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CHAPTER ONE

Smack in the Middle
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Keep your steps light. If we set off the motion detectors, they’re gonna come running.” My tour guide’s voice is no more than a whisper before he waves for me to follow him around the last bend in this empty and sterile hallway.

Not a problem, but not because I’m super sneaky—I’m not. My thumping heart alone would set off the motion detectors, if Ian hadn’t disabled them.

Sorry, Megatech United. You may house the target of my mission, the MU Titan, MU’s top-of-the-line electronic brain, but your security is lacking. 

Like your data protection.

Megatech United recently snagged a contract for Government Cyber Security thanks to bargain rates and a couple of Democrats siding with the Republicans in thinking outsourcing Government Cyber Security to save tax dollars would be the right way to go.

Yeah. Surprise. It wasn’t.

Two months in, MU lost three million Social Security records last week. Ouch. The FBI’s Cyber Counterintelligence Unit scoured MU for leaks and breaches but came up empty. Neither they nor MU’s technicians could explain what happened to the data. It just went poof.

And that would be why I’m here for this historic mission—the first official collaboration between a sitting president and PRICS.

Drumroll, please.

My tour guide—Stephen, I think—glances over his shoulder at me. “Right there.” He nods to a set of imposing double doors ahead. “You’ll love this. Fifty trillion calculations per second. Connected via high-speed optical network. Wooo!” He pumps one fist in the air.

Well, good thing we also killed audio.

“Can’t wait,” I hiss-whisper back and give him a thumbs-up. Never been gladder to be a geek and science nerd.

Of course the president would show his genius-level daughter America’s premier computer lab.

Of course she’d get her own private tour, while her father got one by CEO Masterson himself.

Of course she’d sweet-talk her guide to show her the Titan, and of course she’d get close enough to plant a bug. We don’t like data to go poof, especially ours, and especially confidential data.

I brush my thumb over the ring on my fourth finger. Ready.

Stephen stops in front of the double doors. They scream security—warning signs, a palm scanner, triple-camera coverage. No angle uncovered, no shot missed.

Stephen throws a nervous glance at the ceiling. “They’re at lunch. They only check the footage if something else triggers.” Like motion. Like sound. Which we took care of.

Shh—the video is gone too, they just don’t know it.

And they’ll never find out.

Stephen swipes his card and presses his palm to the scanner, forcing a daredevil grin that looks more queasy, actually. He’s not the type to sneak into the Titan without permission, but resistance was futile: a fellow geek plus the president’s daughter? I have my ways.

The five locks on the double doors disengage in sequence. 

And we’re in.

I stroke the ring’s blue stone—housing a supercharged electromagnetic pulse emitter coupled to a high-frequency bundle brancher. All I need is a couple of seconds within fifteen centimeters of the Titan, and Ian’s newest creation, a self-embedding surveillance program named Sneaker, will do its magic.

Not even Titan’s power brain will know what hit it: within point-oh-oh-three seconds, the EPS emitter plus brancher will drill a peephole for Sneaker to get through and piggyback itself into the Titan’s system, no matter its firewall or defenses—mission accomplished.

With a scratching squeak the double doors slide open in front of us, and I hold back from cranking my neck and shaking out my arms. Would be too obvious, right?

Showtime.

Stephen takes me by the elbow and across the threshold, and I stumble over my feet, because this… This is whoa.

I knew the Titan was massive—there’s a reason for that name, presumably—but this… This spans a football field. Two stories of pristine white walls, white floors and white ceiling, crossed by a catwalk. Pure sci-fi, bathed in eye-searing light. 

And it holds the biggest electronic brain I’ve ever seen.

No beginning, no end: Twenty-plus rows of over one-hundred man-high racks hold the tech making the Titan a supercomputer legend. A faint blue hue emanates from all of them, and I’m in geek heaven. This machine was thought infallible—until it lost the social security data, that is.

Stephen bows. “Voila, the heart of the company: the mighty Titan.” He pushes his glasses back up his nose.

I take a couple of steps into the room.

Breathtaking.

Like a metallic giant the Titan’s frame ascends until it nearly grazes the walkway connecting the two second-floor doors. Despite its imposing presence, it runs so quietly, our footsteps echo off the surfaces. Something so massive, engineered to run on a whisper, not a roar. Truly fascinating.

I play with the ring, giving the little stone a half-turn to the right until I feel a slight vibration: activated. Now I only need to get closer to somewhere on this ginormous thing to release Sneaker.

I turn to Stephen. “It’s incredible. I never imagined… wow. Look at it!” I layer wonder into my voice, while I step closer to the Titan.

Fifteen centimeters away from a main drive. Looking at the size of this thing, I should be good anywhere here.

Stephen rocks back and forth on his heels, beaming like an excited school kid. “You’ve heard all the specifics of course but let me tell you this little goodie: We’ve got quantum-hardened neural barriers thicker than the Great Wall of China, zero-day defense matrices working alongside our autonomous code-healing protocols. Our distributed blockchain verification runs through military-grade quantum encryption. Titan is not just a super-computer—it's a self-evolving digital fortress with the most advanced cognitive architecture you’ll find world-wide. Smartest artificial brain. Period.”

