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      Curie Motors Facility | Round Rock, Texas

      Being “Fugitive Number One” was sometimes a grueling sort of life to live.

      The constant running and hiding, watching over her shoulder, obsessively observing everyone and everything around her, assessing threats—and then, if it came to it, either dealing with those threats or hitting the road all over again. It was a transient sort of life, and one that most fugitives couldn’t sustain for more than a few months, at best. Those who lasted years had an edge.

      Alex Kayne had an edge.

      QuIEK—the Quantum Integrated Encryption Key, an artificial intelligence so advanced it operated like a skeleton key for any digital system she encountered—was the sort of tool that could keep a fugitive off of law enforcement radar indefinitely. And so far, she’d proven that to be true. For nearly three years now, Kayne had used her invention to keep ahead of the whole alphabet of Federal agencies in the US, plus those of foreign nations, all of whom seemed to want QuIEK for their own questionable purposes. She couldn’t allow that. It was one of the reasons she’d taken her software and gone on the run.

      The other reason was that she’d been framed for the murder of her business partner, Adrian Ballard, and accused of treason and espionage for a foreign government. She was entirely innocent of all of those charges. But she was guilty of a lot of other crimes, since going on the run.

      It’s impossible not to become a criminal when you’re a fugitive in the wind.

      Now, roaming the world under a digital cloak of invisibility, she could just find a spot to retire to, and let the world move on without her while she soaked up the sun on a beach, and lived a low-key life of relative luxury, forever outside the grasp of those who would lock her away and use her life’s work for whatever evil purpose they had in mind.

      But nah.

      Instead, here she was shivering against the cold of a polar vortex, in Texas of all places, monitoring the comings and goings of a security team as they continued to keep anyone from entering a building with more than two-million-dollars worth of protective measures in place. Measures meant to keep out thieves, spies, and even the likes of Alex Kayne.

      As she sipped coffee from an insulated mug, she tapped a gloved finger on her phone’s screen, and cycled through everything QuIEK had discovered for her so far. She was shaking from the cold, despite the hot beverage and the coat, and the irony of doing so while using software she referred to as “quake” didn’t escape her.

      The facility she was planning to infiltrate had more and better security than most government buildings. It even topped casino security—which Kayne had long ago determined might be the epitome of technological paranoia. Casinos employed tech such as facial recognition, gait recognition, even predictive algorithms that essentially read body language and pupil dilation. Most militaries worldwide could take a page from the Vegas book of security.

      But this place…

      Curie Motors, Inc. was initially founded in Silicon Valley back in the early 2000s, as a pet project by billionaire Ross Eckhart. The company launched with the plan to build electric vehicles for the masses, to bring a new era of roadway tech that was sustainable, good for the environment, and affordable for all. This, of course, made Eckhart and Curie Motors a lot of political and industrial enemies. The company was plagued by a barrage of FTC and other filings for years. Ever-increasing taxes and intrusion on their business from state and local governments didn’t help.

      But the final straw was when Lee Coben—former tech industry entrepreneur turned domestic terrorist—attempt to literally nuke Silicon Valley out of existence. That sort of thing tended to put a bad taste in one’s mouth.

      And it tended to send one packing. Eckhart had his Palo Alto facility shuttered, and everything in it crated up and shipped to a new, multi-billion-dollar facility in Texas, practically within the month.

      In reality, Eckhart had been funding the build for the new facility for more than two years, but had initially billed it to the press as an expansion, not a move. Industry insiders, as well as a healthy chunk of people on Twitter, had, of course, speculated that Eckhart would leverage the new facility to force California to shift away from trying to tax Curie Motors out of existence. But after taking a deep look into the company, including some of the files hidden on a private server, Kayne knew the plan had always been to move. Ross Eckhart wanted to give a middle finger to the people he saw as his enemies, and taking several billion dollars in tax revenue away from the state was a pretty good solid swipe. Moving Curie Motors from Silicon Valley to the Silicon Prairie was Eckhart’s F-U to California, and to special interest groups.

