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​Foreword
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To my corporate world cybersecurity and networking team, you all make it a little easier to show up to work each day. Your humor, brilliance, and chaos keep life interesting and my inbox full.

To my mom, who has always told me to follow my dreams and supported me every step of the way. I’m sure you’ll be one of the first to buy a copy of this book, even though you’ve already proofread it countless times.

To my husband, for putting up with the late nights and endless edits.

And to my daughter, the light of my life and my greatest reminder that balance is possible, even when it feels like it’s not.
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​Chapter One: Between Codes and Coffee
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Kayla Morgan wasn’t supposed to be thinking about work yet.

The alert fired before she even reached the bus stop—a soft vibration against her hip that didn’t match any notification she recognized. Sentinel didn’t schedule its monitoring systems to run until mid-morning.

Kayla didn’t check it right away.

If it were real, it could wait thirty seconds. If it wasn’t, it didn’t deserve her morning.

She kept walking.

Her morning commute gave her time to think, to observe. 

She scanned the bus out of habit. People, patterns, signals. Everyone connected to something they didn’t think about.

Today, the pattern felt off—too coordinated.

The bus lurched forward, carrying her toward the skyscraper where her office was nestled between corporate giants. 

Her reflection shimmered in the glass window, focused, capable—someone who knew more than she let on.

She ran her fingers through her dark brown hair, adjusted her bag again, and thought about the day ahead: audits to review, firewall configurations to tweak.

The system worked. Mostly. And for now, it was right where she wanted to be.

Sentinel Mutual looked flawless from the outside.

Inside, it ran on legacy systems, rushed mergers, and quiet compromises.

Which meant it was always one decision away from breaking.

Kayla swiped her ID badge at the turnstile and said hello to the security guard before stepping into the elevator.

Floor two might as well have been the basement, which was exactly where they liked to keep IT. 

It wasn’t glamorous: servers, tangled cables, and the faint smell of burnt coffee. 

People in crisp suits glared as she pressed the “2” button, the air thick with unspoken hierarchy. 

She told herself every morning she’d start taking the stairs to avoid the looks, but somehow, she always ended up right here, sharing an elevator with executives who looked at her as though she’d hacked her way into their precious space.

Tucked away behind badge-protected doors and a line of overworked servers, her team prevented digital fires before anyone upstairs even smelled smoke. 

No flashy bonuses. No espresso machines. Just the quiet certainty that when things broke, they were the ones keeping the company alive. 

The doors slid open to reveal the familiar controlled chaos of the cybersecurity floor. 

Screens glowed from every cubicle, lines of code, and dashboards. The hum of fluorescent lights mixed with the sharp smell of printer ink as Kayla scanned the empty office. 

Jordan would already be at his desk.

Coffee. Bad jokes. Probably breaking something “accidentally.”

“Morning, hacker princess.” He called.

Kayla set her bag down at her desk and smirked. “Morning, you break anything yet, or are you just annoying the interns today?”

“Both, actually. It’s called multitasking,” he said proudly. “Oh, and the boss man wants the latest phishing reports before noon.”

“Great,” she muttered, logging in. “Because nothing says ‘fun Tuesday’ like explaining why half the sales team still clicks on emails titled ‘Free Coffee Gift Card.’”

Her phone buzzed.

Mom: 

Don’t forget breakfast. And maybe get out some today?

Kayla rolled her eyes.

Some threats were persistent.

It didn’t help that Kayla’s older brother already had two kids. Kayla had just turned 26 and hadn’t been on a date in months, maybe even a year if she were being honest with herself. 

It wasn’t long before Kayla slipped into her rhythm, scanning logs, analyzing anomalies, and sending quick messages across the company’s chat system. 

The world outside disappeared when she worked; her brain thrived on puzzles, patterns, and problems to solve. She had learned the hard way that a single overlooked detail could unravel everything.

Around mid-morning, a glossy handout landed on Kayla’s desk, branded with Sentinel Mutual’s newly launched “behavioral risk model,” a platform designed to quantify and predict human risk.

Kayla frowned, then pulled it up on her screen.

A dashboard unfolded in layers. Names populated down the left, each paired with a live risk index shifting in constant increments—some climbing, some dipping, most hovering.

One profile ticked upward as she watched.

82...84...87.

No alert. No explanation. Just movement.

She clicked into it.

The profile expanded into a web of inputs, each one feeding the score in real time. Purchase history. Location drift. Sleep patterns pulled from a wearable. Keystroke rhythm mapped into neat, repeating curves. Even pause time before sending messages, measured down to fractions of a second.