I nod. I know. But the very brightest organic brain works for us and is about to have me unleash his surveillance program onto the Titan.

My footsteps echo as I approach one of the monolithic server towers, its black surface gleaming under the glaring bright lights. I stretch my hand out—just one touch and it should be enough to release the bundle brancher and—

“Stop!”

The command cracks like a whip through the processor-lined corridor.

The command slices through the humming silence. Every muscle in my body seizes, my hand frozen mid-reach.

“Hands where I can see them! Don’t. Move. A. Muscle!”

Iron authority rings in each syllable. I swallow hard. Crap. Not as I planned this mission to go.

“Now slowly turn around! Slowly!” Metal-soled boots whisper-click against the raised floor. The sound echoes off the server walls, making it impossible to pinpoint its source.

From somewhere behind me, Stephen's control splinters. His breathing comes in short, panicked bursts: “Oh shit, oh shit, oh shit,” each repetition higher than the last.

Double-crap. I bite back a curse. We’re in deep. A guard—an actual guard. Our intel had promised empty corridors. There wasn’t supposed to be a guard! I close my eyes and silently groan in frustration. So close, I was so close.

My PRICS-training kicks in. Deep breath. Analyze and act accordingly. What can I—

I turn around and look straight into the barrel of a gun aimed right at my head.

“Whoa!” The word breaks free in a pathetic squeak. “Easy there!”

My body betrays me with an instinctive step backward, courtesy of slight PTSD when it comes to guns. Happens when a sniper was out to kill your dad. 

My sudden movement makes the gunman shift his stance, but his aim doesn’t waver. If anything, the barrel rises with practiced precision. 

Oh, shoot. No pun intended.

This isn’t a rent-a-cop with a weekend-certification. Everything about him screams military: The way he fills out the black uniform, like it’s tactical gear, how his body is coiled like a predator, the hair buzzed to near invisibility. Oh, and his neck is as wide as my thigh.

That guy means business.

And he keeps the gun aimed right between my eyes.

I swallow dry. Triple-crap.

A little whimper comes from Stephen. He shakes like a leaf—so much that his glasses have made their way down his nose. Not helping, bro.

Soldier makes a small movement with the barrel of the gun. “Over there. Move! On your knees! No one gets near this baby here.” He nods his head toward the Titan.

I check where Soldier is pointing the gun.

Yeah, no.

Out of the question. There’s no hard drive anywhere close to it. It’s the farthest away from any part of the Titan, which is probably his point. Still, it won’t work for me.

So I pull myself together and clear my throat, although it does nothing to calm my racing heart. “Listen, I’m pretty sure you don’t want to point that gun at me. Why don’t—”

“I said move and kneel,” he barks at me. “No talking!”

Geez. “Okay, okay,” I say, yet I’m not moving, because I really, really need Sneaker released. “But actually, this is a misunderstanding. My dad is—” 

Soldier growls. “Three seconds to get away from that computer and hit the ground, or your leg gets a new hole. One!”

Adrenaline surges through my system, bringing a tsunami wave of nausea. “What? Are you insane? Do you know who I am?”

“I don’t give a damn! Two!”

Three weeks. Three weeks of meticulous planning, and this muscle-bound zealot is about to wreck everything.

The program still isn’t installed. 

He’s bluffing.

I’m a harmless teen girl accompanied by a geek with the company’s ID dangling from his lanyard—what kind of threat am I? None! I mean, yes, I am a threat, but soldier doesn’t know that!

I inch closer to the Titan. “No, please, I’m the President’s—”

“Three,” he counts and drops the aim of his gun down at my leg.

Shit.

In retrospect, maybe I miscalculated. I punch both of my palms out, as if that could stop him, panic lacing through my voice. “Stop! You can’t shoot me! I’m—”

“Alix!” Dad’s voice crashes through the room like thunderclap. 

The soldier’s composure cracks for a split-second, while Stephen squeaks like a mouse. 

I look up and breathe a sigh of relief. The bridge spanning across Titan’s massive frame has transformed into a gathering of Washington’s elite. Dad’s there with his usual power circle: Oliver Brooks, his best friend and ever-present Chief of Staff; Brandon Lee, wearing his National Security Advisor authority like a cloak, and Megatech United’s CEO, looking distinctly uncomfortable. Even Floyd Waterhouse, PRICS’ overlord and FBI Cyber Counterintelligence Director, is there, with the usual scowl on his face.

But they’re window dressing compared to the real show: Seven Secret Service agents, weapons drawn, lined up along the railing like angels of death, their guns aimed at the soldier in front of me.

Aww.

The cavalry is here.

And that means I better use the second chance I’ve been given.

I push my lower lip forward and add a tremble, for emphasis. “Daddy!” 