      All of that was interesting and intriguing, in its way. Kayne had been part of the Silicon Valley set herself, back when she and Adrian Ballard had been running Kayne’s own tech company, Populus. She knew how rough things could get—the sense of entitlement that local, state, and federal governments seemed to feel toward the intellectual property (and the earnings) of a tech company. She couldn’t blame Eckhart one bit for his move, and sort of admired him for the flair with which he’d done things. She was even kind of impressed that he’d chosen to name his company for famed chemist and physicist Marie Curie. It was kind of nice to see someone honor an often overlooked contributor to science. Respect.

      But Ross Eckhart wasn’t really the reason that Kayne was currently shivering to the point of potentially phasing through the rooftop under her feet.

      It was her client, Shai Salide.

      Kayne had found Shai the way she found a lot of clients these days—QuIEK alerted her after scanning through mountains of digitally stored news stories, federal case files, blog posts, and social media. Even for an AI as advanced as QuIEK, this was a monumental task. Sifting through billions of records and files to sniff out anyone who had ever been disenfranchised and ignored by law enforcement, or who had suffered injustice at the hands of corporations (or anyone else, for that matter), yielded a never-empty inbox of results. Sifting and sorting through that to find a prime candidate for Alex Kayne’s mission required a lot of cycles of computing power.

      To pull it off, and not take several million years of processing, QuIEk used an ever-expanding network of dedicated microcomputer modules, collectively known as “Smokescreen.” These were devices that Kayne built and hid as she went, stashing them anywhere she found a WiFi hotspot, and linking them together in a virtual private network that collectively formed her own personal cloud.

      Over the past few years, she’d built and stashed a lot of these devices. Practically every coffee shop in the US had one disguised as anything from an obscure part of the security system to an electric air freshener in the restroom. The modules, built with tiny microcomputers that could fit easily in the palm of her hand, could be camouflaged as almost anything, and Kayne had gotten very creative with them over the years. And using them, she could appear to anyone watching on line as if she were in any place in the country, at any given time.

      A useful distraction—or smokescreen—when she needed the FBI to be looking for her in one place while she operated in another. But the whole system was also useful in expanding the size of QuIEK’s virtual “brain,” giving it more processing power than any other system on Earth. A virtual “body” for Kayne’s artificially intelligent software.

      She used QuIEK and Smokescreen in all sorts of creative ways, and usually on the fly. But lately she’d put it to work on what she considered her most important task: Finding her next client.

      This had become necessary after she’d had an encounter with an International thief and criminal mastermind named Roger Bale. Using her own goodwill and loyalty to her clients against her, Bale had manipulated Kayne, endangering both her and her client. She vowed she’d never let that happen again, and that meant she had to come up with a new way to find and vet the people she would work with.

      So when it came to finding her next client, QuIEK did the searching, and Smokescreen did the sifting. And the result was a regular report to Alex Kayne, delivered directly to whatever phone or device she was carrying, alerting her to the next best prospect, and generating a dossier on them and the problem they faced.

      QuIEK was getting pretty good at pointing her in the right direction, too. It wasn’t a perfect process yet, but the AI was learning. It was starting to understand her and her mission. It was starting to understand which cases would get Kayne’s attention.

      Shai Salide, her newest client, didn’t even know she was a client. Not yet. Maybe not ever. Kayne liked to connect with the people she was helping, to give them some hope, and sometimes to get more context and insight into the job. But for the moment she felt that Shai might be better off not knowing about any of this. The players in this particular game had a lot of reach and a lot of influence, and it was better to keep Shai insulated from it, and out of sight for now.

      Plus… well, Kayne had to admit she might just be a little gun shy after what happened with Bane.

      But never mind. Here she was. And she had a job to do.

      According to the profile that QuIEK had constructed, Shai Salide had started her career as a part-time technician, coming out of high school as part of a co-op technical program and then attending MIT and cruising through the engineering program with impressive success. By the time she’d graduated, she was already named as a co-creator on several small patents. She was also a prime candidate for recruitment by some of the big players in the Valley.

      But Shai had a social conscience as well as a passion for engineering. She wanted to be a part of a tech startup that had more than profit as its goal. She was aiming to build something that would make the world a better place.