Kayla’s brown eyes narrowed.

A thin lattice of lines connected everything, stretching across panels that should have been separate systems. Internal records braided with third-party feeds. Behavioral data layered over identity markers. Silos that had always existed in isolation, now flattened into a single, continuous stream.

A reasoning pane flickered to life.

Risk adjustment: +5

Contributing factors: Deviation in daily movement patterns, increased message hesitation latency, and irregular purchasing intervals.

Kayla stared at the list.

None of it meant anything on its own.

Together, it meant everything.

The system wasn’t tracking behavior—it was predicting it.

A new panel blinked into existence.

Kayla frowned. She hadn’t clicked anything.

Employee ID: Morgan, K

Internal Audit Risk: High

They did not anonymize the data. That was her. No abstraction. No buffer.

Kayla checked her access logs.

She hadn’t opened anything restricted.

Not yet.

So why had the system already decided she was a risk?

She leaned back, watching the numbers tick up again.

It was impressive—deciding who someone was becoming—and adjusting the score before they could prove it wrong.

She needed more coffee. 

As she poured herself a cup, she leaned closer toward two analysts from another team hovering near the water station.

“CEO’s retiring,” one of them whispered.

Kayla filed it away.

Leadership changes always broke things.

She checked the time on her phone—the first meeting of the day.

When Kayla and Jordan entered the conference room, Jordan immediately hit the light switch, plunging the room into shadow except for the glow of laptop screens.

“Why do you two insist on working like vampires?” someone from compliance asked.

Jordan didn’t look up. “Less glare. More focus.”

Kayla smirked. “Also, mood lighting helps us process risk.”

The others rolled their eyes, but continued with the meeting.

As she headed back to her desk, her phone buzzed again with another text from her mother.

Your brother just sent pictures of the kids in their Halloween costumes! You should visit soon. Plenty of nice men here.

Kayla groaned and texted back:

I’m in the middle of a phishing report, Mom. The only men I meet are ones trying to steal my passwords.

A moment later, Jordan leaned over. “Your mom again?”

“Yep. Still thinks love is one email away. I told her the last guy I met sent me a malicious link.”

He chuckled. “To be fair, you probably clicked it just to see what would happen.”

She smirked. “Of course I did. Research purposes.”

“Have you seen these recent reports released by Finance? Half the company’s numbers are a mystery.”

Kayla agreed, “It is on my list of things to review, right below running the entire company.” 

By the end of the day, the office thinned out, but Kayla stayed behind, as usual.

As she sifted through phishing simulations, one subject line jumped out at her. It wasn’t a fake invoice or a “Click here for your bonus” scam. It looked perfectly legitimate: clean headers, a proper signature, no spoofed domains.

The subject read: Behavioral Model Audit—Internal.

The sender addressed it to the board members.

Kayla frowned. “Behavioral model audit. Addressed to the Board, but why was this sent to me?” She whispered to herself.

Kayla stared at the screen one last time before logging off.

Her name wasn’t there anymore.

The risk score was gone.

No history. No trace.

As if it had never existed.

She closed her laptop.

Systems didn’t erase themselves. They followed rules.

Which meant someone had erased her—and didn’t want her to notice.
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The bus smelled of stale air and cheap perfume.

Kayla dropped into a window seat, phone already in her hand. The email was still open.

Her thumb scrolled through it again. The subject kept replaying like a nervous tic.

She told herself it was nothing.

Corporate emails leaked all the time. Drafts. Rumors. Half-finished decisions.

This one wasn’t messy. It felt final.

But the structure of that message had been clean. Too clean. Addressed to the board. No slip, no typo, no accidental internal CC. Whoever sent it knew how to frame a story that would slap the entire company awake.

Kayla frowned.

Her stop came too fast.

She barely noticed getting off the bus.

Inside her apartment, she shrugged off her coat and set the laptop on the small kitchen counter, light from the single pendant lamp pooling across the keys.

She dropped her bag and opened her laptop.

She ran the sender through every check she trusted.

Domain. Authentication. Routing.

Everything came back too clean, which only made her more impatient. She dove into the usual places for background: LinkedIn for executive moves, local business press, and regulatory filings. No leaks. No rumors. No chatter anywhere.

The company had kept this completely contained.

Which meant that the email hadn’t slipped out.

Someone sent it on purpose.

Her phone rang.

“Hey, Mom.”

“You okay?”

