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Chapter 1: No Wanted Gift

The brisk air of early spring wafted through the pines surrounding the Taylor cabin in Lake Tahoe. The snow had melted, leaving patches of stubborn white clinging to the shaded corners of the forest floor. Inside the cabin, warmth radiated from a crackling fireplace. Rhys Taylor leaned back in his chair, a mug of steaming coffee in hand, watching Ted, the family’s Labrador, tussle over a rope toy with six year old Eddie. Nearby, Kat typed away at her laptop, her brow furrowed in concentration.

The idyllic scene was interrupted by the crunch of tires on gravel. Ted’s ears perked up, followed by a low growl. Taylor stood, setting his mug down, as a silver SUV came into view, pulling up beside the cabin. He stepped onto the porch, squinting to see through the glare of the setting sun. His expression shifted from curiosity to concern when he recognized the driver.

“Dad?” Kat’s voice came from behind him, startled. She joined Taylor on the porch as Michael stepped out of the SUV, clutching a slim, metal case. His face, usually calm and composed, bore the weight of something heavy.

“Kat, Taylor,” he greeted, his voice strained. “We need to talk.”

Inside, the warmth of the cabin seemed to do little to ease Michael’s tension. He set the case on the dining table, his hands lingering on it for a moment before he unlatched it. From within, he produced a sleek, black SSD drive, its surface gleaming under the cabin’s lights.

“This,” Kat's Dad began, “is not something I wanted to bring to you. But I had no choice.”

Kat exchanged a glance with Taylor, then looked back at her father. “What's the deal?”

Michael sighed, running a hand through his graying hair. “An old friend of mine from the NSA, Richard Netter, brought this to me. He retrieved it from a warehouse in San Francisco—a place rented under a fake name by an international criminal ring. The warehouse was filled with all kinds of electronics: laptops, phones, hard drives. Most of it was standard black-market junk, but this...” He tapped the SSD. “This was encrypted with algorithms far beyond anything criminals at that level could cook up. It’s government-grade.”

“Why didn’t Richard take it straight to the NSA?” Taylor asked, his voice cautious. "The two of you worked together, there.”

Michael sighed deeply, as if carrying the weight of years of secrets. “Richard and I go way back. A few years ago, he was investigating an international criminal ring—people who deal in smuggling high-tech goods, laundering money, and worse. He flagged a warehouse in San Francisco as suspicious, but back then, he didn’t have enough evidence to act.”

“So what changed?” Kat asked, her gaze fixed on the SSD.

“Recently, Richard got a tip that the warehouse had received shipments of encrypted tech. He convinced a few of his old NSA contacts to authorize a raid. When they swept the place, they found the usual assortment of black-market electronics—laptops, hard drives, phones—but this...” He tapped the SSD. “This stood out. The encryption on it isn’t just high-grade; it’s the kind of algorithm we used to work on for classified projects.”

Taylor frowned. “If the NSA raided the place, why didn’t Richard just turn this over to them?”

“Because he doesn’t trust the agency anymore,” Michael replied grimly. “There’ve been leaks, incidents that make us suspect someone on the inside is working for the wrong side. During the raid, a few key items went missing before they were cataloged. Richard barely managed to secure this SSD before it disappeared too. He’s convinced there’s a mole—or worse.”

Kat leaned forward, her expression serious. “So why bring it to you?”

“Because Richard didn’t want to risk exposing himself further,” Michael admitted. “He thought I might be able to analyze it quietly. But, Kat...” He met her gaze. “You’re the best shot we’ve got at figuring out what’s on this thing. Your work with encrypted data far exceeds mine and mine pre-dates much of what you have worked on. I'm not supposed to know it, but I'm aware that the Agency drew you into a few investigations when you had your app development company - probably because of our connection, they thought they could trust you.”

Kat’s eyes narrowed as she examined the drive. “You think the people who set this up have infiltrated the NSA, Dad?”

“It’s a possibility,” Michael admitted. “Richard wanted me to take a crack at it. He knows I have the tools, and he thought I might be able to do it without drawing too much attention. But honestly, Kat...” He looked at his daughter, his expression softening. “You’re better at this than I ever was.”

The room fell silent for a moment as Kat processed her father’s request. Then she straightened and nodded. “Let’s get it hooked up and see what we can do with it.”

Michael visibly relaxed, a hint of relief breaking through his worry. He followed Kat to the corner of the cabin where her workbench sat, cluttered with an array of keyboards, wires, and monitors. As they booted up the necessary equipment, Taylor and Kat, exchanged a look.

“What do you think?” Kat finally asked.

Taylor shrugged. “Feels like trouble.”

Kat chuckled dryly. “When isn’t it?”

Kat’s attention back to the workbench. “This encryption isn’t just complex—it’s layered,” she said, frowning at the screen. “It’s like someone took every high-level algorithm available and fused them together.”

Michael nodded. “That’s why I knew I couldn’t handle it alone.”

Taylor stepped closer, peering over Kat’s shoulder. “If this thing is so heavily encrypted, whatever’s on it must be valuable.”

“Or dangerous,” Michael added.

“Or both,” Kat muttered. “But we won’t know until we crack it.”

As the hours ticked by, the cabin settled into a tense rhythm. Kat and her father worked side by side, their fingers flying across keyboards, exchanging theories and running decryption programs. Taylor, unable to contribute to the technical side of things, poured over Michael’s account of the warehouse, speculating about what kind of criminal operation could have required such sophisticated tools.

Taylor put a call in to his pal and old shipmate, "Digger" Graves, outlining the situation for him.

"You want me to come out there?" Digger asked, from his Sparks, NV home.

"Not yet, but I suspect we'll be involved somehow. Just wanted to give you a heads-up," Taylor warned.

“We’re looking at something big,” Digger said, tapping the edge of a notebook where he’d scrawled notes. “Organized crime doesn’t usually dabble in that kind of tech unless it’s tied to something global—cybercrime, maybe. Or espionage.”

Taylor nodded but said nothing. "Yup." His gaze lingered on the metal case, a gnawing sense of unease growing in his chest.
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