      As a result, she became part of the engineering team at a lowly electric vehicle startup, where she contributed an impressive catalog of designs. And unlike in her university days, these designs were all hers—concepts and creations that came directly out of her brilliant brain.

      The startup had policies regarding patents, requirements Shai had to adhere to, or she’d find herself in violation of her contract. There was an internal process for filing a patent, with credit and ownership to be split between the company and the engineer. This meant that Shai had to file her patents via the company’s own representatives and they would take care of the official filing with US and international patenting offices—a sort of double-filing process that was meant to ensure that the originator had some ownership alongside the company, and that no costly mistakes were made.

      It wasn’t that unusual for tech companies to require a split in ownership with their employees. The assumption was that the employee was utilizing company resources and proprietary information in the development of ideas, even if the ideas were happening in the employee’s free time. So it was common practice for these businesses to have employees sign a stack of agreements governing the ownership of intellectual property. Nothing too alarming there.

      Indeed, the policies and practice had worked fine for the first two years of the company’s existence. Shai shared co-creator status on a handful of very promising patents. But with so many engineers and technicians filing patents internally, the process became cumbersome and slow, and the bulk of ideas sat waiting for the company’s team to approve and file. Many of Shai’s would-be provisional patents were languishing on pause, stalled by the glut of such patents within the company. The business simply didn’t have enough resources to get every patent registered in a timely fashion.

      In the third year, things changed.

      Year three was when the company was quietly acquired by Curie Motors.

      Upon the acquisition, all the engineers on staff were locked out of their own files, while Curie Motors assessed everything it had just purchased. This meant that Shai’s pending work was all inaccessible, while the team from Curie Motors combed through it and picked what they wanted.

      Before she knew it, Curie Motors had accelerated the internal patent process. And when it did so, it became clear that the previous regime had been a bit incompetent in their approach.

      Curie Motors filed thousands of patents within the first year of taking over the company, several hundred of which were from Shai. But due to weak record-keeping practices, Shai’s name was ultimately left off of each one.

      Upon learning of this, she engaged an attorney, and through him she approached Curie Motors about providing partial ownership of the patents, as her contract outlined. The attorney she could afford, however, was no match for the entire law firm that Curie Motors had on retainer—Bertrand, Owens & Cromwell. Within months, BO&C had legally maneuvered around the patent disputes, and ultimately terminated employment for Shai and dozens of other engineers.

      All of this was kept quiet by gag orders and NDAs, and in the end Shai found herself not only out of work but blacklisted in her own industry. Non-compete agreements kept her from taking a position with any other Silicon Valley firms or startups for a period of four years. But even after that contract lapsed, Shai was radioactive in the industry. Word had gotten out that she was trying to grab IP for herself, and no one in the Valley would hire her.

      Now, five years later, Curie Motors was housed in a shiny new multi-billion-dollar facility near Austin, Texas, and Shai Salide was working as a customer support operator for a cleaning supply company. She was financially destitute, thanks to the legal bills. And her dreams and career were ancient history, in technology years. Gauging by her social media posts, Shai had resigned herself to her fate, accepting it as inevitable. To Kayne she sounded sad, haunted. It was gut wrenching.

      She was going to fix it.

      QuIEK had run all of this down for Kayne in a mostly clinical and pragmatic way, but she could sense a sort of human-like reasoning under it. The AI wasn’t intelligent in the way humans were—or even in the way science fiction liked to portray it. It didn’t have any sort of emotional intelligence. But it did seem to have a grasp of how stories such as Shai’s should have played out. As it ran searches and applied data sets, as it used comparative analysis between news stories and FBI case files and some of Kayne’s previous clients, QuIEK could somehow see the injustice, and it flagged it as something Alex Kayne would want to see.

      And it was almost always right. Often enough, at any rate, that Kayne could rely on it for leads, which she would further vet and choose whether to pursue.

      But the work aside, the way things were unfolding, the results she was getting from her AI, all of it was leading Kayne to a pretty astonishing conclusion…

      QuIEK was getting smarter.

