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      I could be in Paris.

      As Alex Kayne clung to the suspended rails of the drop ceiling, covered in dust and fiberglass from insulation, hands and arms itching and aching from the pressure of holding herself steady so that she wouldn’t fall into the room below, she reminded herself that she had a purpose.

      But I could be in Paris.

      She was on the run, sure. She could technically drop out and be anywhere in the world, that was true. She could disappear from the face of the Earth, in every practical sense, and so cleanly that the FBI and the NSA and the CIA wouldn’t even remember she existed.

      She could do that, and never have to crawl around in the ceiling of an office building again. Never have to sweat and train and keep a constant eye on every exit. Never have to pick up and travel at an instant’s notice, living without roots, without family, without much of a life.

      But she had a purpose.

      And that meant she had a job to do.

      Sweat beaded on her forehead, as much from the heat rising from the offices below as from the strain of keeping herself immobile. She felt the bead crawl along her face until it finally dripped from her chin, creating a tiny, damp circle on the dusty roof tile below her.

      It may have been below freezing outside, in the blustery Winter that had come over Colorado Springs. But here, in the Palentine offices, things were toasty warm, even at night.

      And heat rises, Alex thought.

      It was certainly going to rise for Dan Trager, Palentine’s CEO.

      This was Alex’s final incursion into the Palentine building. She’d been in these offices three times now: First on a guided tour; second while posing as an employee. She’d located what she was after, on that second trip.

      This third one was just the cleanup.

      The thin gap she’d created in the ceiling tiles was her only source of light at the moment, but it was more than plenty. In fact, things seemed so bright up here, she half worried that someone might spot her. But no one had come through this suite of offices since the security guard had last made his rounds. According to Alex’s timetable, the guard wouldn’t be back for another 35 minutes. Plenty of time.

      She inhaled and exhaled, then meticulously and precisely moved her left hand, releasing the painful grip on the rail and nudging the loose ceiling tile over a bit more, widening the gap. She then double checked the line clipped to her climbing vest. The other end was attached to a piton wedged into the cross section of two I-beams above her. The connection seemed a bit janky for her tastes, but she’d tested it throughly, and had been mostly suspended from it for the past couple of hours. So far it was holding fine.

      She’d been up here long enough that certain biological urges had come and gone. Alex always marveled at this. Where did the pee go?

      It was a mystery. And maybe a kidney stone.

      The things she’d endure for a client.

      She shifted her weight, moving her feet forward as she rolled her upper body up and back. She gripped the line above for stability and balance, and to keep her full weight off of the suspended ceiling. When her feet cleared the edge of the gap, she started feeding more line from the spool at her waist, and lowered herself into the room.

      Slow. Steady. Inch by inch until she was clear of the ceiling tiles.

      Once she was past the edge of the ceiling she let the line play out a bit faster, gliding downward at a quick but controlled pace, until she touched down on the floor.

      She checked her smartwatch. She’d burned through nearly ten minutes of her half-hour window. She needed to move quickly.

      She unclipped from the line and hastily made her way to the bank of lateral files that dominated one wall of the suite.

      There were a lot of files. A lot of paper.

      Physical, paper files.

      Her kryptonite.

      She could use QuIEK—pronounced “quake,” which stood for Quantum Integrated Encryption Key—to crack any digital “lock” on the planet, and gain access to even the most sophisticated security and computer systems. It could let her peek into Palentine’s servers as if she were in a sort of “God mode.” Even the server admins didn’t have the level of access she had—all the way down to the core machine code, if necessary.

      The same was true for the servers of the FBI and the rest of the US law enforcement alphabet. Kind of the biggest reason she was on the run, when it came down to it. The government tended to get antsy about people who could access all of their digital secrets on a whim, if she cared to.

      QuIEK could get her any digital information she wanted or needed, from anywhere on the planet, any time she wanted it.

      But it couldn’t get her a physical file.

      Stymied by manilla folders and filing tabs. So humiliating.

      The records here, however, were old. Really old. Some dated back to a time in Colorado’s history when mining stakes were up for grabs by whoever got to them first.

      Palentine Investments had managed to get its hands on thousands of these sorts of documents, each outlining claims for a number of properties throughout the US. One of those properties belonged to the estate of Eugene Harlan—the grandfather of Chris Harlan. Alex’s current client.

      Alex rifled through the drawers until she found the file she was after. Old. Stained by coffee and dirt from grubby hands. This file had been locked in a personal safe for decades, until Eugene Harlan had passed away, leaving everything in his estate to his only living relative.

      Or attempting to.

      Palentine Investments had sent a goon squad in the middle of the night to take the folder, and to force Chris to sign for and accept a paltry sum as “payment.”

      He’d had very little choice at the time. His signature—shaky, from fear and outrage as two large men with guns ensured he made it—had effectively given Palentine full claim to his grandfather’s land, and all the mineral rights that went with it.

      Eugene Harlan hadn’t known that he owned one of the most valuable pieces of property in the United States.

      Neither had Chris Harlan, when he’d started looking into his new piece of property. He’d visited what he remembered to be a rocky, weed-covered patch of ground that his grandfather had used mostly for hunting, only to discover that Palentine had illegally staked its own claim to the place. Eugene Harlan hadn’t been in good health for several years and hadn’t been out to see his property in quite some time. So he’d never known that Palentine had turned it into a cesium mine.

      He hadn’t known that his property was worth billions.

      Cesium was big business.