“Yeah. Just work.”

“Did you take a break today?”

Kayla thought for a moment, “I think so.”

“Kayla, you need to take better care of yourself.”

She smiled despite herself. “I’ll add it to the list.”

“I love you.”

“Love you too.”

Kayla ended the call and stared at the screen.

The email wasn’t there anymore.

It wasn’t in her inbox, the archive, or even the logs.

It had been erased.

Kayla closed the laptop.

That didn’t happen on its own.

Internal communications didn’t just reach her by accident.

She wasn’t supposed to see that message.

Which meant one thing.

Someone had wanted her to see it. The realization settled in...like something sinking beneath the surface of water. Not panic. Not yet. Just pressure.

She reopened the laptop.

If someone wanted her to see it, then there was a reason. And if there was a reason, there would be a trail.

There was always a trail.

Kayla pulled up her system logs first.

Local activity. Session tracking. Background processes.

Nothing unusual.

She frowned and opened a deeper layer—process history tied to her user session. Most people never touched it. Most people didn’t know it existed.

A list populated.

Standard system calls. Authentication checks. Idle refresh cycles.

Then—a process she didn’t recognize.

It had no name.

Just a string of characters. Temporary. Non-indexed.

Kayla leaned forward, her pulse ticking up.

“That’s...not normal.” She clicked into it. Access denied. She tried again—this time routing through a local admin check.

Still denied.

Her jaw tightened.

That wasn’t how Sentinel worked. If a process ran under her session, she should at least be able to see it.

Unless—Kayla’s fingers hovered over the keyboard.

Unless it wasn’t running under her session—unless it was attached to it.

She sat back.

“That’s not funny.”

The apartment was quiet around her. The hum of the refrigerator was suddenly louder than it should have been.

She forced herself to keep moving.

Check the obvious. Confirm the basics.

Kayla pulled up her account activity—login history, device authentication, access logs.

Everything matched. Every login was hers, every action tracked—no anomalies, no breaches, no signs of compromise.

Which meant—she wasn’t being hacked—she was being observed, and the difference settled into her chest like a weight.

Kayla minimized the window and stared at her reflection in the darkened screen.

“Okay,” she whispered. “Think.”

If someone wanted her to see the email, and someone could erase it, and something was running alongside her session without visibility—then she wasn’t looking at a mistake.

She was looking at a system.

A controlled one.

Her eyes flicked back to the behavioral model dashboard she had opened earlier that day.

Kayla’s stomach tightened.

She reopened the internal portal and navigated back to the behavioral model.

The dashboard loaded slower this time—or it just felt slower.

Names populated again, scores shifting.

Everything looked normal. Too clean.

She searched for herself. Nothing—no Kayla Morgan, no risk profile, no trace.

She exhaled through her nose, slow and controlled.

“Of course.”

Then she changed the filter.

Instead of searching by name, she searched by internal ID structure.

Employee formatting. Department segmentation.

The kind of search no one outside her team would think to run. The results populated.

Hundreds of entries—then one caught her eye.

ID: MGN-K-4721

Not her exact ID. Close—too close.

Kayla clicked. The profile opened.

Risk Index: 91  

Status: Active Monitoring  

Her pulse spiked.

The data fields filled in—location drift, communication latency, purchase irregularity.

All of it. All of her—shifted, abstracted, anonymized just enough to deny it.

Kayla stared at the screen, not moving.

“They didn’t delete me,” she whispered. “They reassigned me.”

The realization hit harder than anything before it. This wasn’t a glitch or a leak—it was intentional.

Someone had built a system that could hide data, rewrite identities, and decide to take risks in real time. And they had just moved her inside it.

Kayla’s fingers hovered over the keyboard again.

She had a choice now.

Close the laptop, walk away, come back tomorrow and pretend none of this had happened, or—dig.

Her heart beat faster. Kayla opened a new window—a blank document, no network sync, no auto-save, manual only.

She typed: Behavioral Model — Personal Flag

She paused, read it again, then added one more line.

Someone is watching.

She saved the file locally. Offline.

For the first time that night, Kayla leaned back in her chair and let the silence settle around her.

This wasn’t over. It hadn’t even begun.

And tomorrow—she was going to find out who had put her there.
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​Chapter Two: Retirement Announcement
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Kayla woke up thinking about the vanished email.

By the time coffee hissed into the mug, she had already checked her phone twice. Nothing—no alert, no trace. Which made it worse.

She dressed quickly, packed her laptop, and tried not to think about the words she could not recover.