      When she’d first designed the AI, it had been a cobbled-together collection of code and applications, a kind of kluge of software and apps she’d tinkered with and designed over the years, stretching all the way back to high school. It had been a side project, a hobby, but had ultimately become her life’s work. And when she’d partnered with Adrian Ballard and formed Populus, it was a rudimentary form of QuIEK that was at the heart of the company. Everything they built both radiated from her little personal project and added to it at the same time.

      Of course, it all boiled over when Adrian got greedy, and cut a deal with the Russians. A deal that was in direct conflict with their US government contracts. A deal that got Adrian killed, and Kayne framed for his murder, and for the treason that Ballard, himself, had committed.

      Bygones, Kayne thought, mentally waving away the nagging memory of it. She tried waving this away every time the topic came up. Bygones, because Adrian was dead. Bygones because Populus and all the dreams she’d had for the company and their software were burnt. Bygones because now that Kayne was the world’s most wanted fugitive, she’d found a sort of purpose for her life—a reason to keep going. A purpose for her and for QuIEK.

      Helping people like Shai Salide. Helping the disenfranchised, the forgotten, the people let down by law enforcement and the system of rules that governed the country and the world. Let down by everyone who was supposed to stand for them.

      So Kayne would stand for them. Because she happened to know what that was like, to be abandoned and left to the injustice. And because, as PaPa Kayne had taught her, “You can be a victim or you can be a warrior.”

      Alex Kayne was a warrior.

      She shook her head. Actually, her whole body was shaking. This cold was unbelievable, and unexpected. Weather reports had wildly underestimated how deep the chill would go, and so had she. The coat she was wearing was providing almost no real warmth. Too thin—a choice she’d made to keep herself more mobile and unencumbered. But she could hardly remain mobile and unencumbered if she was frozen solid on a Texas rooftop.

      Wasn’t this state supposed to be hot and humid all the time?

      She’d gotten as much as she could here, anyway. She knelt and disassembled the small can antenna she’d built, tucking each component into the oversized purse she was carrying. Her disguise was a little on the posh side, this time around, but she might not have needed to bother. No one was out today, and instead most people were tucked into warm homes, drinking warm beverages, having warm interactions with their families.

      She sighed as she turned and left the rooftop, bouncing down through the stairwell, welcoming the relative warmth of the building after shivering on its rooftop for the past hour or two. QuIEK was live-masking her out of CCTV footage as she moved through the building, and after a few minutes she finally bounded through the ground-level exit and out onto the street.

      The data she’d managed to glean from the Curie Motors facility was a little on the thin side, but it might be enough. The can antenna had allowed QuIEK to sniff out and connect to the building’s WiFi, and from there it was easy to infiltrate the rest of the systems and mirror a copy of all the company servers to Smokescreen. QuIEK was already sorting and categorizing that data for Kayne to review later.

      But the real prize was sniffing out a vulnerability in the facility’s air-gapped network—a series of computers purposefully kept off of the WiFi, to prevent someone like her from gaining access to them. It was a pretty effective security measure—unless someone screwed up and left a back door open.

      Someone had.

      The air-gapped network was where the real meaty stuff was being kept, the patents and notes on secret projects within the company. If there was anything to show that Curie Motors had intentionally swiped Shai Salide’s patents, it would be there.

      The trouble was, because it was air-gapped, that meant it had no WiFi or external connection to the internet or any other outside network. In fact, the only reason QuIEK had been able to detect it at all was because one of the research departments was working on a prototype for an always-on broadband for the next generation of Curie Motors vehicles. The company had a stated goal of creating a roving network, linked to a system of micro-satellites, that would effectively blanket the world in internet relays. In essence, it was similar to Kayne’s own Smokescreen network—a roving collection of internet-connected computers that could work in unison, with the goal of “internet for everyone.”

      Ross Eckhart’s public statements about the plan were hopeful and inspiring, and Kayne had found the whole thing charmingly altruistic.

      Of course, now she suspected he was full of it, which was disappointing. The whole “billionaire technologist is secretly evil” thing was so cliché and trite, it made her want to gag. But if she found Shai’s files on the Curie Motors servers, what other conclusion could Kayne come to? It was sad and disheartening, but she’d seen it a million times now.

