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      The inhabitants of the vast, pale gray cubicle farm were more restless than usual on an early Friday afternoon. The endless rows of low fabric walls normally created a muffled silence long before five o’clock, neat desks abandoned as soon as possible for weekend freedom.

      This week, though, end of quarter deadlines loomed over everyone’s heads. The prospect of missing their bonus numbers tended to drive the insurance agents and adjusters more than a little bit insane.

      Dana Sanderson guarded the calm routines of a programmer more fiercely than usual as muttering, pacing, and understated cursing swirled around her.

      The new so-called team-building pods—otherwise known as introvert torture chambers—didn’t bother with full-height walls. She had to make do with barely shoulder-height protection on three sides.

      As a mid-level code cruncher, Dana knew it would be years before she’d have the simple pleasure of a door she could close. Even if she hunched behind her monitors, the sense of exposure never quite left her.

      On the whole, the job was better than most she’d had over the last ten years. The building was in the middle of a typical soulless industrial park, but it was on the CommuShare transit line. When Dana had to drive for some reason, she could plug in to free charging stations. The cafeteria was subsidized and surprisingly good. The huge selection of free holo-training, covering everything from programming languages to online security to financial planning was the best she’d ever seen. Best of all, outside of the four manic times of year, she could work from home at least one day a week.

      If only her micro-managing boss would close his own door a little more often, Dana could probably get away with the great sin of listening to her own music. She sat close enough to his office that she would see the gate to his inner sanctuary opening in time to stash her contraband headphones.

      Mr. Redmond would never tolerate such a lack of control, though, certainly not during crunch time when he prowled around like a big cat anxious for his feeding. A white noise machine placed carefully between her and the most fidgety of her co-workers helped. A little.

      The soft, unobtrusive, and therefore maddening chime broke through Dana’s concentration. She would have sworn her workstation had a sensor rigged to go off when she was really focused.

      Sure enough, the incoming work request icon flashed red on her second monitor.

      Before she could pull up the message, scratching noises against the metal cubicle frame behind her knotted up her already tense shoulders. She spoke without moving.

      “Hi, Mr. Redmond.”

      “Ms. Sanderson. Just sent you a work order. Wanted to make sure you saw it.”

      Dana stretched her face into a silent scream, then shifted to polite curiosity before she turned around. Her manager wore his usual dark gray suit even on casual Friday, a walking sign of approval for the dreadfully bland office décor.

      An odd scent competed with his normal expensive cologne of the month, soft floral notes clashing with assertive spicy musk. At the very least he livened up the stale, recycled office air when he circled by.

      “Yes, sir. I have the work request right here.”

      Mr. Redmond nodded gravely. “It’s marked urgent.”

      “I do see that, yes,” Dana said, grasping on to her politeness.

      “Let me know if you have any questions.”

      He walked away, jingling the change in his pockets, surely kept just for that irritating purpose. Not even Dana’s grandparents had coins anymore.

      “Yes, Mr. Redmond, I do have questions,” she said under her breath. “Why do you think I can’t check my own work reqs? Why do you scratch instead of knocking? And where do you even get that blasted change to jingle these days?”

      She blew air out through her lips, then turned to see what was so vitally important.

      Dana was shaking her head before she got through the first paragraph. No, this wasn’t her department, not her job at all. Eleven cases, all young and healthy, death benefit claims under dispute. She was a programmer, not an insurance adjustor, no matter who paid her salary at the moment.

      Her remarkably annoying manager had not only managed to send the job to the wrong person, he’d followed up before she could even open the silly thing.

      She grabbed the mouse to bounce it right back to him, but a flashing note beside the Reject button caught her attention.

      Investigation of underlying algorithms required before claims may be processed.

      “Can’t get out of this one so easily, Dana,” she whispered as she picked up the phone. If she had to dig into code written before she was born, she wanted backup from someone who’d been with the company at least that long.

      “Jackson here.”

      “Hey Gayle, Dana here. Listen, I just got a work req that doesn’t make any sense. Did you work on the original algorithms for the risk rating tables? The ones for-”

      “Yeah, your numbskull manager wouldn’t get off my back about that. I’m the one  suggested you. Need a fresh pair of eyes. Redmond’s sure they don’t work. I’m sure they do. Sorry, kid.” And she was gone.

      Dana snorted and hung up. Her grouchy old mentor was the one throwing her into this particular mess, not offering her a way out. Well, wrong department or not, she was stuck. She skimmed the notes again.

      Six men, five women. Eleven marked at the lowest mortality risk, all dying far too young of natural causes over the past month. They lived in different parts of the country and didn’t know each other. The only common thread was their life insurance company and their unusual deaths.

      She drummed her fingers on the desk, vaguely aware she was contributing to the anxious noise in the office for a change. Dana clicked through to the individual files, but they didn’t make any more sense. No evidence of any risky habits or hobbies in the investigation reports.

      Only heartbroken families.

      This kind of thing was exactly why she hated getting into this side of the business. The code and numbers might frustrate her, but they never depressed her.