      More valuable than gold or practically any other metal on Earth, cesium was a key component in technological development. For decades now, the US and China had been in an arms race of sorts, trying to gain a monopoly over the rare metal, and thus establish technological dominance.

      People had died in this fight. Chris Harlan would have been one of them, if he hadn’t signed away ownership. By most counts, he’d gotten off easy.

      And because of the forced signature, he had no legal recourse for reclaiming what was stolen from him.

      But he did have Alex Kayne.

      She’d come across a file on Chris and his dilemma in the FBI’s database, and had noted right away that there was nothing being done. The FBI’s hands were effectively tied. Chris was left to file pathetic and anemic lawsuits, which were swept away almost as quickly as his attorney could draft them. Palentine had billions, while Chris had just a paltry life savings.

      Money had run out. The payment that Palentine had given him had barely covered the first round of attorneys, and they’d called it quits almost the instant they met with resistance from Palentine’s own high-powered lawyers. Chris’s pro bono lawyers were about to give up on him as well.

      It was a lost cause.

      Hopeless.

      Alex found what she was looking for and slipped the folder into the streamlined pack on her back, zipping it closed. She then used QuIEK to set up a bridge.

      In her earlier, second incursion into the Palentine offices, she’d planted a half dozen bots—little microcomputers that were part of a vast virtual network she referred to as “Smokescreen.” These were built with off-the-shelf components, and she’d gotten quite good at camouflaging them to look like innocuous things.

      In many cases, in cafes and hotels and small businesses across the US, her little devices were disguised as just one more indecipherable component in an array of electrical utility boxes and wires and doohickeys. Who would notice one more metal nodule jutting from a wall filled with them? Each with labels such as “WARNING! Electrical hazard. Do not open.” It was like having city regulators telling people to leave her gear alone, on her behalf.

      For good measure, she sometimes affixed stickers with official seals, such as state or local government, warning that tampering with the device was a crime.

      It held up pretty well. Few of the devices were ever discovered or taken down. And Alex was continuously adding new ones to the array, as she traveled, ever expanding the network.

      Smokescreen helped her to keep law enforcement looking anywhere but where she was.

      In the case of Palentine, Smokescreen would help her bring down Trager, and bring some justice for the Harlan family.

      She had disguised the devices here as motion sensors, which hid the micro cameras and microphones that Alex had built into each. She’d kept all of this offline until now. But as she finished up and prepared to make her exit, she used her phone to switch on the local network. Smokescreen would link to the building’s WiFi, and QuIEK would hack the system’s security.

      She was invisible now, as far as technology was concerned. But in addition, all of Palentine’s files would be copied and mirrored to a virtual, cloud-based server off-site, along with a series of incriminating video and audio recordings.

      Palentine’s digital security was about to snitch on them.

      All of this would be sent to Agent Eric Symon, of the FBI. Or, rather, it would be sent to someone in the FBI, and they’d be informed that Agent Symon had headed the discovery and provided some evidence. Local FBI would swarm on this place, and Agent Symon would get the credit for bringing down another bad guy.

      Once Alex was well clear of the place, of course.

      She’d given the FBI more than enough to work with. It should be a slam dunk.

      The tricky part was making it look like a whistleblower within Palentine was responsible for the whole thing. It was the only way to get the FBI involved without making it look like they’d violated the company’s security themselves.

      There were plenty of candidates for the role of whistleblower, however. Palentine’s shady business practices made for a plethora of enemies, inside and out. Alex had chosen someone who had enough shade in his own history to make him deserving of closer government scrutiny. All files were sent using the IP address of his computer. It wouldn’t take much to track him down. Even when he denied having anything to do with it, he’d likely end up cutting a deal to protect himself, and turn whistleblower anyway.

      Alex figured this place had about a week to live, and she intended to be several states away when the expiration date came due.

      With the Harlan file safely tucked away, and her work finished, she clipped herself to the line once again and started her rise toward the opening in the ceiling. She was nearly there when she heard the noise.

      She instantly knew what it meant.

      Before she could react, however, the piton was wrenched free of the I-beam, and Alex found herself falling onto the desk below her, the force of her impact sending the computer and everything else on the desktop flying outward in a loud racket.

      She lay there for a moment, a bit stunned. Blinking. Body aching.

      There would be bruises.

      “Hey!” she heard a man shout.

      The guard.

      “Stay right there!” he shouted again.

      Alex hoisted herself up, springing to her feet as she leapt to the floor, even as every muscle her in back and shoulders yelled at her for being insensitive. She ducked, keeping hidden behind the wall of the cubicle she’d fallen into.

      “Hey!” the guard shouted again.

      Alex moved, scurrying on all fours to crouch behind the large copier in the middle of the room. There was a support column there, and it helped provide a bit more cover. She peered over the copier to see the guard, weapon drawn, as he moved cautiously toward the desk where he’d last seen her.

      A dictionary of swear words went through Alex’s mind as she thought about what her next move had to be. She shifted her position, crawled around the copier, and waited, crouched and ready.

      When the guard spun around the wall of the cubicle he quickly scanned the scene, gun thrust forward.

      Alex moved.

      She leaped upward, springing onto the desk opposite of where the guard stood, and without wasting the momentum she jumped, raising her legs so that she slammed into the guard’s chest, feet first.

      For the second time, she landed in a heavy, rib-bruising heap on the desk. The guard was thrown backward, slamming into one of the file cabinets along the wall.