She checked the logs again before leaving the apartment.

Still nothing.

Outside, the city moved in steady waves of purpose—taxis, commuters, and caffeine-fueled ambition.

Kayla joined the flow, mentally ticking off her to-do list: finish the phishing report, review yesterday’s security alert, document the incident summary, and maybe, just maybe, catch her breath before five.

A message on her phone caught her attention, a private ping from the Operations Security Team, also known as OpsSec.

OpsSec (private): Heads up, announcement this morning on CEO transition. Keep an eye out for communications. No action unless we say so.

Her thumb hovered over the screen.

After last night, it felt less like instruction and more like a warning. Or a boundary. And she hadn’t agreed to it.

She smirked. 

Information Security had a flair for mystery, even when the drama was just another round of corporate musical chairs. 

CEO transitions were security events before they were press releases. Access changed. Secrets moved. People lied politely.

She brewed another cup of coffee and texted Jordan, one word, their unspoken joke whenever corporate news stirred: “Already?”

His reply came almost instantly.

Jordan: 

Heard it on the midnight channel. The board is moving fast. This is spicy.

A familiar jolt hit her chest—not fear, but anticipation.

Knowing something early wasn’t about ego. It was about staying ahead of the version everyone else was being shown. Kayla enjoyed being part of the hum that kept Sentinel Mutual running smoothly beneath the surface.

In the elevator, she pressed 2 and felt the usual executive silence settle around her.

She caught her own reflection in the mirrored doors: hair pulled into a loose twist, eyes bright, expression neutral. 

Kayla wondered how many of them understood how much of their lives ran on things they couldn’t see.

Probably fewer than they assumed.

The Cyber Risk floor greeted her with the familiar hum of machines and the soft clatter of keyboards. 

Jordan was already at his desk, surrounded by sticky notes, coffee, and evidence that order had given up on him.

He waved a lazy hand without looking up.

“Comms alert?” Kayla asked, dropping her bag and walking over to his desk.

Her favorite part of Jordan’s desk was a crayon drawing from his four-year-old niece that said “Happe Brthday Jordn” in wobbly letters.

Kayla’s desk held one plant, one mug, and one quote: It’s easier to ask forgiveness than permission.

Jordan’s grin was easy, but his fingers drummed nervously on the console. She noticed the tension before he spoke.

“Sort of,” Jordan said, spinning in his chair. “OpsSec says watch for the announcement. We do the setup,” he said. “They take the credit.”

“We’re the ones it traces back to,” Kayla said.

Jordan glanced at her. “You good?”

She didn’t respond.

Her inbox was already awake when she opened it, a dozen new messages. Routine, mostly: internal scans, compliance updates, one sarcastic meme from Jordan titled “How to Patch Your Life.”

They were still trading barbs when the all-hands channel lit up. A red banner flashed across the top of their screens, that signature tone that made the entire floor collectively groan.

ALL STAFF: CEO TRANSITION ANNOUNCEMENT AT 10:00 A.M. — PLEASE JOIN LIVE.

“Watch them scramble to fill the silence,” Jordan muttered. “Fifteen minutes until the town hall. Place your bets: internal candidate, external star, or someone they call ‘visionary’ and immediately regret?”

Kayla’s eyes flicked to a new email she had missed, dated from last night; it wasn’t there just a minute ago. 

Subject: New CEO: Youngest Ever

Addressed to the board. 

Her name did not appear in the CC line; nor was it sent as a foreword or misdirected through any visible rule.

It had simply appeared.

“You think ‘youngest ever’ is real or staged?” She asked.

Jordan shrugged. “Either marketing’s playing games or someone’s probing reactions.”

Kayla’s fingers danced across her keyboard. She pulled up the privileged access dashboard, scanning for anything off: token rotations, scheduled updates, and login spikes. 

Everything looked calm.

Which probably meant OpsSec had already run the simulations overnight, making sure nothing broke when the actual switchover happened. That was their quiet power; they saw the machinery before anyone else knew it existed.

At 9:58, the room shifted in unison. Tabs closed. Notifications silenced. Coffee mugs refilled. 

The livestream began.

The retiring CEO, Stacie Franklin, appeared on screen, perfectly tailored, perfectly poised, perfectly rehearsed.

“I’m retiring,” she said, smiling like someone reading from a script she hated.

“The search for a new CEO is underway,” she said. “The board has not yet decided.”

Kayla went still.