And Dad has absolutely no problem playing along. After all, taking control is in his job description. “Mr. Masterson, call back your security guard!” His voice booms through the room—and it’s the presidential one, layered with authority and command. Oh, and anger. “My agents will not hesitate to shoot, and I assure you, they’re better trained than your guard. Now, Mr. Masterson!”

Yup, he’s definitely angry, although I’m pretty sure it’s not at me, but at the situation I’m in. And yes, I’m also not too thrilled about the curveball soldier threw at me. But I still have a chance to complete the mission.

Dad glares back at Masterson, but it’s not Megatech’s CEO who steps forward, but Waterhouse. He nods down to the soldier and makes a dismissive motion with his hand. 

Wait, why does Waterhouse—

Soldier gives one crisp nod, bends forward at a snail’s pace, and lays the gun on the floor. His face is red as a beet. Clearly, he didn’t expect this specific turn of events.

Well, I was trying to tell him. 

But anyway: I don’t need an invitation to take this opportunity.

Initiating acting 1-0-1. I let a sob burst from my throat as I edge toward the right bank of computers. “Dad! He had a gun! Stephen wanted to show me… and then… he had a gun!” My voice cracks perfectly, and yes, after almost a year of PRICS I’m that good.

The CEO blanches white as a sheet. “I’m so sorry, I didn’t know…! Since the incident we increased security. Oh my god, I’m so sorry!”

Dad ignores the CEO’s groveling, switching to concerned-father mode. “Honey, are you okay? What are you doing down there? I missed you during the tour.” 

Laying it on thick, maybe, but nobody will notice. And he’s handed me the perfect opening.

I sniffle, stepping closer to the bridge and one of Titan’s massive towers. A calculated stumble lets me lean against it for, uhh, support, while looking up at Dad. Needless to say I’m still keeping up the strategic quiver in my voice.

“I w-wanted to see the Titan. Stephen was s-so nice and told me it would be o-okay. And this… this man came, and the gun, and…” Sniffle, sniffle.

Come on, Sneaker, do your thing, work your magic…!

The ring on my right hand vibrates.

Yes!

I hide a satisfied grin and meet Dad’s gaze. “And my leg hurts. I think I’m going to call it a day.”

Dad gives a curt nod, and only because I know him really well do I see the flicker of relief, satisfaction, and pride flash across his face. He knows the code: Sneaker is in. 

Mission accomplished.


CHAPTER TWO

Debrief
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We ride back to the airport and Air Force One in silence—well, at least Dad and I do. Oliver on the other hand, seated right across from Dad and riding backwards in the Limo, is in a pretty chatty mood. Here and there, Dad grunts out a reply, but that’s it. I’m wondering if Oliver is overlooking Dad’s nervous tapping of his fingers on one of the infamous water bottles, or if he’s rather talking over it in an attempt to get Dad to relax.

Har, har, good one.

We both know Dad isn’t happy. The tension in his jaw is yet another give-away.

The moment Limo One comes to a stop at the airfield in front of Air Force One, a Marine opens our doors. Dad all but jumps out and up the gangway.

Once we’re on the plane, he turns toward me, one eyebrow up, lips pressed into a thin line. “Alix?”

Uhh, yeah. I cringe. Him calling me to his office might be part of our debrief, but I know this tone of voice. Granted, finding your daughter at gunpoint is a good reason to be… frustrated, but too fresh is the memory of a time where all we did was fight, where I could do no right.

Needless to say, it doesn’t take me much effort to play along.

I drop my gaze to the floor and bite my lower lip, deflated like I knew I was going to get chewed out by Dad for getting myself in trouble back at MU. Letting go of a deep sigh, I follow him to his office, and the reactions of his staff couldn’t be any more different.

Oliver shoots me a reassuring small smile. He’s been on the receiving end of Dad’s rants before. Happens when you’re the Chief of Staff to the president and one of his best friends, I guess. I get a supportive pat on my shoulder when I pass him.

Waterhouse on the other hand… His stare burns a hole into my back.

Ugh.

I wouldn’t say we’re besties at this point, not after Fourth of July and his mismanagement of the situation. If it hadn’t been for Ian and me, two-thirds of the Forrester family could be six feet under at this point.

Anyway. Instead of letting that man get to me, I focus on Brandon Lane. Him I like, with his short brown hair and dimples when he smiles. While he’s still pretty new on the job, he’s had a distinguished carrier as a diplomat in several foreign countries over the last two decades. Plus, he survived an abduction and several months in captivity during his last position. Not bad for a desk jockey in his mid-forties.

Even though Lane hasn’t been privy to many dad-daughter interactions between Dad and me so far, he understands. He whispers at me, “Stay strong!”, and gives me a small wink.

I nod, let my head hang even lower, and follow Dad through the moderately narrow hallway of AF-1. The second he closes the office door behind us and we’re alone, he lets go of a big breath. “Way too close a call.” He turns around and pulls me into a tight hug.

Must. Not. Tear. Up.

Seriously.