      Alex recovered and ran for him, grabbing his gun hand by the wrist. The weapon fired, sending a round into one of the distant walls. Alex thanked God that no one was left in the building. No one but the two of them.

      She brought the man’s arm down hard against her knee, hitting him at the elbow.

      He cried out in pain, and the gun fell to the floor. Alex kicked it away as she spun, twisting the man’s arm, using her weight and momentum to force him forward. His body had no choice but to follow that line of momentum.

      He rolled forward, landing hard and flat on his back.

      Alex leapt onto his chest, slamming the palm of her hand into his nose.

      Stunned, the guard made a strange, groaning noise.

      “Really sorry about this,” Alex said, and she pressed the man’s carotid artery, cutting off oxygen to his brain. He was so stunned, he made no move to fight back, and in a moment Alex heard a soft grunt.

      He was out.

      She released him, checked his pulse and breathing, and then shifted him into a sitting position. She used computer power cables to tie his hands and feet.

      She really had to hustle now.

      First, she climbed onto the desk and replaced the ceiling panel. She then wiped down the desk to remove footprints. She straightened things up a bit, putting things back to rights on the desk.

      There would still be some evidence of the tussle, but that was fine. What she wanted was to skew the details a bit, so law enforcement would focus more on the assault of the guard than on her incursion into the offices.

      With her climbing rig now on the floor at her feet, there was nothing left in the crawlspace above to indicate how she’d gotten in here. The guard had come in after her fall, and he might have a difficult time explaining what had happened.

      She stooped and gathered the line and the piton from the floor, rolling it up and carrying it with her as she sprinted out of the office.

      She found the stairwell and raced down as quickly as she could. When she got to the ground floor she burst out of the emergency exit, into the brutally cold Colorado Springs evening.

      An alarm sounded.

      Good, she thought.

      She was worried about the guard, and she wanted to make sure someone found him quickly. But she also wanted to make sure no one found her quickly.

      She raced away from the scene, straight to the rental car she’d stashed nearby. She’d take this to the van she’d bought earlier that day, and leave the car in the parking lot with a note and some cash for the rental company’s trouble.

      Before she got moving, however, she took out her phone and used QuIEK to access her Smokescreen network, particularly the array within the Palentine offices. She bridged into the building’s security system and deleted all footage from the evening. An inelegant solution, but it would help mask her exit.

      She finished up and zipped away in the rental, winding through the eerily empty streets of Colorado Springs at night. When she parked next to the van, she transferred over and was on the road in minutes. She hadn’t heard or seen any sign of police in her route. Doubtless they were descending on Palentine even now, but she was miles away, and giving no reason for anyone to find her driving suspicious.

      The job was done.

      She’d get the property deed to Chris before leaving town, along with everything he’d need to re-stake his claim. When that was done, she’d be on to the next town, the next client.

      She pulled the van into a gas station and sent a text to Agent Symon.

      She couldn’t resist.

      Merry Christmas, she wrote. Your present is on its way.

      A few seconds later, Symon replied, Turning yourself in, finally?

      She smiled and shook her head. She had no doubt that Symon would arrest her, if he got the chance. It was who he was. She also knew that despite this, he also knew who she was. He’d do his job, but he knew her purpose. He also knew she wasn’t going to make it easy on him. He’d have to chase her. And if he ever managed to catch up to her… well, she’d cross that bridge when she reached it.

      Not just yet, she replied. She included a winking emoji, just for effect.

      A moment later she was back on the road, bound for the next job.
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      Agent Eric Symon never bothered getting worked up over the text messages. It had been this way for months now.

      Alex Kayne, fugitive at large, would send him some cryptic text message at any time of the day or night, and a short while later he’d get a package in the mail or an email or a phone call—some case would fall into his lap. Evidence would be neatly arranged. Bad guys would be smartly implicated. Innocent victims would be given justice.

      A message from Alex Kayne invariably led to the take-down of someone pretty awful.

      It didn’t always lead to comfortable conversations with his superiors, however.

      One of those uncomfortable conversations had just wrapped up, in fact.

      FBI headquarters in D.C. was always an interesting place to visit, but at times Symon would be happy to go without. It seemed that ever since the events surrounding the arrest of his old boss, former FBI Director Matthew Crispen, Symon’s face time with his new bosses in D.C. was all but pleasant. And now, with a high profile fugitive keeping him on speed dial, conversations could get even more tense.

      He was being kept on the case, in pursuit of Alex Kayne, because after two years of her being in the wind, Symon was the only agent to have made the sort of headway he’d made with her. Like most agents, he’d “almost got her” a few times now. Unlike any previous agents, she actually stayed in touch with Symon. And… more than stayed in touch.

      Somehow, Symon had become her “pet agent,” to use the term his supervisors had repeated more often than he liked. Kayne would do all the footwork to take down some bad guy, and she’d call Symon to bat cleanup.

      It wasn’t that unusual an arrangement, at the heart of it. Plenty of agents in the Bureau had confidential informants or assets who might be criminals themselves, but were working with the FBI to help bring down worse threats.

      The primary difference was that those agents had some influence and leverage over their CIs. Symon couldn’t say the same for his relationship with Alex Kayne.

      The bump in closed cases on his docket did have its advantages, though. It was giving him great numbers on paper. Sort of a perk of being in contact with Kayne.

      But it wasn’t exactly endearing him to his superiors. It made them skeptical and paranoid, and maybe that was rightly so.

