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      Theo Reese is just like any other seventeen-year-old—with one small exception.

      This summer all he wants is to spend time with his boyfriend, Eddie, and work on his MIT research project. His parents have other plans.

      An old friend needs the help of Theo’s family. Oliver Glenwood is an ’80s music star who runs his own label. His wife and his daughter, Sofia, now a chart-topper herself, are the targets of kidnappers. Oliver hopes they can eliminate whoever is behind the threat.

      When Theo uncovers an even more insidious plot, the covert agency the Reeses work for, Tactical Operational Support, swoops into action.

      Song files have been modified to steal personal data from devices and emit a tone that drives listeners into a homicidal rage. Theo and his parents race against the clock to stop this mysterious enemy from releasing the music on an unsuspecting populace and causing worldwide chaos.

      Just when Theo thinks the mission couldn’t be more complicated, Eddie shows up in New York looking to hang out with his boyfriend.

      No one ever said being a teenage secret agent would be easy.
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      “Winger, Amp here. My position’s about to be compromised. I’m not sure how much longer I can stay here.”

      Through the comm channel, tension dripped from the agent’s quiet voice. Twenty-three years old and new to Tactical Operational Support, Amp sounded green and unsure. Reminded me of my first field mission less than a year ago.

      “Hang tight, Amp. Focus on the neutralization of the firewall.” I projected calm because it’s what my team needed. Meanwhile, from an electrical equipment closet on the first floor, I worked to take over the research facility’s security system so it would appear as though multiple breaches were in progress. “Petty, do you have eyes on Amp’s position?”

      “There are three working to open the door where Amp is.” Petty didn’t have a tremble in her voice even though this was her first time too. No doubt part of that was her safer position in the van outside. “They’ve brought in a blowtorch to get through the door.”

      “Winger, what am I going to do?”

      “You keep working. You’re there because you know what needs to be done. We’ll keep you safe.”

      The building’s security was ridiculous in its complexity. Usually it was easy to find the logic in a system, this one seemed to have none. Maybe that was the point. I hoped to use the intricacies to force its downfall.

      “Petty, how many inside?”

      “Stand by.”

      As the seconds ticked by, I got fidgety. “Petty?”

      “Winger, one moment.”

      “Don’t have a moment, Petty.” Annoyance slipped into my voice, which I didn’t like. Petty and Amp were assigned to me for this mission, and it fell to me to be senior agent in charge.

      “Winger, they’re cutting through. There’s already a small hole in the door. I need at least another two minutes.”

      “Understood, Amp.” He was right on schedule. In the mission briefing, he said he’d need fifteen minutes, and he was at thirteen. “Petty, now.”

      “Seventeen across the three floors. Biggest clusters are on three and one.”

      Time to make a distraction. I sent commands to deceive the security system into thinking an intruder breached a second-floor lab.

      “Petty, disable the monitors on my mark but maintain your visibility.”

      “Understood. Standing by.”

      After a double-check of the commands, I poised my finger over the enter key. “Now, Petty.”

      “Monitors disabled.”

      “Distraction enabled.” The security statuses flipped from green to red on the south side of the second floor.

      “No one’s moving to that area, Winger.”

      “What?”

      “Confirmed.” Petty continued. “They’re ignoring it.”

      What the hell? My monitor returned to green status. Everything seemed in order to make this work, especially since I saw—There was a loop of logic checks. This design was clever. I read quickly through the code and found the subroutine causing the problem.

      “Stand by.”

      We got bad intel on this place. No mention of buried security measures appeared in any of the reports. If we’d known that, we wouldn’t have sent Amp in before we knew we had control. I shouldn’t have sent him to start before I confirmed we could keep him safe. Now we needed an improvised distraction or he’d be exposed and the mission would fail.

      I typed rapidly, looking for a way to make the security sensors trip.

      “Petty, keep me posted on Amp’s status.”

      “Copy that, Winger.”

      Nothing worked. Apparently only the door sensor could send the right command back to central control to confirm an intruder. There was no time to figure this out.