But dang, it still feels good to be hugged by Dad. We’ve gone way too long without it.

He breaks the embrace after a couple of seconds. “No, seriously. It scared the—well, you know. When I saw that gun pointed at you…” He shakes his head and squeezes my shoulders.

No need for him to finish that sentence. I know. He’s had a rough time with how I nearly died to protect him. Coupled with the guilt he carries from the accident that injured my spine in the first place… We’ve both had our burden to carry for the last two years.

“Dad, I don’t think he would’ve shot. It was to scare—”

“Well, it worked.” He lets go of my shoulders and walks around his desk. Both of us fall into our respective chairs, one in front of the desk, one behind it.

“I want to get Mr. Miller informed. And I’d like him to tell me how you ended up with a gun to your head.”

He pushes the intercom button harder than strictly necessary. “Send in Mr. Miller, please.”

We wait in silence for a couple of seconds. The good thing about AF-1 is that it’s bigger than a normal aircraft, but not too big. It doesn’t take long for Ian to arrive. He knocks crisply and enters once Dad calls for him to come in.

“Mr. President. Alix.” Ian nods from one of us to the other. I can’t help but smile. He is one of the most easy-going guys I know, but the second my dad is anywhere near, he turns into the embodiment of professionalism and respect. I’m not quite sure if it is because he’s talking to the president, or my dad, or if it’s a combination thereof. Probably the latter, garnished with a sprinkle of better-safe-than-sorry: Dad tends to give him a hard time. Paternal overprotection.

My heart does a familiar little dance when he comes in, followed immediately by a stab of guilt. Sam is literally three rooms away, and here my stomach flutters when I lay eyes on Ian. But then, Ian always affects me like this. We vibe at the same frequency, period. I mean, it helps he’s cute, no matter he still wears his naturally blond hair dyed black. I even like the goatee he grew for his work with PRICS. But the kicker is his eyes. Emerald green, framed by thick, long lashes. And when he looks at me, like he does now…

Cue the inevitable blush.

Pull yourself together, Alix. We’re not going there. Plus, if Sam could peek into my head right now, it would spark another argument I’d rather avoid.

But… it doesn’t change that sometimes, when Ian looks extra smart like now, I feel weirdly proud of him. And I say weirdly, because it’s odd to be proud of somebody a couple of years older than you, but hey: This is one of the smartest guys in the Secret Service, and he’s working for my dad and together with me. Yes, I’m the luckiest little geek alive.

“Mr. Miller, thank you for coming. I’d like to discuss Alix’s class work.” Dad using Ian’s alias name and talking about school is nothing more than an opening line. It means we’re not secured yet and could be listened to. You never know, not even aboard the AF-1 in Dad’s main office.

Ian fishes a little pen out of his pocket. “Of course, Mr. President. In case Alix hasn’t told you yet, we were thinking of starting her on Latin to get her a better footing with her scientific papers.” He doesn’t even pay attention to Dad, but twists the little pen’s top, until a red light on it begins to blink and then turns into a steady glow.

Ian meets Dad’s gaze. “We have five minutes, sir.”

Dad nods. “Thank you, Ian. First things first, Alix did great. Sneaker is released.”

Only once we’re completely safe from eavesdroppers, like now with Ian’s radial soundwave blocker activated, does Dad call Ian by his true first name. Otherwise, it’s Mr. Miller, or maybe Jason, but really mostly Mr. Miller.

Ian breaks into a grin. “I knew it! Good job, Alix!” His enthusiasm makes me feel all warm and fuzzy inside. The supernova that is my face probably says it all.

Dad sighs and rubs his eyes. “Well, yes. There’s just the small matter of the unexpected security guard who had her at gunpoint.” He fixes Ian with a pointed look.

Ian’s smile vanishes faster than the Social Security data from MU. “A… what? A security guard had her at gunpoint? That’s impossible, we triple-checked the facility’s security schedule. I need details. What exactly happened?”

Typical Ian. Facts are data, and data helps him get to a solution.

Dad waves off the question. “Turns out it wasn’t facility security at all. Waterhouse had extra FBI agents patrolling off-books. He was the one who called off the guard.” He takes a measured sip of coffee. One perk of being president is the endless supply of perfectly heated brew. “What I want to know, is why neither of us knew about the FBI’s increased presence at Megatech United. I don’t appreciate surprises, especially ones that put my daughter in crosshairs.” The glance he gives Ian would petrify lesser men, but Ian is used to Dad’s borderline rude attitude toward him. Unfortunately. I wish he’d drop it, but for Ian, the standards have been raised to impossibly high, after all, he’s taking care of Dad’s only daughter.

Ian claims the chair beside me, a whiff of his typical spring soap scent accompanying him. “Sir, Waterhouse should have followed protocol. If he didn’t, there must be a reason, though I wasn’t informed.”

No surprise there—things have been tense since Dad gave PRICS more autonomy from Waterhouse’s droopy eyes. I’d say it hasn’t exactly made him like me more than before.