      Symon might personally think that Alex Kayne was innocent of espionage, but she was still a fugitive at large, and—only Symon knew this next part—she was still in possession of technology that made her a threat to national security.

      Global security, he reminded himself.

      There was no computer or digital technology on the planet that was safe from QuIEK.

      The world was lucky that Alex Kayne had been given a strong moral and ethical upbringing. It was the only thing between her and supervillain status.

      As it was, his superiors didn’t like the situation at all. They wanted her brought in. They wanted her held in custody and held accountable. Above all, they wanted QuIEK unlocked, and safely in the hands of the US.

      He hadn’t actually given them the full story.

      He hadn’t revealed that QuIEK was already unlocked. That, in fact, it was the tool that allowed Alex Kayne to move about freely in the world, despite being on every government agency’s most-wanted list. While most of the world thought that QuIEK was dead-locked on an encrypted hard drive—a level of encryption that would take the combined effort of every computer on Earth a billion years to crack—Symon knew that Kayne actually had the software unlocked and running out in the wild.

      Which, in turn, kept Kayne running, out in the wild.

      Small and lightweight enough to run on her phone, QuIEK was Alex Kayne’s superpower. And her secret.

      Symon’s secret, as well.

      He wasn’t sure why he hadn’t shared it with anyone else.

      Maybe it was because he liked Alex Kayne? Because he thought she’d been framed?

      Could be. He had some level of sympathy for her, at any rate. He’d studied her enough to know her character, that she had a strong moral center even if her actual morals might be a bit “flexible.” He wasn’t telling his superiors about QuIEK, but he also wasn’t telling them that he was investigating the cases surrounding Alex Kayne from both sides.

      He was looking for anything that might prove her innocence.

      That might be the reason he was keeping her secret for her.

      Though, admittedly, he wasn’t prone to favoritism or special favors. Symon would arrest Kayne the first chance he got, because that was the job. Regardless of how he felt, he would do his job.

      That was something Symon and Kayne had in common—they both stuck it out until the job was done. It was how Symon had almost caught her a few times now. Even when Kayne knew she was about to be cornered, she couldn’t leave her clients in the lurch.

      That’s what made this so hard.

      Symon believed her when she said she was innocent. He felt he knew her by now. He knew she was the real deal, somehow framed for espionage, forced to run or face life in a deep, dark hole somewhere. But his job was to bring her in. And he would.

      Of course, maybe he kept QuIEK a secret simply because it was dangerous.

      That made a lot more sense, in Symon’s view.

      QuIEK was the most advanced technology on the planet. Whoever controlled it could control the world. But Alex Kayne had controlled it, exclusively, for two years now, and hadn’t used it for much more than getting some free hotel rooms and rental cars. Oh, and cracking into the computer and security systems of bad guys, not to mention the FBI’s database.

      Illegal stuff, for sure. But Kayne did it with a purpose in mind. She did it to bring justice to people who needed it most.

      Symon had seen it for months now. He knew Alex Kayne was legit. Wanted, yes. Guilty, maybe.

      One of the good guys?

      Definitely.

      So that could be why he kept the secret. And it was a doozy. A career-ender, if it ever came out. Maybe even a freedom-ender. He could be in a cell right next door to Kayne, some day, if things went just wrong.

      He’d deal with that if it happened. For now, though, his gut was telling him that Kayne was innocent, and that QuIEK was safer in her hands than anyone else’s. Whether that was his call or not, he was making it.

      He left the D.C. offices, returning to the tiny apartment he was temporarily subletting.

      This wasn’t home. No place was home these days. Symon moved around so much that he had decided to give up his apartment and take a page out of Alex Kayne’s book. He lived wherever he needed to live, in whatever accommodations he could find, for as long as it was necessary. And then he moved on.

      He’d only been doing this for a few months now, but at times it felt exhausting.

      Kayne had been doing it for the past two years and counting.

      He could hardly believe it.

      Part of him figured he was doing this so that he could get into her shoes. Know your target, learn to think like them, and they’re easier to track.

      That could be it. It was certainly right out of the fugitive-hunting playbook. But he also thought there was some part of him that…

      Well, that envied Alex Kayne, in a way.

      He’d never met anyone who was as autonomous and free to move about in the world as Kayne was. She could be literally anywhere. QuIEK opened up possibilities that most people could only dream of. She was the most free fugitive in history.

      And yet, she stuck close to shore. She tempted fate, constantly. Several times now, the FBI had caught up with her, only to lose her at the last minute. They’d track her down again, somewhere else in the country, and promptly lose her again, just like that.

      And repeat.

      It was frustrating for the FBI, but Symon thought it might be sort of energizing for Kayne. Each time they’d come close, Kayne had regrouped, picked up new tricks, and disappeared even more. She was learning from every encounter, and getting better.

      That was supposed to be the FBI’s job.

      It was counter to everything Symon knew about fugitives. Usually, the mistakes piled up and the person on the run inevitably collapsed under the weight of trying to stay off the grid and off the radar.

      Kayne just kept going. Kept learning. Kept getting better at it.

      It was maddening. It was brilliant.

      Symon opened the little fridge and found some leftover pizza and a bottle of sparkling water. Not much, but it would have to do. He was leaving in the morning, on to wherever the current leads took him. No point in buying groceries, when he’d be on a flight out of town in the morning.

      His phone rang.

      “Agent Symon,” he answered.

      “Agent Symon, this is Director Liz Ludlum.”