      “Damnit. Winger, I need more time. I’ve run into interference. Someone’s trying to kick me out. My timeline is shot.”

      “Understood, Amp. Petty, do you have eyes on me?”

      “Confirmed, Winger.”

      This sucked hard, but there was little choice. If I couldn’t make a distraction remotely, I’d have to do it manually.

      “Amp, I’m en route to your location. Keep at it and stop for nothing.”

      “But—”

      “Understood?”

      Silence filled the channel for a moment. “Copy that.” He clearly didn’t like it.

      “Petty, help me stay out of sight.”

      “Got it. You’re clear for the corridor you’re in and then on to the elevators and stairs.”

      “Understood.”

      Despite the info, I opened the door slowly and peeked around the corner. Since it was after hours, the lighting was at half, but that wouldn’t obscure me if anyone came into the hall.

      Amp was on the second floor, but I wanted a distraction down here to draw people in this direction. The windows would be a good target if I could disrupt those sensors. I pulled my phone as I got to the stairs and brought up the building schematics. I needed to know where the sensors were.

      “Winger,” Petty said. “Guards leaving the lobby. Get out of the hall.”

      I opened the stairway door slowly to avoid noise and ducked in. There was no window in the door so I couldn’t see once it closed.

      “Stand by. They’re past you but not out of the hall.”

      All the doors and windows had sensors. I looked around the perimeter of the stairwell door and found one along the top.

      Damn. No wires ran to the small block so severing the connection couldn’t happen. There was no time to figure out how to disrupt the wireless network that linked the sensors.

      New plan.

      I considered my options as I sprinted upstairs.

      “Petty, tell me about the third floor.”

      “Two guards are at the elevator bank behind a desk. Another is on patrol. Exit the staircase, go right and then left, and you’ll be out of sight for a few moments. But you’ve got to move now.”

      I moved quick, happy I kept up with endurance exercises during the hockey off-season. At the door, I asked, “Clear?”

      “Clear.”

      I ended up in a hall filled with doors locked by retinal-scan and card-access readers. This should do the trick.

      “Amp here. I think I’ve got less than five minutes before they’re in here. There’s even more resistance in the network. They’re tag-teaming me. I could really use you in here, Winger.”

      “Here comes the distraction.”

      I stepped up to the first scanner and pushed the only available button. Bright light hit my eye and the scanner turned red.

      “Unauthorized,” a mechanical female voice announced.

      Finally.

      I moved to the next door and did it again.

      “Three guards are headed your way.”

      I moved to the other scanners quickly. The more alerts the better.

      “Petty, next stairwell?”

      “Three doors down on your left. You’ve got maybe fifteen seconds before they’ll see you.”

      I ignored other sensors and made for the staircase.

      “Where am I going to come out on two?” I asked as I headed down.

      Another set of labs, bigger. Only two on the corridor. The guards are checking the doors on three, but one is headed into the stairway, and he’s on his radio.

      “Which way do I go to get to Amp?”

      “Out of the staircase, go right. That’s clear. Finding the best route from there.”

      “Copy that.”

      I followed the instructions and pressed my eye into the sensors at the labs I passed.

      “You don’t have time for that. Take the next right and then look sharp. There are a lot of intersections. You’re going to take the third left, and you’ll be in the corridor where Amp is. He’s still got one person on his door. The other guards have dispersed, most are on three.”

      I jogged down the hall with a stop to scan my unauthorized eye. Unexpectedly the hall lights went red and klaxons sounded.

      That was new. Even though I didn’t know what caused it, I appreciated the extra noise to bring attention here.

      “Amp’s door is clear. The guard’s coming your way. Two more from behind. Get to the last intersection and go left. That’s the clearest bet, and you’ll get back to Amp.”

      This was more fun than it should be. Sure, bad guys were coming, but running around in the corridors was an ultimate game of laser tag. I desperately did not want to get tagged.

      “Winger, I’m in.” I smiled at the thrill in Amp’s voice. “Beginning data transfer.”

      “Excellent. I’m on my way. Less than a minute.”