The data said otherwise. Someone already knew the replacement—and wanted Kayla to see it.

There was tension behind the polish, a subtle tremor in the phrasing. This didn’t feel like her choice.

Stacie was only fifty-eight, not exactly the age to disappear into early retirement for a CEO. 

But as Stacie spoke, there was a brittleness under the corporate gloss. Kayla could hear it, something unsaid.

Stacie wrapped things up with more thanks, more reassurances, and a promise of a “seamless handover.” 

Kayla mentally logged the word seamless. It always meant someone’s hiding chaos.

Jordan gave her a look across the aisle that said, You heard that too, right?

When the feed ended, the office erupted.

Kayla barely heard any of it.

She was already opening the email header.

The routing path was clean—suspiciously so.

Then she saw it: the timestamp didn’t match the relay sequence. The email was not simply sent early.

It had been backdated.

Not early—altered.

Which meant intent. Same pattern. Different system.

She should have opened a formal ticket.

Instead, she copied the header into a private note and routed the metadata through a local sandbox.

Just to verify.

Just once.

The note saved automatically.

Kayla froze.

She hadn’t named it—yet there it was: watchlist_morgan_k.txt.

Not any system’s naming convention.

Jordan leaned back in his chair, grinning. “We had a heads-up. Feels good.”

Kayla didn’t answer right away.

It did. 

But her attention was elsewhere, on a small line of code still running in a background window, a temporary access key waiting for validation.

She made another cup of coffee, opened a fresh ticket, and created a new file.

EXECUTIVE TRANSITION — WATCH LIST.

Kayla reopened the cached metadata.

The filename changed while she was watching.

watchlist_morgan_k.txt became:

keep_going.txt

A single line appeared inside.

You’re looking in the right place.

Kayla’s breath caught.

This wasn’t a mistake.

Someone inside Sentinel knew exactly what she was doing.

And they were letting her keep going.

***
[image: ]


Kayla tugged her jacket tighter and walked toward the bus stop, the familiar rhythm of her boots tapping against the sidewalk.

Normally, this was her mental cool-down period. 

She’d scroll through podcasts, people-watch, and let her brain unclench from a day of logs and risk reports. 

But tonight, her thoughts kept looping back to the text files.

She’d seen manipulated data before. This wasn’t that. This was directed.

Too personal. Too real.

A bus hissed past, and Kayla barely noticed. 

She replayed the CEO’s speech in her head: that slight quiver in Stacie’s tone, the pause before she said “retirement.” The way she avoided naming her replacement entirely.

She stopped at a crosswalk, watching the reflection of Sentinel Mutual’s glass tower shimmer across puddles. Its logo, the minimalist silver shield, caught the dying light as if it were watching her back.

The bus ride was uneventful.

When she reached her apartment, the stillness closed in around her. No cubicles with the sound of typing and phones ringing, no chatter, no people hurrying about.

She dropped her bag, fed her plant a little water out of guilt, and opened her laptop.

The screen blinked awake, bathing the room in cold blue light.

Kayla cracked her knuckles.

“Let’s see what you’ve got, mystery file.”

At home, she checked the metadata again from her cached copy.

Creator: Unknown

Modified by: Unknown

Date Updated: Today’s date

Whoever created this file expected to be checked.

Or someone wanted it to look that way.

Her fingers moved faster now, instincts sharpening. She checked timestamps against the internal logs, cross-referencing them with the time the OpsSec ping came through. 

That wasn’t an accident. It was a test.

She leaned back, rubbing her temples. “Who leaks something like that...and why?”

Her mom called halfway through.

“You sound distracted,” Nancy said.

“Work stuff.”

“Dangerous work stuff?”

Kayla glanced at the timestamp mismatch glowing on her screen. “No. Just noise.”

When she hung up, she sat for a long moment in silence, staring at her reflection on the monitor. The city’s glow behind her looked like static.

Frustration itched under her skin. She couldn’t shake it. She needed to do something.

She turned back to the laptop, fingers hovering again.

If it was watching her, it was learning—and she needed to be careful what she showed it.

Kayla opened a new document—offline, manual save, no sync.

She typed: CEO Email — Altered Timestamp  

Hidden Metadata Tag  

Session Interference  

She paused, then added one more line.

The system responded to probing.

Her throat tightened.

Kayla saved the file and closed the laptop.

The system had just changed.

Before, she had been following something. Now something was responding.

She wasn’t just inside the system anymore—she was visible to something inside it.

Kayla didn’t turn the lights off right away.