      Symon froze.

      He knew what this call was about.

      He’d been avoiding making a decision.

      He’d known this call was coming, but he still didn’t have an answer.

      “Director Ludlum,” he said.

      “I know it’s late, but I got word you were in D.C. I happen to be here right now. Do you have some time? Care to grab a bite to eat, so we can chat?”

      He looked at the cold pizza and sighed. “Perfect timing,” he said. “Name the place.”

      

      The place turned out to be Vial Grande, which Symon learned was one of the most expensive and hippest new restaurants in D.C.

      “Being backed by a billionaire has its privileges,” Director Ludlum said, rolling her eyes and smiling as they were guided to their table. “One of them was getting last-minute reservations in this place. When I asked Ethan Patterson what he recommended, he told me he’d have his people arrange something. I wasn’t expecting it to be… this. I hope you don’t mind. It’s a bit much. I’m usually a fish and chips kind of girl.”

      Symon exhaled and shrugged. “It’s not the usual perk of the FBI. We don’t even get discounts at Chili’s.”

      Ludlum laughed, and Symon was relieved. After years of working in federal law enforcement, and the past few years under severe scrutiny and suspicion over Director Crispen’s fall from grace, Symon knew that not everyone appreciated a sense of humor. He was still erring on the side of caution with Ludlum. Optimistic caution, at least, but he was trying to tread lightly.

      He had looked into Ludlum when she’d first reached out, trying to recruit him to join Historic Crimes. Her background was impressive.

      An African American woman, she’d gone into medicine to follow in the footsteps of her grandfather—a small-town doctor who had still made house calls well into his eighties. He’d left Ludlum his medical practice when he died.

      He’d clearly been a big influence in Ludlum’s life. She took on his practice, moving home from the big city for a time, struggling to keep the doors open. There wasn’t much call for a concierge doctor in Alabama these days, however, and eventually Ludlum was forced to close it down.

      She had other interests she wanted to pursue. One of those was law enforcement.

      Leveraging her medical background, she returned to University to study forensics, eventually graduating at the top of her class. This led to her first job with the police in Mobile, Alabama, followed just a couple of years later by a move to New York and a role with the NYPD.

      She worked forensics for various Burroughs until she’d risen (quickly, Symon thought) to the role of Lead Forensic Specialist. From there, she’d been recruited into the FBI—specifically as Head of Forensics for the newly minted Historic Crimes task force.

      Recruited, Symon had noted, by none other than Agent Roland Denzel himself.

      That was where Symon felt a bit of a hangup.

      Denzel and his partner, Dr. Dan Kotler, had been instrumental in bringing down Director Crispen. And though Symon had never met either Denzel or Kotler, he’d gotten to know them very well, studying their case records, taking note of their involvement in a number of high-profile events. They certainly got around—they’d even played a role in recovering the Senate members who had been abducted by a terrorist organization.

      Their names got a lot of mention, in the halls of the FBI.

      Symon wasn’t a fan.

      He was willing to admit that he had some biased opinions about both men, stemming from his own hellish experience. It was because of Agent Roland Denzel and Dr. Dan Kotler that Symon had been forced to spend a couple of years rebuilding his reputation from scratch. The two of them had brought a lot of grief and headache into his life.

      Symon had been Crispen’s golden boy, in the eyes of the FBI. Any tarnish on Crispen had been considered tarnish on Symon, as well. So even after Symon learned that Crispen was dirty, and that he deserved the takedown, he still had to suffer through the scrutiny and suspicion and the constant derailment of his life and plans. All because of Agent Denzel and Dr. Kotler.

      So yeah… not a fan.

      Symon had come to grips with it, eventually. What choice did he have? He could be the FBI’s whipping boy and continue his career, or he could go try to find work elsewhere.

      There wasn’t much call for tracking down fugitives in the private sector. And what little work there was didn’t exactly appeal to him. Was he going to become a skip tracer? A bounty hunter? Maybe just a PI?

      He couldn’t see himself in any of those roles. He was law enforcement. It was something he’d dreamt of his whole life. Backing off of it wasn’t an option.

      Not without a fight.

      So it came down to proving to the FBI that he wasn’t tainted by Crispen’s betrayal. Symon was determined to show that he was his own man, and a good and loyal Agent. He had worked hard to prove that to the FBI and was finally making some headway.

      The prospect of walking away from that, after all the work and sweat and discomfort he’d endured, wasn’t entirely attractive. It almost felt like giving up, leaving the job unfinished. That wasn’t how he operated.

      And there were other hangups.

      Ludlum worked closely with both Denzel and Kotler. In fact, it was rumored that she and Kotler were an item. Symon wasn’t sure how that worked out with Ludlum taking over as the Director of Historic Crimes, just as the department’s previous Director was murdered. More than that, the taskforce itself had just recently been minted as a brand new branch of US Federal Law Enforcement, with all the autonomy and resources that came with it.

      Now that, Symon had to admit, was intriguing.

      A whole new agency, with an oversight committee that included some big names in Washington, as well as billionaire technologist, Ethan Patterson.

      The guy who, according to everything Symon had read, was going to get everyone on Earth off of Earth, some day.

      The space race would now be a privately owned rush to the stars, it seemed.

      There were also the cases. From what Symon had seen and read, Historic Crimes ended up with a caseload that could be described best as “unique.” Somehow, this tiny task force that started as an extension of the White-Collar Crimes division had taken on some of the highest profile cases in the Bureau’s history. And their close rate was phenomenal.

