      Dangerous and powerful, QuIEK was on every government’s Christmas wish list. Everyone wanted it. Which meant that everyone wanted Kayne.

      Symon was one of the few people to ever get close enough to Kayne to actually lay hands on her. Of course, she’d escaped—immediately, and in a way that was kind of embarrassing for Symon and his team.

      She’d made her escape, and was in the wind, but still stuck around to help a young amputee recover her prototype prosthetic arm. She’d nearly been caught a dozen times, because of that choice, but had stuck around anyway, eventually setting things right.

      It was the kind of thing Alex Kayne just did. Again and again. Putting herself and her freedom at risk for strangers who had suffered injustice. It made it tough to think of her as being the traitor and murderer she was claimed to be.

      That first encounter with her had told Symon a lot. It had also established a relationship between the two of them that he was sure his superiors would not appreciate.

      She’d been in contact with him ever since they’d met.

      Nothing untoward. Nothing physical, or even romantic. He couldn’t even say they were friends, per se. But she contacted him frequently, shared data with him, sent him leads, sometimes even wrapped bad guys up in a nice, neat package for him to arrest.

      It was a weird sort of relationship. But it had its perks.

      Kayne could be the reason that Symon and Mayher were invited to play in the new sandbox that Historic Crimes had opened up. In fact, it seemed probable. But Symon had his own reasons for joining the team. Reasons he hadn’t yet revealed to anyone, even his partner.

      He glanced at Mayher, who was fidgeting with her suit jacket.

      “Relax,” he smiled. “You’ll love Director Ludlum.”

      “I’ve met her,” Mayher said sourly, then shook her head. “Virtually.”

      “She’s a lot more three-dimensional in person,” Symon said.

      Mayher looked as if she were about to respond when Director Ludlum herself entered the room, smiled as a greeting, and settled into her seat behind the big desk.

      Ludlum always seemed to Symon to be too young for her role. A brilliant, young black woman in her mid-thirties, Ludlum had risen quickly through the ranks of first the NYPD and then the FBI, becoming head of Forensics for each, respectively. She’d worked with the FBI as part of it’s budding new program—Historic Crimes—an offshoot of their White Collar division, with a charter to take on cases involving “out-of-place history” that might threaten the US or even the world.

      The task force had quite a track record. And so did Ludlum. She’d been directly responsible for dozens of saves, keeping the world from being thrown into plagues or war or worse.

      When the former Historic Crimes Director was murdered, Ludlum was elevated to take her place. And it seemed she’d been the best choice for the role. She’d already moved metaphorical mountains to get the new and improved Historic Crimes running like a finely tuned machine.

      Symon had done his due diligence and research into Ludlum. She might seem young, but she’d proven herself to be more than up to the task of leading this fledgling law enforcement agency and task force. She was new, still learning, but she was also as tough and fierce as she was smart. She could handle herself, and she could handle the task force.

      Symon was a fan.

      “Thank you for meeting with me,” Ludlum smiled, taking her seat at the desk. She leaned forward on her elbows. “I know you had to fly in from Chicago.”

      Symon shook his head. “It’s not a problem. We’d run into a dead end there, anyway. The case wrapped up, and Kayne moved on.”

      Ludlum nodded. “Alex Kayne. She’s pretty good at giving everyone the slip.”

      “The best I’ve ever seen,” Symon replied.

      “You sound like you admire her?” Ludlum smiled.

      Symon’s eyes widened slightly. “No, I… I mean, I don’t underestimate her.”

      He glanced quickly at Mayher, who had pursed her lips and was shaking her head slightly.

      Ludlum turned to Mayher next. “And Agent Mayher, it’s good to finally meet in person.”

      “Thank you Director, I feel the same way.”

      Ludlum rolled her eyes. “Please call me Liz. No one does anymore, and I’m starting to miss it.”

      Mayher again glanced at Symon and back to Ludlum. “I… don’t think that would be appropriate, ma’am.”

      Ludlum laughed. “No, I guess not. How about just when we’re behind closed doors?” She watched the both of them and smiled as she continued. “Well, we might as well get down to business. Agent Symon, I have something I’d like you to get to Alex Kayne.”