      “You need to hurry, Winger. The guards are all responding to the last alarm you triggered. Take the next right. Amp is two doors from the end of the corridor. They’ll cut you off if you don’t hurry.”

      I didn’t have much speed to add, but I pushed.

      “The guy’s back working with the door.” Petty broke the news just as I turned into the hallway. We were both dressed in black. Maybe he’d mistake me for security as well.

      “He’s almost through the entire frame.” To his credit, Amp sounded calmer.

      I slowed. The man at the door needed to believe I was part of his team.

      “Winger, you’re about to get pinned if the guard in the staircase to your left enters the floor.”

      There was nowhere for me to go.

      “Amp,” I was very quiet, knowing the comms would still pick up my voice, “no matter what finish the mission and make sure you get all the data.”

      There was only a short pause. “Understood.”

      I heard the stairway open behind me and boots on the floor.

      “You there,” barked a new voice, “identify yourself.”

      “Security. Hauer.” I didn’t turn or break stride.

      He’s closing on you, Winger.

      The loud clomps made that obvious. He must not have a stealth mode. The dude at the door turned his attention to me.

      “Amp, can you help Winger?”

      “No. The download is too unstable.”

      “Where’s your badge?” asked the guy who’d been cutting the door open. A badge clipped to the front of his shirt hung over the pocket. He dropped his hand to the holster at his waist.

      “Oh, man. Sorry. I forgot to clip it on when I started my shift.” Fishing around in my pockets, I had to buy a few more seconds.

      “I’ve never heard of a Hauer,” said the man behind me. He shoved me forward as the guy in front of me aimed his gun. “Get your hands out of your pockets.”

      When I didn’t immediately comply, he grabbed my right hand to forcibly remove it.

      “Who are you? How’d you get in here?” Another shove from behind sent me sideways into the wall.

      “I’ll have to talk to HR if you keep touching me.” I shrugged him off as he grabbed for me. “I told you I’ve got a badge. I just need to get it.”

      “Winger, what are you doing?” Petty sounded nervous.

      “Let me help you.” The man was in my face and he dug into my left pocket but came up with nothing. From my right, he pulled out my phone. “He’s got no ID.” He threw the phone to the floor.

      “Now, who are you?” The man with the gun asked as he moved closer.

      “Hey, Siri. Pulse.”

      “Opening app Pulse,” Siri said.

      “What did you do?”

      “Five….” A male voice came from the phone.

      “Turn it off.” The man with the gun twitched as the other guard picked up the phone.

      “Four….”

      He pulled the gun’s hammer back. “Now.”

      “Three….”

      “Hey, Siri. Stop Pulse!” the guard clutched the phone, screaming at it.

      Did he really think it would take commands from anyone but me?

      “Two….”

      “Stop it!” the gunman shouted at me, but I only shook my head. “Smash it!”

      The guy holding the phone threw it down and stomped on it with his heel.

      “One….” Despite the crunch of the screen’s glass, it kept going.

      The gun fired.

      The impact slammed my chest.

      “Pulse.”

      Sparks flew from the lights and door mechanisms as well as the guard’s pockets.

      I clutched my chest where the bullet hit.

      “Winger!” Amp and Petty shouted into my ear.

      Pain radiated from my chest as I crumpled to the floor.

      Both guards shook, and one cried out, as they fell.

      “Get that data secured,” I called out as red spilled out between my fingers.
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      “Mission Accomplished. Target data acquired. Two TOS agents in the clear. One TOS agent dead. Two enemy agents incapacitated. One enemy agent dead.” The female voice echoed through the corridors of the building.

      With the exercise completed, I could get up. Numbness pulsed in my left arm because of the way I fell. Since dead guys don’t move, I couldn’t shift my position.

      The two guards I’d taken out—the ones reported as incapacitated stirred as well. The three of us groaned in unison.

      “I can’t believe you shot me. You know how that feels.” I glared and grinned simultaneously at Zan, who sat with one leg bent and his other out in front of him. I stood and offered him a hand up.

      “You zapped us. What was I supposed to do? Go down quietly?”