Dad keeps his accusing eyebrow up, so Ian continues. “I’m confident he wasn’t aware of our operation, mainly because the information about it never left PRICS and the Oval Office. This wasn’t sabotage, sir, just poor timing. We’ll ensure it never happens again.”

“I agree,” I say and sit up straighter. “And look at what we pulled off together. Great teamwork with a good outcome for both sides.” Dad couldn’t have gotten Sneaker installed and MU surveyed without me, and I wouldn’t have been successful without him. Teamwork.

Ian’s pen blinks. “Two minutes, sir. To wrap it up, since Alix did implant Sneaker, I’d like to debrief her now and then start to gather information on MU. It might be a while until we find something, if there is anything to find—as we discussed, sir.”

Dad stares hard into his coffee, lips pressed into a thin line. “All right then. Let’s take this as a learning experience. Keep me updated on what Sneaker discovers.”

Dismissed.

Ian all but jumps to his feet. “Of course, Mr. President. Alix?” He indicates the door with his chin.

I get up. That could’ve gone over worse. “See you later, Dad.” I wave goodbye and follow Ian.

Back at the door, Ian holds up the pen so we both can see it and twists it counterclockwise, until the flashing light stops.

Break is over.

The show is back on.


CHAPTER THREE

New Light
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I follow Ian through the bowels of Air Force One until we’re in our assigned classroom. Obviously this room wasn’t used for school work before Dad became president, but just another boring conference room. Since they have a clear abundance of those on board the AF-1, it was re-designed into a classroom once it became clear the president’s daughter would probably accompany her father on the occasional interesting trip—aka a PRICS mission.

And when I say “redesigned into a classroom,” I mean that Ian and Dimitri got their hands on a few details, like updating safety features, soundproofing it, and adding a couple of handy inventions courtesy of Ian’s genius to it to make life on board AF-1 easier for a PRICS agent like Ian or myself. Or Dimitri, for that matter.

Speaking of: Dimitri waits for us in front of our classroom. He opens the narrow door, and even though it’s always difficult to tell whether he looks at me or not—thank you, extra-dark sunglasses—I still give him a little wave. The corners of his mouth turn upwards the slightest bit. Dimitri and I, we get along just fine.

I close the door behind me and—

Ian takes me by the shoulder and backs me against the wall. Before I even have time to understand what’s happening, he has me caged in, one hand planted next to my head, the other on my chin, tilting my head up at him.

Uhh…?

Nothing more than a sheet of paper would fit between our bodies. Goosebumps erupt down my arms and neck. A chill runs down my spine, and my heart does a weird fluttering thing that doesn’t exactly improve my situation. With the exception of training Krav Maga, this is the closest we’ve been since… since those fateful five seconds. 

Five seconds was all I got.

Five seconds was all we got.

Ian’s gaze bores into me from such short distance all I see is green with little specks of brown. Everything around me vanishes in that instant. Everything. Amazing how that happens.

I suck in a little gasp.

Mistake.

Spring soap. I—

Ian cups my chin and lifts my face to his. Something inside my stomach decides it’s a good time to flutter up.

He narrows his eyes. “At gunpoint? You were at gunpoint? Again? That can’t become a habit, Alix! Tell me exactly what happened!”

I swallow dry. I’m trapped between Ian and the wall, and the minuscule distance between us… Focus, Forrester. Focus. “Uhh…” Speech as a concept left me the moment that something fluttered up inside my belly.

Ian sighs, and even that soft sound tugs on a heartstring.

He closes his eyes and leans forward, so close that I can feel the warmth radiating from his forehead on my skin. Only a bit more, and we’d be touching, like on that wonderful, fateful, awful Fourth of July. 

He exhales and opens his eyes. “I can’t have you at risk like that. I can’t. You were in the line of fire once, Trouble. I think that’s way enough. No mission is worth getting shot for. If that ever happens again, you abort, no matter what. Is that clear, or do I need to make it an order?” His voice sounds rough. Deeper than normal.

It’s all I can do to squeak out a reply. “Okay. Abort.” I force down the driest swallow ever. How in the world am I supposed to focus on anything, when Ian’s gaze drills into mine with this intensity—this blazing look that shoots down right to my core? The one where I want to look away because it’s too much, while all I can do is sink deeper into the quicksand trying to drown me?

Something deep flares between us, something that I haven’t allowed to surface for months, because every time it does, it burns me from the inside out.

And I don’t look away.

But neither does he.

I let myself feel how close he is, how any movement in any direction would bring me to touch him. How his breathing is faster than it should be in a resting position. How he swallows once. Flicks his tongue out over his lips—

 

 

A small gasp escapes me, and it breaks the spell.

Ian closes his eyes for an eternal second, and when he opens them again, he pushes off the wall and releases me.

I let go of a breath I didn’t know I held.

Easy there, heart. Easy. Skipping beats is so not healthy.