      That could explain why the unit somehow managed to make phoenix-like comebacks, even after crashing and burning multiple times. If there was one thing the Bureau liked, it was closed cases.

      All of those things made Historic Crimes an odd but interesting prospect. It was something new in the world, and something with some real potential for helping the world.  Symon was being asked to essentially transfer his job to a new agency, which was unusual in every way he could think of. But it could mean some interesting new perks.

      Fine dining in high-priced restaurants, for example—that certainly wasn’t something the FBI would have popped for.

      But it might also mean a fresh start.

      That was one thing that did appeal to Symon. After years of fighting to re-establish himself in the eyes of the FBI, despite the fact that he had nothing at all to do with Crispen’s traitorous acts, the offer to start off with more street cred and no cloud of suspicion hanging over him did have its appeal.

      He’d just gotten on some solid footing with the FBI again, though. Was he ready to walk away from that, after years of working so hard for it?

      Their waiter offered a chair to Ludlum, who smiled and sat, seeming a bit uncomfortable and out of place among the finery of Vial Grande.

      Symon took his own seat, glancing around at the other patrons in the room. All were enjoying candlelit dinners, and most were dressed in clothes that would have cost him a year’s salary just for down payment.

      He felt a bit awkward, but was encouraged by the fact that Liz Ludlum seemed to feel the same.

      “I’ll have to let Ethan know that most federal agencies don’t have the budget for places like this,” she smiled.

      Symon laughed lightly. “I’m trying to imagine what sort of response I’d get if I turned over the receipt for this place. Accounting would probably take out a hit on me.”

      Ludlum laughed at this, nodding. “Until about six months ago, it would have been the same for me. Most of the time, Dani and I…” she hesitated.

      Symon saw something pass over her features. Sadness. Regret.

      There was a slight glisten in her eyes as she continued. “Director Danielle Brown,” she said, her voice firm. She shook her head and forced a smile. “Dani. She was my boss, and my friend.”

      “I read about her murder,” Symon said, gently. “I’m very sorry.”

      Ludlum nodded and dabbed at her eyes with her napkin. “It’s still a bit fresh. But let’s not talk about it. I wanted to connect with you, to see if you’d had time to consider our offer.” She smiled at him as she replaced the napkin on her lap.

      The waiter returned with a bottle of wine, to which Ludlum nodded. She took the glass once it was poured.

      Symon hesitated, but nodded as well.

      “So, Agent Symon,” she said, “have you given it any thought?”

      Symon took his own glass and sipped, then placed it back on the table. “I have,” he said. “I’m… still not sure. I’m sorry.”

      Ludlum shook her head. “Nothing to be sorry about. I’m literally asking you to leave the career you’ve spent your life building and join a fledgling agency that may not even be around in a year.” Her smile was radiant, and ironically self-aware. “I’d really be concerned if you were willing to just jump without hesitation.”

      Symon chuckled. “Well, you certainly have your elevator pitch perfected.”

      Ludlum blinked, then laughed, shaking her head. “Yeah. It’s something I’m still working on. The thing is, all of this is very new to me. It’s something I’m not yet entirely comfortable with. I’ve led teams of scientists for the past few years. They’re easy. Give them the facts, give them the objective, and they take care of the rest. But this?” She shook her head and sipped her wine. “I’m learning as I go.”

      “Should be about the same for law enforcement,” Symon said, shrugging. “Facts. Objectives. Rules. We shouldn’t be so dissimilar from scientists, I think.”

      Ludlum considered this, nodding. “I think that’s a good perspective.”

      Symon sipped the wine and placed the glass back on the table. He thought for a moment. “I’ve looked over the materials you sent, and I’ve done some digging of my own. Until about six months ago, Historic Crimes looked like an on-again, off-again kind of thing. Just a task force under the FBI’s White Collar Crimes. But somehow it…” He paused, huffing, shaking his head. “It just keeps coming back?”

      “Like a bad penny,” Ludlum smiled. “Some of that is due to Dan.”

      “The former Director?” Symon asked.

      Ludlum’s eyes widened and brightened. “No, sorry! Dan Kotler. Dr. Kotler. He’s… well, he’s an archaeologist. It’s a bit hard to explain.”

      “I know about him,” Symon said, trying to keep his tone even. “He was part of bringing down Director Crispen.”

      There was more edge to his voice than he’d intended.

      Ludlum studied him and nodded. “That’s right. I forgot you were part of Crispen’s inner circle. It must have been hard, when he was taken down. I wasn’t part of the FBI yet, when it happened, but I’ve gotten the full story. It was… kind of part of the DNA of Historic Crimes. Where it all started.”

      Symon sipped his wine again and wished for something stronger. “It was hard,” he nodded. “I spent a couple of years having to prove I had nothing to do with what he was into. And I didn’t, by the way,” Symon added hastily. “Just in case it’s still a question. I had no idea what Crispen was into or what he was doing. In all the years I worked with him, I’d never seen any hint that he would be wiling to work with terrorists. But he… he kind of groomed me. He was the one who brought me into the FBI. Kind of a mentor, really. I rose in the ranks a little too fast for some people’s comfort, so when Crispen went down, I looked pretty dirty.”

      Ludlum was watching him. “But you aren’t?”

      Symon met her gaze. He shook his head. “I’m not.”

      She nodded.