      Out on the street, Kayne huddled under a bus stop, barely protected from the wind. It took more time than she was used to, but an Uber driver finally pulled up.

      “What are you doing out here, lady?” the guy asked. “It’s below freezing!”

      “Same as you, I guess,” Kayne smiled as she hopped in the back seat. “Just doing the gig.”

      The guy laughed. “I’m a single father with three children and an accent,” he said. “This is the only work I can get right now. But a lady like you, I would think you could do anything!”

      He drove, and Kayne smiled at the thought. She liked him. She took out her phone and had QuIEK look him up, tracing him from his Uber profile to his deeper background.

      A fairly recent immigrant to the US, and formerly a professor teaching engineering, before some unpleasantness in his home country sent him and his family running to the US. His wife was killed by a drone during an attack on his home city. As was his fourth and oldest child, and both of his parents. His request for asylum had been granted because he’d lent a hand with some US contract work.

      But finding work in his field, here in the US, had proven challenging, since his records were either destroyed or mired in layers of bureaucracy. He couldn’t show proof of his education, his work experience, even his own identity. And because of this, he’d been relegated to doing gig work for whatever scraps of income he could manage, while he and his three kids huddled together in a one-bedroom apartment on the northern outskirts of Austin.

      That is until Alex Kayne nudged things a little.

      Recreating his education and work records was a breeze. Some were actually available on various US government servers, though no one without the clearance would ever have been able to see them. She didn’t have that limitation. Or, rather, QuIEK didn’t.

      She organized these into an email from a fake US official, sent directly to not only her driver but to all the prospective employers he’d interviewed with over the past year. She nudged these up in priority where she could, and included some letters of recommendation from some very prominent political figures, all of whom would show records of their emails in their own digital files.

      That should help him find a job, she thought. But since it was nearly Christmas, Kayne did a little extra magic. Uber’s accounting software suddenly discovered an error. Tipping had been under-reported on every ride he’d given since he’d started driving. Not by much—a nickel here, a quarter there. Nothing that would impact anyone’s finances, just little sips. But it added up.

      A credit would be applied within the next 24 hours, direct-deposited into the driver’s account. Grand total, it came in around thirty-thousand dollars.

      The car pulled up to Kayne’s stop. “Merry Christmas,” the man said to her over his shoulder, smiling. She could tell it was a rote greeting—given his cultural background, it seemed unlikely he would celebrate Christmas. But it was a kind gesture, a welcoming thing for him to say to someone, and to Kayne it spoke volumes about who he was. Given the way life had turned on him, his attitude was remarkable.

      “Merry Christmas,” Kayne replied, smiling, as she stepped out into the cold.
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      Round Rock, Texas

      “Ok, Ross Eckhart… who are you, really?”

      Kayne had set herself up in a rental in Round Rock, close enough that she could simply walk to restaurants and grocery stores as needed. The FBI and other agencies were currently scouring Brooklyn, New York, after several video clips of Kayne had been flagged. She’d had QuIEK plant all of those, of course—copies of videos she’d kept aside from a previous trip to Brooklyn.

      For good measure, she also had QuIEK replicate digital records for the purchases she made at the various locations she’d visited months ago, and ping IP addresses at several local coffee shops, bars, and hotel lobbies. When the FBI looked into it, they’d see a trail that matched her activity on video. It would be pretty convincing, and it should be enough to keep their attention glued to the absolutely wrong place to find her for a couple of weeks. Maybe. The FBI didn’t tend to employ idiots, and by now they knew her M.O. pretty well. This was a very “fool me three times” kind of tactic. But Kayne knew that they would follow up on any lead that came their way, regardless, and that meant she could keep them busy. Busy enough for her to focus on her current case without worrying too much about looking over her shoulder, at least.

      This cold snap in Texas had been a bit unexpected, and was putting a couple of kinks into her plans. For one, her new Uber driver friend aside, most car services weren’t running at the moment. The freeze had made conditions too dangerous. Ice on the roads in the middle of Texas was a much bigger deal than it would have been in the northern states. Texas just wasn’t as equipped to deal with this sort of thing.