      “Well, if Leonardo here hadn’t kept my phone, I would’ve been just as fried as you two.”

      “Sure, blame it on me. Next time, the phone goes out of Siri’s hearing range.”

      That gave me an idea for an enhancement. Siri needed to be tied into the comms so if the phone was out of range—whether deliberate or accidental—the agent could still access the commands that we’d made Siri-friendly.

      Siri proved to be a valuable addition to our arsenal of gadgets—easy to integrate with so we didn’t have to build our own solution but flexible enough we could make it secure for our use. It was a blast to work on Siri additions, like Pulse, which also required an upgrade to the phone itself to allow for the energy discharge.

      “Do you have any idea the bruise I’ll have from the shot? The Kevlar only—”

      “Oh my God, Theo!” I smiled at Petty, who ran down the hall toward me. “I’m glad you’re okay. I had no idea this was a simulation.”

      “You weren’t supposed to.” I grinned. “You did good, Sarina. Where’s Darnell?” In all the people streaming into the hallway, I didn’t see him.

      “He’s… a little shaken.” She appeared sheepish. I cocked my head and raised an eyebrow. “He’s in the bathroom downstairs. Sounded like he might be sick.”

      I nodded. “I’ll go check on him. We’ll debrief at HQ at one.” I turned and pointed to Zan. “You owe me at least a case of Dr Pepper. I’ll see you guys later.”

      I left to find Darnell. A few people along the way stopped me to chat about the simulation or congratulate me on the job we’d done. I didn’t know the success rate on this one but planned to check before the briefing to see how we measured up.

      I found Darnell gripping the sides of the sink as the water ran. He stared into the basin.

      “Hey. You okay?” I stepped close but not too close. “You did good. Mission accomplished.”

      “Coming out of that room… seeing you….” His voice cracked on nearly each word. “I shot somebody.” As he looked at me in the reflection of the mirror, his haunted expression indicated his distress. “What if this had been real?”

      “Then you did what you needed to do finish the mission and get out.” I tossed aside my previous strategy and stepped close to put a hand on his shoulder. “This simulation focuses on how to cope with the stress of a field mission.”

      Darnell straightened and I moved back. “I may not be cut out for this.”

      “Maybe. Or it could be the shock of the first time. There’s a lot of discussion and analysis to come. We’ll sort it out. Not all of us are made for the field and we don’t all have to be.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be. You did good and these reactions are okay.”

      “Did you know this was a simulation?”

      I nodded. “I knew there’d be one, but I didn’t know the scenario. Lorenzo threw a curveball with what he did to the security system to force me into the building.”

      I tried to keep things light so he wouldn’t be harder on himself. I knew how difficult missions could be, and I hadn’t had the benefit of training like this my first time out.

      He nodded, and I made a mental note to flag him for additional counseling. Sarina and Darnell would both get psych reviews to check on their mental state following the exercise, but I’d have to report this because he may be right about not being fit for the field.

      “Come on. Let’s get some lunch before we spend the afternoon talking about this.” Another sullen nod. “And trust me when I say that your reactions are all okay. I’ve been out on missions twice and it’s a lot to process.”

      He smiled weakly as we walked. “Seems like you do okay.”

      “You haven’t seen me in the immediate aftermath. It’s rough out there, but I’ve learned how to take care of myself, and so will you.”

      “What if I can’t?”

      “Like I said, there’s plenty to do around here without field certification.”

      Once again, he nodded and his mood seemed to improve a little.
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      Sweat dripped off me as I sprinted to the puck in a race against a hulking defenseman. These pickup games brought out all kinds, and that made them insanely fun. The only consistency, for me at least, was that Mitch and I did this together.

      He’d gotten us into roller hockey, and I’d come to appreciate playing in the heat. We were in an ice league for the summer too, which was great, but the contrast of playing the game on pavement proved enjoyable.