      “Director, I fought hard to get back to where I am. I had to take on a lot of garbage cases. I was still hunting down fugitives, but they were mostly handing me cold cases. Ice cold. It was primarily paperwork, and a lot of it. They tried to bury me under a mountain of it.”

      “But you dug your way out,” Ludlum said.

      He nodded. “94% close rate,” he said. “I decided that if these weren’t the cases I wanted, then the best way to be rid of them was to solve them. So I did. I put everything I had into it. Off hours included. If I was awake, I was hunting. And I got the bad guys. A lot of them. And it got noticed. Eventually I was back on higher profile cases. Which really just makes sense because…”

      He hesitated.

      He’d gotten a little too comfortable, which he tended to do. Symon knew that people saw him as having an ego, sometimes. He’d been called arrogant, and he’d often been accused of bragging.

      But that wasn’t really it. He wasn’t bragging. He just knew. He knew he was good at what he did.

      It wasn’t arrogance, it was awareness.

      Maybe there was a thin line between the two. But most people, including his superiors, saw it as arrogance anyway.

      “Because,” Ludlum said, “you are the best damned hunter in the Bureau.”

      Symon blinked. Then laughed. “Well… yes. It sounds less braggy, when you say it.”

      Ludlum returned his smile, laughing a little herself, which Symon found encouraging.

      “Which is why we want you to join us at Historic Crimes,” Ludlum said. “A lot of what we do involves hunting down bad guys who are really good at staying hidden. We have people on our team who are very good at solving puzzles and figuring things out with little to nothing to go on. What we need is someone who can get to the bad guys faster. Someone like you.”

      Symon shook his head, laughing.

      “You disagree?” Ludlum asked.

      He looked at her. She looked young. Very attractive. Not like anyone he’d seen in charge of something as big as what Historic Crime was shaping up to be. But she was also clearly and obviously very smart.

      She reminded him of the biggest reason why he was hesitating.

      Of the person who was his biggest reason to hedge.

      “There’s a fugitive,” he started, then huffed, laughed again. He shook his head, not quite knowing where to go with what he’d been planning to say.

      “Alex Kayne,” Ludlum said.

      Symon looked up at her, surprised. “You know the case?”

      “I’ve read up on it,” she nodded. “Brilliant female inventor on the run? Evading even the FBI’s best headhunters for two years? It’s the stuff of thriller novels.”

      Symon nodded. “I’d read them. Maybe it would help me catch her.”

      “You’re having trouble?”

      Symon laughed again. “Actually… I’ve gotten closer to her in the past two months than anyone else has in two years. Literally had my hands on her. And she did what she does.”

      “What does she do?” Ludlum asked.

      He sighed. “Escape. Run. Actually, what she does is think ten steps ahead of anyone on her trail, and one of those steps is to think twenty more steps ahead. She’s absolutely brilliant.”

      Ludlum was smiling at him when he looked up. “You sound like a fan,” she said.

      Symon smirked and shrugged. “I am. A little. I’m also really annoyed by her. She has a habit of sending me leads on cases, so I can bring down whichever bad guy she’s hunting at the moment. Only they aren’t really leads—they’re the entire case, wrapped up in a bow. If she weren’t a fugitive, she’d be the best damned agent on the planet.”

      He shook his head. “And she keeps getting away. So… I keep chasing her. It’s only been two months. Wait, no,” he corrected. “Technically I’ve been hunting her for about nine months total. But two months ago, I had her. And then, she was gone.”

      “And you feel like you can’t leave the FBI until you’ve gotten her?” Ludlum asked.

      He paused, studying Ludlum, deciding if he could or could not safely say what he was about to say.

      He decided he could.

      “I am the only one in the Bureau who has any shot at getting to her,” he said. “I know her. Not just her profile—that workup is just about pure fiction. It’s written based on a string of bad assumptions. The Bureau wants her for espionage, but… well, I believe she’s innocent of that.”

      “Didn’t she collude with the Russians?” Ludlum asked. “Trying to sell that software she invented? What was it? Quick?”

      “Quake,” Symon corrected, smiling. “Q-u-I-E-K. It stands for Quantum Integrated Encryption Key. But I feel like the name mostly means that someone really wanted to call it ‘quake,’ or something equally memorable. It’s essentially an advanced artificial intelligence software, and probably the most advanced code-breaking software on the planet. An evolutionary leap for digital security, in the right hands.”

      “And the ultimate weapon in the wrong hands,” Ludlum said.

      Symon nodded. “Which is why she locked it up tight before she went on the run. At least, that’s what I believe.”

      “So you think she wasn’t working with the Russians, but she encrypted the software so that no one could have it because, what, the world was safer if QuIEK didn’t exist?”

      Symon shrugged. “Look at her pattern of behavior since encrypting that software. For two years she’s run around the country helping people who would otherwise fall through the cracks in our legal system. I have a list of her… well, clients, for lack of a better word. They’re all people who had cold cases on file with the FBI. They all suffered, with no sign of ever getting justice. Kayne helps them, and I think it’s because she relates to them. She’s taken down corporations and individuals that were bullying or taking advantage of people, circumventing the law if not outright breaking it. Hundreds of people, by now. Even though it puts her at risk of being caught and going to prison, even though she’s nearly been caught a dozen times, she just keeps doing it. When I caught up to her in Orlando, she was helping a girl to get back her stolen prosthetic arm. It was the kind of case that the FBI put on a shelf, and maybe we’d get to it, eventually. Alex Kayne solved it in just a couple of weeks.”