She stood there a moment, laptop closed in her hands, listening.

The apartment was quiet—but not empty. The hum of the refrigerator. Pipes settling somewhere in the walls. The faint buzz of streetlights bleeding through the blinds.

Normal sounds.

She set the laptop down.

Then opened it again.

“Just checking,” she said to no one.

The screen came to life. No delay. No flicker.

Too normal.

Kayla didn’t log back into the network. She stayed local, pulling up system logs instead—process activity, recent executions, anything that might have triggered when the parser closed.

Nothing obvious.

Which didn’t help.

She leaned closer, scanning line by line.

There.

A gap.

Not an error. Not a deletion. Just...absence. A timestamp jump where something should have been recorded.

Her pulse ticked up.

“Okay,” she murmured. “So you clean up after yourself.”

That meant persistence. Or access above her visibility.

Neither option sat well.

Kayla opened a terminal window and ran a local integrity check—hash comparisons against baseline system files.

Everything matched. Too clean again.

She sat back, frowning.

“If you’re inside,” she said, “you’re not sloppy.”

The words hung there longer than they should have.

Kayla glanced toward the door—locked, deadbolt engaged, chain in place.

She hadn’t checked it consciously. Her body had done it on the way in.

She checked anyway. Still locked. Still secure.

She let out a slow breath and turned back to the laptop.

“Focus,” she muttered.

She pulled up the cached email header again—but didn’t open it.

Instead, she duplicated the file, renamed it, and moved it into a different local directory.

Then she waited. Nothing happened. No lag, no flicker, no disappearing windows.

Kayla tapped her finger on the desk.

“So it’s not watching the file,” she said, then paused. “Or it’s waiting for something specific.”

Her eyes remained on the file.

watchlist_morgan_k.txt.

That name again—Morgan K.

Not a system label. Not random. A person. Or something meant to look like one.

Kayla opened a new document and typed: Morgan K — internal? external? alias? 

She hesitated, then added: Why me?

The cursor blinked. For a second, she had the irrational sense that something might answer.

Nothing did. Of course not.

Kayla let out a breath that almost turned into a laugh.

“Yeah,” she said. “Too easy.”

Still, she didn’t delete the question.

Instead, she saved the file—local only—then disconnected the laptop from Wi-Fi entirely.

The silence shifted again—cleaner this time.

Or maybe she just wanted it to be.

Kayla leaned back in her chair, eyes on the darkened corner of the room.

“If you’re in the system,” she said, “you’re not here.”

She paused, then corrected herself. “Probably.”

That was the problem. Everything still had a reasonable explanation—which meant she couldn’t prove anything. Yet.

Kayla reached for her phone, hesitated, then set it face down on the table.

No messages, no alerts, no signs that anything was wrong.

Except she knew better now. Not everything announced itself.

Some things waited. Watched. Learned.

Kayla looked back at the laptop, then smiled.

“Okay,” she said. “Let’s see who breaks first.”
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​Chapter Three: The Silence Before the Switch
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Monday morning, the air on the cyber floor felt heavier, as if something had already shifted. People moved through their routines, but their conversations trailed off whenever someone new walked by. 

Slack threads popped like popcorn, full of theories nobody would admit out loud.

Kayla set down her coffee, which tasted faintly like burnt rubber, and glanced at the screen. 

Jordan had already messaged her:

The CFO’s parking spot is still empty. The janitors’s using it now. People are starting a betting pool about whether Adrian’s quitting, getting fired, or just permanently working from the penthouse boardroom again.

She smirked, typing back a skull emoji. 

Still, the energy was strange. 

HR booked the conference room across from their cubes for the entire day, and they suddenly locked down the Operations chat, claiming "maintenance" mode.

She scrolled through her alerts, watching a handful of systems blink from green to yellow and back again. Nothing big. Nothing yet. Just enough to make the hairs on her arms stand up.

Conversations cut off when certain people walked by. 

Executives lingered longer near the elevators. Something shifted near the far elevator doors—when she blinked, it was gone.

Even the office coffee machine hissed as if it had something to say.

HR had sent out a carefully worded memo: “No further updates.” That sentence had the same energy as, “We definitely know something, but we’re not telling you.” 

The only thing louder than the official silence was the unofficial speculation. When people lacked sufficient information, they invented their own narratives, and they had proceeded for nearly a full week with no additional details.

Kayla wasn’t one to gossip. But she noticed things, and lately, there was plenty to notice. OpsSec had gone completely dark since their first heads-up. No follow-up pings, no updates, no “ignore the rumors” messages. 