      She’d do her best, but she secretly hoped the claims held up. Some of them were even younger than her twenty-seven years.

      Three hours later, Dana stood and stretched, grimacing when her back and neck crackled. The code wasn’t the problem here. Every line was as perfect as Gayle said.

      Dana kept her smile to herself as she walked to Mr. Redmond’s office, rehearsing under her breath.

      Sorry, sir. We have to pay up, and expedite it for pain and suffering because we delayed in the first place.

      The source of her manager’s strange smell was clear to Dana’s nose sooner than her eyes. The sweetish stink came from a new diffuser gadget sitting on Mr. Redmond’s massive glass desk.

      He had the overhead lights off, as usual, so only faint sunlight from outside competed with the spherical steam machine’s blue glow.

      No doubt yet another miracle cure he’d soon try to force onto all of them, just like yoga, meditation, and sunlight bulbs over the past several months. He never seemed to notice he was increasing everyone else’s stress by pushing the next sure-fire solution he’d found while desperately trying to reduce his own.

      “No, there’s something going on here, some risk we’re not seeing,” Mr. Redmond said when she finished explaining what she’d found, leaning back in his high-backed brown leather chair. Dana wondered how many decent programmer’s chairs the company could buy for what that high tech ergonomic miracle cost. “It may be a weird food trend or cure-all supplement they’re taking now.”

      Dana forced herself not to add a snarky comment about the smell.

      “I’m not sure what I can do about miracle cures, sir, long as they’re legal. Everything I can see checks out.”

      “Well, you haven’t checked everything. This is a huge pool of claims, Ms. Sanderson. If these pay out, we’ll have to recalculate all the damned tables and formulas. No one wants that. I have to be sure everything is on the level. I need you to dig into this, see what you can come up with.”

      “Beyond looking into the code, I’m not sure what I can do.”

      Mr. Redmond sat forward and folded his hands on his desk, staring into her eyes.

      “I’m not supposed to bring things like this up, but I know about your past, Dana. You’re the poster child for turning your life around after a rough start.”

      Dana stared at her own hands twisting in her lap, willing her face not to turn red. No one was supposed to know about her troubles as a kid, hacking into far too many phones and webcams and online accounts, learning the hard way that it wasn’t a game after all. She struggled to keep her voice from shaking.

      “If you know about me, you know why I can’t get back into hacking, Mr. Redmond. That part of my life is over.”

      “I’m not asking you to get into their bank accounts. Just find the common thread. Take a look, a careful look, and see what you come up with. Don’t worry about your usual projects for now. There’s a full year’s salary bonus for whoever works this out.”

      “A full…” Dana shook her head, quite certain she’d misunderstood. “You’re offering me a year’s pay? How could it be worth that?”

      She didn’t have to do the math. That much money would pay off her college debts and everything else she’d racked up putting her past firmly behind her. The prospect of returning to her hacker life, even temporarily, felt slightly less dreadful now.

      “These were all in our lowest risk pool,” he said, raising his eyebrows. “Several of them had policies worth ten times your salary. Trust me. It’s worth it.”

      “Is it worth paying for meals while I’m stuck here?” she said, not sure why she was still resisting. “I’m not about to do this on my own computer at home.”

      “I’ll get IT to give you a secure link out, and a laptop to use at your place if you change your mind. Here or there, use your company expense account and feast away. As a matter of fact, we need to keep this one confidential as much as we can until we know what we’re dealing with. It’d be best for everyone if you wouldn’t mind working from home.”

      Dana got to her feet. The chance to work at home for as long as this took, away from the glaring lights, constant mutter of other people—and Redmond’s maddening scratching—finally met her selling point. Even more than the money did.

      “Okay. Have them set it up and give me the laptop. I’ll start Monday.”
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      Once she got over her irritation at having to postpone her escape from the office while IT configured her home access, Dana was pleased and only a little horrified at how easily hacking came back to her. She was plainly delighted to work much faster after several years of hunting down bugs in code. By the middle of the day, though, she only knew enough to cause more uncertainty.

      The first common thread was a frequent shopping card at Pure Delights, a natural foods chain far too expensive for her own blood. Most of Mr. Redmond’s own miracle stress reducers that he insisted everyone in the office simply must try had come from the same place. Annoying, but hardly sinister.

      She was still missing the essential clue. Time to dig deeper.

      Something as simple as archived social media was the first real break she caught. Deleted accounts were far more accessible than most people realized, even after the account holder was eligible for life insurance claims.

      Every one of the clients had posted about high levels of stress and anxiety, and their struggles to deal with it were eerily like Mr. Redmond’s. That wouldn’t have been nearly enough to go on, but all of them mentioned the same meditation program. One they’d heard about on the proudly old-fashioned corkboards by the front door of every Pure Delights store just a few weeks before they died.

      Internal Oasis.

      Dana knew almost nothing about meditation, despite her manager’s best efforts, but she was pretty sure it wasn’t fatal.

      Nothing on the main sales website seemed unusual, except the option for cloud-based customized recordings, specified to match the client’s needs and brain waves. Far-fetched, maybe, but hardly impossible.