“Come on.” His voice is rough as he walks over to our couch under the small oval windows. “Give me a report. Be thorough, and don’t leave anything out.”
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It takes me a good thirty seconds to regain my composure, and I use that time to carefully and thoroughly tie my shoelaces. 

Not that they technically needed tying, but I needed a moment to get myself back into business mode.

Professionalism.

That stuff’s tough when the hormones come out.

Once I feel sufficiently calm, I stand up, brush my palms over my thighs and let myself fall into the couch, pulling both legs in to sit crisscross applesauce. Such a small move, yet it would’ve been impossible a few months ago. Now with the need for pretense out the window and the splint off, moving the way I want to is a luxury I’m not taking for granted. If I hadn’t met Ian, if he hadn’t invented my chip, I’d still be in my brace and on crutches. As it is, Mom still isn’t over the miraculous recovery of my nerves. Tickled her diagnostic senses, but when the MRI only showed what we expected, a healed spinal cord, she accepted our luck and moved on. Good for me, because one, I don’t like to be under her scrutiny, medical or otherwise, and two, I remember Ian’s frustration when he deleted the chip from the MRI-scan. We have a technology able to help so many people, and yet we’re keeping it secret. It irks him to the n-th degree, which is why we both have been talking to the higher-ups to make the technology available to others.

Soon, hopefully.

Ian pours a cup of chai and hands it to me. Exactly what I need. Bringing him up to speed means going through a report so thorough it doesn’t leave out a sneeze.

He raises his cup. “To a successful mission.”

“And many more.” Our cups meet with a gentle clink before I take a sip. 

Seriously. This has become my life. When one mission is over, I can’t wait for the next, and even if there’s none, or if they’re easy-peasy, there’s always more training. More learning.

And there’s tons I can still learn from Ian. Since he started working on Sneaker, he’s cranked up my programming and coding lessons: No better way to let me know I’m still the student in our combo here, IQ of 160 or not. Watching his fingers dance across the keyboard while crafting that extraction program was like watching a virtuoso at work. 

I cradle the cup between my hands, enjoying its warmth. For whatever reason, AF-1 is always freezing cold. I sink deeper into the cushions, trying to escape the A.C.’s arctic blast. Ian mirrors my position, but twists his body sideways, so that he’s propped up with one elbow on the couch’s headrest, one leg angled up on the cushion, his knee touching mine.

“Okay, Trouble, tell me what you learned from this mission.” He taps his finger on my leg twice.

That IQ of 160 re-routes all processing power to his fingers on my knee and his knee touching mine. Darn distractions. Darn hormones. No matter Ian behaves like Fourth of July never happened, the same can’t be said of my body. It insists on remembering. Vividly.

I clear my throat. “Uh, well, first, I will try to not get shot at. Always a plus. That means, I will abort missions that become too dangerous. Second, improvisation is important, and third, so is a good team for backup.” Right? I blow into my tea to cool it. And myself, let’s not kid anybody here.

Ian nods and gives me the thumbs up. “Good. I’d like to emphasize the point where you don’t get shot at.” He gives me a stern look. “But change of topic. Once we’re back home, we can start analyzing Sneaker’s data feeds and look for hack patterns. I want you to do most of the work there. My goal is to get you to a point where you can look at a source code like Sneaker’s and tell me what I could do better.”

Hah! A challenge I can do—not like Dimitri’s Krav Maga challenges a là who can kick a heavy bag the farthest? Spoiler alert: It ain’t me.

A grin spreads over my face. “So that’s when the Padawan becomes a Jedi?”

Ian’s smile widens as he drops his voice into character. “Much to learn you still have, my young padawan.”

I hoot. “Your best Yoda yet!” He’s really nailing that croaky voice and twisted syntax. And yes, I’ve heard his full repertoire, from Darth Vader to a surprisingly convincing R2.

We share a knowing grin and tap cups again.

Ian leans over to the coffee table, swapping his mug for a DUTI-pad that flickers to live under his palm. “Check this out, Trouble.” He motions me to come closer.

“After MU lost the Social Security data, all major Government facilities improved their cyber security. Look at this though.” He pinches a graphic on his DUTI-pad and twists it, making it pop up enlarged dead center on the screen. “Hacking attacks on Government sites have skyrocketed, we’re talking double or triple the normal rates over the past two months. And we now have somebody claiming the fame for it.”

“We do?” That should be good. Makes our life easier.

“Yup. Don’t get too excited, it doesn’t make our life easier, unfortunately.”

Whoa. Mindreader. “Why not?”

“Because the Dark Unit is behind it, and we don’t have a clue what they want.”

I groan. “The Dark Unit?” The international hacker organization with the most cliché name in cyber-crime history? They’ve been popping up in many of our recent briefings, but so far they’ve been all bark and no bite.

Ian nods. “Those guys. The last two hours you were gone were busy for them, or rather, for me. It’s official now, the Dark Unit hacked MU. They’re in possession of the Social Security data.”

I cringe. “Ouch. That’s not good.”

“Depending on. Here’s the twist: They claim they don’t intend to use it.”