Just quiet. 

In her world, quiet usually meant something had already happened.

Kayla sat staring at the “Read” receipt from OpsSec, the cursor blinking like it expected her to stop.

Jordan leaned over the cubicle wall midmorning, balancing his third cup of coffee like a prop. “You ever seen OpsSec go this quiet?”

“Only when they’re cleaning up something,” Kayla said, scanning her monitor.

“Comforting,” he deadpanned, sipping his coffee.

She smiled faintly but didn’t look up. Her fingers moved over the keyboard, flipping through dashboards and log monitors, not because she expected to find something, but because she couldn’t not look. 

It was a habit.

She’d spent two days combing through everything she could access: internal logs, account activity, the rumor mill disguised as email chatter.

Her eyes lingered on a new user group that hadn’t existed the week before, Executive Transition Ops, but her access rights didn’t open it. 

Not unusual. 

Still, she logged it in her private notes. A habit. A minor act of defiance. 

Her fingers drummed on the table; she glanced at her phone, checked the time, sighed, then rubbed her eyes.

By early afternoon, she had refreshed her inbox so many times that her email client had judged her. The refresh animation almost seemed smug. 

Nothing. 

Just the usual flood of automated alerts: expired certificates, a training reminder she’d already ignored, and one from Jordan titled “Top 10 Ways to Pretend You’re Working When You’re Actually Watching for a CEO Leak.”

Kayla sent back an emoji of a detective.

The longer the silence stretched, the sharper her focus became. 

She watched people, too, which was one of Kayla’s favorite pastimes.

Executives from the upper floors came down for “status check-ins” that no one on her team believed for a second. They wanted to be seen being calm. That’s how you knew they weren’t.

By five, most of the office had emptied, the low hum of machines replacing human noise. Kayla stayed. 

She told herself it was to finish documenting an audit, but that was only half true. The other half was curiosity, the professional kind that could easily slip into obsession if she wasn’t careful.

Now, the hum of the servers felt more intense, as if synchronizing with her heartbeat. The flickering monitors made shadows dance across her desk. 

She straightened, suddenly aware of the empty office around her. Her fingers lingered over the keys. 

Something about a name nagged at the back of her mind, a half-remembered detail she couldn’t place. Was it a client? A contractor? 

The memory teased her like a puzzle missing a single piece.

“Remember when you flagged the CFO’s Netflix account as suspicious?” Jordan said, leaning back in his chair.

Kayla shot him a look. “Sharing a password with his executive assistant was suspicious.”

He grinned. “Or romantic.”

“Or HR-violation-adjacent,” she said, sipping her coffee. “Depends how you look at it.”

“Remind me to never let you near my Hulu account.”

She smirked. “Too late. Already checked, you watch documentaries about plane crashes when you can’t sleep.”

He blinked. “That’s...disturbingly accurate.”

“Logs don’t lie.”

Jordan just laughed. “You really need a hobby that doesn’t involve packet captures.”

Speaking of logs gave Kayla an idea; she pulled up the system audit logs and began filtering timestamps, access privileges, and known service accounts. The usual digital fingerprints of a company mid-shake-up.

Except this time, the patterns were wrong.

Three dormant admin accounts had flickered to life overnight, each one pinging a different internal server before going silent again. No recorded commands. No changes logged. 

Just movement.

Kayla frowned and tightened her query parameters.

If someone were testing old credentials, they should have logged failed attempts first. 

There weren’t any. Whoever did it already knew that the passwords worked.

She jotted a note to herself in her encrypted journal: Dormant accounts active. No failed attempts. Check persistence. 

Same pattern—access without a trace.

“Maybe OpsSec’s testing,” Jordan said when she mentioned it later.

“Without logging it?”

He shrugged. “They’ve done weirder.”

Yeah, she thought. And usually for a reason.

When she opened the access log one more time before heading out, something new caught her eye.

UserID: Cross, E

Department: Executive Office

Her breath stalled for half a second. 

Kayla clicked the entry, tracing the creation metadata. She traced the creation metadata and found the account had been created that afternoon. Its permissions were above her clearance, tied to both Administrative Governance and Financial Strategy. Dual access—rare.

That wasn’t the strange part. The strange part was the scrubbed session history. Someone had edited it mid-sync, wiping the logs mid-sync. She’d only seen that kind of tampering once before, during a controlled red-team drill.

Except this wasn’t a drill.