      She clicked through to the demonstration recordings, then pulled her headphones out of her bottom desk drawer. Part of her wanted to dare Redmond to protest, but he stayed in his office for a change. A woman’s voice, tranquil almost to the point of being comatose, spoke into her ears.

      “Welcome to your personal sanctuary of peace, calm, and satisfaction. Internal Oasis works with your brain’s unique operating system to create the most effective meditation you’ll ever find. Let us help you change your life, for the better.”

      “Has to be subliminal,” Dana said under her breath, searching for reviews and fine print about Internal Oasis. A deeply buried company legal filing indeed mentioned subliminal and hypnosis technology.

      Part of her wondered if this was a pointless search, driven by her manager’s promise of financial reward. It hadn’t occurred to her until after she agreed that even though Mr. Redmond didn’t say it out loud, he almost certainly meant the year’s salary would come with working it out to the company’s favor.

      She’d found nothing but dead ends so far. She couldn’t abandon the single connection she’d unearthed, no matter how vague. A grumpy IT lackey delivering a sleek new black laptop bag, muttering at her to be careful with the damn thing, made up Dana’s mind.

      Only one person she knew could help with something as tricky as hidden recordings: a life-long friend who analyzed sound for a living.

      Andre Telkin answered on the third ring.

      “Hey Dana! How’s it going?”

      “I’m good, Andre. Need your help with a little project here. Definitely on the confidential side.”

      “Oh, intriguing. I’m all ears!”

      Dana laughed. Only a guy deaf from birth would make that joke. Andre’s advanced cochlear implant, a nearly invisible microphone that translated sound directly to his brain, was just what she was counting on.

      “Meet me at my place in about thirty minutes. I’ll bring the pizza and beer.”
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      After four years in what had to be the most boring complex in all of Metro Atlanta, Dana was gradually starting to feel at home. Nothing had changed about the never-ending rows of identical tan brick buildings, or the fleet of last year’s trendy e-cars clogging the winding roads every morning and afternoon.

      Between a steady income, feeling like an adult at last in her late twenties, and getting more comfortable in her own skin that she’d ever dreamed possible, Dana finally had a clear idea of who she was and how to create that in her own home.

      The walls didn’t shift from a reclusive teenager’s dark primary colors to more girly pastel shades, but she did add coordinating rugs and matching towels in the kitchen and bathrooms. Actual framed photos and paintings replaced the college kid’s beat up holo-posters that constantly changed. She’d even been contemplating getting a nicer shifting image display for a bit of variety.

      Much as Dana wanted to keep the space as clean as it was neat, she knew she’d have to hire someone to do the dusting and such as soon as she could afford it.

      She paced in her tiny home office, watching Andre staring at the brand new laptop Mr. Redmond had surprised her with. Neither her desktop at the office or the clunky laptop she dragged with her for work-at-home days were half as fast as this screamer.

      Andre looked just as modern, with yet another pleasing angular arrangement of his kinky black hair, this time featuring a streak of dark red on one side. A thin cable, transparent so she could see the minuscule twisted wires inside, lead from the laptop’s headphone jack to the magnetic connector behind his left ear.

      Her friend’s rock solid confidence in himself as a Southern, African-American, deaf, gay man had given Dana a goal to aspire to for more than ten years now. He was the one person still in her life, outside of her family, who knew of her criminal past and how hard she’d worked to leave that behind. She suspected he admired her for all of it.

      Andre sat back, disconnecting the cable from his implant.

      “I don’t hear much in these samples, Dana. Right under the overly soothing music a voice is telling you how the program will solve all your problems, but that’s standard sales talk. Common as ‘But wait, there’s more.’ I doubt you could get your hands on anything they’ve already sent out. Just sign up for the program and see what happens. You could damn sure use a little relaxation.”

      “A bunch of people ended up dead after their special program,” she said, following him into the living room. “That’s a little too much relaxation even for me.”

      Andre leaned back on Dana’s dark brown sofa he’d helped her pick out, pulling the longer side of his hair back down. The pea-sized implant matched his brown skin perfectly, but he always did his best to keep it covered.

      “Don’t get your panties in a bunch,” he said. “I want to keep you around as long as the supply of free food and beer holds out.” Andre ducked the pillow Dana threw without spilling a drop. “You go get it set up, and I’ll listen to them. For one thing, they won’t be matched to my brain waves. For another, my magic ear will most likely hear whatever they’ve got buried under the real thing since I caught the sales pitch. You wouldn’t believe the frequency range with this newest model.”

      Dana tapped her short, dark purple fingernails against her bottle. Andre’s plan wasn’t any more underhanded than what Mr. Redmond had already asked her to do.

      And several hours of searching on her own hadn’t exactly turned up an abundance of leads.

      “Deal. I’ll make an appointment at their office in Midtown tomorrow. Looks like they send them out two or three times a week. You free in the evening for a while?”

      “Not free, but reasonable to rent. I’ll get you my dinner order by tomorrow afternoon.”
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