      I scooped the puck out of reach of the defensemen and crouched low to get by him in a move I wasn’t sure I’d be able to execute on ice. The traction of the pavement helped. After taking off toward the opponent’s goal, I lined up to shoot, but I saw Mitch get into a good position at the last minute. I passed to him. The goalie hadn’t expected the change up, and he left a wide-open net for Mitch to score.

      We fist-bumped as we headed back to the sidelines, satisfied with our shift.

      “Two minutes left!” called the timekeeper.

      With so many playing today, it was unlikely we’d get another shift. At least we went out with a goal.

      As we stood with our teammates, I peeled my wet T-shirt off. The roller hockey gear was light, which was good on super-hot July days like this. I grabbed one of the water bottles out of my backpack and drank.

      I’d returned from Tactical Operational Support HQ yesterday afternoon just in time to have dinner with Mom and Dad. We were home together for the first time in nearly two months. Then Eddie and I went to the movies, where the latest Marvel movie played while we made out in the back corner of the theater. And this morning was about hockey.

      “Jesus, Theo,” Mitch said, “I’m still getting used to the angry scar the bullet left, but now this epic bruise. What’d you do?”

      “That’s from a slap shot.” Mitch couldn’t take his eyes off the dark, angry splotch that spread from my sternum across part of my right pectoral. “I got invited to a pickup game, and I was able to borrow gear, except the shoulder pads.”

      That rolled right out of my mouth like it was the truth. I’d used it on Eddie last night, so I was used to saying it.

      “Game!” That call rang out and the teams lined up to shake hands. Our team had lost by two and that was okay. Unlike Tigers games, this was purely about fun.

      We continued to talk as we gathered our gear. “You need to be more careful. You get hurt way too much. Your parents’ll put their foot down eventually.”

      I laughed as he sounded more like a parent than my friend. If only he knew what my parents actually thought. I’d discussed the training exercise over dinner. My team had performed in the top 10 percent of participants—well beyond expectations for a team of all techs with limited experience. Mom and Dad were proud.

      “They’re glad this is only a hockey injury.”

      I pulled out another bottle of water, opened it and poured it over my head. The cool water felt wonderful. Eddie and Iris approached as I toweled off. Even though I’d seen Eddie last night, my heart sped up from the excitement of spending the afternoon with him. There’d been a big empty space in me while I was gone. I hadn’t expected to miss him so much. Despite talking and texting daily, it wasn’t enough to satisfy my need to be around him.

      We planned to spend as much time as possible together this weekend.

      “I don’t suppose you’ve got an extra bottle?” Mitch picked up my backpack and looked inside. “Actually, what do you have in here? It weighs a ton. How’d you even bike here with this and a stick on your back?”

      I snatched the pack—I didn’t like people digging around in there because there were plenty of hidden compartments—and got the last bottle for him. “You know me. I like to be prepared. Besides, if I hadn’t brought all this water you’d be dehydrated. And I need a change of clothes.”

      “If you told me you played without a shirt, I would’ve come to watch.” Eddie wrapped me in a quick hug despite the water and sweat.

      “For sure,” Iris added. “How often do you get to watch hockey with a bunch of shirtless players? Are you hiding something from me, Mitch?”

      Mitch gulped down water before he answered. “You didn’t miss anything. Everyone was properly clothed.”

      Eddie sighed wistfully. “Suppose that’s a good thing. This one’s getting hurt enough already.” He lightly ran his fingers across the bruise, just right so it didn’t cause any pain. “Every time he goes away, I fear how he’s going to come back.”

      “Right?” Mitch looked at me and Iris looked at him. “He gets a little more battered every time he leaves town.”

      “That’s not true.” I laughed to make light of the situation since they weren’t wrong. “The abduction happened right here in Boston.”

      Iris scowled at me. “Not funny, Theo.”

      It’d been nearly six months since the computer science tournament, and it seemed like everything had shifted back to normal. School had been out for a month, and so far I’d been away, supposedly working for one of my clients, for just two of those weeks.

      I was surprised at everyone’s reaction to the bruise because Mitch and I, and the entire hockey team for that matter, got banged up all the time. Maybe it was because this happened while I was gone. I’d stayed in touch while I’d been away, though. Besides Eddie, I texted with Mitch every few days. They should’ve known I was okay.