      That was even more in evidence as she scanned the local news. Traffic accidents were at an all-time high for the area. Worse, the cold was having an impact on the local power grid. Some parts of the state were experiencing scheduled blackouts, with power cycling on and off throughout the state in an effort to keep resources stable. This meant that millions of people were freezing in their own homes, sometimes for days.

      It was a mess. State and federal officials were making all sorts of wild comments and accusations. Few were offering any real solutions.

      The potential for this to derail Kayne’s plan was huge, too. Power was kind of essential to everything she did. QuIEK, for all its digital muscle, was vulnerable to all the same things any technology is vulnerable to. No electricity, no worky.

      So far, the little rental she was using had maintained electricity. But given that she could find herself stuck here, she’d made sure to stock up on food, water, and lots of batteries. She’d also splurged and bought a ton of satellite equipment to help her stay connected and online even if the grid went down.

      Kayne’s background was more engineering than programming, when it really came down to it. She’d gotten into coding because it was becoming an essential skill, even as far back as her high school days. Her PaPa had drilled that into her, along with his own brand of jury-rigged, cobbled-together, makeshift engineering.

      So building things like the microcomputers she used as part of Smokescreen, or the can antenna she’d used to sniff out the Curie Motors WiFi, that was all lightweight stuff. And so was building a satellite relay that would allow her to stay connected, even if the power grid failed. QuIEK was able to get her access to even the most secure satellites in orbit. A power she tried not to abuse—unless it was absolutely necessary.

      One of the new toys she’d picked up was a very compact but powerful satellite smartphone. It was a little bulkier than her regular phone and had a knob-like protrusion on top that functioned as the antenna. If anyone looked closely, it wouldn’t be hard to see that it was different from the standard smartphone. But a casual glance would probably gloss right over it. And having a device that could always be online, even in the most remote locations, was too handy to pass up. She should have done it sooner.

      She installed her own operating system on the phone, effectively wiping out everything that came pre-programmed. Including, she was amused to see, the bevy of spyware that relayed everything from her location to the numbers she called or texted. Even her keystrokes and site visits were logged. She had QuIEK trace this back and found that the company was keeping these records as part of a secret contract with the NSA. They were exploiting a loophole in the privacy laws, which didn’t adequately cover direct-to-satellite communications. Basically, they had a back door into any satellite mobile device. Sneaky, sneaky.

      And probably unconstitutional, though anyone caught up in the web of an NSA investigation would likely never get the opportunity to protest in court.

      She was suddenly very glad she’d taken the extra paranoid precaution of having the phone shipped to a service two counties over, at any rate. The extra time it had taken to get to the drop point and then take a circuitous route back to the rental all felt worth it.

      With her internet and power needs met, Kayne settled in with a hot cup of noodles, bundled head to toe in warm clothes, and scanned through everything QuIEK had found of her on Ross Eckhart.

      The son of German immigrants, Eckhart had become a US citizen when he was eight years old. His dual citizenship had been something of an advantage for him over the years, allowing him to first attend the Technical University of Munich, where he received a Master of Science with honors, with an emphasis on information technology, of all things. He entered a doctoral program at Berkeley, at the age of 22, but dropped out to build and launch his first company.

      And that first startup was, obviously, a digital greeting card website.

      It was an odd beginning for a man who would eventually become something of a legend in the tech industry, but it wasn’t all that unusual. Silicon Valley was ripe with stories of entrepreneurs who started with one idea, then parlayed it into another. Elon Musk started Zip2, which provided city guide information to newspapers, of all things. And look how he turned out.

      Eckhart’s first business was something of a financial success, but it never quite took off for him. Eventually, he sold it to a similar company, which eventually sold to yet another. The ecosystem of Silicon Valley startups was omnivorous and veracious of appetite. Every fish at every other fish, eventually.

      Eckhart applied what he’d learned from the venture, however, along with the money he’d gotten from selling it, to make into a much more stable business: Virtual landscape planning.