Now, that’s odd. “Why not? You steal something and then don’t use it? Why hack it in the first place?”

“That’s a very good question, Trouble. And it gets worse: They’ve since hacked into two more Government sites, the DMV and the INR, all hosted by Megatech United. Crashed the servers for hours. But as far as we can tell, no data was damaged or stolen this time.” 

I scrunch up my nose and forehead. That doesn’t make sense. “They crashed it? That’s it? Why would they go through all that trouble plus the risk of getting tracked and found out, just to temporarily knock some sites offline?” Hackers always want something, even if it is only to prove they can, otherwise, they don’t need the hack.

Ian nods and double-taps something on his DUTI-pad. “Don’t get me wrong, they did get something out of it. Both websites displayed this image for over two hours nationwide until we finally managed to take over the system again.”

He turns the pad around, showing a screenshot of a regular browser window with the DMV logo and URL. Business as usual, if it wasn’t for the overlay of a poem written in red and bold:

 

 

Humpty Dumpty sat on a wall,

Humpty Dumpty had a great fall,

all of the president’s horses and all of his men,

couldn’t put Humpty together again.

 

Under the text is a small picture of a computer mouse, its black tail encircling the rhyme—the logo of the Dark Unit.

I hand the pad back to Ian. “It looks harmless at first glance, but I assume I’m missing something, if you’re worried about it.”

Ian sighs. “Well, right you are, I’m definitely worried. Alas, I seem to be the only one.” He catches my quizzical look and continues. “You know, the FBI’s Cyber Counterintelligence thinks this is another dumb hack, nothing more. Not quite as dumb as the hundreds of other almost-hacks we have every month, but still probably the work of someone in the Dark Unit who wants to see if they can get in, and then have his or her five minutes of fame displaying their message. A power play.” He draws a circle around the rhyme with his finger. “My problem with this is twofold: first, why update the rhyme to say ‘president’? This is a message until proven otherwise. Second, why Humpty Dumpty?”

“Also a message until proven otherwise?” I raise one eyebrow. “Given that they purposefully altered it and chose this rhyme from how many hundreds?”

Ian looks up to the ceiling and lifts both palms. “Yes! Thank you for following my train of thought! Nobody else would find this remarkable.” He lowers his hands for a high five I hit. “Do you know where the Humpty Dumpty story comes from?”

I blow out a puff of air. “Well, I thought it was about an egg, but given your question I assume it’s not.” Can’t say nursery rhymes are my area of expertise. I bet Mom read to me from her medical journals when she brought me to bed. A nonsense-rhyme? What a waste of a golden teaching opportunity.

Ian smiles. “The egg is a common misconception. The probably more truthful story is that Humpty Dumpty was actually the nickname of a huge cannon mounted on a church wall in Colchester, England during the civil war. It was used to support King Charles and fight off the Parliamentarian forces, but when the wall was destroyed, the cannon crashed to the ground, and, well, all the king’s horses and all the king’s men couldn’t put Humpty together again. Meaning, they couldn’t get it back onto the wall, a major blow to their defense. So, what do you make out of that?” He gives me that look, the one that tells me to get my brain in gear. 

Okay, wait, History, English Civil War—oh.

If Ian is right, this is a biggie.

I blink twice. “So in translation, the uprising forces destroyed the government’s weapon. 

So… what? The Dark Unit is going to quote-unquote break our weapon? What does that even mean?” It’s not as if we had enemies we’re holding at a figurative or literal gunpoint with some kind of weapon. “It must be something cyber-related, but why not just do it, but tease about it?”

“That’s what I don’t know,” Ian says. “I think we need to investigate this further, find out who in the Dark Unit is behind it, including their motives, etc. It’s too hot to let it sit unsolved. They got into our system twice already, at MU and now at the DMV and INR, and it’s bugging me. Something is going on within the Dark Unit, and I don’t like it.”

Neither do I. “So what’s Waterhouse’s problem? Or rather, what does he not see as a problem?”

“Your pick. This is just an attention grab by the Dark Unit, if they had any real power, they’d have taken data or done damage. We can’t spare resources, after all, we have more concrete threats than nursery rhymes. And, of course, I shouldn’t suspect a complex conspiracy behind a minor hack.”

I blow out a puff of air. “He calls hacking MU, the DMV and INR a minor hack?”

“Apparently. I wish Waterhouse and his team would take the Dark Unit more seriously. It’s going to be tough digging deeper with only you and me.”

I huff. “You know he won’t.”

“Won’t what?” 

“Take anything serious that you or I say. One, he’s still a sore loser he had to hire you to train me, two, he’s an even worse sore loser since Dad gave us more independence. I mean, we know he isn’t your biggest fan”—Ian shudders in agreement—“but I feel Waterhouse isn’t on Team Alix either. Take today, it was almost like he was working against us.” 

Ian cocks an eyebrow at me. “Ouch, Trouble.”