      “And now Abbey Cooper has her arm back,” Ludlum said.

      Symon blinked. “You know the case?”

      “I know all the cases,” Ludlum replied. “We’ve been studying Alex Kayne for the past few months.”

      Symon thought about this, realization dawning.

      “You’re not just trying to recruit me,” he said. “You’re trying to recruit Kayne.”

      “You said you believe she’s innocent,” Ludlum said. “Why?”

      Symon shook his head. “Gut instinct. That’s it. The evidence says she’s guilty.”

      “And you’re determined to arrest her, because that’s your job,” Ludlum nodded. “That’s admirable. It’s why we want you on the team. Part of the why, anyway.”

      “But the rest is that I have a link to Alex Kayne?”

      “No,” Ludlum said firmly. “I want to make it clear, we were looking to recruit you before we even knew about her. Your link to Alex Kayne is the bonus, not the prize. We want you because of the very reason you’re hesitating to join up. You have a job to do, and you won’t let anything, not even your own gut instinct, keep you from doing it. You’re going to do what’s right, and trust that others will do the same. That’s why we want you.”

      He laughed at that. “Not to sound cynical, but I don’t think any of that at all.”

      She frowned. “No, ok. Let me rephrase that. You’re going to do what’s right, and then continue to do what’s right, even if no one else does. You’ll bring in Alex Kayne, and then you’ll keep working to provide any evidence you can find that proves her innocence.”

      Symon once again studied Ludlum. He just wasn’t sure. Not about what to say, nor what he thought of her. Or what he thought about Historic Crimes.

      “You’re asking me to leave the FBI,” he said. “This job… it’s what I wanted all my life. It’s a hard ask.”

      Ludlum shook her head. “It doesn’t have to be all or nothing,” she said. “We’re an interdepartmental agency. A cooperative agency, built from agents that come from every branch of law enforcement. You can retain your position with the FBI, if you like. It would mean some adjustments to how you work and who you report to, but you’d still be part of the Bureau. We have agents doing just that. Because we’re new, that’s just how it has to be. But we’re also recruiting full-fledged agents to the team. That’s a slightly different process, and one that may be a bit different from what you’re used to. But it’s an option.”

      “What about Agent Denzel?” Symon asked.

      He wasn’t even sure why. It was just a question that was clinging to his brain.

      Ludlum sighed. “He’s still deciding. I made him an offer—well, let’s just say I’m trying to bring him into a leadership position. He’s been hesitant. Kind of like you.” She smiled.

      Symon smiled back, chuckling.

      He knew what she was doing. Giving him common ground with Denzel. Giving him a path that would let him maintain his career, while taking it in a new direction.

      He appreciated it. But still wasn’t quite sure.

      Their food arrived, and the two ate, continuing to chat. They meandered from work to current events to personal takes on movies and books and other mundane things. Until, finally, Symon dropped his napkin on his plate and sipped from the fresh cup of coffee that had been brought to him moments before.

      “Ok,” he said. “So—I just need to hear it plain. Am I being recruited so that you can get to Alex Kayne? Even in part?”

      “You weren’t,” Ludlum shook her head. “Like I said, we had you on our short list of agents we wanted to recruit, before we even knew Alex Kayne existed.”

      “And now?” Symon asked.

      “Now,” Ludlum replied, leaning back slightly and holding her own cup of coffee in both hands. She sipped, and was watching him over the rim, then placed it back on the table. “She’s definitely someone we’re interested in.”

      “Why?” Symon asked. “A fugitive? Maybe a traitor? How could you ever trust her?”

      “How can you?” Ludlum asked.

      Symon blinked.

      Ludlum shook her head and held up a hand. “No, I know. You don’t. Not exactly. But the thing is, Historic Crimes has kind of a… complicated history. And not all of it is above board. There are forces at work, behind the scenes, that have agendas on top of agendas. And the thing is, one of our founding members has a tendency to… I don’t know. Color outside the lines?” She laughed, shaking her head. “He’s pretty amazing, though. And somehow, I see a bit of him in Alex Kayne.”

      “You’re talking about Dan Kotler,” Symon said.

      She nodded. “I am. But I think your gut instinct is right. I’ve read everything the FBI has on Kayne. Especially your reports. And my own gut is telling me that nobody goes on the run, as hard and fast as she has, never stopping and never resting, while the whole time risking it all to help the helpless. That’s something rare. And weird.”

      She sighed, leaning forward. “Basically, Eric, I want you to be a part of my new agency because you are the best there is. And because of you, I discovered Alex Kayne. And I want her, too. Because she’s also the best there is.”

      Symon considered this and shook his head. “I… think I still need time.”

      She studied him, then nodded. “Ok,” she said. “Take it. But can I get an answer in the next two weeks? Is that enough time?”

      He thought, and nodded. “It is,” he said. “But listen, Alex Kayne… I’m not exactly her handler or anything. If you’re looking to recruit her, I think things are going to be a little messy. The Bureau isn’t the only agency after her. The CIA, the NSA, even a few foreign agencies—she’s a big deal.”

      “I know,” Liz smiled, picking up her coffee cup again and taking a sip. “That’s why I think she’s a perfect fit.”

    



This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/hatdigitat.jpg
KNOVELTO)





OEBPS/images/qr-002-triggered-front-2024.jpg
; BESTSEL{;f g&,\k\,,.‘\;,‘D_v N l[ﬂr
J. KEVINBEBIV TN SN