      Kayne laughed out loud as she read through Eckhart’s eclectic resume of business ventures. From landscape planning, he branched into home and office planning, then into a small startup that sold custom eyeglasses, then into an app that let users share selfies to a limited network of friends and family. And the list kept going like that, with each venture selling to someone else, merging with some other business, usually with a small but not insignificant profit for Eckhart.

      These were all small potatoes, of course. Dinky, almost funny ventures that were never going to make someone a billion dollars. But the more Kayne dug into Eckhart’s past, the more she started to see a pattern.

      These little businesses weren’t the point. They were research.

      With each ridiculous, small-time business that Eckhart built, he took away lessons and data that would help him with the next venture. Greeting cards gave him a system for collecting user contact information, and even personal preferences for things like color, music, even clip art. Landscaping and interior planning allowed him to crowdsource data about spacial organization and manipulation, as users both created virtual spaces and organized objects within them. That data would later help him to perfect automated systems that guided the design of his cars, as well as other spaces, training a rudimentary AI to see each space the way humans see it.

      The selfie app gave him data for perfecting digital security over a peer-to-peer network, again crowdsourcing key aspects of the software out to people who were voluntarily training his AI in facial recognition and location tracking.

      These dinky, seemingly pointless little forays into technology looked like jokes to the outside world, but as QuIEK showed Kayne the whole picture, she saw it for what it really was. These apps and services weren’t what made Eckhart a billionaire, but they were the foundation he used to make billions. He patented and leased his technology to other industries, and in turn captured more and more data that he could turn into an ever-expanding digital empire.

      Even Curie Motors was part of a larger plan. Electric cars that also served as part of a roving network of internet relays.

      That caught Kayne’s attention. The idea was to provide high speed internet to even the most remote locations on the planet, by turning his cars into mobile hotspots, all designed to share their internet connections, as part of a wide, virtual cloud. It was smart. It was ambitious.

      It was… familiar.

      It was, in essence, Eckhart’s version of Smokescreen.

      For years now, Kayne had been planting her little discreet devices all over the place, using them to create an enormous virtual private network that QuIEK could use as an outsized memory. Each Smokescreen relay was part of a serious amount of redundancy, not only storing its own data and sharing it with the rest of the network, but routinely housing copies of that data, along with thousands of other units, for quick access. It was similar to RAID storage—a “Redundant Array of Independent Disks” that computers could use for data redundancy and improved performance.

      Basically, QuIEK’s “memory” was constantly in motion, never reliant on any one device, but always spread across thousands of devices.

      And over time, Kayne had looped other computers into that network as well. QuIEK’s roving memory sometimes resided, at least in part, in systems maintained by huge corporations or even government, military, and law enforcement servers. Without knowing it, the FBI was often supplying the processing power QuIEK needed to keep them good and fooled about Kayne’s actual location and activities.

      All of that was part of Kayne’s strategy for self preservation, of both her and QuIEK. But at its roots was something she’d originally intended to benefit the whole world—the idea of an ever-expanding network of devices that could relay data to wherever it was needed whenever it was needed. And in that, Ross Eckhart had created a nearly identical network in the form of his cars. Kayne’s idea, realized through Eckhart’s tech. Or, at least, it would eventually be realized. It stood a much better chance in Eckhart’s hands, at least.

      For the moment, Eckhart’s network was depending on local broadband services, connecting to LTE and 5G networks across the US and the world. Satellite connectivity was already being implemented, however, with new models connecting directly to Eckhart’s much-vaunted private network of micro-satellites. And in time, every car he manufactured would be tied directly to that network, while also operating as a connection point for it.

      Basically, if a Curie Motors car was anywhere in an area, it would link to local mobile phone towers and other transmission devices, and share its internet connection. The more of those cars (or any other devices manufactured with this tech) that showed up in an area, the better the network would get.

      Broadband for everyone. But also Ross Eckhart’s network, everywhere.

      It was Alex Kayne’s plan for Smokescreen, gone large-scale and corporate.

      And she had to admit, she was impressed.

      But also suspicious. Because what Eckhart was building was a system entirely independent of any sort of oversight from the outside. Even if world governments decided to implement some sort of restrictions on this, it would be easy for Eckhart to ignore them. Or, more likely, placate them by pretending to do as he was told, while continuing to put more and more relays out in the world. There would definitely come a time when no one could stop him, or reverse what he was doing.