“Ugh. I don’t mean it like that.” I deflate. “I’m not accusing him of working against us, I’m just saying that he isn’t the least supportive. Geez, even Brandon Lee is telling me to let him know if I need something, and he’s never been in with the secret service.” Granted, that might mean he thinks we’re playing around most of the time, but given that we had to throw everything about PRICS at him out of the blue, he handled it well.

Ian works a hand through his hair. “I know what you’re getting at. Waterhouse is very difficult to get along with. I trained with him when I was first recruited, and he brought me this close to quitting.”

I stare at him. “You almost quit?” That doesn’t sound like Ian.

He makes a face. “Almost. Quitting… wasn’t really an option.”

No kidding. For Ian quitting is never an option.

“Believe me, Trouble. I’m sure it is nothing personal with Waterhouse. He has a difficult personality—”

“I’ve noticed.” I roll my eyes.

“But he’s really good at his job, and he definitely didn’t put a guard into the computer room at MU to make life more difficult for us. Remember, our mission was top secret, and only us and your father knew about it. Knowing about PRICS doesn’t equal knowing about every mission we run, especially now that we’re more independent.”

And being mad at us doesn’t equal screwing those missions up for us, I know that. “Okay, okay, I get it.” I wave my hand. “Anyway, what are we going to do about the Dark Unit?” That’s our job, that’s my job, and I’m not going to ignore any possible threat against Dad, no matter if Waterhouse takes it seriously or not. Ian does, and that’s all I need to know.

Ian taps on something on his DUTI-pad. “We’ll develop a little counter program using some bleeding-edge tech. Check this out, young padawan.”

I take the pad from him and scroll through the code.

And stop.

And go back up.

And again.

No, wait, that can’t be what I’m seeing.

I look up at Ian and back at the code. “It looks like… don’t get me wrong, but this programming seems to be using some kind of quantum-neural architecture? The patterns are almost… organic.” The code structure is unlike anything I’ve seen in current AI models, it almost looks like it’s… alive, somehow. It seems to adapt and evolve in real time, predicting and countering security measures before they even activate.

Ian shrugs. “Sort of. It’s a hybrid quantum-classical system using something called adversarial reinforcement learning. But it sounds less impressive when you hear what teenage-me named it.” His cheeks take on a reddish hue. “Torpedo. You know, unstoppable, precise… In my defense, I wrote the first version of this in high school. Been refining this architecture for years, staying ahead of the publicly available AI models.” He shrugs again, like, no biggie, sure, that’s what every teenager does.

That moment at MU, when I thought to myself the smartest organic brain was working for us? Heck, I was so right! My mouth drops open. “Ian…! You wrote that in high school?” And I thought I was advanced!

“An early version of this, nothing spec—”

“An early version that’s probably still more sophisticated than what I can access right now via the web! And given that A.I. made huge leaps forward over the last years…” I shake my head. Unbelievable. I’m going to stay a padawan forever. Looks like I’m way behind the curve already.

Ian rubs his neck. “Oh well. I was focused more on programming than actual school. And to be honest, had I had any common sense back then, I should’ve come up with one system, not two. Sneaker handles intrusion detection and real-time threat analysis, nice, and then Torpedo can adapt to and bypass pretty much any security system once it’s fully optimized. Two programs… So inelegant.”

A laugh bursts from my throat. “Yeah, very offensive.” I lean forward and punch him in the shoulder, lightly, of course. 

Ian chuckles. “Unless of course I’ll come up with some more programming and turn this into swarm intelligence. Maybe that would redeem my reputation.” He taps his index finger against my temple. “Either way, for now we both work on Torpedo. Look at the code. Understand it. Once we’re both happy with it, we’re going to release that baby onto the Dark Unit and see what we can get, while Sneaker keeps an eye on MU.” He drops the DUTI-pad onto my lap. “Your mission, Trouble. Go for it.”


CHAPTER FOUR

Invite
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It takes me thirty minutes alone to get a rough—and I mean very, very rough—understanding of how Torpedo works, and the moment I feel like I at least kind of get it, the wall clock hanging above the door begins to flash in a bright red light.

I groan. I was just getting the hang of—

Brooks, Sam’mear, Intern.

Oh, never mind.

The evacuation plan-turned-monitor next to the door springs into life and displays the aisle leading to our classroom, a red circle around the face I know as well as my own.

“Visitor.” Ian sighs.

What happens next is a quiet dance we’ve performed far too often over the last couple of months. Ian powers down his DUTI-pad and turns it into an inconspicuous sheet of foil, shoves it behind a cushion on the couch and picks up a math book from behind that same cushion.

Simultaneously, he scoots farther away from me and opens the book. I do the same with my DUTI-pad, only I grab a pen and a pad from behind my cushion, opening it to a page with several formulas scribbled down already.

We’re like a perfectly choreographed team making sure we don’t get caught.

Two seconds later there’s a knock on the door and Sam peeks in, handsome as always in his suit, the light brown wavy hair a bit shorter since he got promoted from junior intern to full-fledged intern once he turned eighteen over the
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