      “I appreciate the concern, guys, but I’ve been hurt worse in McKinley games.” To help break up the conversation, I toweled off and pulled on a fresh shirt. I got out of the roller hockey pants too, so I was just in shorts. “What’s the plan for this afternoon?”

      “There’s a concert in the park.” Iris took out her phone and swiped some screens before passing it to Eddie. “Lots of local bands and food trucks with tons of food. I thought it wouldbe a great way to hang out. Oh, and admission is free.”

      “Way to keep the best part until last,” Mitch said.

      “Wow. This is pretty cool,” Eddie handed the phone off to me. “I love some of these bands.”

      “I have no idea about this music, but I’m in. You can’t knock free and close by.”

      “Exactly. We won’t even have to repark the car.” Mitch dried off and changed. “We can drop all the stuff in the car and head over. We need to get there soon ’cause I need food.”

      “See, I thought that’s the first thing this one was gonna say.” Eddie put his arm around me, and I looked up to roll my eyes at him.

      “I’m not even going to debate the need for food with another athlete.”

      I shoved everything in my backpack, which had more room since the water was gone. Eddie grabbed our sticks, and we headed for Mitch’s car. I thought we looked cute walking down the street. Mitch and Iris in front held hands, and Eddie and me followed with our fingers intertwined.

      “How can you possibly not know any of the bands?” Iris glanced at me over her shoulder. “I mean, sure, there’re a few I haven’t heard of, but most of these are played on the local radio stations.”

      “I don’t listen to much music.”

      “All the time in front of your computer and you don’t even have an app open to play music? How’s that possible? Eddie, is he serious or does he listen to something weird he wants to hide?”

      Eddie looked at me, and I shrugged so he knew he could say whatever. “It’s true. And when he does listen, it’s usually older stuff. He got most of his musical taste from his parents with a lot of eighties pop, but there’s other stuff that I’ve never heard of.”

      Iris’s mouth hung open in disbelief as we got to the car. “We’ve got to do something about this. There’s such amazing music. You’re missing out.”

      I chuckled. “I don’t know. I hear random stuff all the time that I can’t stand.”

      “Are you questioning my taste?”

      “Of course, not. It’s just….” The smirk on Mitch’s face told me that I was about to get in trouble, so I stopped short. “Tell me what I’m supposed to like at the concert, and we’ll see if I can trust you to DJ for me.”

      “Whoa! That’s more control than he’s ever given me.” Eddie looked shocked, and I worried I might suddenly be in trouble with him.

      Mom’s personal ringtone sounded and I was saved. “I gotta take this. Shouldn’t be a minute. Probably need to pick up something on the way home.” I answered, “What’s up, Mom?”

      “Hey, Theo. Just wanted to see when you were going to be home.”

      Something was off. I told Mom and Dad yesterday what I had planned today and they’d said nothing when I’d left this morning.

      “I’m headed to get some food and catch a concert. Should be home around four. Was planning on dinner with you guys before I headed to Eddie’s.” She sighed, which was another strange thing. “You okay?”

      Eddie shot me a concerned look.

      “Yeah. No need to rush home. But we’ll need some time to talk before you go out.”

      Cryptic wasn’t usually her style. She must not like what we needed to discuss.

      “Okay. I’ll shoot you a text when I’m on my way.”

      “Thanks. And don’t worry. Go have a good time.”

      “Okay. See you when I get back. Bye.” I looked at Eddie and shrugged as I disconnected the call. “I’ve got no idea what that was about, but I’ll find out later. Now let’s go before Mitch and I starve to death.”
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      The afternoon was great. Iris introduced me to some good music. Eddie coaxed me to dance a little and convinced me it didn’t matter if I looked like I was flailing about. We stayed for the few hours we planned and then made our way back to the cars and my bike. I tossed the bike into Eddie’s Jeep, and he drove me home.

      Mom’s call made even less sense when I arrived and saw her and Dad. They were on the back deck, and Dad had the grill fired up. Because of our schedules, it’d been more than a year since we’d grilled.