      And that scared the hell out of Kayne. Because it was exactly the problem she was being hunted over.

      Kayne had gone on the run precisely to keep QuIEK out of the hands of anyone who would abuse it. It was a digital master key—a way to empower someone to flat-out ignore any barrier to access, and to operate in a sort of God Mode among the communication networks of the world.

      And while Ross Eckhart’s network lacked QuIEK’s ability to infiltrate systems as if their security didn’t exist, it opened every network up to the vulnerability of being at least visible to Eckhart. And given the man’s track record with iterative digital development, turning aspects of his various apps and services into pieces that added up to a greater whole, it was only a matter of time before Eckhart managed to build his own version of QuIEK. One that no one but he, and now Kayne, would know existed.

      The “evil billionaire” cliché might have made her groan, but it just got serious.

      

      The cold started to fade after the fifth day.

      Thank God, Kayne thought.

      She’d spent three days with no power, which meant no means of heating the rental or keeping herself warm beyond a small kerosene camp heater and a pile of blankets. And while she’d managed to keep her laptop and other devices powered up and her internet connection active, it was so cold in her little space that her fingers ached as she tried to work. In the end, she resorted to giving QuIEK verbal commands through chattering teeth, letting the AI show her whatever she needed as she bundled up and sipped hot soup and coffee.

      Now, as the world thawed, and it looked like there might just be a chance for things to start getting back to normal, she was preparing for a little excursion.

      The polar vortex, and the impact it had on Texas, had yielded her an unexpected opportunity.

      Ross Eckhart had announced in a press conference that he would be visiting the new Curie Motors facility, in Round Rock, and speaking with his employees. He would do a press conference from the grounds, and once there, he would give details regarding some of his plans for helping Curie Motors employees and their families.

      Again, it was a heartwarming and inspiring speech, and Kayne found herself drawn to taking it at face value. But her continued research and profiling of Ross Eckhart had made her less sure, and more suspicious.

      The troubling thing was, in many respects, Eckhart seemed to be everything he advertised about himself. Kayne had dug in on the guy for a week now, scanning every public interview and private email, scouring the files on his various laptops and tablets and mobile phones. There was plenty of “dirt.” Kayne had long ago come to the conclusion that nobody becomes a billionaire without some sort of skeleton lurking in a closet somewhere. And Eckhart had his, for sure. There were hints of dirty dealings, leveraging his wealth and influence to get his way. But most of it was aimed at people in power—senators and governors and other government types who were blocking his progress. The few times one of his companies strong-armed an everyday citizen, there was inevitably some sort of compensation made, and usually a very public apology as well.

      In other words, if Eckhart ever found out that one of his business dealings had a negative impact on someone who lacked power and agency, he made it right.

      That discovery irked Kayne. Because if it was true, then her current case was off to a bad start. It was entirely possible that Shai Salide’s work wasn’t stolen by Curie Motors. At least, not intentionally. And if that was true, then she might be wasting a lot of time looking in the wrong direction.

      Really, it all came down to whatever was on that air-gapped network tucked away inside Curie Motors. The one with limited access that might be hiding more than she could sniff out remotely. And Kayne was determined to get to it.

      But first, she wanted to meet Ross Eckhart.

      She spent an hour cleaning the rental, putting everything back in place. She gathered what few things she’d brought in with her, stuffing everything into a rolling suitcase that she’d drop into a dumpster later. The electronics she broke down and put into her backpack. She’d stash that in a locker she was renting. It might come in handy later.

      The little kerosene heater was the only thing she’d leave in the rental, and she touched it with an almost fond gesture. Her gift, to the next miserable soul who might have to huddle here for warmth.

      With that, she left the keys on the kitchen counter, just as she’d been told to do, and let the door lock closed behind her. This had been the longest stay she’d had in one place for almost three years, and only because of mitigating circumstances. She already had multiple other rentals and hotel rooms and AirBnBs lined up, all over the area. She’d pick one as she needed it.

      For now, though, she had a press conference to attend.
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