      Symon nodded. He suspected he might end up being the go-between for Historic Crimes and Kayne. It wasn’t the role he’d signed up for, and he genuinely hoped it wouldn’t be the only thing he was here to do. But he also knew that Ludlum and her superiors saw Kayne as an asset, to the point of granting her status as a Confidential Informant.

      Kayne was still a fugitive. If Symon or any other agent could swing it, she’d be arrested and put in a very deep hole until she surrendered QuIEK to the government. But having her as a CI meant that they could legitimately interact with her without fear of professional or legal repercussions. It was the closest to granting her a pardon as they were going to get, without her turning over QuIEK.

      It would have to do.

      “I’ll do what I can. I don’t exactly have her on speed dial.”

      Ludlum nodded. “I understand. I want you to pass along an email I’m forwarding to you. It contains everything we know about a civilian agent, Dr. Clara Rivers. She went missing a few days ago, and the only lead we have is a pretty cryptic text message she sent to her boyfriend.” Ludlum turned to her computer and tapped a few keys, then nodded to the two agents.

      Symon took out his phone and checked email, as did Mayher. He read the message, then looked up at Ludlum.

      “You can see why I thought of Kayne,” she said.

      “Quantum encrypt?” Symon asked. “As in quantum encryption?”

      “That’s a principal part of Kayne’s AI, isn’t it?” Ludlum asked. “The Q-u-I in QuIEK?”

      “It is,” Symon nodded. “Though it’s not entirely uncommon. It’s something a lot of researchers are working with. An entire field of research, really.”

      “A field that Alex Kayne has already mastered,” Ludlum replied. “And a good enough excuse to get her involved.” She said this last with a glint in her eye.

      “You… are you just trying to find an excuse to engage her?” Symon asked.

      Ludlum shook her head. “Not entirely. I really did think of her first, when this came up. But we haven’t worked with you or her yet. All of this,” she motioned to the offices around her, the brand new Historic Crimes HQ, in the Danielle Brown Memorial Building. “It’s all new. And right now, I’m not sure how everyone is going to work together. So I need cases. Test cases. And, since Clara Rivers is one of our own agents, this seems like a good enough reason to pull in all the troops. Everyone who isn’t already assigned to a case is being put on this one. Top priority.”

      Symon again looked quickly to Mayher, then back to Ludlum. “Everyone,” he said flatly.

      Ludlum studied him for a moment. “I know you have some… history… with Agent Denzel, and with Dr. Kotler.”

      “I’m sorry,” Symon said. “I know you and Dr. Kotler have a relationship.”

      She nodded. “It can get a little complicated. But the thing is, Dan is the best there is at what he does. There’s a component of this case that involves his specialty. He seems to work best when he has Agent Denzel there to keep him on track. So… they’re involved. I gave them the case this morning, before you arrived. Denzel is running it. And I want you and Agent Mayher to meet with them to New Mexico.”

      Symon blew out a breath. “Yes ma’am,” he said.

      Ludlum shuddered. “I kind of hate being called ma’am, too.”

      “I think protocol is to call you ‘sir,’ if that helps,” Mayher replied, smiling.

      Ludlum made a gagging noise, shaking her head. “Ma’am it is, then. Or Director. But in here, doors closed… it’s Liz.”

      She squinted at Mayher, who laughed lightly, nodding. “Liz it is, then.”

      Ludlum smiled and stood, and Symon and Mayher joined her. “I’ve had flights arranged, and there’s a car waiting for you. You’ll meet Agent Denzel and Dr. Kotler in New Mexico. Between now and then, Agent Symon… if you can get some details to Alex Kayne, I think it could help. I’d like to make her a part of this, somehow.”

      “Does she get a pass?” Symon asked. “If she comes in on this, do we arrest her?”

      “That’s the job,” Ludlum said, but there was something in her expression.

      She believes me, Symon realized. She believes me when I say that Kayne is innocent.

      Which, ultimately, was Symon’s biggest reason for taking the job with Historic Crimes in the first place.

      If he had any shot at helping to clear Kayne’s name, it was going to be here, with this new agency. Kayne was still a fugitive, still radioactive as long as she was on the run with QuIEK under her control. But here, as part of Historic Crimes, Symon thought he could get the breathing room and resources he needed to clear her. To make things right for her for once.

      He felt like it was the best shot Kayne had, and he was the only one who could do it.

      If he didn’t have to arrest her first.
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