      “Hey,” I said as I opened the screen door to step outside. They sat at the table, engrossed in their tablets. With the light breeze and shade from the trees, it was very nice. “So what’s the big news?”

      They both looked at me, then Mom set her tablet aside. “I’m sorry about that,” she said. “I shouldn’t have called. I hope you didn’t worry too much.”

      “Nah, there were plenty of distractions.”

      She smiled.

      “I hope you’re hungry.” Dad got up and headed for the house. He stopped and looked back just as he got to the screen door. “I made the hamburgers you like, and we’ve got your favorite ice cream for dessert.”

      It felt like when they had to tell me my guinea pig had died while I was at school. They prepared all my favorite things for dinner that night—with enough food that we could’ve fed a family four times as big as ours.

      Should I press to get information before dinner or wait it out?

      “Why don’t you get cleaned up while your Dad gets the burgers on. Then we’ll talk.” Mom picked up her tablet and looked at me. The message was clear—we’ll tell you when we’re ready.

      So that’s how they wanted to play. Had I been dropped into a parallel universe? My parents didn’t usually act like this, especially now that I was older. I trusted that there was some reason for it.

      “Sure.” I sounded as upbeat and unsuspicious as possible. “Give me fifteen minutes or so.”

      She nodded and went back to her reading. I went inside as Dad approached with a tray loaded down with hamburgers—too many of them. He smiled and went out without a word.

      I’ve seen movies where aliens take over people’s bodies. I never thought I’d see that here given how unusual we were already. I’d play along and see what bomb dropped over dinner. For secret agents, they weren’t doing a very good job of acting like everything was normal.

      I stayed upstairs a little longer than I’d planned. I took a long shower and looked at my TOS email. After about twenty minutes, I returned to the deck as Dad took burgers and buns off the grill.

      “We were just about to call you down.” He put the platter of food on the table and took a step back looking proud of the spread. Baked beans, fixins, and a fruit and Jell-O salad were on the table too.

      “Oh, there you are.” Mom carried a bowl of potato salad, another of my favorite things. “I think that’s all the food.” She looked around the table, set with everything else that we could possibly need. “Let’s dig in.”

      I may have eaten at the concert, but that didn’t stop me. My plate nearly overflowed with two burgers, and hearty helpings of the sides.

      Once everyone had served themselves and I’d sampled some of the very delicious food, I decided it was time to find out whatever it was. “So are we moving? Is someone visiting we don’t want to see? I’m guessing if someone had died, you would’ve told me by now. So just rip off the Band-Aid and tell me.”

      They looked at each other, and Dad sighed. “I knew we were making too much out of this.”

      I chuckled. “If this is how you keep secrets in the field, you might want to go back for some remedial training. Just tell me. I can’t imagine—”

      “We need you to come to New York with us for a few days. Maybe a week.” Dad interrupted, and my mouth dropped open in surprise. “We’ll keep it as short as possible.”

      “What?” I was louder than I meant to, but it summed up how I felt. New York was not in my plans. “You know I have the weeks before school all planned out.”

      “We know.” Mom spoke softly. “We wouldn’t take you away if it wasn’t important.”

      This wasn’t an ask. Very unusual. There had to be a good reason. I couldn’t remember the last time they’d forced me to do anything.

      I sighed and ate a mouthful of burger. I didn’t know what to do. Part of me wanted to act like a child—get up from the table and storm off to my room. That wasn’t really who I was, though. They expected me to be the responsible teenager and TOS agent who would do what was necessary when asked. But this wasn’t a mission, and they weren’t my bosses. Yes, they were my parents. But it wasn’t cool to just assume that my plans could be rearranged.

      “I know this isn’t exactly fair, Theo, and I can see you don’t like it. Here’s the situation.” Dad rubbed his hand across his forehead and looked at Mom before he continued. “I was contacted today by a good friend from college. We haven’t seen each other in about a decade, but we stay in touch. Over the years, he’s become quite the music mogul. You might have heard
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