Her catlike curiosity sharpened. She tapped her pen against her desk. Who are you, Evan Cross?

The name scratched at something familiar, like a memory just out of reach. She opened a new tab and searched the corporate directory. 

LinkedIn—nothing. Google—still nothing.

The only Evan Cross she found was a landscape photographer in Maine and a teenager who’d won a science fair in 2012. Neither seemed likely to inherit Sentinel Mutual.

“You’re either a ghost,” she murmured, “or trying to be one.”

Jordan startled her when he reappeared, tossing a granola bar onto her desk. “Still digging?”

“Routine monitoring,” she said automatically.

“Right,” he said, sitting on the edge of her desk. “And I’m the CISO of NASA.”

She gave him a look. “Do you really think NASA would hire you with that desk?”

“Touché,” he said, unwrapping the granola bar. “So, what are we not talking about?”

Kayla hesitated. She trusted Jordan; he was her sounding board, her co-conspirator in caffeine and sarcasm, but some instincts ran deeper than friendship.

She’d learned to follow her hunches before looping in anyone else.

“Nothing,” she said, eyes back on her screen. “Just patterns.”

Jordan didn’t move right away. “You don’t say ‘just’ like that.”

He studied her for a moment longer, then nodded. “Fine. But remember what I said: curiosity gets you promoted or fired. There’s no middle ground.”

She smiled. “I’m aiming for promoted.”

“Good plan,” he said, tossing his wrapper into her trash and heading for the elevator.

As soon as he was gone, she turned back to the log. The clock on her screen read 6:47 p.m. She was about to shut everything down when a red icon blinked in the corner of her dashboard, an outbound message flagged for routing verification.

Her stomach tightened. Outbound messages at that level were rare. Leak or trap—either way, it wasn’t routine.

She opened the metadata.

From: BoardComms@sentinelmutual.com

Her pulse quickened. This was no routine alert. Someone had set this in motion deliberately, and it was heading somewhere she didn’t have clearance to see. Her fingers hovered over the keyboard, heart racing. She had to follow it, even if she wasn’t sure where it would lead.

As she opened the e-mail, the lights turned off. Kayla exhaled. 7:00 p.m. right on time. She stood and waved her arms around, creating movement to get them to turn back on. 

During the day, she would beg to have the high, fluorescent lights dimmed a little, but at night, sitting in the dark by herself was just too creepy.

Kayla leaned back in her chair, the glow of her monitor washing her face in pale blue. 

Her eyes burned. She needed to call it a night. As she reached for her bag, she jumped when her phone buzzed, Mom flashing across the screen.

She hesitated. She didn’t want her mom to know she was still at work.

“Hey, Mom,” Kayla said, trying to sound less tired than she felt.

“Oh, honey, did I catch you at a bad time?” Nancy’s voice was warm, cheerful—too cheerful.

“No, just wrapping up. What’s up?”

“I have some news!” Nancy said, lowering her voice as if she were sharing state secrets. “But I want to tell you in person. Can you come home soon?”

Kayla smiled despite herself. “News, huh? You’re not joining a cult, are you?”

Nancy laughed. “Not unless they serve good wine. You’ll see when you get here.”

The tone said everything. Kayla’s gut told her what her mom wasn’t saying: she’d met someone. After years of silence on that front, it made sense. Her dad had died when Kayla was eighteen, leaving behind little more than an ache and a list of things he’d never fixed, both in the house and in their family.

It had been years since Nancy’s voice held that kind of nervous excitement. Kayla remembered it from long ago, before her dad’s indifference flattened everything. Before dinners turned into long stretches of quiet and the occasional sigh loud enough to pass for conversation.

Her mom deserved someone better, someone who didn’t drain the color from the room just by walking into it. 

Still, a part of Kayla braced herself. Hope can be fragile when you've seen what it cost the first time.

Kayla leaned back, twirling a pen between her fingers. “Alright, Mom. I’ll plan something soon.”

“You promise?”

“Promise.”

When the call ended, she stared at her phone for a moment. A small, genuine smile lingered, the kind that didn’t come often anymore. 

She wanted to be happy for her mom. 

She really did. 

She just hoped the man on the other side of that story was better than the last one.

Her screen dimmed. The office lights hummed quietly, reminding her she was still there, still knee-deep in mysteries of her own.

Kayla packed her things and slung her bag over her shoulder. All around her, the office was nearly dark except for where she was sitting, just the low glow of monitors and the faint buzz of the exit lights. She crossed the empty floor
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